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INTRODUCTION 

�‡After-Action Review (AAR) of state response to the civil 
unrest in Charlottesville, VA on August 12, 2017 

�‡ �&�R�P�P�R�Q�Z�H�D�O�W�K���R�I���9�L�U�J�L�Q�L�D���*�R�Y�H�U�Q�R�U�¶�V���(�[�H�F�X�W�L�Y�H���2�U�G�H�U���1umber 68 

 

�‡AAR: process to capture lessons learned from successes 
and failures with a goal of improving future performances 

 

�‡Provide recommendations 

 



Scope  and Methodology 
�‡Focus on the use of State assets in 

support of the �&�L�W�\���R�I���&�K�D�U�O�R�W�W�H�V�Y�L�O�O�H�¶�V��
preparation and response to the Unite 
the Right rally (August 12, 2017) 

 

�‡Identify strengths and weaknesses in 
preparation and response 

 
 

 



Methodology
�‡Interviewed 30+ individuals involved in event 

�‡Planning 
�‡Preparation 
�‡Execution 

�‡Reviewed  
�‡Video 

�‡Official 
�‡Social media 

�‡Operational Plans 
�‡Incident Action Plans 
�‡Publicly available news reports 



New Era of Protests 
�‡ Competing protesters 

intent on causing 
physical harm to others 

 

�‡ Introduction of 
firearms, personal 
protection equipment 

 

�‡ Various other 
weapons/projectiles 

 

�‡ Use of social media 



BACKGROUND  

�‡UNITE THE RIGHT RALLY �± permitted City event 

�‡Date: August 12, 2017 

�‡Location: Emancipation Park, Charlottesville, VA 

�‡Groups participating: 
�‡ Organized by individuals who align with far-right white 

nationalists 
�‡ Counter-protestors, including anti-fascist groups 
�‡ Militia members 

�‡Vehicle attack-death and injuries  
 



BACKGROUND  

�‡Virginia State Police helicopter (assigned to 
event) 

�‡Crashed 

�‡Two (2) Troopers killed-Trooper Pilot Berke Bates 
and Lt. H. Jay Cullen  

 

�‡The tragic death of Heather Heyer 

 

 
 

 



REVIEW OF PERMIT PROCESS 
AND LAWS 
�‡City of Charlottesville placed no restrictions on the 

demonstrators 

 

�‡The permit issued placed no restrictions or 
direction on the participants 

 

�‡State agency leaders had little to no ability to 
influence the permit process except to give advice 
based on prior experience and industry standards 



REVIEW OF PERMIT PROCESS 
AND LAWS 
�‡ �*�R�Y�H�U�Q�R�U�¶�V���7�D�V�N���)�R�U�F�H���L�V���I�X�U�W�K�H�U���H�Y�D�O�X�D�W�L�Q�J���W�K�H��

relevant laws and permitting process 
�‡However, through the course of this review, 

including discussions with officials in Florida 
and Tennessee, evidence suggests that in 
addition to good intelligence and an effective 
IAP guiding the process, a robust permitting 
process can set the tone for an event, thereby 
enhancing safety for protesters and the 
community 



EVENT PREPARATION  
State Resources 

 

�‡Virginia State Police (VSP) 600 sworn members (approx.) 
 

�‡Virginia National Guard 
�‡  125 personnel (approx.) on ground 
�‡  400+ on standby  

 

�‡Virginia Department of Emergency Management (VDEM) 
�‡VDEM interacted with City of Charlottesville officials and 

activated a full Incident Management Team (IMT) in support 
 

�‡Virginia Fusion Center 
 

 
 



Event Preparation 
�‡Incident Action Plans (IAPs) 

�‡Prepared by state agencies & City of 
Charlottesville 

�‡IAPs followed different structure and 
formats 

�‡Not all IAPs followed the National Incident 
Management System (NIMS) standards 

 



Event Preparation 
�‡Virginia Fusion Center 

�‡Gathered intelligence and background information 
in anticipation of protest 

�‡Analysis was shared with City officials and the 
highest levels of state government, including the 
Governor 

�‡Analysts concluded that participants were 
planning to be aggressive/violent 

�‡Concerns of mass casualty event, including car attack 
 

 



Event Preparation 
�‡Planning meetings involved state and City of 

Charlottesville resources 
�‡How to best prepare for this type of protest 
 

�‡The City of Charlottesville was responsible and was 
the lead agency on August 12  

�‡ �6�W�D�W�H���D�V�V�H�W�V���Z�H�U�H���L�Q���V�X�S�S�R�U�W���R�I���W�K�H���&�L�W�\�¶�V���S�X�E�O�L�F��
safety efforts 
 

Note: Recommendations communicated by the state to the City of 
Charlottesville were not accepted, including industry best practices 
for handling violent events 



Event Preparation 

Virginia State Police (approx. 600 sworn members assigned) 
 

�‡Expended significant workforce hours and resources to 
support event, including: 

 

�‡Written plans 
�‡Activation of large numbers of human assets 
�‡Analysis of information 
�‡Tactical training of VSP Tactical Field Force (TFF) 

teams 
�‡Senior leadership engaged 

 
 



CONSIDERATION 
State Response 

 Key areas to be improved to ensure more 
coordination & synchronous management for future 
events 
 
Areas of Recommendations 

�‡Agencies should adhere to the National Incident 
Management system (NIMS) and Incident Command 
system (ICS) standards �± including joint training 

�‡Maximize use of related state assets and resources 
�‡Inter-governmental and community coordination 

 



CONSIDERATION 
Disparate Incident Action Plans 

 

 

�¾IAPs were not integrated into one comprehensive 
plan 

�¾Did not adhere to National Incident Management 
System (NIMS) 

 
 



Consideration- IAP 
Recommendations 

�‡ In future events, planners should strive to consolidate operational plans 
for individual participating entities into one guiding IAP. This should be a 
collaborative process, completed prior to submission of the IAP to the 
executive level (Chief and Colonel) for final approval. The NIMS incident 
action planning process:  

�‡ Identifies goals for the event;  

�‡ Establishes agreed upon rules of engagement;  

�‡ Clearly defines roles and responsibilities; and 

�‡ Defines a clear chain of command for all parties involved.  

�‡ Leadership of all organizations involved should convene to review and 
approve the final plan 

�‡ In the future, additional consideration should be given to commissioning 
an independent �U�H�Y�L�H�Z���W�R���³�U�H�G��team�´��resulting Operations Plans/ IAPs 



CONSIDERATION 
Lack of Unified Command 

 

�¾Unified Command was not fully implemented or adhered to 

 

Recommendations 

�‡In multi-agency responses, Unified Command should be established as 
policy/practice 

�‡The structure of the Unified Command should be identified early in the 
planning process 

�‡Leadership should identify good models of Unified Command to review 
and emulate, such as those with routine experience activating NIMS in 
response to natural disasters. (e.g. coastal states like Florida)  



CONSIDERATION 

Multiple Command Posts  
 

�¾There was an appearance of multiple command posts 

�¾The command post at Wells Fargo was not functional 

Recommendation 
 

�‡Agencies should strive to adhere to NIMS, with 
implementation of a single Incident Command Post 
housing all the functions of an Incident Command 
System (ICS) and an Emergency Operations Center 
(EOC) for coordination of additional resources 

 



CONSIDERATION 
Public Information Management 

 

�¾There was not a singular spokesperson representing the multi-agency 
response 

�¾Messaging to the media and public was delayed 

�¾Need for consolidation of event information 

 

Recommendation 

�‡ As part of the Unified Command structure, and following best practices, a 
primary Public Information Officer should be designated  to ensure there is one 
spokesperson 

�‡ Joint Information Center (JIC) should be established early on 
  

 

 



CONSIDERATION 
Lack of Joint Training Before Event 

 

�¾VSP trained for tactical response  

�¾Base training on research of known tactics and techniques of agitators 

Recommendations: 

�‡ Brief and train all personnel to the same operations plan/IAP 

�‡ All assets assigned to support large scale events should be trained and exercised in the proper 
functioning of the Unified Command as outlined in National Incident Management System 
(NIMS) 

�‡ In the future, it is recommended that joint field training exercises be held with all resources 
dedicated to the event joint tabletop exercises should be utilized to test response to varying 
scenarios 

�‡ Decision makers and others who staff a command post should be trained and exercised on 
command post operations 

 



CONSIDERATION 
Virginia Department of Emergency Management 

 

�¾Full capacity of VDEM was underutilized 

�¾Key personnel may have limited view of �9�'�(�0�¶�V���F�D�S�D�F�L�W�\��
and capabilities during a law enforcement-focused incident 

Recommendations 

�‡The logistical support of VDEM, to include assisting in 
consolidation of IAPs, providing logistical support teams, and 
coordination of supplies, should be fully utilized in future events  

�‡Joint training between VSP and VDEM is recommended to 
review roles and responsibilities and enable the two 
organizations to work together  more effectively, particularly in 
response to high profile events with a law enforcement focus 

 



CONSIDERATION 
Criminal Histories 

 

�¾Charlottesville and State Fusion Center analysts worked well in gathering & sharing 
intelligence 

�¾Criminal histories of known offenders were not fully leveraged for tactical advantage 

�¾Details on known participants, including criminal backgrounds/photographs, not evident in 
the Operational Plans or other documents supporting this event 

Recommendations 

�‡ Maximize research of possible attendees, particularly those with serial nationwide 
participation, and provide results to incident commanders 

�‡ Explore permissibility of running criminal histories on known or suspected attendees 

�‡ Research the training and tactics of known groups for integration into tactical response 
training 

 



INTER-GOVERNMENTAL COORDINATION 
AND COMMUNITY ENGAGEMENT 

While state and city police officials collaborated 

in planning and responding to the events 

surrounding the Unite the Right rally, additional 

measures are needed to ensure application of 

best practices for protest crowd management 

 



CONSIDERATION 
Executive Leadership Role 

 

�¾Chief executives of involved law enforcement agencies were in regular 
communication 

�¾Local commanders (CPD & VSP) met frequently prior to event 

�¾Despite these collaborations, the results of the events do not suggest all 
parties were working in concert with each other 

Recommendation 

�‡ Prior to major events involving multidisciplinary resources, executive 
leadership from all entities should meet to review the IAP, discuss role 
definition, deconflict response protocols, and ensure everyone agrees on 
goals, objectives, and rules of engagement 
 

 



CONSIDERATION 
Community Engagement 

 

�¾Collaboration with local business and community groups in advance of the rally 
could have been improved and aided the police response to the event 

�¾Access by law enforcement to nearby public and private spaces, thereby limited 
effective police response 

Recommendations 

�‡ Public safety officials should prioritize engagement of community members and 
business owners who are likely to be impacted by a planned rally or protest 

�‡ Law enforcement should work collaboratively to inform community groups and 
solicit their support and cooperation. Host briefing with community businesses and 
state agency representation prior to similar events to communicate key information, 
including the importance of cooperating with the police to protect property 

�‡ State and local commander (or leadership) review of legal regarding use of private 
property for public safety purposes when a state of emergency is declared 

 



CONSIDERATION 
�'�H�I�L�Q�L�Q�J���W�K�H���6�W�D�W�H�¶�V���U�R�O�H 

 

�¾Planning leaders of the state agencies had limited 
control over physical planning on the ground in 
Charlottesville 

 
Observation 

�‡The IACP stops short of providing a clear recommendation 
on this point but urges further exploration of this topic. The 
state should re-evaluate the extent to which it is comfortable 
remaining in a support role to local jurisdictions, particularly 
following a declared state of emergency and when large 
numbers state resources are allocated 



EVENT FUNDING 

�‡Commonwealth of Virginia 
�‡Provided all necessary financial support and 

resources to assist with preparations 
  
�‡VSP leadership is adamant that state cost for local 

events should not be passed onto localities  
 

�‡No reported lack of financial support 

 
 



EQUIPMENT CONSIDERATIONS 
�‡VSP personnel were properly equipped 

�‡ No major equipment issues 

�‡Potential areas of improvement to consider 
�‡ Equip all VSP with demonstration management equipment 

�‡ Explore lighter equipment where practicable 

�‡ Explore the potential for using bike response teams to steer and contain 
crowds 

�‡ Prioritize ear piece mics over shoulder mics to secure communications of 
tactical personnel 

�‡ Manage mobility of tactical teams with busses or vans to limit demands of 
walking distances in heavy gear and equipment 

�‡ Ensure personnel have easy access to food, water, shade and rehab vehicles 

�‡ Leverage technology, including GPS, to better monitor and utilize resources 
and provide situational awareness of on-the-ground resources 



EQUIPMENT CONSIDERATIONS 
INTEROPERABILITY  

�‡Limited interoperability was repeatedly raised 
as a concern throughout this review process 

�‡The ability for similar functionary units to 
communicate on the same radio frequency did 
not exist 

�‡The process of relaying information and the 
inability to directly receive information can lead 
to distortion of the information 



PROMISING PRACTICES IN 
PREPARATION  FOR CIVIL UNREST 

PRE-EVENT 
�‡Best practices for preparing law enforcement 

response to civil unrest: 
�‡Prohibition of firearms/weapons of any sort within a 10-block 

area 

�‡Prohibition of signs, poles, or any items that could be used as 
weapons  

�‡Reducing the time allowance for the event 

�‡Blocking access to the event venue up to 24 hours prior, 
including use of K9 sweeps 

�‡Sanitizing event area to include all containers such as trash 
cans and objects that can be used as receptacles for 
improvised explosive devices 



PROMISING PRACTICES IN 
PREPARATION  FOR CIVIL UNREST 

PRE-EVENT 

�‡Best practices for preparing law 
enforcement response to civil unrest: 

�‡Strong messaging from government officials calling for 
peaceful demonstrations and stating zero tolerance for 
violence or criminal activity 

�‡Joint training, including on-site walk-throughs the day prior 
�‡Maintain open lines of communication with affected 

community groups and business owners 
�‡Early declaration of emergency where appropriate, 

particularly when violence is anticipated 
 



PROMISING PRACTICES IN 
PREPARATION  FOR CIVIL UNREST 

DURING-EVENT 
�‡Best practices for preparing law 

enforcement response to civil unrest: 
�‡Limiting parking to designated areas 
�‡Bussing protestors to and from the protest area 

�‡Layers of hard and soft barriers and checkpoints, allowing 
�P�X�O�W�L�S�O�H���³�O�R�R�N�V�´���E�\���R�I�I�L�F�H�U�V 

�‡Use of metal detectors where feasible 
�‡Strict timelines, including prohibition of early access to the venue 

�‡Quick identification and removal of agitators, where practicable  

�‡Quick arrests of unlawful actors 

 



CONCLUSION 
�‡Commonwealth of Virginia recognized the 

significance of the Unite the Right rally and 
provided ample resources to respond to 
anticipated violence 

 

�‡State representatives spent a great deal of time 
on the planning process 

�‡Provided the experience and expertise that 
Charlottesville needed to address the demonstration 



CONCLUSION 
�‡Although the cooperative effort resulted in low 

arrest and little-to-no property damage, it did not 
prevent the death of Heather Heyer and the injury 
to over a dozen individuals 



CONCLUSION 
�‡This AAR is not directed at any singular agency, 

entity or organization. It is does not only address the 
Commonwealth of Virginia. The recommendations 
are directed at all agencies involved in the event. 

�‡As was stated in the body of the AAR, the ground is 
shifting when it comes to demonstrations. That shift 
will require policy makers to challenge some of the 
prior assumptions and practices and look for new 
best practices to effectively manage these events in 
the future in order to safeguard lives and property 
while ensuring First Amendment rights.  


