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Fire Fighter Fatality 
Investigations
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CONTRIBUTING FACTORS IN LINE OF DUTY DEATHS
F2016-07 Ineffective fire ground communications
F2020-01 Breakdown in communication components of the incident command system
F2020-02 Inadequate fire ground communications
F2020-02 Portable radio operational issues
F2019-09 Lack of fire fighter survival skills
F2019-18 Lack of incident management and command safety
F2020-10 Ineffective Mayday procedures and survival techniques
F2020-10 Radio/communication difficulties
F2018-13 Inadequate fire ground communications
F2018-13 Member operating on the wrong radio channel
F2019-02 Inadequate fire ground communications
F2018-07 Radio communications issues due to incident location
F2016-18 Ineffective fire ground communications
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FIRE FIGHTER FATALITY 
INVESTIGATIONS

F2016-07 Ineffective fire ground 
communications

Fire fighter dies after running out of air and 
becoming disoriented in retail store in strip 
mall fire.

“Fire departments should ensure that 
crew integrity is properly maintained 
by sight, voice, or radio contact when 

operating in an immediately-
dangerous-to-life-or-health (IDLH) 

atmosphere”
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FIRE FIGHTER FATALITY 
INVESTIGATIONS

F2016-07 Failure to call a Mayday in a 
timely manner

Fire fighter dies after running out of air and 
becoming disoriented in retail store in strip 
mall fire.

“Any delay in calling a Mayday 
reduces the chance of survival and 

increases the risk to other fire 
fighters trying to rescue the 

downed fire fighter”
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FIRE FIGHTER FATALITY 
INVESTIGATIONS

F2020-02 Inadequate fire ground 
communications

Fire fighter dies after falling into the basement 
due to floor collapse at a modular home 
structure fire.

“Fire departments should ensure 
that all fire fighters and fire officers 
are trained for Mayday operations.”
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FIRE FIGHTER FATALITY 
INVESTIGATIONS

F2019-09 Lack of fire fighter survival 
skills

Fire fighter becomes disorientated and 
dies following stairway collapse in two-
story vacant structure fire.

“Fire departments should ensure Mayday 
training programs are developed and 

implemented so fire fighters are prepared to 
call a Mayday.”
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FIRE FIGHTER FATALITY 
INVESTIGATIONS

F2020-10 Ineffective Mayday procedures 
and survival techniques

Captain and fire fighter die after running out of 
air during a search in a public library.

“Fire departments should ensure fire 
fighters are trained in Mayday procedures 

and survival techniques.”
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FIRE FIGHTER FATALITY 
INVESTIGATIONS

F2016-07 Ineffective fire ground 
communications

Fire fighter dies after running out of air and 
becoming disoriented in retail store in strip 
mall fire.

“Fire departments should train company officers 
and fire fighters to report interior conditions to the 
IC as soon as possible and on a regular basis”

“Fire fighters and officers should ensure critical 
benchmarks, such as progress or lack of progress, 

are communicated to the IC and that positive 
communication disciplines are used.”

A Portable radio’s 
primary role is to 
“Paint the Picture” for 
Command.
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FIRE FIGHTER FATALITY 
INVESTIGATIONS

F2019-18 Lack of incident management 
and command safety

Lieutenant dies and four fire fighters 
injured at a 3-story multi-family residential 
occupancy.

“Fire departments should ensure 
that once Command is established 
at an incident, the incident 
commander maintains control of 
situation status, resource status, 
fireground communications, 
and ensures the
completion of the
tactical objectives”

Lack of incident management 
and command safety
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FIRE FIGHTER FATALITY 
INVESTIGATIONS

F2019-02 Inadequate fire ground 
communications

Captain died after crew was trapped during a 
search for a civilian in a 3rd floor apartment 
fire.

“Fire departments should ensure fire fighters 
communicate critical incident benchmarks 

to incident commanders throughout the 
incident.”

“The overall outcome of the 
incident can be traced back to the 
quality of the Radio 
Communications
among the
Participants.”
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FIRE FIGHTER FATALITY 
INVESTIGATIONS

F2020-01 Breakdown in communication 
components of the department’s 
incident command system

Fire fighter-EMT dies after falling from the roof 
of a five-story commercial and residential 
condominium complex.

“Fire departments should ensure all fire 
fighters are trained in situational 
awareness and personal safety, 

particularly during adverse 
environmental conditions”

To prevent miscommunication, 
NFPA 1561 (6.2.2) requires 
communications to be clear and 
concise.

After the messenger transmits, 
the receiver acknowledges and 
repeats the basic content of the 
message.

Then the messenger confirms or 
corrects the repeated message.

Do not allow the receiver of a 
message to simply reply with 
“copy,” or ‘copy that.” 
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FIRE FIGHTER FATALITY 
INVESTIGATIONS

F2020-02 Inadequate fire ground 
communications

Fire fighter dies after falling into the basement 
due to floor collapse at a modular home 
structure fire.

“Fire departments should ensure all 
members and dispatchers are trained on 
the safety features of their portable radio, 
particularly the features useful during a 

Mayday.”
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FIRE FIGHTER FATALITY 
INVESTIGATIONS

F2020-02 Inadequate fire ground 
communications

Firefighter dies after falling into the basement 
due to floor collapse at a modular home 
structure fire.

“Fire departments should ensure all 
members and dispatchers are trained on 
the safety features of their portable radio, 
particularly the features useful during a 

Mayday.”
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FIRE FIGHTER FATALITY 
INVESTIGATIONS

F2020-02 Portable radio operational issues

Fire fighter dies after falling into the 
basement due to floor collapse at a modular 
home structure fire.

“Fire departments should ensure all fire 
fighter portable radio volume-power 
knobs cannot be accidentally turned 

down or off when in use.”
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FIRE FIGHTER FATALITY 
INVESTIGATIONS

F2020-02 Portable radio operational issues

Fire fighter dies after falling into the 
basement due to floor collapse at a modular 
home structure fire.

“Fire departments should ensure all 
firefighter portable radio volume-power 

knobs cannot be accidentally turned 
down or off when in use.”
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FIRE FIGHTER FATALITY 
INVESTIGATIONS

F2020-02 Portable radio operational issues

Fire fighter dies after falling into the 
basement due to floor collapse at a modular 
home structure fire.

“Fire departments should ensure all fire 
fighter portable radio volume-power 
knobs cannot be accidentally turned 

down or off when in use.”
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FIRE FIGHTER FATALITY 
INVESTIGATIONS

F2020-10 Radio/communication 
difficulties

“Fire departments should ensure all fire 
fighters are trained on radio discipline 

and proper use, including using the 
emergency alert button (EAB) on their 

portable radio.” 

Captain and fire fighter die after running out of 
air during a search in a public library.
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FIRE FIGHTER FATALITY 
INVESTIGATIONS

F2018-13 Member operating on the wrong 
radio channel

Fire fighter dies after falling through a floor 
at a large area residential structure fire.

“Fire departments should have a 
procedure to ensure all members 

operating in the hazard zone have their 
radios on the designated radio 

channel.”

Portable radios should 
utilize the Channel 
Announcement feature.
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FIRE FIGHTER FATALITY 
INVESTIGATIONS

F2018-13 Member operating on the wrong 
radio channel

Fire fighter dies after falling through a floor 
at a large area residential structure fire.

“Fire departments should have a 
procedure to ensure all members 

operating in the hazard zone have their 
radios on the designated radio 

channel.”

Radio channels should be 
assigned at the time of dispatch.
Radio channels should not be 
changed unless necessary.

All hazard zone ops and Mayday 
ops should remain on the same 
channel when a Mayday has been 
declared.

When a radio channel is 
assigned, the company officer 
must ensure that all members 
are on the correct channel.

Avoid using radios in the scan 
mode when assigned to an 
incident.
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FIRE FIGHTER FATALITY 
INVESTIGATIONS

F2018-07 Radio communications issues 
due to incident location

One fire fighter dies, and one fire fighter 
burned during firefighting operations at a 
grass fire.

“Fire departments that operate Type 
V or Type VI Wildland Apparatus 
should have radio or intercom 
communications between the 

driver/operator and fire fighters.”

“Fire fighters operating from the side 
step position on a wildland engine are 
exposed to the elements and 
surrounding noise from the operation 
of the vehicle’s fire pump, apparatus 
engine and other equipment that may 
be operating.”

“Communication between the fire 
fighters and driver/operator is vital for 
safe operation of the apparatus as 
well as the safety of all members 
riding on the apparatus.” 
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FIRE FIGHTER FATALITY 
INVESTIGATIONS

F2018-13 Inadequate fire ground 
communications

Fire fighter dies after falling through a floor 
at a large area residential structure fire.

“Fire departments should ensure all 
members and dispatchers are 

trained on the safety features of their 
portable radio, particularly the 

features useful during a Mayday.”
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FIRE FIGHTER FATALITY 
INVESTIGATIONS

F2016-18 Ineffective fire ground 
communications

Arson fire kills three fire fighters and injures 
four fire fighters following a floor collapse in a 
row house.

“Fire departments should ensure that a 
communication SOP is in place for dispatchers to 

support fire ground operations and the IC.”

“Effective fire ground radio communication is an 
important tool to ensure fire ground command and 

control as well as helping to enhance fire fighter 
safety and health.”
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FIRE FIGHTER FATALITY 
INVESTIGATIONS

F2016-18 Ineffective fire ground 
communications

Arson fire kills three fire fighters and injures 
four fire fighters following a floor collapse in a 
row house.

“The radio system must be dependable, consistent, 
and functional to ensure that effective 

communications are maintained, especially during 
emergency incidents.” 

“Fire departments should have a “Communications” 
SOP that outlines the communication procedures for 

fire ground operations.” 



CARE OF THE 
PORTABLE 
RADIO

26
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U.S. FIRE ADMINISTRATION

27

“The life safety of fire fighters and 
citizens depends on reliable, 
functional communication tools 
that work in the harshest and 
most hostile of environments.” 
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NATIONAL FIRE 
PROTECTION ASSOCIATION
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A new standard on the design, 
performance, testing, and 
certification of two-way, portable 
land mobile radios for use by 
emergency services personnel.
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MANUFACTURER’S 
NOTIFICATION

29

When software or hardware defects 
are often discovered in a product 
after it reaches the market.

Manufacturers will publish 
instructions on how to deal with the 
defect.
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IAFF SAFETY ADVISORY

30

When IAFF members discover a 
safety issue, the IAFF Safety 
Committee will investigate and if 
needed, will publish a Safety 
Advisory.
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FIRMWARE UPDATES

31

Like any other piece of software, your radio’s 
software needs to be kept current.

Always read the notes to determine what is being 
changed in your radio.

The notes will also tell you how urgent the update.

Battery chargers and RSMs may also
need software updates
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TUNING

32

• Portable radios require tuning
every 1-2 years

• Firmware should be updated 
regularly

• Battery chargers and RSMs may 
also need software updates
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BATTERIES

• BUY GOOD BATTERIES!

• Recondition when indicated

Your Station may be working 
24s, but your battery is working 
10s and 14s!
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ANTENNAS & REMOTE 
SPEAKER MICROPHONES 
(RSMs)

• Inspect daily

• Both need to be securely 
attached to the radio!
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ERRCS
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Emergency

Responder

Radio

Communication

System

Aka – BDA

Bi-Directional Amplifier



OPERATIONS
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BOSTON MARATHON RESPONSE
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TALKING ON THE 
FIREGROUND….

38

Praesent commodo cursus magna, 
vel scelerisque nisl consectetur et. 
Vivamus sagittis lacus vel augue
laoreet rutrum faucibus dolor auctor. 
Morbi leo risus, porta ac consectetur
ac, vestibulum at eros.
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Boston Marathon IAP
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Typically, 150 
personnel 
assigned to cover 
the Marathon race 
course and the 
finish line.
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Time Channel Unit (from) Unit (to) Message/Report

14:49:38 3 N5 FLDCOM
We have an explosion.  Strike Box.  671 Boylston St, multiple 
people down, Boylston & Fairfield, Boylston & Ring Rd

14:50:28 1 DELTA 136 FAO Unreadable message.

14:51:15 1 FAO
GEN. 
BROADCAST Struck box 1572.

14:52:16 1 ENG 4 FAO
All companies use caution.  We have hysteria in the streets.  All 
the streets are blocked with people.  All companies use caution.

14:52:18 3 N5 FLDCOM We have 40-50 people down.

14:52:40 2 TL17 FAO
At 774 Boylston St, 2 Explosions, multiple casualties, dozens of 
serious injuries.  

14:52:50 1 FAO
GEN. 
BROADCAST

All companies use caution.  There is hysteria in the streets.  
Streets are blocked with people.  All companies use caution.

14:52:53 3 G5 FLDCOM We have amputations - people missing limbs.

14:52:55 1 CAR 4 FAO

Have all companies come in from Exeter, from Huntington Ave to 
Exeter.  They can make progress at that point.  Explosion is 
opposite the Boston Public Library at the Finish Line.

14:53:02 3 N5 FLDCOM Straight down Boylston for apparatus.

14:53:25 3 KENMORE 1 FLDCOM
We have numerous victims @ Exeter & Newbury Sts.  Request 
units responding to Comm Ave. to meet victims leaving.
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BOSTON MARATHON 

LESSONS LEARNED….
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BEACON STREET
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Lessons Learned…….
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TRAINING
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WHY DO WE TRAIN

• Training for the muscle memory to combat stress
• Preparing for the Incident

• Pre-planning, Policies and Procedures, Company Drills 

• Prevent the Injury or Death
• LODDs, Near Misses and Close Calls
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COMMS PLAN

51

• Change Orientation

• Over Your Head

• Move Away From Obstruction

• Switch to Next Level in PACE Plan
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Not connected to the system
Common reasons include:
• Buildings
• Distance
• Topography
• Etc.

OUT OF RANGE       (TRUNKED RADIO SYSTEMS)
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PACE PLAN

53

A plan to restore communications on 
the fire ground when normal 
communication paths are not available

• Primary
• Alternate
• Contingency
• Emergency
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PROTECT YOUR RADIO!

The cord for this portable microphone melted 
completely causing the wires to fuse together and 
transmitting an open carrier on the tactical talk group 
disrupting radio communications.

These portable radios assigned 
sustained significant heat damage to 
the radio body and the portable 
microphones.

These radios were carried in leather holders and straps that 
were worn over the PPE. 
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Protecting the Portable Radio 
in the IDLH
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Protecting the Portable Radio 
in the IDLH
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PORTABLE RADIO PLACEMENT IN THE IDLH

In radio pocket
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PORTABLE RADIO PLACEMENT IN THE IDLH

RSM over chest flap, 
below neck flap to extender
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NIOSH SAFETY ADVISORY
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When a LODD report identifies a 
specific problem that could have 
drastically changed the outcome of 
an incident, NIOSH will also publish 
a Safety Advisory.
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EMERGENCY ACTIVATION

1. To initiate an alarm, press 
and hold the Emergency 
Activation (EA) button.

2. DO NOT turn the rotary 
knob once the EA button 
has been activated.  
Turning the knob will 
activate an emergency on 
every channel the knob is 
turned to.

3. To cancel an alarm, press 
and hold the EA button until 
you hear a continuous exit 
tone.

Emergency
(EA)

1 sec. Alarm
3 sec. Reset

FAIRFAX4 MAIN

4A DISP

Acknowledged by Console

Unacknowledged
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4 “C”s of COMMUNICATION
The 4-Cs Communication Model is prescribed for use in radio communications. 

1. Connect    Sender and Receiver voice engagement. 

2. Convey     Delivery of order or information.

3. Clarify       Copy back of order or information.

4. Confirm     Provide feedback to receiver that their understanding is correct.
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RSM BEST PRACTICES
Place the RSM against 
the voice emitter (left side) 
and shift to a 30-degree 
angle away from the of 
the SCBA mask. 

Talk in a loud controlled 
voice into the RSM.

The Closer to the voice 
port, the better.
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IN-MASK COMMUNICATIONS

Unobstructed voice communications

Eliminate Ambient Noises



THANK YOU! 
ANY QUESTIONS? JOSEPH BROOKS

Radio Supervisor | bfdradio@gmail.com
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• Submit your workshop and overall evaluations to be 
automatically entered in two drawings for a new iPad!

• Complete your evaluations using the IAFF app:
1. Download the IAFF app and sign in with your iaff.org username
2. Tap the 2026 Strive for Excellence Summit event image to enter 

the event’s dashboard
3. Tap “Sessions” and tap on the workshops you attended
4. Tap “Evaluation” and complete the evaluation
5. Tap “Submit”

For the event’s overall evaluation, follow steps 1 and 2, then tap 
“Event Evaluation” located in the event’s Dashboard.

EVALUATION AND WIN AN IPAD!


