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FIREFIGHTER SURVIVAL 

Tyler Shook 2 



Course Information 

► CSFM, State Fire Training FSTEP Course (16 hours) 

 

► Developed in 2010 

 

► Originally part of the Rapid Intervention Crew 
Curriculum (1996). 

 

► Original focus on Rescue and not Survival 
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Course Objectives 

► Reduce firefighter injuries and fatalities 

 

► Importance of a survival attitude 

 

► Increase situational awareness 

 

► Understand Mayday procedures 

 

► Perform problem-solving techniques 
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Course Layout 

► Lecture 

 Background 

 Prevention 

 Preparation 

 Procedures 

 Case Studies 

 

 

Discuss case studies in the 

hopes to prevent them in the future... 
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Course Layout 

► Skills 

 SCBA Emergencies 

 Calling the Mayday 

 Entanglement Emergencies 

 SCBA Profiles 

 Bailout Techniques 

 Reading Couplings 

 SCBA Confidence Course 

 SCBA Consumption Course  

6 



Firefighter Survival 

Background 
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Number of LODD Per Year 
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On average, over 100 firefighters die per year. 

From what? 

 



Fire fighter fatality data compiled by the United 
States Fire Administration (USFA) indicates 
fire fighters : 
 
“becoming trapped and disoriented represent 
the largest portion of structural fire ground 
fatalities”. 
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► Reports echo the same findings each year 

 

► The only changes are… 

 The names 

 Number of dead 

 Location of the tragedies 

 

   Why?  10 

2007 



Reasons for Firefighter Deaths and Injuries 

► Ineffective size-up 

 

► Improper strategic and 
tactical decisions 

 

►Absence of an effective 
emergency rescue plan 

 

► Poor Judgment 
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Reasons for Firefighter Deaths and Injuries 

► Failure to recognize 
rapidly deteriorating 
conditions 

 

► Inexperienced Officers 

 

► Failure to use safety 
equipment 

 

► Lack of Training 
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Can’t Happen Right? 

►You have all the training.  

►You've done it a thousand times. 

►This is a routine fire. 

►It comes naturally to you. 

►You are confident. 

►You know what you're doing, its what 
you've been trained to do. 

►Nothing could possibly go wrong, right? 
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Think Again!!!! 

Complacency Kills! 14 



Sudden Unexpected Events 

► Lost/trapped or 
unaccounted for 
firefighter 

► Flashover 

►Backdraft 

►Rapid fire increase 

► Explosion 

►Collapse 

►Cardiac Emergency 
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WHY ARE YOU HERE? 

TO LEARN TO SURVIVE! 
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EVERYONE GOES HOME 



Firefighter Survival 

Prevention 
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The most important skill in Firefighter Survival: 

PREVENTION 
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Your Fire Service Training... 

►Competitive 

►Aggressive   

►Honor 

  

►Pride 

►Attention to detail 

►Customer service 
 

Were you ever taught the 
importance of developing a 

survival attitude? 
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► Amend our  "can-do, will-do" attitude 

 

► Change to "Accidents and injuries are not a 
part of the profession and are preventable"  

 

► Risk – Benefit Analysis: 

 Risk a lot to save a lot (human lives) 

 No property is worth the life of a firefighter 

Developing A Survival Attitude 
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Survival Attitude 

Situational Awareness 

Prevent the Mayday 
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Preventing the Mayday 

► Situational Awareness: 

 Being aware of what is happening around you 
at an incident scene to understand how 
information, events, and your own actions will 
impact operational goals and incident 
objectives, both now and in the near future. 

 

 Incidents in which firefighters have lost their 
lives often have a common theme – 
INADEQUATE SITUATIONAL AWARENESS! 
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Preventing the Mayday 

► Keys to maintain Situational Awareness & 
Avoiding the Mayday 

 

 Avoid tunnel vision 

 Monitor your SCBA 

 Do not operate alone 

 No “freelancing” 

 

 CONSTANTLY BE AWARE! 
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Preventing the Mayday 

   Firefighters don’t plan on being lost, 
disoriented, injured or trapped in a fire. 

 

 
 

Fires are unpredictable! 
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Preventing the Mayday 

► Steps to Prevent the Mayday: 

1. Conduct a Size Up 

2. Maintain Accountability / Communication 

3. Assess Your Personal Situation 

4. Training 
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Preventing the Mayday 

► Size-Up Defined 

 The mental process of evaluating all the 
influencing factors at a fire scene before 
committing personnel and equipment to a 
course of action... 

 

 When do we size up?  

 What do we size up? 

 What are we looking at? 

 

 

 

27 



Preventing the Mayday 

► Steps to a Size Up: 

 Preplan 

 Exterior Size Up 

 Interior Size Up 

 Fire Load 

 Smoke Conditions 
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Preventing the Mayday 

Size Up:  Preplan 
 

 

 

Begin before the incident 

► Know your area 

► Pre-incident planning 

► High risk structures 

► Target areas 

► Building history 

► Response time 

► Available staffing 
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Preventing the Mayday 

Size Up:  Exterior 
 

 

 

On scene 

► Type of building 

 Occupancy type 

 Size 

 Number of stories 

► Fire intensity 

► Possible fire location 

► Essential 6 side size-up is completed 
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Preventing the Mayday 

Size Up:  Interior 
 

 

 

► Potential hazards 
 Energized electrical 
 Entanglement hazards 
 Entrapment potential 

 

► Orientation 
 Building layout/configuration 
 Establish an exterior anchor point 
 Identify entry/egress points 
 Construction 31 



Preventing the Mayday 

Size Up:  Interior 
 

 

 

► Structural integrity 
 Damaged/compromised floors, ceilings, walls 

 

► Fire location and activity 
 Determine involved area 

 Identify material burning 

 Direction of spread 

 Activity and intensity 
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Preventing the Mayday 

Size Up:  Fire Load 
 

 

 

► Modern interior furnishings 
 Solid/foamed plastics replace 
    cotton, wood, wool, etc. 

 
► Modern materials create 

 Faster burning fires; 
    more heat output 
 Increased smoke 
    production 
 Faster flashover rates vs. backdraft 

 
33 



Preventing the Mayday 

Size Up:  Reading Smoke 
 

 

 

► Product of incomplete combustion 

 Solids, aerosols, fire gasses 

 

► Potential fuel source for the fire 

 Flashover, backdraft, rapid fire spread 

 

► Indicator of what is burning and the extent 
of the fire  34 



Preventing the Mayday 

Size Up:  Reading Smoke 
 

 

 

► Characteristics of 
smoke 

 Volume 

 Velocity 

 Density 

 Color 
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http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=fHUjG5Zt1tM 
 

Preventing the Mayday 

Size Up and Smoke Reading 

11 Minutes 
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Preventing the Mayday 

Accountability / Communications 
 

 

 

Communication 

► Communicate clearly (Clear Text) 

 

► Relay pertinent information to command 

 PAR - CAN 

► Update frequently while in IDLH 

 

► No Freelancing on the fire ground! 
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Preventing the Mayday 

Assessing Your Personal Situation 
 

 

 

Physical Fitness 

 

 

► Widely overlooked for 
preventing the firefighter 
emergency 

 

► #1 killer of fire fighters is 
heart attack 

 Lack of physical fitness 
program 

 Poor nutrition 

 

38 



Preventing the Mayday 

Assessing Your Personal Situation 
 

 

 

Anxiety 

 

 

► Shortly after the alarm sounds, your heart rate 
and respirations increase by 10-15% 

 

► Operating on the fire ground increases stress and 
anxiety. 

 

► The bodies ability to function decreases by about 
20% while wearing an SCBA. 
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Preventing the Mayday 

Assessing Your Personal Situation 
 

 

 

Air consumption rates 

► Must know personal limitations while on air 

► Crew must monitor air levels while in IDLH 

 Consumption increases with fatigue 

► Ensure that you have enough air to exit the IDLH 

- NFPA 1404 

► Establish control points 

 How far am I in the building? 

 How long did it take me to get here? 40 



Preventing the Mayday 

Training 
 

 

 

► Proactive approach to 
avoiding the FF emergency 
 Company drills 

 Ladders  

 Preplan building 

 SCBA proficiency 

 Search evolutions 

 Hose management 

If you train like it is real...  

Then when it is real it is 

like training 
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Firefighter Survival 

Preparation 
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Preparing for the Mayday 

► Safety Equipment: 

1. Personal Protective Equipment 

2. Self-contained Breathing Apparatus 

3. Communications 

4. What’s in your pockets? 
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Preparing for the Mayday 

Personal Protective Equipment 
 

 

 

NFPA 1971 

 

 

► Structural Firefighting ensemble 

► Helmet 

► Flash-Hood 

► Protective Coat and Pants 

► Gloves 

► Boots 

Wear it, and wear it all! 44 



Preparing for the Mayday 

SCBA 
 

 

 

NFPA 1981 

 

 

► Imperative that you are thoroughly familiar with 
your SCBA 

 

► Perform a daily check of you SCBA upon reporting 
to duty each shift. 

 

► Know your “Air Consumption Estimation” 
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Preparing for the Mayday 

Communications 
 

 

  

► Be familiar with your Department’s 
Communication Plans and Radios 

 

► Use proper Radio terminology (Clear Text) 

 

► Radio – Dispatch tests 
should be done at the 
beginning of each shift. 
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Preparing for the Mayday 

What’s in Your Pockets? 
 

 

 

► Thermal Imager 

► Axe / Halligan 

► Search Rope 

► Wire / Cable Cutters 

► Screwdriver 

► Personal Escape Rope 
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Firefighter Survival 

Procedures 

48 



Preventing the Mayday 

Mayday Video 

German Coast Guard 
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Mayday Procedures 

Mayday Defined 
 

 

 

► A mayday exists when a firefighter is in 
need of immediate assistance. 

 

► Adopted as the universal distress call in 
1927 

 

► International radio language 
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Mayday Procedures 

Firescope / ICS 190 
 

 

 

NFPA 1500 & 1561  

 

 

► Terms that can be used by a firefighter in distress 
on the tactical frequency: 

  “Mayday”, “Help”, “Responder Down” 

 

► Term that should be used by the IC: 

  “Emergency Traffic” 

 

► Clear Text used to identify the emergency. 
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Mayday Procedures 

Recognizing the Emergency 
 

 

 

► Some situations can be mitigated prior to calling 
"Mayday" 

 

► 5 Reasons to call the Mayday 

 Injured, trapped, or entangled  

 Separation from hoseline, crew, interior walls 

 Low air activation / SCBA Malfunction 

 Rapid fire progression 

 Any life threatening condition that cannot be solved in 
less than 30 seconds. 52 



Mayday Procedures 

Calling the Mayday 
 

 

 

► Call the “Mayday” by hailing on 
the fire ground tactical frequency 
first. 

 

► If no answer, activate the 
Emergency Alert Button (EAB). 

 

► Use clear text to communicate 
with the IC. 
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Mayday Procedures 

Calling the Mayday 
 

 

 

► Common Mnemonics 

 

► LUNAR 

► NAPA 

► GRAB-LIVES 
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Mayday Procedures 

L    Location  (Where are you?) 

U  Unit   (What apparatus assigned to?) 

N  Name   (Who are you?) 

A  Assignment/Air  (What were you doing?) 

R  Resources  (What do you need?) 
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Mayday Procedures 

N   Name   (Who are you?) 

A  Assignment  (Your fire ground assignment?) 

P  Position  (Your current position?) 

A   Air   (Your air pressure?) 
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Mayday Procedures 
G   Gauge  (Check gauge pressure) 

R   Radio   (Call for assistance) 

A  Activate  (Activate PASS) 

B   Breathing  (Conserve air) 
 

L    Low   (Stay low) 

I      Illuminate  (Shine flashlight) 

V    Volume  (Make noise) 

E    Exit   (Find an exit if possible)  

S    Shield Airway  (Protect airway) 
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Mayday Procedures 

Calling the Mayday 
 

 

 

F/F:  “Mayday, mayday, mayday.  Firefighter down” 

 

IC:  “All units, radio silence!  Emergency traffic 

    Firefighter down go ahead with your mayday” 

 

F/F:  “This is Firefighter Smith from Engine 11.  I was 

     assigned fire attack on the second floor.  There 

     was a minor collapse and I have been 

     separated from my crew.  My leg is injured and  

     I am running out of air.  I am now on the first floor.” 
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Mayday Procedures 

Calling the Mayday 
 

 

 

► If an “Emergency” channel is available and the 
down firefighter can switch to that channel, the IC 
shall request the down firefighter to do so. 

 

► If no “Emergency” channel is available or the 
down firefighter is unable to switch channels, the 
down firefighter will stay on the fire ground 
tactical frequency and the incident will be moved 
to an additional frequency. 
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Mayday Procedures 

 

► Remain calm 
► Activate pass device 

 Assure device is off when transmitting on radio  

► Monitor and control your air 
► Look for exits (illuminate if possible) 
► Stay low 
► Never give up – help is on the way 

After the Mayday is Transmitted 
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Mayday Procedures 

► Recognize the need for help early 
 Allows for more expedient assistance 

 

► Factors delaying early response 
 Pride  

 Denial 

 Loss of situational awareness 

 Fear of retribution – firehouse ridicule  

 Lack of procedural knowledge  

 

► The emergency can always be cancelled 
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When in doubt,  

Call it out! 62 



Mayday Procedures 

 
 

 

 

 

► Amount of air remaining in the SCBA 

► Rate of fire spread 

► Degree of entrapment 

► Severity of injuries to the fire fighter 

► Radio traffic 

Factors that Limit Communications 
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Mayday Procedures 

Reducing Air Consumption 
 

► Skip Breathing 

 Control breathing (4 deep breaths) 

 Take 1 regular breath and hold for 2 sec 

 Before exhaling, take another breath 

 Exhale halfway, hold it for 2 seconds 

 Exhale the remainder 

Studies have shown that a 30 min. bottle can 
last up to 2 hours while skip breathing. 
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Mayday Procedures 

Self Rescue 
 

 

 

► In some situations, the down firefighter may look 
for a safe way out 
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 Follow a hoseline 

 Exit down a ladder 

 Bailout techniques 

 Breach a wall 

 Find a safe haven 



Mayday Procedures 

Firefighter Mayday Training 

7 Minutes 
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http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=Q3FSsOSw1tY&feature=related 
 

http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=Q3FSsOSw1tY&feature=related


Summary 

► Any firefighter can experience a problem on the fire 
ground 

 

► Try to prevent the Mayday by increasing situational 
awareness 

 

► Emergency procedures should be second nature 

 

► Practice and training prior to an emergency will 
increase your chance for survival 

67 



Case Studies 

Private William Bridges, Memphis Fire Department 
(4/11/1994) 

 

 

Firefighter Bret Tarver, Phoenix Fire Department 
(3/14/2001) 

 

 

“Black Sunday”, Fire Department of New York 
(1/23/2005) 
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