i Report detaﬂs commumcatmn problems 1n fatal ﬁre

" By Mark Shaffer
. The Arlzona Republic
Louis Sorrell said he often saw a
helicopter flying overhead that could
have warned the Navajo firefighting
.- crew he headed that a deadly
. firestorm was approaching during
the “Dude” fire north of Payson in
June,
~But Sorrell said no one ever
informed the ground crew of how
serious the situation was. The fire
- overran Sorrell’s crew and killed six
members of a. nearby crew from

. Perryville prison in . Walk Moore :

Canyon on June 26,

Accounts of such communications |,
problems dominate a report on the.

ideaths " of Sandra Bachman, 43;
-Joseph Chacon, 25; Alex Contreras,
33; James Denney, 39; James Ellis,
34; and Curtis Sprmgﬁcld 24.

The report capped a two-month
investigation by a 10-member team
* impaneled by the U.S. Forest Service.
. Other major findings were that,
“because of the lack of warning,
" firefighters did' not have time to
escape and safety zones.were not
- designated to which firefighters
~could retreat. Also, shift changes in

the command center created uncer-.

tainty about where the Navajo and
‘Perryville crews were and what thcy
.were doing.

According to the repor:, the heat :

of the fire sct up such strong wind
. currents that a natural storm system
collapsed to the ground, spreading
* the fire in all directions.
* Although  the Perryville crew
sometimes assigned members  as
lookouts for such problcms, no one
. -was serving in that role just before
the conflagration hit, the report said.
The physical condition of some of

the Perryville firefighters also was -

" open to question.

Mahy of the 25 firefighters and
supervisors interviewed for the report
said they had no idea, because of
'poor communications, that the crews
were about to bo eugulfed in an
‘inferno as they built a fire line ncar
~*Bonita Creek subdivision, where 52
homes later
damagcd

.Glen Dundas’ of the Prescott
" National Forest said that at one time,
“he.attempted to call for an air attack
on thc fire, but the command center
" was momtormg thc wrong fre-
quency

Dundas  also sazd one of the
' alr-attz\ck pilots “didn't sound quali-

were destroyed or-

THE 'DUDE' FIRE

Arizona's worst wildfirc cver comumed more !han 29 000 acres.
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Also because the wrong radxo
- frequency was being monitored, a

request for medical evacuation was

not received, said Mark Spann, a
Tonto National Forest spokesman.
" “Bveryone was complaining about
not being able to talk to anyone,”
" Spann wrote in the report.

Phil Gill of the Bureau of Land
- Management's Kingman office said
the communications problems werd

- caused by too many people trying to

use the same frequency. Gill also said

that changing shift supervisors dur-

ing a hot burning period “was asking
forit.”

Identification of the problems is
expected to lead to changes in how
communications are conducted dur-
ing future fires, said Joyce Hassell,
public-information officer. for 'the
Tonto National Forest.

fire,” Hassell said. “But the larger
and more complex the fire is, the
worse the problems are.” -

The Dude fire, -named after Dude..

Creek, in the area whcre the blazeé

'was started by lightning, ¢ : mvolved a..
lot of people from a lot'of jurisdic- ="

tions working in a largQ, remote

arca,” she said. L: L

At the hclgllt of the blaic, which
burned more than 45 squart miles of

and had difficulty . clearly

on duty. ,g

Gus Walker/The Arizona Republic

forest in the area of 'thellMo‘golIon

Rim, almost 2,500 ﬁrcﬁghters were

The six" ﬁreﬁghters dned dcspxte
lying on the ground under their fire
shelters, the report said, The fire
moved so fast that those who. died
had too .little time -to  shelter
themselves’ properly, acoordmg to the
report.

The report . also may lead to
changes in-fi reﬁghtmg trammg, Has-
sell said. & -° Qs

All Forest Service ﬁreﬁghters are
required to pass a “step test,” in

~which cardiopulmonary fitness ‘is

measured through medical tests after
a person steps_ on and off a box for

- five mmute*?j

Larry Terra, supcrvxsor of the
Perryville fire crew, wrote that he
and four of. the firefighters who died
had not taken the test this year but

B L. tried to stay fit- by exercising for 30
. “These problems are part of every '

minutes (o &n hour every day.

All° conlrlbutors _to the report
agreéd that: there was nothing

- firefighters’y \could have done to stop,

or even sloy down the ﬁre

Ed Hol cnshcad‘ of the Prescott
National Foreet called it a “once-in-
a-lifetime ﬁrc-bellavxor srtuatlon

In rctrospcct “Jim Mattmgly, fore-
man of a hotshot.crew from Utah,

- asked rhelorlcally, “Should we havc

been in there at all?”




