LESSONS LEARNED:

DRIVING AND WILDLAND FIRES

	
	
	VEHICLE ACCIDENT SAFETY GRAM 2002
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	DATE
	LOCATION
	TYPE OF ACCIDENT
	ORGANIZATION
	  PEOPLE
	FATALITIES
	INJURIES

	7-May
	Socorro, NM
	Bus Rollover
	Contractor
	21
	0
	Minor, broken arm

	17-May
	Long Lake NWR, ND
	Engine Collision
	Federal
	2
	0
	Minor

	17-Jun
	Cannon Incident, CA
	Water Tender Rollover
	Contractor
	1
	0
	1 injury

	21-Jun
	Parachute, CO
	Vehicle Rollover
	Contractor
	11
	5
	Serious injuries

	28-Jul
	Stanza Incident, CA
	Vehicle Accident
	Federal
	5
	3
	2 injuries

	11-Aug
	San Bernadino, CA
	Engine Rollover
	State
	3
	0
	3 injuries

	5-Sep
	Smyrna, GA
	Water Tender Rollover
	Volunteer
	1
	1
	

	TOTALS
	
	
	
	44
	9
	26


Vehicle Accidents 

Situational awareness is as important while operating a motor vehicle as it is on the fireline. As can happen from entrapments, deployments, burnovers or cardiac emergencies, the simple fact is that firefighters can be and are injured or killed while operating vehicles on wildland fire assignments.

In the first nine months of 2002 there were seven serious vehicle accidents reported via the National Wildfire Coordinating Group (NWCG) Safety and Health Working Team Safety Gram.  All of these accidents were single vehicle incidents with 44 occupants.  The accidents resulted in nine fatalities and 26 injuries. See the table above for more specifics. During the period from 1998-2001, firefighters were involved in an additional 15 serious vehicle accidents that resulted in 16 fatalities as well as personal injuries.  These incidents also involved fire line and crew transport vehicles.   

A review of the types of vehicles involved and the operator qualifications of those involved in these accidents disclosed that the operators had mixed levels of prior experience in these vehicles.  Their experience ranged from extremely limited in the vehicle type they were operating when the accident occurred to those with numerous years experience operating the type of vehicle involved in the accident. 

In general, mechanical failure has rarely been a contributing factor to recent vehicle accidents.  Specifically, the U.S. Forest Service National Fleet Program has not noted any trend of vehicle mechanical failures as a factor in recent Forest Service vehicle accidents.   They stated new vehicles coming off the production line are well built and mechanical breakdowns are rare in the newer vehicles. 

Lessons Learned
Human factors are the major contributing factor to wildland fire motor vehicle accidents. Human factors can include fatigue, level of operator proficiency and experience in the vehicle type, and unsafe operator practices.  

On wildland fire serious and fatal accidents, fatigue has been identified as a significant factor especially when operators have pushed to cover long response distances or are otherwise working extended shifts.   Furthermore, it is during these periods when operators are likely to be driving in country that is unfamiliar to them.  Generally the cited accidents occur while the operators were enroute to or returning from an incident, or driving on unfamiliar roads while at the incident location.

A second factor was identified when operator proficiency and experience was reviewed that demonstrated a pattern of the wrong driver operating the wrong vehicle.  The operator may have had many years of experience driving a sedan or light truck but they were often relatively inexperienced in operating an engine, utility truck or 15-passenger van, all of which have unique and specialized loading and handling characteristics that warrant additional operator training.

Unsafe practices and poor decisions of the operator have been a third human factor. These have included acts such as talking on a cellular phone while driving and an operator removing an article of clothing while the vehicle was in motion.  Poor decisions such as not wearing seatbelts is both an illegal and an unsafe practice that has contributed to past injuries or death.   The value of a consistent seatbelt use, even at low speeds, can easily be illustrated.  During the 2002 season an operator with a passenger driving on a narrow mountain road 5 mph went off the soft shoulder, rolled four times down a 50 percent slope into a steep ravine where the truck struck a large rock and landed upside down.  The driver and passenger were wearing their seatbelts and walked away with minor bruises and abrasions.  

One of the least recognized human factors contributing to accidents are environmental ones. Vehicle operators and even their passengers need to maintain alertness to the variety and changing environmental conditions on fires such as narrow roads, smoky conditions that reduce visibility, soft shoulders, roadway edge drop offs, high winds, and fallen snags obstructing roads.  This enhanced level of situational awareness by operators and their occupants is also needed driving to or from an incident where abnormal roadway conditions may be encountered.  These may include heavy highway or urban traffic, steep mountain grades that can cause the sudden appearance of slow moving vehicles, rain, or the presence of snow, sleet or ice at higher elevations.

As a preventative action, specialized training is needed for those who operate vehicles with a high center of gravity.  These vehicles include engines, water tenders, utility trucks, SUV’s, and 15-passenger vans.  The operators of these types of vehicles should be provided with situational awareness training followed up with practical experience so they understand how to load and safely operate these types of vehicles.  Practical training resources are available such as through the National Highway Transportation Safety Administration (NHSTA). Their guidance to reduce the risk of rollovers in 15 passenger vans has been adopted by the Bureau of Land Management (BLM).  The guidance includes assigning only those experienced in operating these types of vans as drivers.  It also includes removal of the rear seat and properly screening the rear area to provide small storage space that separates cargo from the passengers. And lastly, using the roof racks for light load items only.  To view the entire NHTSA 15 passenger van safety flier click on http://www.nhtsa.dot.gov/Hot/15PassVans/index.htm.

A Potential Best Practice

The five Federal Fire agencies and the States are currently developing a National Emergency Driving Policy for operating vehicles assigned to interagency emergency response assignments.  The policy is now in draft and is anticipated to cover the need to demonstrate various operator practices routinely utilized during emergency incident mobilization and demobilization.  Points being consideration are limiting driver duty hours behind the wheel within a duty day and restricting the window of travel hours to and from an incident.  Recently drafted by the NWCG Safety and Health Working Team, it is currently being reviewed by participating agencies.  Look for this new standard in early 2003 after it is approved by NWCG. 

Additional driving best practices will be featured in a future issue of Scratchline.  

