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FIREFIGHTING AND THE BUILT ENVIRONMENT FIREFIGHTING AND THE BUILT ENVIRONMENT  

That’s all FolksThat’s all Folks--It’s Not about EntertainmentIt’s Not about Entertainment  
When we focus out attention on Building Construction, Command 
Risk Management and Firefighter Safety and the essence of com-
bat structural fires; Structural firefighting is what it’s all about, 
is it not? The reason we have such veneration for firefighting and 
the fire service and all it entails; has a lot to do with going into 
burning buildings and fighting fire. We enjoy it tremendously; we 
have fun at, because of who we are and what we do-as firefight-
ers. But, firefighting has its adverse consequences, with all too 
familiar costs, in the form of injuries, debilitating accidents and 
line of duty deaths.  

RiskRisk--Preferring and SelfPreferring and Self--Indulging FirefightingIndulging Firefighting  
Long-held fire suppression beliefs on established fireground tactics in various buildings and occupan-
cies and the questions that are being raised regarding aggressive interior operations, risk determina-
tion at structural fires, combat fire suppression theory and firefighter safety, present a unique time in 
the history of the fire service and in the manner in which future firefighter will be principled and 
practiced.  Common and generally accepted Risk-Preferring practices are being challenged. It’s not 
so much a question of aggressiveness in combat fire suppression, but of focused on-center fire-
fighting determination and practices that separate aggressiveness from recklessness. Don’t mis-
taken determined, effective and proactive firefighting with that of reckless, baseless and 
risk-preferring and self-indulging firefighting. There is a difference, a big difference! 

Risk Based Response Assign-Risk Based Response Assign-
ments ments   
The buildings, structures and occu-
pancies that comprise typical re-
sponse districts pose unique and 
consistent challenges during struc-
tural fire attack. The variety of occu-
pancies and building characteristics 
establish varying degrees of risk po-
tential, with defined and recognizable 
strategic and tactical measures to be 
taken-sometimes uniquely to each 
occupancy type. Although each occu-
pancy type presents variables that 
dictate how a particular incident is 
handled, most company operations 
evolve from basic principles rooted in 
past performance and operations at 
similar structures. This is based on 
what I define as; “predictability of 
performance.”  

TACTICAL AMUSEMENTTACTICAL AMUSEMENT   
1: of or relating to structural fireground tactics: as a (1) a 
means of amusing or entertaining during fire suppression, 
support tasks or operations that places personnel at risk 
2: the condition of being amused while engaging in fire sup-
pression, support tasks or operations that places personnel at 
risk 
3: pleasurable diversion while engaging in fire suppression, 
support tasks or operations: entertainment; that places 
personnel at risk 

 
TACTICAL DIVERSIONTACTICAL DIVERSION   

1: the reckless act or an instance of diverting from an as-
signment, task, operation or activity while engaging in fire 
suppression, support tasks or operation for the sake of 
amusing or entertainment; that places personnel at risk 
2: the reckless act of self determined task operations that 
diverts or amuses from defined risk assessment and inci-
dent action plans; that places personnel at risk 

  
TACTICAL CIRCUMVENTIONTACTICAL CIRCUMVENTION   

1: to deliberately manage to get around especially by inge-
nuity or approach that diverts for the purpose of amusing; 
assignment, operations or tasks that countermand or disre-
gard defined risk assessment and incident action plans; that 
places personnel at risk 
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Occupancy Risk Not Occupancy TypeOccupancy Risk Not Occupancy Type  
  
Many of today’s incident commanders, company officers and 
firefighters lack the clarity of understanding and comprehension 
that correlate to the inherent characteristics of today’s buildings, 
construction and occupancies. We assume that the routiness of 
our operations and incident responses equates with predictability 
and diminished risk to our firefighting personnel. Our current 
generation of buildings, construction and occupancies are not as 
predicable as past conventional construction, therefore risk as-
sessment, strategies and tactics must change to address these 
new rules of structural fire engagement. You need to gain the 
knowledge and insights and to change and adjust your operating 
profile in order to safe guard your companies, personnel and 
team compositions. Again strategic firefighting operations; 
Strategies and tactics must be based on Occupancy Risk not 
Occupancy Type. 

There is an acute understanding and corollary of technical knowledge and inter reliance on There is an acute understanding and corollary of technical knowledge and inter reliance on   
occupancies, construction, strategy, tactics, risk, safety, physics, engineering and fire occupancies, construction, strategy, tactics, risk, safety, physics, engineering and fire   
suppression theory, This is a fact. suppression theory, This is a fact.   
 
Think about the results of the Charleston, SC Sofa Super Store (Routley) Report and the results and  
recommendations published in the recent NIOSH Fire Fighter Fatality Investigation and Prevention  
Program Report F2007-18 for the June 18, 2007 in which nine career fire fighters died in rapid fire  
progression at commercial furniture showroom.  
 
There are extensive and numerous examples of issues affecting Building Construction, Command  
Risk Management and Firefighter Safety. The performance of a building, structural systems, occu- 
pancy, fire behavior and interaction of firefighters under combat fire suppression operations clearly  
frames our focus on the building, occupancy and Firefighting and the Built Environment.  
 
Occupancies & Associated RisksOccupancies & Associated Risks  
Each Occupancy type has Inherent Risk Factors. Are you aware of this fact and do you employ  
appropriate tactics in your operations to operate effectively and safely? 
 Single Family Residential 
 Multiple Occupancy 
 Multiple Occupancy -Transient 
 Multiple Occupancy -Special 
 Business 
 Mercantile 
 Industrial  
 Storage 
 Assembly 
 Institutional 
 Miscellaneous 
 The predictability of performance  

With this being stated, another primary consideration that must be deliberated and changed as it 
relates to firefighting and the built environment is the long held fire service tradition and practice of 
Structural Fire Alarm Response (resources) Assignments being based upon the Occupancy 
Type. Sending the two Engine Companies and one Truck Company assignment with a Battalion Chief 
and a RIT team to a reported structure fire in an occupied single family residential structure; is not 
acceptable.  
 
As I previously stated, the rules for structural fire engagement have changed. Structural Fire 
Alarm Response (resources) Assignments should be based upon the Risk Profile the occu-
pancy has related to Building construction, systems and projected or determined fire load-
ing. Sending the four Engine Companies, two Truck Companies, a manpower Heavy Rescue Com-
pany, two additional Battalion Chiefs, a Safety Officer and support staff assignment with the assigned 
Battalion Chief on the alarm assignment to a reported structure fire in an occupied single family resi-
dential structure, that happens to be 5000 square feet in size with ESS components; IS Acceptable.  
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