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POSITION PAPER 29 

 
Subject:   WFC Rules of Engagement 

Date:   September 8, 2010 

Amended:  

 
Background: In August, 2008, following a year of discussion and preliminary research, the 

SHS Section moved to develop a set of Rules of Engagement for Structure Firefighting. A 

project team was created consisting of section members and representatives of other key 

national fire service organizations. These included the Fire Department Safety Officer 

Association (FDSOA), National Fallen Firefighter Foundation (NFFF), National Volunteer 

Fire Council (NVFC), National Institute of Occupational Safety and Health (NIOSH) and 

other organizations. All draft material has also been shared with representatives of the 

International Association of Fire Fighters (IAFF), who developed the new Fire Ground 

Survival program.  

The project team considered the Rules of Engagement concept utilized by the law 

enforcement and military communities who long ago developed rules of engagement 

regarding the use of deadly force. These rules are described in short, specific terms that are 

easily taught and remembered. The rules define critical rapid assessments necessary to justify 

firing their weapons or the use of deadly force. The rules have proven to be highly successful 

for both of these disciplines. The section believed a similar Rules of Engagement concept 

would be appropriate to fire service risk assessment.  

Early in development the Rules of Engagement by the project team, it was recognized that 

two separate rules were needed – one set for the firefighter, who is at the greatest risk, and 

another set for the incident commander, who is responsible for keeping all members on the 

fireground safe. Thus, the two sets of Rules of Engagement developed by the project team. 

Each set has several commonly shared rules and objectives, but the explanations are 

described somewhat differently based on the level of responsibility (firefighter vs. incident 

commander).  

The Rules of Engagement have been developed to assist both the incident command (as well 

as command team officers) in risk assessment and Go/No-Go decisions. Applying the rules 

will make the fireground safer for all and reduce injuries and fatalities. 

 

The International Association of Fire Chiefs (IAFC) adopted the Rules of Engagement at 

Conference in Chicago, IL on August 23-28, 2010. 
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Rules of Engagement Project  
Introduction and Background  
Firefighter safety must always be a priority for every fire chief and every firefighter. Over the 
past three decades, the fire service has applied new technology, better protective clothing and 

equipment, implemented modern standard operating procedures, and improved training. 
According to the National Fire Protection Association (NFPA) data during this same period the 
fire service has experienced a 58 percent reduction in firefighter line of duty deaths. But, the 
country has also seen a paralleling 54 percent drop in the number of structural fires over the 
same period. The decline in both closely parallels each other. In other words, modern 
equipment and technology may have had little impact on reducing firefighter fatalities. With a 
continued annual average of more than 100 firefighter fatalities, the question remains; have we 
really made a difference with all these technology improvements? Or, is there more that we can 
do to improve the safety culture of the American fire service?  
 
The Safety, Health and Survival Section became concerned about the number of annual 
firefighter line of duty deaths and took action.  

 
The Need for Rules of Engagement  
The fireground creates a significant risk to firefighters and it is the responsibility of the incident 
commander and command organization officers to minimize firefighter exposure to unsafe 
conditions and stop unsafe practices. The fire service has always been a para-military 
organization when it comes to fireground operations. In most cases, the Incident Commander 
makes a decision, sends the order down to through supervisors to the company officer and 
crew. Fire crews generally view these orders as top down direction. There is often little two-way 
discussion about options. Where this culture exists, crews have been trained to accept the order 
and do it – generally without question. While these orders may be viewed as valid when issued. 
Reports of firefighter line of duty deaths by National Institute of Occupational Safety and Health 
(NIOSH) Fire Fighter Fatality Investigation and Prevention Program continue to cite lack of 
adequate risk assessment as a primary contributing factor in line of duty deaths on the 
fireground.  
 
The Section reviewed of existing “risk management models” available to the fire service and 
discovered that nearly all were generally vague and subjective in their application. Further, they 
did not adequately integrate the firefighter and company officer – members who are at greatest 
risk, into the risk assessment and action plan development. These members are often in 
positions where they can provide a more accurate assessment of their individual risk that the 
incident commander cannot assess.  
 
There has been little national development of basic “rules” that the incident command should 
use in defining risk assessment process and what is too high risk that may result in a “no-go” 
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decision. Furthermore, for the individual firefighter who is exposed to the greatest risk, the fire 
service has not  
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defined “rules” for them to follow in assessing their individual risk and when and how to say 
“no” to unsafe conditions or practices.  
 

Safety, Health and Survival Section Action  
The Safety, Health and Survival Section of the IAFC was created in 2005, an expansion from the 
existing health and safety committee. Presently, the Section has more than 1,000 members, and 
growing. The members include chief officers and company officers from all types of fire 
departments, many of them safety officers, who are committed to reducing firefighter fatalities 
and improving all areas of firefighter safety. This large number of members brings a broad depth 
of expertise to assist in improving firefighter safety and survival.  
 
In August 2008, following a year of discussion and preliminary research, the Section moved to 
develop a set of “Rules of Engagement for Structure Firefighting.” A project team was created 
consisting of Section members and representatives of other key national fire service 
organizations. These included the Fire Department Safety Officers Association (FDSOA), the 
National Fallen Firefighter Foundation (NFFF), the National Volunteer Fire Council (NVFC), the 
National Institute of Occupational Safety and Health (NIOSH) and other organizations. All draft 
material has also been shared with representatives of the International Association of Fire 
Fighters (IAFF) who developed the IAFF Fire Ground Survival program.  
 
The project team considered the “Rules of Engagement” concept utilized by the law 
enforcement and military communities who long ago developed “rules” regarding the use of 
deadly force. These rules are described in short, specific terms that are easily taught and 
remembered. The rules define critical rapid assessments necessary to justify firing their 
weapons or the use of deadly force. The rules have proven to be highly successful for both of 
these disciplines. The Safety, Health and Survival Section believed a similar Rules of Engagement 
concept would be appropriate to fire service risk assessment.  
 
Early in development the Rules of Engagement by the project team, it was recognized that two 
separate rules were needed – one set for the firefighter, who is at the greatest risk, and another 
set for the incident commander who is responsible for keeping all members on the fireground 
safe. Thus, the two sets of Rules of Engagement developed by the project team. Each set has 
several commonly shared rules and objectives, but the explanations are described somewhat 
differently based on the level of responsibility (firefighter vs. incident commander).  
 
The Rules of Engagement have been developed to assist both the incident command (as well as 
command team officers) in risk assessment and go/no go decisions. Applying the Rules will make 
the fireground safer for all and reduce injuries and fatalities.  
 
The development of the rules integrated several nationally recognized programs and principles. 
They included risk assessment principles from NFPA Standards 1500 and 1561. Also included 
where concepts and principles from Crew Resource Management and data and lessons from the 
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National Near-Miss Reporting System. The development process also included review of lessons 
learned from numerous firefighter fatality investigations conducted by the NIOSH Fire Fighter 
Fatality Investigation and Prevention Program.  
 
One principle included in the Rules of Engagement is firefighters and the company officers are 
the members at most risk for injury or death and should be integrated into the risk assessment 
decision making process. These members should be the ultimate decision maker as to whether 
it’s safe to proceed with assigned objectives or not. The “Rules” allow a process for that decision 
to be made by the firefighter while still maintain command unity and discipline.  
 

The Safety, Health and Survival Section Adopts the Rules of Engagement  
There has been broad public comment regarding the development of the Rules of Engagement. 
A brief overview of an earlier draft of the Rules was published in the IAFC newsletter On Scene in 
the June and July 2009, issues and readers were directed to the Section’s website to review the 
complete document that included the draft bullets, objectives and explanation/lesson plans. 
This resulted in numerous public comments. The Rules were updated at the Section meeting at 
the annual Fire-Rescue International conference in Dallas in August 2009 and again at the 
Section’s mid-year meeting in January 2010 at IAFC Headquarters based on public comments 
received to date. The draft Rules have been presented at numerous national fire service 
conferences, including the 2009 IAFC FRI conference followed by presentations at the Firehouse 
and FDIC conferences and the National Fallen Firefighters Foundation Safety Summit held at the 
NFA in March 2010. Public comment from these conferences has been reviewed by the project 
team and inserted and inserted in the Rules where appropriate.  
 
In June 2010, the Safety, Health and Survival Section adopted the Rules of Engagement for 
Firefighter Survival and the Incident Commander’s Rules of Engagement for Firefighter Safety as 
a best practice model procedure to be made available by the IAFC. The intent is to provide a risk 
assessment model that fire departments can adopt and apply to their fireground operations to 
enhance firefighter safety.  
 
With the adoption of the Rules of Engagement, the Section is now moving on to complete the 
current draft lesson plans so the fire service will have a training manual to assist in the training 
of their members on how to apply the Rules of Engagement. The draft lesson plans can be 
viewed at the Section’s website (www.iafcsafety.org)  
 
The Safety, Health and Survival Section seeks the approval of this important document by the 
IAFC Board of Directors.  

http://www.iafcsafety.org/
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Rules of Engagement for Firefighter Survival  
 
Size-Up Your Tactical Area of Operation.  
Objective: To cause the company officer and firefighters to pause for a moment and look over 
their area of operation and evaluate their individual risk exposure and determine a safe 
approach to completing their assigned tactical objectives.  

 
Determine the Occupant Survival Profile.  
Objective: To cause the company officer and firefighter to consider fire conditions in relation to 
possible occupant survival of a rescue event as part of their initial and ongoing individual risk 
assessment and action plan development.  

 
DO NOT Risk Your Life for Lives or Property That Cannot Be Saved.  
Objective: To prevent firefighters from engaging in high risk search and rescue and firefighting 
operations which may harm them when fire conditions prevent occupant survival and significant 
or total destruction of the building is inevitable.  

 
Extend LIMITED Risk to Protect SAVABLE Property.  
Objective: To cause firefighters to limit risk exposure to a reasonable, cautious and 
conservative level when trying to save a building.  

 
Extend VIGILANT and MEASURED Risk to Protect and Rescue SAVABLE Lives.  
Objective: To cause firefighters to manage search and rescue and supporting firefighting 
operations in a calculated, controlled and safe manner, while remaining alert to changing 
conditions, during high risk primary search and rescue operations where lives can be saved.  
 

Go in Together, Stay Together, Come Out Together  
Objective: To ensure that firefighters always enter a burning building as a team of two or more 
members and no firefighter is allowed to be alone at any time while entering, operating in or 
exiting a building.  

 
Maintain Continuous Awareness of Your Air Supply, Situation, Location and Fire 
Conditions  
Objective: To cause all firefighters and company officers to maintain constant situational 
awareness their SCBA air supply and where they are in the building and all that is happening in 
their area of operations and elsewhere on the fireground that may affect their risk and safety.  

 
Constantly Monitor Fireground Communications for Critical Radio Reports.  
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Objective: To cause all firefighters and company officers to maintain constant awareness of all 
fireground radio communications on their assigned channel for progress reports, critical 
messages or other information that may affect their risk and safety.  

 
You Are Required to Report Unsafe Practices or Conditions That Can Harm You. Stop, 
Evaluate, and Decide.  
Objective: To prevent company officers and firefighters from engaging in unsafe practices or 
exposure to unsafe conditions that can harm them and allowing any member to raise an alert 
about a safety concern without penalty and mandating the supervisor address the question to 
ensure safe operations.  

 
You Are Required to Abandon Your Position and Retreat Before Deteriorating 
Conditions Can Harm You.  
Objective: To cause firefighters and company officers to be aware of fire conditions and cause 
an early exit to a safe area when they are exposed to deteriorating conditions, unacceptable risk 
and a life threatening situation.  
 

Declare a May-Day As Soon As You THINK You Are in Danger  
Objective: To ensure the firefighter is comfortable with, and there is no delay in, declaring a 
May Day when a firefighter is faced with a life threatening situation and the May Day is declared 
as soon as they THINK they are in trouble.  
 

The Incident Commander’s Rules of Engagement for Firefighter Safety  
Rapidly Conduct, or Obtain, a 360 Degree Situational Size Up of the Incident  
Objective: To cause the incident commander to obtain an early 360 degree survey and risk 
assessment of the fireground in order to determine the safest approach to tactical operations as 
part the risk assessment and action plan development and before firefighters are placed at 
substantial risk.  

 
Determine the Occupant Survival Profile.  
Objective: To cause the incident commander to consider fire conditions in relation to possible 
occupant survival of a rescue event before committing firefighters to high risk search and rescue 
operations as part of the initial and ongoing risk assessment and action plan development.  

 
Conduct an Initial Risk Assessment and Implement a SAFE ACTION PLAN  
Objective: To cause the incident commander to develop a safe action plan by conducting a 
size-up, assess the occupant survival profile and completing a risk assessment before firefighters 
are placed in high risk positions on the fireground.  
 



 
 

 

Page 8 of 9 

If You Do Not Have the Resources to Safely Support and Protect Firefighters, Seriously 
Consider a Defensive Strategy  
Objective: To prevent the commitment of firefighters to high risk tactical objectives that 
cannot be accomplished safely due to inadequate resources on the scene.  

 
DO NOT Risk Firefighter Lives for Lives or Property That Cannot Be Saved. Seriously 
Consider a Defensive Strategy.  
Objective: To prevent the commitment of firefighters to high risk search and rescue and 
firefighting operations that may harm them when fire conditions prevent occupant survival and 
significant or total destruction of the building is inevitable.  
 

Extend LIMITED Risk to Protect SAVABLE Property.  
Objective: To cause the incident commander to limit risk exposure to a reasonable, cautious 
and conservative level when trying to save a building that is believed, following a thorough size 
up, to be savable.  
 

Extend Vigilant and Measured Risk to Protect and Rescue SAVABLE Lives.  
Objective: To cause the incident commander to manage search and rescue, and supporting 
firefighting operations, in a highly calculated, controlled, and cautious manner, while remaining 
alert to changing conditions, during high risk search and rescue operations where lives can be 
saved.  
 

Act Upon Reported Unsafe Practices and Conditions That Can Harm Them. Stop, 
Evaluate and Decide.  
Objective: To prevent firefighters and supervisors from engaging in unsafe practices or 
exposure to unsafe conditions that will harm them and allowing any member to raise an alert 
about a safety concern without penalty and mandating the incident commander and command 
organization officers promptly address the question to insure safe operations.  

 
Maintain Frequent Two-Way Communications and Keep Interior Crews Informed of 
Changing Conditions  
Objective: To ensure that the incident commander is obtaining frequent progress reports and 
all interior crews are kept informed of changing fire conditions observed from the exterior by 
the incident commander, or other command officers, that may affect crew safety.  

 
Obtain Frequent Progress Reports and Revise the Action Plan  
Objective: To cause the incident commander, as well as all command organization officers, to 
obtain frequent progress reports, to continually assess fire conditions and any risk to 
firefighters, and to regularly adjust and revise the action plan to maintain safe operations.  
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Ensure Accurate Accountability of Every Firefighter Location and Status  
Objective: To cause the incident commander, and command organization officers, to maintain 
a constant and accurate accountability of the location and status of all firefighters within a small 
geographic area of accuracy within the hazard zone and aware of who is presently in or out of 
the building.  
 

If After Completion of the Primary Search, Little or No Progress Towards Fire Control 
Has Been Achieved, Seriously Consider a Defensive Strategy.  
Objective: To cause a benchmark decision point, following completion of the primary search, 
requiring the incident commander to consciously determine if it’s safe to continue offensive 
interior operations where progress in controlling the fire is not being achieved and there are no 
lives to be saved.  
 

Always Have a Rapid Intervention Team in Place at All Working Fires.  
Objective: To cause the incident commander to have a rapid intervention team in place ready 
to rescue firefighters at all working fires.  

 
Always Have Firefighter Rehab Services in Place at All Working Fires.  
Objective: To ensure all firefighters who endured strenuous physical activity at a working fire 
are rehabilitated and medically evaluated for continued duty and before being released from 
the scene. 


