BY FRANK C. MONTAGNA

John had never worked in this portion of the city. He had never
fought a fire whipped by the winds blowing in off the ocean, He
had never fought a boat fire because he had never worked near
water before, He hud no expenience with the flimsy one-story wood
bungulows prevalent in this beach community. He was more than a
little nervous on this, his first night working on the beach,

He was o captain and had been to many fires in many different
arcas of the city. He was sure of his ability but still unsettled about
working the beach. He had heard many horror stories of [ires
whipped by the wind eonsuming entire blocks of rickety shanties
before being brought under control

Tonight it was raining. It wos a cold, driving min pushed by o
brisk nonheaster, The alwrm bell woke him out of a troubled sleep.
“Cret out,” blared the PA system. The firelighters on watch added,
“[t"s ut Beach Second Street, The digspatcher says the caller humg up
without sayi

As the engine approached Beach Second Streel, John looked
around, trying 1o see whal types ol buildings were in the area, The
ruin andd darkness made that difficult. In the rig’s headlights, he
saw a man and 4 woman waving 1o the approaching pumper.
“Stop,” be told his driver. The driver was already stopping, As the
two people rmn up 0 the truck, John rolled down his window.

‘Lvl'mﬂ'i; ﬂ'n,- fire?” he asked, lus gyves shill senrn |.|||¢_ the dorkness
i hﬂiﬂqﬂ the s for the telliale odor of smoke

mﬂm obw Il"”.\l} lll'll.]nj}:ll'. sitd, "IN fire. A car owith three
|'L‘ﬂfl|¢-hi iljl:'-l drpye off the road and info the bay

stunneds Jolin said, “Show me,
w higre the #ad coded and a vicant loy g There were e tripcks
imn ‘hﬂ“‘ﬂl’lll-! "Oh, no” Jobm thought i be got oot of the appara-

g what it was for.,”

Lhe man, poipjed 1o 4 plase
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tus and followed the soggy tire racks 10 & sea wall that was level
with the sand he was standing on. He peered into the dark water
and suw bubbles floating on the surface, about 10 feet from shore

“What now?" he thought. “What have | been taught to do in this
instance?” He had no answer. As far as he knew, his department
had no SOP for this sitvation—but he had to do something

He turned 10 his driver, who was standing next to him soaking
wel. “Get me another engine and a truck company. Call the fireboat
and scuba team. Also, get two ambulances and have the chief
respond.”

The driver said nothing, wrned, and went back 1o the apparatus
to call for help. He was trying to remember all that the captain had
requested,

The two civilians stood in the rmin and looked at him, John knew
it would be some time before a scubn team arrived. He had to acl
now. He also koew he did not want 10 enter the water. He was a
scuba diver and good at free diving—but, in this bay...” At this
time of the year? Al night? With no protective or salety gear?
Jumping in was the last thing he wanted to do.

ENTERING THE WATER
As he stood there thinking. one of his firefighters, Bill, a man in
Tohn walched, When the

did oot surface |Il|||||:-||.|||_'|,_ lohn ook action, He told

hig late S0, dove mio the murky water
firelighier
the dniver o tum the \thé-lm oo the bay and I":”'i;' [opes o e
seq wally Then, John took, oft his bunker gear and bovs and, hold
g on g the sea wall, slow |‘:. lowered himsell into the Y, wiier

He had never been o the water in :'niu:\, mmd, when the cold
caused him 1o gasp for broath and made his heprt feel as thoush jt
bad stopped, he wished he wasn't these now, As Johin settled g
e waler, 1he 1|rn'i:y|=tml surfaced. swam 2 hile [arther out, @
dove flgain, John, -!':r.u,'_llr.J:I 10k the rope and clipped i o the fire-
Nehter the next time he surfaced. He then clipped a rope to himsell
and asked for his Mashlighi, Jkwas 2 diver's Hgh and illominated
peveral Teel m front of him when, he held i under the watet,

His 1w otlser Ilrl'lll'llh'.l- held onio (TS H!r"l,'_‘\. wrnd |'||.|-||_||u|.1||.'|.|
the searchlight ag the captamn and Bill dove repeatedly, searching

lor the sowirce of the bubbles, Several Teat under the Surface and




close 1o shore, they found o car and tried to
enfer it After a short time, they realized it
was not the car they were looking for, but a
rotted abandoned hulk that had been sub-
merged for some time. It had no windows,
seats, or dashboard.

By now, help was arriving: it wis none
too soon. The cold water hod done its
work—baoth John and Bill needed help exit-
ing the water. The cold water had drained
their strength, and they could not stop shiv-
ering. Unaided. they could not have
climbed back up onteo the sea wall,

The fire department scoba team arrived
as John and Bill were being stripped in a
heated ambulance and then wrapped in
wool blankets,

Bill, it turmed out, was 4 lifeguard of 20
vears and guite al home in the water, He had
nit been in trouble az John had thought.

Still shivering, they were returned to the
fire station, where they took warm showers
and changed into dry clothing. When the
remaining firefighters returned, John
learned the car was found 10 feet from the
shore in 30 Teet of water. A man and two
women were in it. They were dead,
cramped up against the rear windshield as
il they had been trying to crawl oul

For weeks after the incident. John won-
dered. “What else could 1 have done to
savie those people?”

Save life first, then save property—never for-
getting that the firefighter’s life is incuded in
the life portion of your mission.

If you spend enough time i the fire ser-
vice, you will be faced with such a dilem-
ma. It might not necessarily imvolve ncar
in the water, but it will involve an inciden
for which you have not been adequately
trained. 1L might be a suicidal man thremen-
ing 1o jump off & building or a child who
disappeared down a suddenly appearing
sink hole. It may even be o fire of such
mugnitude that all your SOPs and experi-
ence do nol offer adequate guidance. Whalt
do vou do at thit moment when you realize
vou'd ruther be with the crowd watching
rather than in the spotlight having 1o make
instant life-and-death decisions based on
incomplete information?

This 15 the time you must remember your
mission: Save life first, then save proper-
tv—never [orgetting that the firefighter's
life is included in the life portion of your

mission, John was right when his instincts
told him not to dive into the water, He
remembered that his primary goal was 1o
save life. He knew the dungers involved in
a water rescue, He had no indication as 1o
how deep the cor was and only a general
iden a8 o its location, If he could see the
car or the people in the water, then jumping
in made sense. Given the proper gear and
training. the benefit of an attempted under-
water rescue would have been worth the
nsk. In any cose, guide ropes, safety men.,
and lighting should be used. Not taking
these precautions puts him and his firefight-
ers at greal risk with ivtle bope of gain. A
fast current, an underwater entanglement, o
a sudden cramp could result in the death of
a would-be rescuer,

The equation changed when his fire-
fighter jumped in the water, Given the fire-
fighter’s age. his lack of protective and
safety gear, and the water’s temperlure,
John had good reason (o think the fire-
fighter might have peeded help when he
did not surface. Since John knew where
the firelighter had been and could easily
swim out 1o him, John was justified in
entering the water—but he should have
waited for the safety rope.
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The risk-benefit onalysis should be utilized at oll deportment operations.

When John decided 10 enter the water after considering the nsks, he

hawd done so on the basis of o fisk-benefit analysis He weiphe

the: ben
efit to be gained by entering the water with the nsks involved, He did
el have unlimited time to do this, and he had 0 make his decision
hased on the imited information gatheresd. He thought he could reach
the finzfighter and pet him safely back with the belp of the other fire
|-|!_'hh:n on the shore. He did not think he could reach the people
trapped in the car under the water with existing resources, When he
realized the firefighter was: not in trouble, the captain commenced

controlled rescue operation. Once again, he balanced the nsks agains

wihat wis 1o be gained

A risk-benefit amalysis must be made at all department operations
Should we go above the fire before o charged line is in place? Shoukd
we enter the apantment ahead of the line and search? Should we attempt
a rescue o o haz-mal incident? Firdt, we must decide whit the risk is

and what 15 10 be gaimed by taking it

A prime responsibility of each firefighter and officer is 1o return 1o his fomily of
the end of the day.

IF the fire building is a vacant one with linde likelibood of ecoupants
being trupped within, wait for the charged line and minmize nsk ok
ing. Consider an outside operation, On the other hand, if you hea
someone yelling for help from insicke the banilding. vin must conside
instde mtack and rescue. [t is important o remember., however, that just
hecatse someone necds (o be rescued doesn’t mean you will be able 1o
rescue him. Never lose sight of the fact that your Tife figures into the
equation, oo, In a heavily involved building that is collapsing around
WML, YO TTRLES ke whalever action is Necessary [0 Prosenve Your own
life. A prime responsibility of each firefighter and officer is (o retum 10

hiis I'.|II!i'|f. al the end of the day.

Thero is no reason to risk firefighters if the victim has olreody expired,

If enterng the hot rone ot a hoz-mol mendent will contammate and

senously harm you, then wat for the proper profective gear and trned
) ) PrOpCT

personnel. Remember, exposing frefighters 1o life-threaening danger

is not warranted for simple body retneval, There 15 no reason (o sk
firefighters” lives if the victim has already expiméd. O the other hand,
quick action can save lives The tnck 1= o decide which course ol
action is the proper one

' make i risk-benefit analysis,

|. Recognize the hazard, You must be truined to identify a diangerous
situation whether il be at the fine scene, a hic-mul Operation, of Some
odher emergency
2, Kngw yeuir capabilities. Ax a fire, for instance, consider how much
water is available to you, What is your available manpower? When will
help nmive, and how much help will you get? What ane your fire fighters
trained to do’! What spectal equipment or pridective gear is avallable?
Y, Fonmulate o realistic plan of action, Once you recognire the dan
ger and realize your capabilities, you can decide what you will be dhle
|.n|----.-.r-.-l_\.
The annals of Grefighting are replete with stones of heroes who
exceeded their capabilitics in the face of life-threatening siluations. by
making spectaculor rescues. Unforunately, they also contuin the names
of those who exceeded their capabilities and fuled, paving the ulimute
price. All are heroes,
Expenience coupled with knowledge und judgmient can make the dif-
ference between o live hero and o dead one, When experience 15 hard o
come by, trining must iry 10 pick up the slack
Firefighters are trained to take action in dangerous situations Instead
of joining the crowd and pointing at the danger, we act o save lives and
properiy. IF we have not first moade a risk-benefit analysis, we may be
|'|I.=I|I_!_'1I-|l|:-\.|I|:\ m
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