ALABAUGH CANYON FIRE
FIREFIGHTER LESSONS LEARNED
A Serious Accident Investigation (SAI) Team was assigned the responsibility to investigate the circumstances surrounding the entrapment and shelter deployment of two firefighters on the Alabaugh Canyon Fire in South Dakota. The SAI Team is in the process of identifying the contributing factors, causal factors, and recommendations to prevent similar accidents of this type in the future. Findings of the investigation team will remain confidential until the Investigation Report is approved by a “Board of Review” in late August or September. 
“Lessons Learned” were derived during the investigation but are not a part of the formal SAI process, and consequently will not be in the Serious Accident Investigation Report. Interviews with the personnel involved with suppression activities during the Alabaugh Canyon Fire produced much information that can be used immediately by other firefighters to heighten situational awareness during this extreme fire season.  
The Team’s intent is to convey these “Lessons Learned” to the wildland fire community for immediate use and provide a benefit to others as a learning opportunity.
The purpose of these Lessons Learned are insights to assist in designing and implementing a safe operating system and increase organizational learning, necessary to prevent a similar accident in the near and long term.  

.
Environmental Factors
What the firefighters learned for themselves from this incident:
· Never underestimate Mother Nature, anticipate the unanticipated.
· Know what fire weather and fire behavior is doing.  Extreme fire behavior shortens the decision space to plan and implement emergency actions.
Human Factors
What the firefighters learned for themselves from this incident:
· Firefighters involved in the initial attack on the Alabaugh Fire actively mitigated the risks they believed were present.  In hindsight however, virtually everyone engaged in this operation reported that they underestimated the fire behavior and fire weather.  Several firefighters voiced a key message, that highly trained and very experienced firefighters can underestimate fire behavior.  
· Whenever on the fireline always have personnel protection equipment.
· Pay more attention to weather briefings and Red Flag Warnings

· Don’t assume radio communications are adequate, disengage from operations if there is not positive radio communications.

· Be more mindful of conditions; maintain situational awareness and attention to planning safety zones.  Be more mindful of fuels and topography, escape routes and the overall situation especially when engaging in operations at night, in the WUI and in unfamiliar country.  
· Safety zones must be preplanned and known before taking actions.  Escape routes need to be assessed and everyone briefed. 

· Be more assertive in speaking up and expressing thoughts and concerns about the situation.  Do not defer to others just because they have more experience.  
· Request thorough briefings, potential fire behavior and maps of the situation.
· Firefighters should reassess tactics and engagement when situations are chaotic and there are poor communications.   

· Follow the chain of command.
· Resist the unconscious temptation to put yourself and others at risk to save unoccupied houses. 
· Fire shelter training saves lives.

· Overhead and firefighters together should develop and make known fire behavior and weather trigger points for disengagement.
· Do not delay deployment of shelters if there is an assessed life threatening risk from unexpected fire behavior.  Don’t delay the deployment because of intimidation by the fear of an investigation.
Equipment Factors
What the firefighters learned for themselves from this incident:

· Test radio communications and verify they are satisfactory when responding to and engaging in wildland fire operations. If radio communications aren’t working, or failing during the incident or become overwhelmed with traffic and can’t be mitigated, firefighters need to disengage.  Better use of tactical frequencies is essential during complex initial attack and extended attack particularly in the wildland urban interface.
· All wildland firefighters have to abide by a protocol for radio use to avoid confusing chatter.  
· There is a need for the States and Federal agencies to develop a standard radio use plan for safe wildland firefighting and interoperability.  
· All wildland firefighters will wear personal protective equipment even if on the line for a short time. 
· Shrouds should be available and used when fighting fires, especially in the urban interface.  
