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Responders operating in the dark 
In an emergency, responders must quickly and easily 
access relevant, reliable, and up-to-date information from 
multiple partners. In reality, most agencies do not regularly 
share information and responders enter situations without 
all the facts. The problem is partially due to a lack of 
governance processes, but the primary culprit is the 
technology. The proliferation of proprietary emergency 
response technologies has led to less interoperability 
among information sharing systems. To share information 
effectively, agencies must efficiently connect their 
systems.   

Virtual USA, making information sharing possible 
Recognizing this problem, the U.S. Department of 
Homeland Security (DHS) Science and Technology 
Directorate (S&T) worked with state and local emergency 
management agencies and other DHS components to 
develop a solution. The result is Virtual USA®, a new way 
for agencies to share what they know.  

The heart of the Virtual USA Program is the Virtual 
Library, which enables first responders to access critical 
incident information about power outages, road closures, 
traffic incidents, hospital and shelter statuses, and weather, 
in a geospatial context. In real time, federal, state, local, 
and tribal agencies can view this data superimposed on 
their own geospatial viewers, enabling them to share 
information seamlessly across their existing platforms. 

Advantages of Virtual USA 
Conceived, developed, and field-tested by first responders, 
four principles guided the creation of Virtual USA: 

Improve sharing and collaboration at all government 
levels. Virtual USA reduces technological barriers to 
information sharing and provides a common platform for 
participants to share data voluntarily. 
Build on existing investments. Virtual USA is cost 
effective because each agency uses the computers, tablets, 
smartphones, and data it already owns. 
Maintain data ownership. Virtual USA is a pipeline 
through which data flows from one partner to the next. 
Each agency using Virtual USA owns its own data and 
decides what, when, and with whom to share. 
Partner to ensure resiliency. Virtual USA provides a 
resilient and robust data pipeline; if one state loses its 

Virtual USA in the field 
S&T facilitated pilot demonstrations of Virtual USA in the 
Southeast and Pacific Northwest regions. During the 
pilots, local, state, and federal agencies used Virtual USA 
to share data seamlessly, transparently, and in real time. In 
2013, Virtual USA demonstrated its unique value during 
the US-Canada Enhance Resiliency Experiment (CAUSE) 
II Exercise, where interoperable information sharing was 
put to the international test, connecting local and federal 
assets with partner agencies in Canada.  

During the 2011 National Level Exercise, which simulated 

a 7.0 magnitude earthquake, the eight member states of the 
Central United States Earthquake Consortium used Virtual 
USA to view other jurisdictions’ real-time critical data, 
including status updates from emergency operations 
centers, hospitals, shelters, communications and power 
facilities, and major highways and roads. This exercise 
prepared the participating states to use Virtual USA in the 
regional response to the devastating floods in Missouri in 
2011. State, federal, and private sector partners also used 
Virtual USA to assist in the regional response to the Deep 
Water Horizon oil spill in 2010. 

Looking ahead 
S&T envisions that by 2014 Virtual USA will be able to 
accommodate data from every type of agency or group that 
helps a community respond to an emergency. The 
technology will be the key element in the ensemble of 
disaster management tools that help first responders plan, 
respond, and save lives together 

Virtual USA enables cross-border information sharing 
during CAUSE II. 

To learn more about Virtual USA®, contact SandTFRG@dhs.gov. 
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