UTILIZING A PROPER
AERIAL LADDER TRUCK ATTACK

By: Nationally Certified Fire Instructor, J.W. FitzPatrick, Jr.

      An aerial apparatus is a specialized piece of equipment that can provide many functions important to successful firefighting operations.  Some of the operational strategies and tactics that can be performed by an aerial ladder company are: search and rescue, ventilation, exposure protection, operation of elevated streams and salvage and overhaul.
      Proper manpower is important to completing all functions of an aerial ladder truck company.  It is recommended to have six members on board at all times, although that is difficult for most fire departments.  Truck companies should never respond with less than four members, all of whom are specially trained in the unit’s functions.

      Many jobs of the aerial ladder truck company are so dangerous that only an experienced crew should be assigned.  New members just out of the fire academy should never be assigned to a truck company first.  
      Before being assigned to a ladder company, where you will probably be the first firefighters inside a structure – usually without a handline (one truckie must carry a 2 ½ gallon can) – you must gain some experience in an engine company.  That’s when a new fireman will experience crawling down a smoky hallway with the initial attack hoseline.

      All members hopefully learned the value of a coordinated effort and attack by the engine company and the truck company.  By communicating, members know when the truck would open up and vent the structure, and then the engine company would start applying water.  It takes an experienced, well trained and knowledgeable firefighter to be part of the truck company crew.

      Rescue, of course, is the first priority on the fireground.  Interior stairs should be the primary means of rescuing victims trapped on the upper floors of the fire building.
     But an aerial ladder can be a fast, continuous means of rescuing victims who are trapped.  A Tower ladder bucket is also a safer way be bringing down civilians, who would be afraid on a ladder. Considerations should be used when deciding the order of removing the victims.

      The victims most severely threatened by current fire conditions are the first to be rescued.  Next comes the largest number or groups of people and the remainder of the people in the fire area and the people in an exposed area that is also in danger follows lastly.

      The most severely threatened people are on the fire floor or the floor directly above the fire area.  If an aerial ladder rescue is to be utilized, the safest way is to extend and rotate the aerial ladder perpendicular to the windows which allows for maximum load carrying capacities.

      If a victim is in the window waiting to be rescued, the aerial ladder should be raised above the victim and then lowered to meet the victim.  If the aerial ladder is below a victim, and the victim is in a panic state, the victim might jump for the ladder.  In that case, the victim and the firemen could be injured severely and the aerial ladder could be damaged.
      Also, the top of the aerial should be placed just inside the windowsill, with the first rung even with the sill.  When rescuing victims from the roof, there should be at least three feet of the aerial ladder extending above the edge of the roof.

      Aerial ladders are used to protect exposures – a structure or separate part of the fireground where the fire could possibly spread.  Fire Officers must consider many things when determining if exposure precaution must be taken.

      The closer the fire building is to an exposure, the sooner the aerial ladder should be set up with a fog stream to protect the exposed structure. Radiated heat transmits through water so the fog stream should be applied directly onto the building and not between the buildings.

      Weather is also an important and wind plays a large role.  Radiated and convected heat transfer are enhanced by wind.  If it is raining or if the rain has just stopped, flying embers are less likely to ignite the exposures.
      Construction is also very important.  Wooden structures are more likely to “light up” than brick or masonry. But all buildings usually have windows and many windows are wooden window frames that can be the cause of an exposure fire.

      Aerial ladders are also used in the ventilation process.  A fast way to get firemen and the ventilation tools to the roof is via the aerial ladder.  It is not always in the best interest of the aerial ladder, but a quick way to vent many windows in an emergency situation, is to “take out the windows” with the tip of the aerial ladder.

      When using the aerial ladder to place firemen up on the roof, the aerial should be between three and six feet over the edge of the roof or parapet. Very important, the aerial ladder must never be taken away while members are operating up on the roof. That is how they got up there, an in an emergency, that is how they will escape and exit the roof.
      There should always be a second way for members to exit the roof while performing venting operations.  This can be another aerial ladder, a ground ladder, a fire escape or an interior stairway.

      Aerial devices can also apply large volumes of water on a fire.  This should be when it is determined by the Incident Commander that the fire is to be fought by defensive, outside operations.  Members should not be inside the structure when a master stream from an aerial is operating.

      Master streams from an aerial device should never be directed into a roof ventilation hole.  This will defeat the purpose of the vent hole.  Streams can be directed into windows or if the roof has collapsed or burned through they can be applied there.

      Many newer aerial ladders have pre-piped waterways and permanently mounted ladder pipes.  Older aerials usually require a large diameter hose- line to be stretched up the aerial and connected to a ladder pipe.  All tower ladders have at least an on pre-piped waterway and ladder pipes.
      An aerial ladder pipe can also be brought to a window and a hose hand- line taken from it at that point.  This is an improvised standpipe operation when a structure doesn’t have a standpipe, or it is out of service.  It is an easy and effective way of getting a handline inside, reducing a large stretch.

      Review these practices frequently.  These are a few ways of utilizing your aerial ladder truck more effectively.  This specialized piece of apparatus with very highly trained members is essential to efficient structural firefighting operations.
