GROUP:
Oregon Fire Service Stratification Taskforce

PURPOSE:
Research the feasibility of “stratifying” service levels and identify the corresponding industry rules associated with those identified levels

The Taskforce reviewed the feasibility of developing a multi-layer stratification process that encompassed all aspects of delivering fire protection to local communities.  We quickly recognized that segregating all of the many service levels and matching them with the appropriate training standards and administrative rules would be an arduous task.  The taskforce concluded that tackling the full scope of stratification in a single step would delay or prevent progress on streamlining requirements for small rural fire departments (see Appendix for an example of complexity).   Accordingly, the Taskforce chose to focus on what they felt was the greatest problem facing smaller rural fire departments in Oregon; the ability to meet the administrative requirements and training standards to fight fires in “immediately dangerous to life and health” (IDLH) environments.  

Background / Problem Definition


Traditionally, fire departments in Oregon have trained to at least the Firefighter I level.  This training meets the Oregon-Occupational Safety & Health Administration (OR-OSHA) administrative rules for fighting fires in IDLH atmospheres (see Appendix A).  OR-OSHA also identifies a level of training, “Entry Level Fire Fighter”, which allows firefighters to only enter an IDLH atmosphere in training conditions under direct supervision.  In early 2000, OR-OSHA adopted rules that pertain to respiratory protection, designed to further protect firefighters against illness and injury.  These rules set criteria for firefighters working in IDLH atmospheres, which included respiratory mask fit testing, medical evaluations, training, and program administration.  These rules have become industry standards for fire departments in metropolitan and suburban communities; however, they have become burdensome for most small rural departments to meet due to limited resources.  

The primary concerns of the Governor’s Fire Service Policy Council are: 

· Many smaller and rural fire departments are choosing to ignore the respiratory protection standards. 

· There are no alternate training standards or fire department accreditation level identified for a service level pathway other than the existing standards.

In 2001, the Oregon Fire Chief’s Association (OFCA) and the Oregon Fire District Directors Association (OFDDA) developed the Oregon Fire Resource Deployment Standard which became a decision- making tool for local jurisdictions to review all of the rules associated with the various service levels and to identify - based on economic, demographic, and political considerations - the fire protection service level suitable for their local jurisdiction.  In the document, they recognized that some communities “may only provide exterior firefighting services or exposure control.” 

Oregon Administrative Rule (OAR) 437-002-0182: Oregon Rules for Firefighters requires, under the General Requirements, the employer to prepare and maintain a statement or written policy, which includes basic organizational structure and function of the organization, in addition to the types, amount, and frequency of training to be provided to firefighters.

Recommended Solution

The Taskforce determined that, consistent with an identifiable level of service, a fire protection agency can opt out of providing fire suppression tactics that require its members to enter IDLH atmospheres.  Defensive (exterior) fire operations can be achieved safely with less equipment, staffing, and training than traditional offensive (interior) tactics.

Example:

The following example demonstrates how an agency might begin to develop their “function of the organization” statement:

ADVANCE \d41.
Sutter’s Creek Fire District’s (SCFD) Risk Analysis shows that it has:


a.
a very low probability of a major commercial fire, 


b.
a low probability of residential fires, 


c.
a moderate probability of wildland fires.

In addition, because Highway 156 runs through town, there are a moderate number of injury motor vehicle accidents. (This risk analysis would be conducted by a retrospective review of actual alarms).

2.
The District’s force is primarily volunteer. The only paid position is that of the part-time Fire Chief.  Due to the lack of funding, this position has been vacant for more than a year. The District historically provides structural fire protection and Basic First Responder EMS.

3.
Given the risks and the resources available, the SCFD has established the following service level objectives. These objectives are based on the historical level of risk within the community, and on the current resources available for firefighting, EMS, and Rescue response:

a. The District will respond to any structural fire with the primary goal of preventing fire spread to nearby structures, and containing the fire to the building of origin.

b. The District will not enter IDLH environments to perform rescue, or to fight fires. 

c. The District will attempt to provide adequate structural fire pumpers, water supply apparatus, and brush firefighting vehicles to fulfill its stated objectives.

d. The District will provide training, protective clothing, and equipment that is consistent with exterior structural firefighting and wildland firefighting only.

e. The District will respond to EMS incidents with a minimum of one person trained at the First Responder level.
f. The District will provide auto extrication at motor vehicle accidents. For all other technical rescue, the District will rely on East Option Fire District for mutual aid.

Course of Action

The Taskforce identified the following issues with corresponding course of actions:
Issue:

OR-OSHA Administrative Rules recognize Firefighter I as the minimum training standard for municipal fire departments. This standard was developed under the assumption that firefighters will be entering IDLH atmospheres. A significant portion of this training is directed at respiratory protection, the use of self-contained breathing apparatus (SCBA), and the personal protective equipment associated with offensive (interior) fire tactics. 

Several states, including Alaska and Pennsylvania, have already recognized the hardships faced by smaller rural communities attempting to meet the training and administrative requirements of fighting fires in IDLH environments.  This recognition has lead to the adoption of non-traditional fire protection service levels that allows these communities to train and to respond to fight fires in a defensive (exterior) operational mode.   

Action:

1. A new training standard should be pursued by the Department of Public Safety Standards and Training that recognizes the non-traditional service level of defensive fire operations.  This standard should capture the benefit of the reduced exposure and the risks that defensive fire operations have on firefighters, thus simplifying training and recertification requirements.   

2. OR-OSHA should be directed to revise Oregon Administrative Rules (OAR) 437, Division 2, Subdivision L: Fire Protection to reflect the new training standard that recognizes defensive fire operations as a legitimate fire protection service level.

Issue:

The lack of locally adopted service levels places firefighters’ safety at risk and places undue expectation with the public and firefighters on what service levels are provided by their agency.

Action:

1. Educate community leaders through the League of Oregon Cities, Oregon Fire District Directors Association, Oregon Volunteer Firefighters Association, and Oregon Fire Chiefs’ Association of the need for local jurisdictions to adopt fire protection service levels commensurate with the economic and political needs of their community.  These service levels should be based on a realistic ability to meet the compliance requirements contained within adopted service levels.  Local jurisdictions should periodically review their practices against their adopted service levels to ensure organizational compliance. 

2. A Standard of Cover document that addresses formally adopted service levels should be considered as an industry accepted “best practice.” 

Appendix A:  Example of Full Stratification Complexity

OR-OSHA Administrative Rules Division 2 Subdivision L: Fire Protection identify the minimum standards based on a traditional fire protection service level that has firefighters responding to structural fires and entering burning structures to suppress fires.  Beyond that, they apply incident based standards that requires a fire department to adopt policy and train on the types of incidents to which they are expected to respond.  A fire department that protects a commercial airport would be expected to adopt a policy on aircraft incidents and train to respond to such incidents.  A fire department that protects a marine terminal would be expected to adopt a policy and train on shipboard fires. Likewise a metropolitan fire department that protects high rise structures would be expected to adopt a high rise policy and train how to fight fires in high rise buildings.  None of these examples, which could be identified as separate strata layers, are addressed within OR-OSHA Administrative Rules Division 2 Subdivision L: Fire Protection.
