Channel Industries Mutual Aid (CIMA):
Collaborative Emergency Response

Facilitator Emily Morris introduced the evening’s main topic and the speaker, CIMA Business Coordinator Joe
Reynolds, CSP Ret. Morris reminded PCAC attendees that worker safety was the topic at the May meeting,
which was an expo-style event that featured several emergency response vehicles. Morris invited Reynolds to
expound on Houston-area emergency response by explaining CIMA’s history and shared commitments that
make the CIMA collaboration vital when an emergency exceeds the capacity of a single facility or public agency.
Morris said that PCAC was fortunate to get Reynolds as a speaker, as he was retiring in January.

Reynolds said that Channel Industries Mutual Aid (CIMA) is the cooperative emergency-response network that
helps protect the Houston Ship Channel’s highly concentrated industrial corridor and surrounding communities.
CIMA brings industrial members together with municipal, county, state, and federal partners to coordinate fire
suppression, rescue, hazardous-materials response, emergency medical support, communications, and incident
command. From its inception in 1955, CIMA has created a dependable system for requesting assistance,
deploying responders and equipment quickly, integrating them at the scene, and sustaining operations across
long or complex incidents. Members train to common procedures, maintain pledged capabilities, and
understand in advance how personnel, equipment, foam, and other specialized assets will be shared.

Reynolds used CIMA’s history, organization, drills, alarm systems, membership classes, and past deployments to
show how mutual aid has matured over time. (Reynold’s presentation slides supplement the meeting notes.)

Why CIMA Matters

e The Houston Ship Channel concentrates major industrial operations, transportation routes, and nearby
communities within one interconnected area. A serious emergency can require capabilities well beyond
those maintained by a single site.

e CIMA expands local capacity by combining trained personnel, specialized apparatus, firefighting foam,
hazardous-materials resources, rescue teams, medical support, communications, and command staff
from across the network.

e Example: During a major extended response, Reynolds said, CIMA coordinated hundreds of responders
over multiple shifts and obtained a very large supply of foam concentrate from sources around the
country.

How the Mutual-Aid System Works
e CIMA divides the service area into four zones so the first response can come from the most practical
group of nearby members rather than mobilizing the entire organization automatically.
e Generic alarm lists establish a consistent package of resources for comparable incidents, while
additional alarms allow the response to grow as conditions change.
e Incident commanders can request only the equipment or expertise needed when a complete alarm
assighment is unnecessary.

Shared Governance and Member Commitments

e Members are expected to maintain their own emergency plans and baseline capability, designate a
CIMA representative, sustain pledged resources, participate in drills, maintain communications, and
follow CIMA procedures.

e Membership classes recognize that industrial plants, smaller facilities, and municipal departments
contribute different kinds and levels of capability.

o Example: A large industrial member may provide high-capacity foam apparatus, while a municipal
department may contribute personnel, access control, public-safety functions, or other support. The
system is designed to combine those complementary strengths.
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Training, Exercises, and Readiness

Each zone conducts a full-scale exercise annually, giving CIMA four zone drills every year. These drills are
closed to the public.

The exercise is intended to test the mutual-aid system: resource requests, dispatch, travel,
communications, staging, command integration, and the host’s ability to receive incoming help.

Every fifth year, CIMA conducts a larger multi-facility exercise involving several scenarios and response
disciplines.

Growth and Development Through the Decades

Reynolds explained how CIMA grew from an informal agreement among a small group of industrial fire chiefs
into a regional, multi-agency organization with defined zones, standardized dispatch procedures, dedicated
facilities and equipment, broader membership categories, consolidated communications, and full-time
administrative coordination. The progression reflects a continuing effort to match the mutual-aid system to the
scale and complexity of the Ship Channel region. (See the slides for the detailed sequence of names, dates,
organizational changes, and milestones.)

Slides 31-42 show incidents from 1979 through 2019 in which CIMA, and its earlier forms, were called to
support industrial fires, explosions, transportation emergencies, severe weather, mass-casualty
operations, and long-duration responses.

Reynolds said that Process Safety Management (PSM) standards have made the Houston Ship Channel
region safer overall. He said that in the 1980s, CIMA would be called out to 5 or 6 fires per week. Today,
CIMA responds to about 2 fires per year.

Key Takeaways

CIMA is a preparedness system, not simply a collection of emergency responders and equipment.

Its effectiveness depends on relationships and agreements established before an incident begins.
Standardized procedures allow industrial and public-sector responders to integrate quickly under a
common command structure.

Regular drills and training help identify gaps before the system is needed in an actual emergency.
Shared investment gives members access to capabilities that would be difficult or impractical for every
organization to maintain alone.
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