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SAFETY

Safety Refresher for Fireline Leaders
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The Indiana Division of Forestry developed two options for its annual fireline refresher training.  Both refresher sessions are centered on national standards, but one is oriented toward firefighters and the other is oriented to fireline leaders and supervisors. 

Lesson Learned:  Both refreshers promote strict adherence to the 10 Standard Fire Orders, observance of the 18 Watch Out Situations, Situational Awareness, and use of Lookout/Communications/Escape Routes and Safety Zones (LCES).  The difference between the two sessions comes to light in what is added to the advanced refresher.  The Division of Forestry has found that the refresher oriented to fireline leaders promotes leadership awareness, facilitates interaction between these leaders, and provides a forum for quality discussion.  

In the session oriented to leadership, the Operational Leadership Guidelines including duty, respect, integrity and communication responsibilities from the Incident Response Pocket Guide (IRPG) are covered in the refresher. Also Included are situational role playing, discussion regarding the changing roles of leaders, and accountability.  The Division of Forestry added a discussion section oriented toward leadership and/or single-resource issues.

The Division originally planned the format change to better serve the needs of leaders.  However, several benefits have since been realized in the basic refresher as well.  First, the time that was traditionally devoted to addressing the needs of more advanced firefighters in a regular refresher format has been freed up, allowing trainers to incorporate additional training elements into the basic firefighter refresher.  For example, the 2005 refresher included a new segment devoted to structure protection and other assignments that crewmembers may be exposed to while on fire duty.

By offering refreshers in two formats, both audiences are better served with information tailored to their skill levels and responsibilities.  Personnel in leadership positions report that they are better equipped to effectively carry out both their operational duties and to prepare mentally.    Basic firefighters are also exposed to a greater variety of specialized, or more advanced topics, which broadens their knowledge base.

For more information on the refresher training geared to fireline leaders go to:

http://myfirecommunity.net/ViewPresentation.aspx?ID=26
Reporting Critical Incidents
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The Tennessee Division of Forestry identified a problem of great concern; their organization’s inconsistent response to, and reporting of critical incidents such as accidents and fatalities. 

Lesson Learned:  Following a firefighter fatality in 2000, the Tennessee Division of Forestry surveyed a number of agencies to inquire into their critical incident response plans (CIRP).  The Division’s intent was to benchmark what others were doing regarding critical incident policy and procedures.   Following their benchmarking survey, the Division developed a response plan for critical incidents involving firefighters.  Then, in 2001, a firefighter entrapment/burnover occurred.  The new CIRP was followed and proved to be very beneficial.  Since then, the Tennessee Division of Forestry also adopted a standard format for reports on critical incidents that includes basic factual information, review of the standard fire orders and 18 watch out situations, how the orders and watch outs were or were not applied, and recommendations.  A short version of the report is used for incidents involving less serious injuries. For more information on Tennessee’s Critical Incident Response Plan go to: http://www.myfirecommunity.net/documents/Critical_Incident_Plan.doc
PLANNING

Incentives for Donating Fire Equipment
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Volunteer Fire Departments (VFD) in Texas perpetually found themselves short of fire fighting equipment and personal protective equipment that they needed to safely and effectively fight fires and run their departments.  In 1998 the Texas Forest Service (TFS) worked with state legislators to pass the “Helping Hands” legislation.

Lesson Learned:  “Helping Hands” is a program that enables companies and organizations to donate used firefighting equipment and personal protective equipment (PPE) to VFDs without liability.  The legislation allows the donor organization to donate the equipment to the TFS, who then distributes the equipment to the receiving VFD.  Originally the equipment donors were primarily large petrochemical companies, but now city fire departments are donating their equipment as well.  Through the first seven years of this program, VFDs have received almost $14 million in donated equipment.  For more information on this program go to:  http://texasforestservice.tamu.edu/shared/article.asp?DocumentID=267&mc=fire
OPERATIONS

Use of Tractor Plows
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In states such as Michigan, containing a running crown fire in jack pine fuel presents a continual challenge.  The tractor-plow has proven to be an effective resource in this fuel type because a plow unit can generally construct fireline to mineral soil at a rate of one to three miles-per-hour, depending on plowing conditions. 

Lessons Learned:  Tractor plows are used to simultaneously build fireline on both flanks.  Fire agencies support the tractor-plows with Type 4 or 6 engines that travel directly behind the tractors. Using this tactic, the firefighters keep the fire narrow and, when there is a break in the fuel, the tractors plow across the head to contain the fire. The tractor-plow operator works as close to a fire as their training and experience allows, selecting the best route for the unit to place the line. This tactic is particularly effective because the engines are primarily protecting the tractor instead of using their water to stop the fire, though they also contain slopovers as they protect the plows during these fast moving fires.  To view the tractor plow in operation go to:

http://www.glffc.com/public/resources/fire_tools.html and click on Michigan tractor plow.

Use of Backpack Blowers
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During the last 20 years, the Kentucky Division of Forestry (KDF) searched for a tool that they could use in terrain too steep for dozers or tractor plows.  They eventually developed a backpack blower that they use extensively throughout the state during wildfires.

Lesson Learned:  Generally a fire crew uses a backpack blower to remove hardwood leaf litter along the fireline.    An eight-person hand crew carries two or three blowers.  Two crewmembers follow the blowers using rakes to remove additional leaves, and the firing crew follows.  The production rate of a backpack blower is up to 25 chains per hour.  Other advantages, besides speed, include effective removal of fuel from between rocks, portability, and low initial cost.  

Performance limitations of the blower include difficulty in removing matted leaves and pine needles, infrequent cleaning of the fireline down to mineral soil, and a tendency to get entangled in vines or thick vegetation.  The KDF continues to improve the backpack blower. The Division produced the publication Use of Backpack Blowers for Wildfire Suppression, which was recently revised and updated in 2000.  The publication, that contains a significant section on blower safety, is available at:    http://www.myfirecommunity.net/documents/Use_of_Backpack_Blowers.pdf
