
Salt Fire ς August 29, 2011  

 

 

USDA Forest Service 

Intermountain Region 4 

Salmon-Challis National Forest 

 

 

 

  

Facilitated Learning Analysis of Entrapment, Shelter Deployment  

and Equipment Loss  

Heavy Equipment Transport destroyed in burn-over. 

Fire shelter blown into the trees after dozer operator 
escaped to safety. 

άL Ǝƻǘ ōŜƘƛƴŘ ǘƘŜ ǎŀŦŜǘȅ ǎƘŜƭǘŜǊΣ ǘƘŜƴ ƛƴ ŀ ƭƛǘǘƭŜ ōƛǘ L 

heard a voice say -Get in tƘƛǎ ǘǊǳŎƪΗέ 

άL ŦƛƎǳǊŜŘ L ƳƛƎƘǘ ƘŀǾŜ ǎǳǊǾƛǾŜŘ ǿƛǘƘƻǳǘ ǘƘŜ ǎƘŜƭǘŜǊ 

ōǳǘ ǇǊƻōŀōƭȅ ƴƻǘ ǿƛǘƘƻǳǘ ƛƴƧǳǊƛŜǎΦέ 

άwŜƳŜƳōŜǊ, my life is in your hands out thereΦέ 

(dozer operator addressing firefighters). 
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I:  Introduction 

On August 29, 2011, at approximately 1800 hours a dozer operator and transport driver 

deployed a fire shelter during operations in support of the Salt Fire on the Salmon-Cobalt 

District of the Salmon-Challis National Forest in Idaho.  At the same time, the tractor of a dozer 

transport was burned over and a lowboy trailer on a second transport was damaged.  No 

injuries were sustained.   

A Facilitated Learning Analysis (FLA) was initiated on August 30, 2011.  The goal of the FLA is to 

use this incident as an opportunity to strengthen the agency safety culture and increase 

awareness by identifying and sharing the lessons learned from this incident with others in the 

firefighting community.  It is hoped that both firefighters and managers will use this report in a 

learning environment.   

This FLA has been made possible by the cooperation and support of the parties involved and 

the Salmon-Challis National Forest.  The FLA team would like to express our sincere 

appreciation to all of the individuals who participated for their willingness and honesty in 

sharing their story. 

Vicinity Map
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II. Event Narrative 

The morning of August 28th, a dozer assigned to the Salt Fire is sent out to construct line along 

Division A to the west then continue around Division Z to the north.  After unloading the dozer, 

the transport is backed into the trees along Forest Road 020 and the dozer is walked to the 

work location near Moyer Meadow (east side of Moyer Peak).  The Transport Driver takes a fuel 

support truck to Moyer Meadow to stage for the shift.  That evening, the Dozer Operator and 

Transport Driver return to town in the support truck to get fuel for the dozer.   

On August 29th, the dozer operator and driver return to the work site near Moyer Meadow to 

resume line construction to the west and north in DIV Z.  The Transport Driver has intermittent 

contact with his Dozer Operator by way of a walkie-talkie radio with a minimal transmission 

distance (primarily line of site).  On DIV B the primary task is to use a handcrew to construct 

indirect line from the DIV A/B break back to the 020 road using Moyer Meadow as a staging 

area and safety zone.   

Sometime between 1100 and 1200 another dozer with Dozer Boss arrives at the junction near 

the location of the first transport.  Their assignment is to construct a parking area large enough 

to safely park the two dozer transports that are now on-site.  This second Transport Driver stays 

on-site and periodically moves both transports and a private vehicle belonging to the Dozer 

Operator, to allow the dozer to work.  This location becomes known as Drop Point 3 (DP3).  

Another dozer was scheduled to assist with the construction but never arrived. 

Moyer Meadow 

Goodluck Cr. 
Woodtick Cr. 

Meadow 
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At approximately 1400 hours, resources 

working in Division Zulu report increased fire 

behavior and they disengage to reassess 

their situation.  Fire behavior on Division 

Zulu continues to be a problem and by 1600 

hours, the Division Zulu Supervisor, 

Operations Section Chief, and Trainee order 

a recon of the fire.  During the recon flight 

(approximately 1630 hours), they note that 

fire activity is increasing significantly all over 

the fire and has now backed down into the bottom of Goodluck Creek approximately one mile 

north of DP3.  Anticipating that the fire is now positioned to move up Goodluck Cr., the decision 

is made to get the transports out to a safer location.  A hotshot crew working on indirect line 

construction near the head of Woodtick Cr. is reassigned to look for opportunities to hold the 

fire west of Forest Road 020, by picking up spot fires if the fire behavior allows. Air-attack is 

monitoring fire movement but from their altitude the view of the bottom of Goodluck Cr. is 

obscured by the column.  The recon flight lands in Moyer Meadow to drop off Operations and 

Trainee who then head to DP3 to oversee the movement of the transports. Shortly afterwards, 

Air Attack notices the fire in the bottom of Goodluck Cr. start to grow in intensity sometime 

between 1715 and 1720. 

At approximately 1730, the first dozer working in Division Z, contacts his Transport Driver who 

is still staged at Moyer Meadow and tells him ŀōƻǳǘ ǊŀŘƛƻ ǘǊŀŦŦƛŎ ƻƴ ǘƘŜ ŘƛǾƛǎƛƻƴΩǎ ǘŀŎǘƛŎŀƭ 

channel concerning the urgent need to move the transport.  The Dozer Operator tells him to 

locate a person with a fire radio and get further instructions.  Within just a few minutes, the 

driver locates the Division Bravo Supervisor, who escorts him back to DP3 where he and the 

other driver are told to move the transports and the fuel support truck.  A safety officer is 

assigned to lead them north on Forest Road 020 towards a spike camp at China Springs.  Due to 

the urgency in removing the flammables in the fuel support truck from the area, one driver 

takes the fuel support truck and the other drives one of the transports.  After driving about 

1,000 yards down the road, the Safety Officer stops the vehicles and proceeds to scout ahead 

where he reports the fire has already crossed the road.  With this escape route compromised, 

the Transport Driver begins swiftly backing the transport to DP3, but the narrow and winding 

road requires him to do a lot of maneuvering and because he does not have radio 

communication with the others behind him, he has to get out a couple of times to tell them to 

get out of his way.   

Meanwhile, the dozer is still working on enlarging DP3 and has cleared away debris from the 

entrance to a two-track road that has been identified by fireline leaders as an escape route to 
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Squawboard meadow, 

approximately 350 yards south 

of DP3.  Firefighters on Division 

Bravo understand that the 

situation is becoming critical 

and their options are 

narrowing.  The Dozer Boss 

orders the dozer operator to 

clear a turnaround for the 

transport now trying to back 

down Forest Road 020 back to 

DP3.  The dozer heads down 

the road to help but the 

Transport Driver stops the 

dozer operator from creating a 

turn around, convincing him 

that it would be much faster to 

continue backing the transport, 

so the group continues back to 

DP3.    

At DP3, several vehicles 

including the hotshot buggies, 

chase vehicles, and several 

others including Operations Section Chief-Planning, the Operations Chief-Field and Trainee 

arrive.  The Superintendent of the hotshot crew is assigned to scout the meadow and 

determine if it can be used as a safety zone.  He returns feeling confident the meadow is a good 

safety zone and reports this to fireline leadership.   

Upon arriving at DP3, the transport spins out in loose soil while attempting a steep angled 

backing maneuver in an effort to avoid hitting vehicles now scattered throughout DP3.  The 

dozer attempts to push the transport further into the clearing using his blade to hook on the 

back end of the trailer.   

At about 1750, fireline leaders begin urgently directing resources to exit DP3 through the 

escape route to the safety zone at Squawboard meadow.  At this time, the fire is approaching 

DP3 from the north and the escape route leading south to Moyer Meadow is also 

compromised.       
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Seeing a wall of fire coming at him, the Transport 

Driver exits the now stranded transport, coming 

around the front of the vehicle, out of sight of the 

Dozer Operator.  He is directed by the Dozer Boss 

to get his fire shelter and go to the center of DP3.  

On his way, the Operations Section Chief-Trainee 

directs him (using clear hand signals) to get in the 

dozer operators pickup and get it out of there.  He 

follows hand signals to the escape route and out to 

Squawboard Meadow.  The hotshot crew, now in 

the safety zone, prepares to burn out if necessary.   

[At this time fireline leaders report several individuals were taking photos and video which 

delayed their getting in their vehicles and heading to the escape route.  These leaders expressed 

the desire to be the last one out of DP3, acknowledging the responsibility they bear for the 

safety of those working under them.  Some individuals later reported part of their delay was due 

to not understanding there was a safety zone located at Squawboard Meadow.  Some assumed 

DP3 was the safety zone while others remarked that they knew DP3 was an inadequate safety 

zone but believed they had no other options since the escape routes to China Springs (north) and 

Moyer Meadow (west) had been compromised and Squawboard Meadows was not known until 

moments before their escape.]  

At approximately 1752 (only two minutes after fireline leaders begin directing resources to the 

escape route) the fire front hits DP3.  The Dozer Operator is still trying to move the transport 

when he realizes the transport driver is no longer there.  He tries to move the dozer away from 

the edge of the clearing but the smoke and dust impair his vision and he fears he might hit a 

person or a vehicle so he stops 

the dozer where it is.  With the 

fire approaching on the left side, 

he exits on the right side and 

retrieves his fire shelter from the 

right-side compartment.  From 

the right side of the dozer, he 

cannot see any others vehicles in 

the immediate vicinity.  He 

considers using the shelter, then 

second guesses himself but 

decides if he is considering it, he 

should just do it.  After a moment, 

8/29/2011 approx. 1752 

hrs 
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he notices the other Transport Driver crouching near the right front track of the dozer.  The 

Driver tells him he has no fire shelter having left it in the transport, which is now 

unapproachable due to the heat.  The two men believe they are alone at DP3. 

The Dozer Operator, not wanting to let the driver suffer without a fire shelter, shakes open his 

shelter and drapes it over the two of them down to their waists.  While standing side-by-side, 

they get down on their knees and elbows.  They both put their faces into the dirt; the Transport 

Driver cupping his hands around his face, while the Dozer Operator digs a hole and puts his face 

into it.  The two find it difficult to breathe as dust and embers blow around them. After 1 to 2 

minutes, they feel the heat upon them as the fire progresses around the perimeter of DP3.  

They subsequently decide they need to move to the front of the dozer to use the blade as a 

shield.     

The Dozer Boss, and Line Safety officer, believing they have no other options, remain at DP3 

with their vehicles.  When the Safety Officer left DP3 to escort the transport out, there was still 

debris in front of the two-track road to Squawboard Meadows, so he is not aware the dozer has 

cleared the debris or that it leads to a wet meadow.  The Dozer Boss intends to remain with the 

dozer operator and removes his shelter from his line-gear and from its hard case and sets it 

within easy reach.   

The Safety Officer sees the fire shelter near the dozer blade, pulls his vehicle alongside the 

dozer, and directs ǘƘŜ ǘǿƻ ƳŜƴ ƛƴ ǘƘŜ ŦƛǊŜ ǎƘŜƭǘŜǊ άƎŜǘ ƛƴέΦ  ²ƘƛƭŜ ǎǘƛƭƭ holding the fire shelter, 

the Dozer Operator, closes the vehicle door; most of the shelter is still hanging out of the 

vehicle. The Safety Officer and Dozer Boss move their vehicles around within the cleared area 

to avoid areas of heat. Most of the fire shelter eventually tears away from the vehicle.  At one 

point, the Dozer Operator and Dozer Boss get out of the two vehicles and attempt to move the 

dozer away from a slash pile. They abandon the effort after realizing the key has been broken 

off in the ignition and return to the 

Dozer BossesΩ vehicle for shelter.   

At approximately 1800 hours, fireline 

leaders in the safety zone are 

becoming aware that the Safety 

Officer, Dozer Boss, Transport Driver 

and Dozer Operator are not in the 

safety zone and make contact via 

radio, receiving confirmation that all 

four are accounted for.  The Planning-

Operations and Operations-Trainee 

back a vehicle up the escape route to 


