Accident Review
Apalachicola Leaf Blower Incident November 18, 2009
SYNOPSIS:  On November 18, 2009, at approximately 11:00 am, crew member of the Davidson River Interagency (IA) crew (Shenck Job Corp) was refueling a leaf blower when it caught fire.  The crew was prepping woodpecker trees for a prescribed burn in compartment 57.  The leaf blower was totally destroyed (Picture 1), a Dolmar fuel can was also damaged, and the crew member sustained a burn to his right front leg above the boot and below the knee.   The injury required emergency treatment at an emergency room. The Squad Boss transported him to the ER by government vehicle, where he was treated and released.
Apalachicola National Forest safety committee members Ernie Chichester and Chuck Harden were requested to conduct a preliminary review of the incident.  
Picture 1: Leaf Blower and Dolmar Fuel Can immediately after catching fire.
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FINDINGS:  Human factors/Equipment factors
Human Factors:
·  Interviews with crew members identified that JHA’s and initial training on the operation had been discussed and completed at home unit and safety briefing conducted before beginning assignment that day.
· The injured crew member was familiar with the operation of the equipment and had used it in the past 6 to 7 months during his appointment with the Davidson River Crew.
· Proper PPE was available and utilized during the incident.
· Prior to starting blower, the injured crew member noticed a small piece (Approx 12 inches or less) pink flagging tape inside the air intake of the blower which was not removed before starting.
· No other pre-check was performed on equipment before starting. (There was no fuel or other leak noticed before starting or fueling.)
· Blower was started by operator and ran 2 to 3 minutes before he realized he needed more fuel and shut blower down and refueled.
· Operator thought he detected spark/flame when starting to pour fuel in blower fuel tank so he stopped pouring.  After seeing nothing to indicate any flame or spark he continued to pour fuel and noticed the spark/flame again which caused him to jump back and spill a small amount of fuel around the blower gas tank, ground and his right boot and pant leg.  (During the whole refueling process, he had placed his right foot under the blower tank to raise the level of the tank fill opening to make it more accessible.)   
· A small fire ensued around the ground and fill tank area of the blower, which intensified rapidly and he was unable to extinguish immediately.
· The fire spread quickly engulfing the blower  and spread to the Dolmar spout and operators right boot and pant leg.
Equipment Factors:
·  Equipment type was Stihl BR 600 Magnum Leaf Blower.
· Blower was 1 to 2 years old.
· Blower has never been to a shop for service or repair.
· Blower was used routinely at home unit and on detail.
· There were no obvious defects with equipment prior to assignment.
· Blower was used on Monday, 16 November (two days prior) for same type use as on day of incident with no damage/ faults noted.
· Cleanliness of blower was good with exception of pink flagging noted in the intake area prior to starting (Picture 2).
Weather and Site Condition Factors:
· Weather was clear, around 58 degrees, relative humidity was 56-58 percent.
· Weather conditions were probably not conducive to static electricity buildup and/or transfer. 
· Site conditions for fueling was open sandy dirt road.
Safety Review Findings:
Operator was trained and qualified to use the equipment.  He understood the task he was assigned.  Operator was using all required PPE during the event.  Operator noticed pink flagging in the intake area of the blower which leads review team to suspect that the engine ran long enough to heat the flagging or other debris unseen inside the blower, causing them to burn.  During refueling, the fumes would ignite and produce the flame/spark operator noted each time he attempted to refuel.  On the first attempt, when he noticed the spark/flame, he discontinued pouring fuel which caused the spark flame to cease due to cutting off the fume supply. When operator jumped back and inadvertently spilled fuel on second attempt, the fire flame was fed by the spilled fuel and spread.  This resulted in the fire spreading to blower fuel tank and consuming the blower, and spreading to his boot and pants leg and Dolmar.  Fire was quickly extinguished by operator and crew boss.   Operator then discovered he had sustained burns to his right lower leg and taken to medical treatment.  
Picture 2:  Pink Flagging noted in the Intake Area.
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Recommendations:
· Perform equipment pre-check according to manufacturer guidelines.  Ensure there are no debris or foreign objects in the in or around the engine compartment area to include the air intake.
· Follow proper refueling procedures.  Do not place feet underneath equipment during fueling process.
· Keep fuel spillage to minimum while refueling.
· Do not refuel equipment if spark/flame detected without finding the cause.  If no cause found or unsure, have equipment serviced by qualified service provider.
· Explore the possibilities of placing a screen over the intake to prevent debris from entering the unit and quick release straps on the blowers.
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