LE HARDY FIRE 

BEAR ENCOUNTER INVESTIGATION
INTRODUCTION: On August 3, 2008, a wildland firefighter with the Lewis and Clark IHC was performing a burning operation on the Le Hardy Fire in Yellowstone National Park and encountered a grizzly bear, which attacked the firefighter. 
INJURIES: The firefighter received minor lacerations and bruising to his back and left leg. The firefighters head also received minor lacerations.
INVESTIGATION: An investigation into the causal factors of this incident was conducted by Yellowstone National Park’s Safety Manager, Ken Meyer, with input from investigating law enforcement rangers and Bear Management Office officials, witnesses, and other fire staff.
The Le Hardy Fire started on July 30, 2008, after a tree fell on an overhead power-line due to strong winds. On the same day, members of the Lewis and Clark IHC arrived at the fire. It was stated there was not enough bear spray for every firefighter so approximately every four or five firefighters were issued bear spray to carry on their person. On July 31, 2008, an Incident Command Post was developed and morning briefing which included an Incident Action Plan was implemented. Bear safety was general in nature when discussed at the briefings. The Lewis and Clark IHC worked without incident until August 3, 2008. On August 2, 2008, the firefighter, who was injured in the bear incident, arrived and joined his crew members. 

On August 3, 2008, Superintendent of the Lewis and Clark IHC arrived at ICP for the 0730 morning briefing, and then returned to his crew where he briefed the crew. A general briefing to “watch out for bears and buffalo…to stay clear” along with weather, fire etc. was discussed. The crew was assigned to perform a burnout operation along the southeast side of the fire. The crew then hiked into their assigned area, pulled hose. The crew started the burning operation at approximately 11am. The firefighter involved in the incident was first in line with a drip torch. A Squad Boss was in front and four torches behind. At one point during the operation, a grizzly bear was sighted on the line. Crew members called out the bear on the line and the operation was suspended until crew members lost sight of the bear. The bear was located between the burn-out operation and the fire’s edge. A few minutes later, the burn-out operation continued. Crew members shouted and whistled their locations throughout the operation due to being spread out and in thick timber. At approximately 1330, the firefighter had his head down, laying fire with the drip torch, when he heard a sound like a branch breaking. The firefighter looked up and saw a grizzly bear approximately 50-60 feet away. The firefighter turned away, which was towards his Squad Boss in front and started walking. The firefighter took two or three steps and looked over his shoulder to see the bear running at him. The firefighter started running and ran approximately eight feet to three downed logs on the ground. The firefighter cleared the logs and attempted to get under the logs. As soon as the firefighter laid down on the ground, the bear was on top of him. The bear swatted several times, striking the firefighters pack and upper back. The firefighter screamed loudly and then realized that he should lay there quiet and not move. The bear then stood up on the back of the firefighter’s legs and pounced down, with great force, on the firefighter’s upper back area. Shortly thereafter, the bear left. The firefighter behind in line did not see the bear. However, the next firefighter (two down the line) saw the bear, made brief eye contact, and the bear went out of site toward the main fire. An EMT was on the line and made a quick assessment of the injured firefighter. The firefighter was then flown by helicopter to a medical facility, a short distance away.
It appears the grizzly bear was stressed by the fire activity. The bear was surrounded by fire on three sides and may have been attempting to escape the fire activity.

FINDINGS AND RECOMMENDATIONS: The Incident Commander and fire staff on the Le Hardy Fire acted quickly and efficiently to address all findings of this investigation and concerns of other firefighting personnel.
Finding #1: In-coming fire personnel did not receive an adequate bear safety briefing.

Recommendation: Task the Resource Advisor or other competent persons with providing all in-coming personnel with a thorough bear safety briefing. The briefing should include the limitations and proper use of bear spray.

Corrective Action Taken: The Incident commander ordered a safety stand-down for all fire personnel. During the stand-down, a thorough bear safety briefing was presented. The Resource Advisor has presented and will continue to present all in-coming resources with an adequate bear safety briefing.

Finding#2: Written bear briefings were not included in the IAP, nor were they posted on information boards.

Recommendation: Include the bear briefing in the IAP and post on all information boards.
Corrective Action Taken: A bear safety topic was included in the IAP and posted on information boards.

Finding #3: The fire did not have adequate supplies of bear spray.

Recommendation: Outfit all personnel on the fire and in fire camp with bear spray.

Corrective Action Taken: Bear spray was ordered and will be provided to all personnel. 
Finding #4: The grizzly bear was seen prior to the attack and not communicated to the Division Supervisor.
Recommendation: Require all bear sightings to be communicated up the chain of command so Command and General Staff are aware of bear locations and adjust personnel as necessary to minimize exposure to bears.
Corrective Action Taken: All personnel assigned to the fire are now required to report all bear sightings.
Finding #5: During the burn-out operation, crew members were spaced too far apart (approximately 50 feet) and working alone.

Recommendation: Space personnel closer together or work in pairs. Single resources working around the fire should be paired with other personnel. Post lookouts to identify hazards including bear activity.
Corrective Action Taken: All personnel are now required to work closer together. Single resources are working in pairs.
Finding #6: A line qualified Safety Officer was not present on this Type 3 fire.

Recommendation: Immediately order a Type 3 or above Safety Officer for all Type 3 fires.
Corrective Action Taken: A Type 3 Safety Officer was ordered and arrived on the fire.
Finding #7: Fire Camp did not have adequate night security to patrol and immediately identify if a bear entered camp.

Recommendation: Order security or a night watchman to patrol the camp for bear activity.

