             THE FIRST ARRIVING FIRE OFFICER
         By: Nationally Certified Fire Instructor  J.W. FitzPatrick, Jr.

     The most important part of any fire is in the first few minutes.  By that I mean the first few minutes of the fire itself, not the first few minutes after the discovery of the fire.  Further extent of the fire or confinement and extinguishment can very often be achieved by the size-up actions of the first due fire officer.

     The  definition of a “Size-Up” is the visual making a survey of the situation encountered by the first fire officer on arrival at the scene of an alarm. The size-up should begin as the apparatus is leaving the firehouse.  With proper Pre-Fire Planning the fire officer will know the area, street, building, fire hydrant locations, water main sizes, automatic systems and many other valuable information as he is leaving the barn.  A progressive fire department will have all this information on their computer, or at least have it on file cards or an area book, either at the firehouse to be taken with them as they are responding or carried on the rig at all times.  With Pre-Fire planning you should have a specific route for your company to take to get to the scene.  You should always use this route and go in as either first, second or third due company, even if you don’t arrive that way. Each company has a specific task to perform and must be done by that company. This will prevent two companies doing one task and no one performing another task.  Other due companies will have different routes and hydrants to take so that you can surround the structure on your initial attack.  Enroute to the fire, the officer should be considering the weather; the temperature – an extremely hot day you will need additional companies to relieve crews due to exhaustion, whereas on a cold day they might be suffering from frost-bite and freezing temperatures will create ice, another hazard. Fire hydrants might also be frozen.  Precipitation will slow down operations and visibility and strong winds will be a threat to exposures.
     The time of day of the fire means a lot.  Visibility at night – chances are that there is a need for portable lighting, and there is a greater threat of injuries.  Traffic can cause problems durning the day, espically durning rush hour traffic.  Certain seasons will mean heavy crowds in stores and malls plus unusually heavy stock loads.    Time of day means a great deal for occupancy, schools, offices industry and places of assembly are occupied durning day time hours, but usually unoccupied at night.  At night it might require forceable entry, espically now with new security locks and gates.  In hospitals, nursing homes and in residences there will be people, most likely sleeping and unaware of the fire, and will become trapped.  In hospitals and nursing homes, staff levels are reduced at night, adding another issue.  Another problem, Arson, has a better chance at night. The arsonist probably won’t be seen as quickly and fewer people will be moving around in the building that is his target.
     Once the apparatus pulls in front of the structure, the fire officer must conduct about a fifteen second on the scene, “Size-Up”.  This is where he can either save or loose the structure.  He will look over  the fire building, and check for the exact location of the fire.  The accessibility of it from the road, alleys, obstructions like fences and concrete barriers, walls and parked cars must all be considered.  A very important problem is exposures.  How close is the fire building to other buildings? (Front, Left, Right and to the Rear) Where are they and what type of a structure are they? (Construction and Occupancy) The fire officer must then check for his fire hydrants, and to see if other fire hydrants are close by. This will allow other arriving engine companies to take off of a side street (providing the water main is of adequate size). Too many engine companies taking off of one water main will result in the lose of water pressure.
     Next the fire officer must check for occupancy. Are there occupants living there or working there at this time?  How many people are there?  Can they get out on their own or do they need to be rescued?  (Fire Load, Hospitals, Nursing Homes)  What is the structure used for?  Is it a private dwelling, apartment building, hotel, ammunisions factory, bakery or a lumberyard, just to name a few?  Check for bulk storage, flammable liquids, flammable materials, toxic plastics, explosives or powders?
     Also check the construction.  Is it old, or new?  Does it have firewalls, firestops and fire doors?  Are there channels for the fire to travel thru such as shafts, ducts and holes made durning renovations to allow wires and pipes to be installed?  How tall is this structure?  Will ground and/or aerial ladders reach it?  Are there power lines and trees obstructing the use of ladders?  What is the area of this structure (square footage)?  How many windows and doors are there?  Was this structure renovated to include removable panels over windows and doors?  Don’t forget fake and drop ceilings.  What is the actual construction?  (Wood frame, Aluminum or Vinal siding covering, Brick, Brick Veener, Steel and Glass, Fire resistive, Reinforced Concrete) Don’t forget Aluminum siding holds heat and fire will not be visible from the outside.  And there is no suck thing as a Fireproof building, it can only be fire resistive.  Once you put contents in a building, which will burn, thus eliminating the theory of fireproof.  Does the structure have a flat roof, does it have parapits around the edges and separating various units? What is the roof made of?  Shingles, tar, rubber, or slate are some examples.  Are there large open area, most probably with tall ceilings?  Is there a sprinkler system with a standpipe connection (2 ½” connection or Stortz) protecting the building?
     Once you get inside the building, life safety (Occupants and Firefighter – remember a firefighter is no good to anyone if he becomes trapped and needs to be rescued also) is to be considered, espically if the building is occupied at this time.  Consider these important factors:  (1)  Are people trapped in the building?  (2)  Are these people above the fire?  (3)  How many people are there?  (4)  Can they get out on there own, or do they need assistance, ie, to be rescued?  (5)  Are the exits cut off by fire or combustible materials that might catch fire?  (6)  How can firefighters best evacuate these people? Examples are: Stairs, Fire Escapes, Ladders, Tower Ladder buckets, Ropes, or by bringing them above the fire to the roof, or in a high-rise building, maybe a few floors above or below the fire without hampering firefighting operations.  (7)  Can hoselines be advanced to safeguard threatened exits?  (8)  Are people endangered in exposures and should they be evacuated?  (9)  Are spectators endangered?  If so notify the Police to set up Fire lines.  (10)  Are there hazards to operating companies?  You might need special SCBA recharging equipment on scene, Haz-Mat Companies and Medical units.
     The last part of the size-up is the fire itself.  What is the extent of it?  Where is it located in the structure?  What is the easiest way (and safest) to get to the seat of the fire? What do you have to go thru to get there?  What type of contents is involved?  What other conditions exist (toxic smoke and gases).  Is Special Equipment needed now?  When calling for additional companies, it is better to call for another alarm, rather than piece meal special call one addition company at a time. You will most likely end up with all those extra companies, if you don’t call for them initially.  You will have better means of attack with additional alarms arriving and working together.
     If this plan is carefully enacted chances are the fire will not get any larger than it was when you first arrived.  But, I am not saying than when you first arrived it was not already equal to a multiple alarm fire. Many times it already is!
