     VENTILATION IS VITAL TO FIGHTING FIRES
By: Nationally Certified Fire Instructor, J.W. FitzPatrick, Jr.

      Recently we discussed ventilation of top-floor fires.  Procedures of opening up the roof, trench cuts and all the important truck work were reviewed.

      Ventilation is such an important part of successfully controlling the fire before extinguishing it that we’re going to discuss it again.
      Lifesaving rescues are the primary function of ladder companies.  Any immediate, limited ventilation can be justified if it will facilitate an interior search of the structure for occupants.  Remember, ventilation for searching purposes will generally intensify the fire and could endanger the other occupants of the structure.

      That is why a charged hoseline should be ready before the truck company begins venting.  It must be a coordinated effort between the truck and the engine before the process begins. Members must always be in radio communications, advising each other what you are doing.

      There are two types of ventilation.  The first is vertical ventilation, an accepted and proven type of ventilation used in the initial stage of firefighting operations.

      The reasons for vertical ventilation are:

      1.  It permits a more thorough examination and search on the floor above the fire.

      2.  It relieves the upper portions of the structure of heat, smoke and gases (which cause as much structural damage as the fire itself).  This will prevent mushrooming and possibly early extension of the fire and will also increase the survival time of trapped and/or unconscious victims.
      3.  It relieves corridors and stairs of smoke and heat which will allow an aggressive, interior fire attack.

      4.  It also will relieve the corridors and stairs of the smoke and heat, which will make it easier for occupants to escape, assisted or not.

      5.  It permits members to advance above the original fire floor for searches and to cut off fire extension.

      6.  It will create a vertical draft which will channel the products of combustion, limiting the horizontal spread and making control of the fire much easier.

      Next comes horizontal or lateral ventilation.  This will:

      1.  Permit members to more rapidly advance a hoseline to the immediate fire area.

      2.  It will reduce the danger of heat and/or flame passing over or around the shielding effect of fog lines, since the heat and the smoke are now permitted to escape through these controlled openings.
      3.  It will allow for easier search procedures on the upper floors as well as on the fire floor. Note: The lateral ventilation (Steps # 1 & 2) will probably be affected after a charged handline is in position and is operating.

                            Basic ventilation facts

      Ventilation is a vital factor in all operations and is of particular consequence with respect to the lifesaving function.  Incorrect or premature ventilation may rapidly increase the fire’s intensity and the area involved causing:   1. Possible death to a victim who might have been removed and/or saved.   2.  Difficulty in extinguishing and confining the fire.

           Sequence and timing of proper ventilation

      Windows directly exposed to the fire across shafts or directly over the fire should not be opened until the exposing fire is controlled either by partial or complete extinguishment or by having a charged hoseline at these extension points.  It may be necessary to close all windows and to remove all blinds, drapes and curtains.
      While searching an apartment, severe conditions usually require the firefighters to vent each room as they advance.  But, if you do not have another safe means of egress, you may necessarily omit venting (or even close) a particular window which might allow the fire to cut off your only exit.

      The timing of the ventilation is not of great importance at a fire of low-heat intensity which is causing a smoke condition such as a mattress, overstuffed chair, wood tables or cabinets, etc.  In this case, open all windows immediately as the fire will not extend rapidly due to the admission of air, it will readily be controlled by a 2 ½ gallon water fire extinguisher and venting will increase efficiency and decrease the damage.

        Suggestions for venting, using a rope from above

      When venting with a rope, all truckies should carry a sizable length of strong rope.  It will prove invaluable at fires, lending itself to a variety of uses such as venting windows on the lower floors with a properly tied tool preferably the Halligan, Lock breaker or Claw tool): used as a guideline for a difficult search. It can also be used for securing a person who is working in a dangerous location, and most importantly, it can be used as a means of escape for a trapped member.
      Next, remember that when venting the windows of the fire apartment from directly above using a six foot hook and if an intense fire is suspected, the possibilities of the fire rolling up the side of the building when air is admitted must be considered.  For safety reasons, the firefighters must:  1. Look down at the window that he intends to remove.   2.  Measure the distance with the tool, and   3.  Pull your head back in the window and then swing the tool through the window below.  Your head and arm will be protected by your bunker gear.  
      Ventilation is a key element in conquering the red devil.  It must be properly utilized to be effective.

      These are just some of the measures that must be taken to effectively contain and control a fire.
