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Death in the
line of duty...

A Summary of a NIOSH fire fighter fatality investigation

April 2, 2003

Volunteer Fire Fighter Dies After Being Struck by Motor Vehicle on

Interstate Highway - Mississippi

SUMMARY

OnMarch 20, 2002, a19-year-old male volunteer
firefighter (victim) died after hewasstruck by acar
along aninterstate highway. Thevictim responded
to amotor vehicleincident located on the shoul der
of the outer southbound lane. Whileon the shoul der
of theouter |lane, hewasstruck by acar which threw
himintotrafficwhere hewasstruck by asouthbound
pickuptruck. Helanded onthegrassy median. The
victimwastransported to an areahospital wherehe
was pronounced dead.

TheNIOSH investigator concluded that, tominimize
therisk of smilar incidents, fire departments should

» develop, implement, and enforce standard
operating procedures (SOPSs) regarding
emergency operationsfor highway incidents

* ensure that fire fighters establish a
protected work area before safely turning
thelr attention to the emergency

e consder limiting or restricting theresponse
of their members in their privately owned
vehicles (POVs) to high-volume limited
access highway incidents

* develop and implement pre-incident plans
regarding traffic control for emergency
service incidents

INTRODUCTION

OnMarch 20, 2002, a19-year-old maevolunteer
firefighter (victim) died after hewasstruck by acar
along aninterstate highway. On March 22, 2002,
theU.S. FireAdministration (USFA) notified the
Nationd Inditutefor Occupationd Safety and Hedlth

of this fatality. On April 23, 2002, a safety and
occupational health specidist fromtheNIOSH Fire
Fghter Fatality Investigation and Prevention Program
investigated thisincident. TheNIOSH investigator
met with the Chief of the department, visited the
incident Site, and interviewed thefirefighter that had
responded to theinitial motor vehicleincident. A
phoneinterview was conducted with aparamedic
that had transported thevictim. Theinvestigator
reviewed the State policereport, witnessstatements,
emergency medical run report, medical examiner’s
report, coroner’sreport, victim'straining records,
and the department’ sstandard operating procedures.

Fire Department. Thevolunteer fire department
has 14 fire fighters and serves a population of
approximately 6,000 in an areaof about 41 square
miles

Training and Experience. The victim had
completed 72 hoursof in-housetraining covering 24
different topicsand had been avolunteer firefighter
for 1year. Thevictimwas scheduled to attend the
statevolunteer firefighter certification program.

The FireFighter Fatality Investigation and Prevention
Program is conducted by the National Institute for
Occupational Safety and Health (NIOSH). The purpose of
the program isto determine factorsthat cause or contribute
to fire fighter deaths suffered in the line of duty.
Identification of causal and contributing factors enable
researchers and safety specialiststo develop strategies for
preventing future similar incidents. The program does not
seek to determine fault or place blame on fire departments
or individua fire fighters. To request additional copies of
this report (specify the case number shown in the shield
above), other fatality investigation reports, or further
information, visit the Program Website at
www.cdc.gov/niosh/firehome.html
or call toll free 1-800-35-N1OSH
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Thedepartment requiresall new membersto serve
a3-month probationary period and to compl ete, at
aminimum, thegatevolunteer firefighter certification
programwithin 1 year of becoming amember.

Equipment and Per sonnel. Thevictimresponded
inhisprivately owned vehicle(POV -[noemergency
lighting]) and waswearing bluejeansand alight-
colored shirt at the scene of amotor vehicleincident.
Engine 2 (Driver/Operator) responded to theinitial
motor vehicle incident and arrived on the scene
approximately 1 minute after the victim had been
struck by amotor vehicle. A Sheriff’s Deputy was
onthesceneand radioed Central Dispatchto report
themotor vehideinadentinvolvingthevictim. Rescue
5 (two paramedicsfrom amutual -aid department
within thecounty) self-dispatched after thevictimwas
struck by the motor vehicle.

Weather and Road Conditions. The incident
occurred at approximately 1450 hourswith heavy
rain. Theincident occurred on aninterstate highway
inaconstruction zonethat had an uneven asphalt/
blacktop surface. Theouter (dow) lanehad ahigher
surface than theinner (passing) lane. Note: The
NIOSH investigator was unableto determinethe
construction signs present at the time of the
incident. The interstate highway had a gravel
shoulder a thetimeof theincident. The posted speed
limitwas 70 mph.

INVESTIGATION

OnMarch 20,2002, a 1445 hours, Central Dispatch
dispatched thevol unteer fire department for amotor
vehicle incident in the southbound lane of the
interstate. Note: Thiswasa single motor vehicle
incident with noinjuries. Engine 2 responded from
thegtation at goproximatdly 1445 hourswithadriver/
operator. Thevictimrespondedinhisprivately owned
vehicle (POV). Thedriver/operator of Engine 2,
heading north on theinterstate, radioed thevictim
thelocation (mile marker 112) of the motor vehicle

incident. Thedriver/operator thenradioed thevictim
that hewas going to continuewith Engine2tothe
next exit and would come back in the southbound
lane. The victim approached the scene in the
northbound lane. Hedroveover thegrassmedian
and over the southbound lane, and he parked his
POV on the shoulder of the outer southbound lane
directly infront of the singlemotor vehicleincident.
While on the scene, asecond single motor vehicle
incident occurred approximately 150 yardsto the
south of theinitid motor vehicleincident. Thevictim
then walked along the outside shoulder and
approached the motor vehicle onthe passenger sde
to assessthedriver’scondition. Thevictim radioed
thedriver of Engine 2 to report that there wereno
major injuriesand totell himto slow hisresponse.
Approximately 2 minutes later, a motorist
approaching the scene attempted to movefromthe
dow laneto the passing lanewhen they lost control
of their vehicle. The car skidded off theroad and
traveled a ong the outer shoulder of the southbound
laneand gruck thevictim. Theimpect threwthevictim
into passngtrafficwherehewassiruck by asouthbound
pickup truck that threw him onto the grassy median
(Diagram). The Sheriff’sDeputy (now onthescene)
radioed Centra Digpatch to report amotor vehicle
incident and a fire fighter down. Rescue 5 sdlf-
dispatchedtothescene. Thedriver/operator of Engine
2 drovepast the sceneand staged the gpparatusonthe
outer shoulder. Thedriver/operator of Engine2was
informed by acareer firefighter, who had stopped to
assi g, that therewasavictiminthe median and the
driver involvedinthesscond motor vehideinddent was
complainingof panfromhisinjuries Thedriver/operator
of Engine2 asssted thedriver whowasinjuredinthe
second motor vehicleincident. Rescue5 arrived on
the sceneand attended to thevictim. Thevictimwas
unresponsivewith no pulseand norespirations. The
paramedics began administering cardiopulmonary
resuscitation (CPR) onthevictim. A privateambulance
arrived on the scene and transported him to aloca
hospitd wherehewas pronounced dead.
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CAUSE OFDEATH
The coroner’s report listed the cause of death as
craniocerebra trauma

RECOMMENDATIONS/DISCUSSION

Recommendation #1: Fire departments should
develop, implement, and enforce standard
operating procedures (SOPs) regarding
emergency operations for highway incidents. 18

Discussion: Firefightersoperating at anincident on
ahighway areindanger of being struck by oncoming
motor vehicles. SOPs can help establish proper
traffic control measureswhen operating a anincident
scene. SOPs should include but not belimited to
the following: incident command, apparatus
positioning, lane closures, methodsto establish a
securework area, wearing appropriate protective
clothingat dl times dearingtrefficlanes, andrdeasng
theincident scene back to normal operation.

SOPs shouldinclude specific proceduresto follow
at high-volume, limited accesshighway operations.
An example of a standard operating procedure
(SOP) is available for fire departments at
www.respondersafety.com. This sample SOP
providesspecificinformationfor high-volume, limited
accesshighway operations.

Recommendation #2: Fire departments should
ensure that fire fighters establish a protected
work area before safely turning their attention
to the emergency. "°

Discussion: As stated in the Pumping apparatus
driver/operator handbook, “some of the most
dangerous scenarios faced by fire fighters are
operationson highways, interstates, turnpikes, and
other busy roadways. Fire apparatus should be
placed betweentheflow of trafficandthefirefighters
working on the incident to act as ashield. The
apparatus should be parked on an angle so that the

operator isprotected by thetailboard. Front wheels
should beturned awvay fromthefirefightersworking
highway incidents so that the apparatuswill not be
drivenintothemif struck frombehind. Alsoconsider
parking additional apparatus 150 to 200 feet behind
theshielding apparatusto act asan additiond barrier
between firefightersand theflow of traffic.” The
positioning of apparatus (asashield) isreferredto
asa“block” that createsaprotected areaknown as
the “shadow.” For limited-access, high-volume
highway incidents, the first arriving apparatus
(preferably aladder truck or other large apparatus)
establishesthe*” block” by positioning the gpparatus
upstream (thedirection that trafficistraveling from
asthevehiclesgpproach the scene) fromtheincident,
providing a* shadow” where emergency personnel
cansafely work.

Recommendation #3: Fire departments should
consider limiting or restricting the response of
their membersin their privately owned vehicles
(POVs) to high-volume limited access highway
incidents.*”

Discussion:NFPA 1500, 6.2.3 statesthat “thefire
department shall enact specific rulesand regulations
pertaningtotheuseof privatevehiclesfor emergency
response.” NFPA 1500, 6.2.3.1 statesthat “these
rulesand regulations shall be at |east equal to the
provisonsregulating the operation of firedepartment
vehicles.” High-volumelimited accesshighways
include expressways, toll ways, and multi-lane
roadwayswithin thefire department response area.
Firefightersresponding to limited-access highway
incidentsintheir privately owned vehicles(POV')
may beill-equipped to protect themselves or the
cviliansthey are serving from oncoming traffic (may
not be able to provide adequate protection from
approaching vehicles). High-volumelimited access
highways poseadditiond hazards(e.g., higher speed
limits larger vehides andahigher number of vehicles).
Responding in aprivately owned vehicle may not
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afford fire fighters the means to carry all of the
necessary equipment (e.g., persona protective
equipment, high-visibility vests, flags, cones,
specidized rescuetools) to operatein or near moving
traffic. Firedepartment or agency emergency vehicles
can carry al of therequired equipment and provide
ameansto block the scene, providing asafework
zone. A decisiontree® (Attachment) canbeusedin
the development of department SOPs when
addressing whether to allow membersto respondin
privately owned vehiclesto limited access, high-
volume, high-speed highway incidents.

Recommendation #4: Fire departments should
develop and implement pre-incident plans
regarding traffic control for emergency service
incidents. -2

Discussion: Theneedtoidentify areasthat havehigher
ratesof incidents(e.g., motor vehiclecrashes) should
be evaluated so that standard operating procedures
for emergency personnel can betailored to theneeds
of particular Sites(e.g., blind curvesor corners, hills
or sloped areas, and high-traffic areas). Fire
departments can work with local highway
departmentsand local law enforcement agenciesto
identify problem areasand devise solutionsto those
problem areas in advance. Experience and
knowledgeof local territory will helpin creating pre-
incident plansand in the establishment of standard
operating proceduresto make the response more
efficient and safer for emergency responders.
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