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FROM THE EDITOR
Search and rescue operations form a backbone 
of fire service training and fireground operations, 
with crews assigned to this task responsible 
for finding possible victims and returning them 
to safety. To be successful in this complex 
assignment, firefighters must know how to 
effectively force entry, isolate search rooms 
from the rest of the structure, and use practiced 
techniques to search for life. 

This eBook features the real-life story of one 
crew’s dramatic rescue of several children, 
a back-to-basics look at VEIS, and a training 
officer’s guide to primary search training.

I encourage you to read and share this eBook 
with your members, considering the role of each 
member of the team, what they will face at these 
incidents – and whether they are prepared.

The time to train is now.

Janelle Foskett
Editor-in-Chief, FireRescue1.com
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AN ORDINARY DAY WITH  
EXTRAORDINARY 
RESULTS

DETAILING THE ST. LOUIS CHILD RESCUES

4SEARCH AND RESCUE TACTICS

Photo: St. Louis firefighter Jim Fuchs, right, hands off a child to Stan Banes of Rescue Squad 1 after she was rescued from the 
burning apartment. Photo/Robert Cohen/Post Dispatch/Polaris
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By Marc Bashoor

“It was an ordinary day at an ordinary fire, in an 
ordinary building, with extraordinary results.”

That’s how St. Louis Fire Department Battalion 
Chief Duane Greer described Aug. 15, 2019  
– a day that started like any other but ended  
with crews pulling child after child from an 
apartment fire in the city. 

I had the great pleasure to sit down with 
members of the St. Louis crews who made 
those heroic rescues, along with their battalion 
chiefs, to talk about the Ohio Avenue incident: 
Firefighter Patrick Ferguson, Firefighter  
Joshua Roth, Battalion Chief Greer, Battalion 
Chief Steve Rick, Firefighter Jim Fuchs and 
Captain Chris Erb Jr.

As we would suspect, each of the firefighters 
protests the “hero” label, saying it was “just 
another day doing our job.”

INITIAL COMPLICATIONS AT A  
“COOKIE-CUTTER” BUILDING
Chief Greer sets the stage as we begin the 
interview: “It was a beautiful day, and this  
was a normal-looking building – cookie-cutter, 
everything about it, we’ve done this a  
thousand times.”

A dog-walking citizen called 911 to report the 
fire, and first-arriving companies reported smoke 
showing from the second floor. There was no  
one jumping up and down out front, no indication 
of anything particularly amiss other than the 
smoke showing.

“[Initial-arriving crews Truck Company 7 and 14] 
went in front door, and it became clear pretty 
quickly something was wrong,” Greer explained. 
“While there was clearly a fire above, there was 
no way to get to it from here.”

As crews were searching through the first floor 
for access to the second-floor fire, fire began 
venting through at least one window on the 
second floor. It became evident quickly there 
would be no second-floor access through 
the front door. These Ohio Avenue buildings 
were newer, and while everything appeared 
cookie-cutter on arrival, the department had not 
previously fought a fire in these buildings.

Firefighter Ferguson arriving on the Rescue 
offered this assessment: “This was a bread-and-
butter fire. We are extremely efficient on these 
because of the number we get. It was pretty 
obvious by the time we arrived that the door the 
initial-arriving engine crew went in wasn’t the 
correct door. I began to walk around and noticed 
that an officer was trying to force open a side 
door (B side).” 

Ferguson began assisting the officer; however, 
security features slowed that progress and 
hampered access.

“The door confusion took some time to  
figure out,” he said. 

Although not universally defined the same, it  
has been my experience that this style of 
construction has been referred to as “piggyback 
construction” – independent addresses and 
accesses front and rear, which may be back-to-
back or one over the other, as was found to be 
the case on Ohio Avenue.

FIREFIGHTERS AND BATTALION CHIEFS SHARE  
A PLAY-BY-PLAY OF THE ASTONISHING  

– AND UNEXPECTED – RESCUES

https://www.firerescue1.com/search-rescue/articles/st-louis-firefighters-save-4-children-from-house-fire-LDHaShpRYMLhFbsK/
https://www.firerescue1.com/search-rescue/articles/st-louis-firefighters-save-4-children-from-house-fire-LDHaShpRYMLhFbsK/
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Noting the access confusion, with no access 
obvious and fire now showing from two second-
floor windows, impinging on the attic eves, a 
truck company firefighter took to an exterior 
attack – what Battalion Chief Greer described as 
an “unintentional transitional attack.” 

Captain Erb added, “We [Truck Company 14] 
arrived seeing fire shooting out of a window, 
water being flowed into another window – we 
figured this was a one-room burnout and it was 
just about it.”

Chief Greer arrived as the firefighter was flowing 
water from the outside.

“When I rolled up and saw my man shooting a 
hoseline through the window – let me tell you, 
we’re a pretty aggressive interior (firefighting) 
department, so I was somewhat taken aback that 
he was attempting a transitional attack when 
there was a line in the front door.”

SIZE-UP AND CHANGING TEMPO
The scene tempo at this point could easily be 
described as “coordinated chaos.”

St. Louis firefighters Timothy Evans, left and Josh Roth work to revive a girl, one of four young children pulled from the 
burning apartment. Photo/Robert Cohen/Post Dispatch/Polaris
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Crews faced a two-story multi-family residential 
structure of ordinary construction that’s gone 
from smoke showing to fire showing. They  
have a crew in the front door that has been 
unable to locate the fire, a firefighter is flowing 
water from the outside, another crew attempting 
side B access, and no residents outside to give 
any information that would provide any  
indication of anything.

As Chief Greer attempts to gather additional 
information, Firefighter Ferguson explains what 
happened next: “We [Rescue Squad 1] finally 
found the correct door on side C. We started  
up the stairs, not a lot of heat, but it was smoky  
– we did not have a hoseline at this point.  
As we masked up, we could see there was  
fire to the right.” 

AN UNEXPECTED FIND:  
FOUR YOUNG VICTIMS UPSTAIRS
While Fire Private Billy Meyer, acting captain of 
Truck Company 7, radioed the correct access, 
the initial crew was attempting to back the first-
floor line out to reposition for attack. Other 
companies begin arriving, and Chief Greer begins 
coordinating the attack. 

As Ferguson saw the fire to the right, he went left 
at a bathroom to search – nothing found. Noting 
with the flow path introduction that the smoke 
had now banked down – Chief Greer says to 
knee-level – Ferguson moved next to a closed 
bedroom door. As soon as he opened the door, 
he heard what he described as “kid noises.”

“I stopped to listen and looked down at my feet 
to find a baby wiggling around on the floor,” 
Ferguson said. “I put my tool down, scooped the 
kid up, looked ahead and could see a 4-year-
old [Taylor] farther in, in front of me. I turned to 
Captain Erb behind me and told them there was 
another kid in there – I’m taking this one down.” 

Captain Erb grabbed Taylor, and Firefighters  
Roth and Fuch continued the search. They could 
hear other noises.

Ferguson exited the building with the baby, 
noting “there’s always firefighters standing 
outside that could help.” Nope, not here.  
No one on side C, no one on side B, finally  
help on side A. 

Ferguson yelled for his driver to retrieve the 
medic bag, and they began to administer infant 
CPR in the front yard on the now-lifeless baby. “I 
was still on air and saw another guy [Captain Erb] 
running out with a kid, still on air.”

Stop for a second and reconsider the size-up 
and tempo. The hoseline now coming up the 
steps, kids coming down – still “bread and 
butter,” with a twist, but the adrenaline level sure 
changed instantly for the crews. It’s no longer 
just an ordinary fire, and still no residents around. 
Something’s obviously wrong in their minds.

Chief Greer was desperately trying to get good 
information about the number of victims, making 
sure he has enough EMS resources committed to 
respond. The best Captain Erb can give the chief 
is “there’s at least 3.” 

Firefighters Roth and Fuchs each found a child, 
one in a closet, one in a play tent. One was 
brought out, while the other is passed down the 
now-clogged stairwell for other firefighters to 
take to the front. 

While the firefighters were working the kids in the 
front yard, Chief Greer noted the roadways are 
narrow and clogged with fire trucks – EMS units 
are a block away. As the transport units arrive, 
firefighters begin carrying kids to the units.

The hoseline makes it up, and firefighters finish 
both the search and the firefight.

As has been mentioned a couple times, not once 
was there any indication of this incident being 
anything but the bread-and-butter fire. Not once 
was there an indication of people trapped. 
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CAMERAS ARE ALWAYS  
POISED AND READY
Although it wasn’t planned, the Ohio Avenue 
incident happened at a time when local media 
photographers were nearby and prepared to 
capture the drama. 

Firefighters estimate that they were inside for 
three minutes or so before the first rescue  
made it out. 

Although the firefighters didn’t realize it, as they 
pulled each kid out, photographers were “all over 
it,” as they say.

The experience provided a not-so-subtle 
reminder that, good or bad, we should always 
be acting and reacting in the best interest of the 
communities we serve, always assuming there 
are cameras around. 

Everyone wishes those kids didn’t have to 
experience what they did, and Chief Greer 
commented on the power of the pictures: “The 
pictures drive the prevention message, but the 
people have to be responsive to the message. 
How do I do anything stronger than those 
images? That’s above my paygrade.”

THE BUILDING IS STILL ON FIRE
Let’s step back and consider how everything 
played out on this fire.

Even with the confusion related to the correct 
entry point, crews were taking appropriate 
actions to obtain access and hold the fire at bay 
until access could be gained. Yet once victims 
are found – and not just one victim but kid after 
kid after kid after kid – it is important for incident 
commanders (ICs) to focus on their global 
responsibility with the incident – the rescues, fire, 
personnel safety and structural stability.

While he was focused on the “unintentional 
transitional attack,” then the rescues, then the 
fire, then the transports, then the investigation, 

Chief Greer admits the temptation to get drawn 
into the rescues was daunting to overcome. Even 
though this fire was no longer “ordinary,” training 
and 32 years of knowledge and experience 
helped Chief Greer focus on the overall mission.

Once the hoseline made it up the steps, the fire 
was a quick knockdown, helped by the window-
watching firefighter out front. 

CPR had been performed on three children in 
the front yard, and all four victims were delivered 
to the hospital with pulses and spontaneous 
respirations. There were no fatalities and no  
other injuries. 

PROCESSING AND COPING:  
“WE ALL HAVE KIDS”
Battalion Chief Steve Rick, who served as safety 
officer at the incident, and Greer held a “hot 
wash” on the scene. Note: Hot washes are a 
critical step in capturing immediate information 
and helping firefighters and paramedics learn 
and cope with the stresses that these incidents 
bring. Recognizing that each of the firefighters 
I interviewed have kids, the emotional toll is 
amplified on their psyche. While Firefighter 
Ferguson jumped in a transport unit and went 
to the hospital with both the infant he rescued 
and the 4-year-old, the other members remained 
on the scene to finish the search and firefight. 
Ferguson commented that it really didn’t hit him 
until a little later that these kids were the same 
ages as his own.

Ferguson acknowledged that they probably “lost 
half of the alarm to literal childcare” as the kids 
started coming out.

Crewmembers indicated that the hardest part 
was not knowing the final outcome of the children 
for some time. Fortunately, all four children lived 
and were later released from the hospital. The 
mother, who had left the kids alone, did return 
home while the firefighters were still there. That 
situation was turned over to law enforcement 
officers on the scene.
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OHIO AVENUE TAKEAWAYS
Some describe incidents like this as “once in 
a lifetime,” and that may be the case for some. 
Others will face similar incidents many times 
in their careers – and still others have yet to 
experience their once-in-a-lifetime incident. As 
such, it’s critical that we share key takeaways so 
we are better prepared for if and when we face 
the same or similar conditions.

 • Predictability of response at “bread-
and-butter” fires: ALWAYS expect the 
unexpected. Speaking to the initial 
stages, Chief Greer noted, “Even with the 

door confusion, everything went smooth 
because we didn’t know there were kids 
inside.” The “piggy-back” construction is 
not normal in St. Louis and clearly presents 
access challenges. Kids weren’t reported as 
trapped, yet four were pulled out. 

 • Transitional attack contributed to the 
victims’ survival: Chief Greer commented 
on how transitional attack helped at this 
incident: “Old-school firefighting tactics 
frown on transitional attack. I admit when I 
saw my man standing there with an open 
door and he was flowing water in the 
window, I was miffed. When I found the 

St. Louis firefighters Patrick Ferguson and Mike Perkins, right, move an injured child to an ambulance.
Photo/Robert Cohen/Post Dispatch/Polaris
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details that he was keeping it at bay while 
they looked for the door, then it made it OK 
for me. I am starting to become OK with the 
fact that transitional attack, under the right 
conditions, CAN be effective.”  
 
What was found in this incident was not 
only did the exterior attack slow the fire’s 
growth but, to the “unintentional” reference, 
the outside water stream dropped the 
ceiling drywall, allowing the smoke and heat 
to lift a bit, just in time for the rescues to be 
made and the interior attack line to become 
operational. Had that ceiling dropped 
and allowed a more prolonged roof-truss 

exposure to fire conditions, experience has 
shown that collapse would have been a 
likely outcome.

 • Incident command system (ICS) concepts 
worked: As the tempo changed from the 
everyday to the extraordinary, Battalion 
Chiefs Greer and Rick spoke to the 
command and control necessary to focus 
the effort, from rescue and transport to 
firefight and extinguishment. The ICS 
provides the framework for everyone to  
be a part of the solution instead of part  
of the chaos. 
 
 

FireRescue1 Executive Editor Chief Marc Bashoor (far right) meets with members of the St. Louis Fire Department involved in 
the Ohio Avenue rescues (from left to right): Firefighter Patrick Ferguson, Firefighter Joshua Roth, Battalion Chief Duane Greer, 
Battalion Chief Steve Rick, Firefighter Jim Fuchs and Captain Chris Erb Jr. Photo/Marc Bashoor
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While there’s no way to know whether a 
more thorough 360-report on this incident 
would have made a difference, they agreed 
the evolution of the 360 report is a valuable 
tool for first-in companies and ICs to use in 
tactical decision-making processes.

 • Train like you fight, so you can fight like 
you train: Standard operating procedures 
(SOPs) are in place for a reason. Earlier in 
2019, each company in the St. Louis Fire 
Department was put through time-trials 
focused on the basics of those procedures 
and orders: hoseline management, search 
and rescue, and company proficiency.  
 
During the evolutions, there was a 
competitive spirit, with the department 
publishing and the companies posting their 
times on social media for the next shift or 
station to attempt to best. Battalion Chief 
Rick commented, “[Success was] training, 
sticking with it, not deviating from it. In this 
case, no warning of the kids, and we stuck 
to the training, understanding transitional 
attack has its place.” 
 
Captain Erb’s company was down to two 
regular shift members, but the bread-and-
butter training topics everyone had recently 
been through fit just about everything that 
happened on Ohio Avenue, helping even  
a blended crew to work together like a  
well-oiled machine. 
 
Fuchs emphasized that, “Training makes a 
difference every time.” And Roth noted that, 
“even with irregular people working, it was 
a cohesive team effort,” underscoring the 
positive outcome of training together.

 • Prevention matters; your words matter! 
There were working smoke alarms in 
the building, and the kids were all found 
behind a closed door. While the firefighters 
may never know what exactly happened, 
the kids were the only ones there when 
a mattress caught fire. Crews don’t 
know whether that was related to a fire 

prevention message, but to have had the 
presence of mind to retreat to a separate 
room behind a closed door speaks to many 
of the messages our industry preaches. 

 
A TEAM EFFORT OF HUMBLE  
PUBLIC SERVANTS
The humble firefighters I met with in St Louis 
all spoke to the emotional toll of recognizing 
similarities to their own children, while 
acknowledging the many incidents where  
the outcomes are far less positive. 

We all share the desire to serve our communities, 
as we also share the bonds and the scars that 
these incidents leave upon us. While it is certainly 
difficult for any of us to accept any reason for 
leaving kids this young home alone – our mission 
is service. Part of that service is to preach the 
virtues of fire safety and prevention, with the 
hopes that our message gets through.

Firefighter Ferguson left me with this: “We had 
really good results, everybody went home and 
kissed their babies a little extra. It was a team 
effort, none of us could have done it alone. The 
public thinks we do this every day – they expect 
this is normal. Is it?”

Note: View the full gallery of photos at the St. 
Louis Post-Dispatch.

About the Author

Chief Marc S. Bashoor joined the Lexipol team in 2018, 
serving as the FireRescue1 and Fire Chief executive editor 
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VENT-ENTER-ISOLATE-
SEARCH OPERATIONS
REVIEWING HOW TO INITIATE VEIS AND STEP-BY-STEP 
PROCEDURES FOR CONDUCTING THIS ESSENTIAL OPERATION

BACK-TO-BASICS

The crew is prepared to enter window prior to venting, masked up and with a practiced plan. The officer is immediately 
behind the search firefighter.  Photos/Chris DelBello
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By Chris DelBello

Vent-Enter-Search (VES), Vent-Enter-Isolate-
Search (VEIS), Oriented Vent-Enter-Search. 
Whatever you want to call it, go ahead and call 
it that. I have always called it VES. The isolate 
component was always assumed to me. However, 
when I teach, I teach VEIS. I found it necessary 
to over-stress the isolate step, as even after 
providing a one-hour lecture with many videos, 
when it came to the hands-on portion of the 
training, the door was not closed at minimum of 
20% of the time. So I see the reason behind the 
naming debate, but in general conversation, one 
shouldn’t lose their mind over an abbreviation.

There’s also been a lot of discussion of this topic 
on social media. This is mostly just a bunch of 
folks muddying the water with their own opinions 
or in an effort to attach their name or website to 
something. Self-professed experts share varied 
opinions on VEIS, ranging from it being too 
dangerous to instructing firefighters to search for 
a victim on the way to locating the interior door. 

Leave it up to a firefighter to complicate things.
In its most basic form, the tactic we’ll address 
here is simple. This tactic is safe. This tactic is 
faster. This tactic is effective. This tactic is proven.

INITIATING VEIS OPERATIONS
VEIS should be considered on every incident 
requiring search. Depending on your size-up and 
staffing, it could be initiated in a few ways. 

Size-up: A quick size-up is always warranted. I 
used to believe VEIS was only warranted when 
fire wasn’t coming out of a window, making it a 
survivable space. My position has since changed 
after seeing several incidents where fire was 
venting from a window from which an occupant 
was pulled out alive. The VEIS crew knocked the 
fire down and one entered the room, shut the 
interior door and removed the occupant – alive! 
As such, when I see a room light up while I am 
performing a size-up, I still see the room  
as a survivable space and will commit my crew  
to VEIS with exterior hoseline for knock down  
and protection. 

When conducting VEIS via a second-floor window, the search firefighter should proceed up the ladder first, followed closely 
by the officer with a TIC.
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First-arriving engine crew: If conditions 
presented that only one room was not involved in 
fire, that pretty much simplifies things. VEIS with a 
handline outside for protection would be the best 
option. When that single room is searched, the 
crew can move their focus to suppression.

If the first-arriving crew is directed to a window 
with known occupants or you hear occupants 
calling for help, VEIS should be your first choice. 
Again, as a single engine crew on scene, you’re 
going to have a handline with you anyway, so 
utilize it for protection if necessary.

Multiple crews on location: When multiple  
crews are on location and staffing is available, 
VEIS can be assigned to multiple companies, 
even while an interior initiated search is in 
progress. Every window can have a two- or 
three-person company assigned to perform VEIS. 
Do not limit your options. Do not have crews 
standing around staged near a command post 
doing nothing. Use them to expedite the search 

function, especially if there are known occupants 
who are unaccounted for. 

From a ladder: When operating from a ground 
ladder extended to a second or even third floor, 
do not vent the window until the moment you 
are ready to enter the window. The tip of the 
ladder is placed below the window seal. The 
search firefighter vents the window and enters. 
The officer is immediately behind the searching 
member and stops just short of entering the 
window. The officer can quickly sweep the 
room with their thermal-imaging camera (TIC) 
and guide the searching member to the open 
door. The search firefighter locates the door 
and isolates the room, then begins the search 
for the victim. The officer remains at the window 
on the tip of the ladder as a point of orientation 
for the searching firefighter, but also to maintain 
situational awareness inside the room. The third 
member, if available, moves up on the ladder  
just behind the officer and waits for any 
necessary orders.

When entering any window, we want to check the floor 
for stability. When entering a window headfirst, it’s 
important to maintain a level of control. The 6-foot roof 
hook is perfect for this function after its used to clear 
the glass from the window frame. Lock the hook end 
into a bottom corner of the window frame. Using the 
window frame as a guide, place the pry end of the roof 
hook toward center of window on the floor. Use the 
roof hook to control your decent to the floor.

Also, note that the firefighter is using his legs and  
feet to control the speed of decent. Entering without 
some type of control can lead to injury or a dislodged 
face mask and put a quick end to an otherwise 
successful search. 



15 SEARCH AND RESCUE TACTICS

Once the search firefighter has entered the window, 
the officer moves into window frame and uses the TIC 
to observe conditions inside the room.

The officer also uses the TIC to locate heat signatures 
that may possibly be present.

When the door is located, the can officer direct 
the searching firefighter in the general direction 
of the door.

The officer continues to watch the searching firefighter until they locate the door. From the window’s exterior, the 
officer can confirm the door was closed, watch the searching firefighter perform the search for the victim, and maintain 
situational awareness and crew integrity.
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STEP-BY-STEP VEIS: 
KEEP IT SIMPLE
Let’s now walk through the key steps to  
VEIS, ensuring that we keep the process  
simple and safe.

Vent: Vent the window/room – take the 
window, break the window, open the 
window. Whatever you want to call it, just 
make sure your crew understands what you 
want done and how you want it done. 

When venting the window, keep in mind  
that you are creating a flow path for the  
fire. Depending on how well the building  
is sealed will determine what happens  
when you take the window out with your 
Halligan, axe or roof hook. Taking out a 
window in a building that has already self-
vented will have less of an effect than  
taking out a window on a tightly sealed 
building. So, when venting the window,  
time is of the essence. The clock has 
started. You should be prepared to enter 
that room as soon as the glass shards are 
cleared from the bottom of the sash. This  
is not the time to hesitate.

After the member enters the window, 
remove as much glass as possible. They 
may return to the window rather quickly  
with a victim, and we do not want to be 
dragging our victim over the remaining 
shards of glass.

Enter: Enter the window, crawl in, dive in, 
get in there. Really, this part is self-evident. 
However, your choice will be based on 
building features, such as small windows, 
fire conditions or the heat exiting the 
window, and the fact that you just created  
a flow path. 

As mentioned, the clock is ticking. However 
you enter, make it quick. This does not 
mean to forego checking the floor if you’re 
entering a second-floor window. 

A firefighter uses a traditional search on hands and knees to 
search for the door. They are searching the wall for the door or 
following directives from the officer with the TIC to follow a wall 
until the open door is located.

A firefighter uses a tripod method of using one leg/foot out in 
front of them for safety and speed.

When the search firefighter locates the door, they should lock 
a foot to the door frame and use a stretching search to search 
just beyond the door prior to closing the door for isolation. Now 
the searching firefighter can safely and thoroughly search the 
room for any victims.

https://www.firerescue1.com/fire-products/ventilation/articles/training-day-ventilation-basics-VIK1qVJK7OPxZoBC/
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One member enters. The officer or firefighter 
standing outside the window can guide you 
straight to the door with the use of a TIC, making 
this step faster and safer. Also, the officer or 
firefighter standing outside the window is your 
orientation. They can see you on the TIC, they 
can hear you bumping around in the room, they 
are there if you run into a problem, and they are 
there if you need help removing the victim.

Isolate: Isolate the room from the rest of the 
building. This means close the door. Again, pretty 
self-evident. However, this is where some of our 
self-proclaimed experts are muddying the water. 
Some of these people suggest that you search 
for the victim while you are searching for the 
door. Do not listen to these people! If you mess 
up this part, the entire operation could go from 
something that should have been quick, simple 
and safer to a mayday situation created by poor 
choices and execution of this tactic.

The second your boots hit the floor after you 
crawl through the window, your priority is to make 
a beeline to the interior door. This is how you 
isolate yourself and your victim from the rest of 
the building and the fire. This is how you make 
your search as safe as possible. This is the step 
that buys you time. This step also stops the clock 
in regards to the flow path problem that you 
created when you vented that window. Again, I 
cannot stress this enough that your priority is the 
door. Focus on finding the door.

Search: Search, feel around, crawl, locate the 
victim – whatever you want to call it, just be 
thorough. A thorough search can be fast. It only 
requires you to get on your hands and knees and 
feel while you move. Remember, a TIC will not 
show you a victim underneath a bed comforter or 
a pile of clothes or whatever they could get their 
hands on for protection in the moment. You must 
get on your hands and knees and search!

Do NOT focus on the walls. You will not find 
a victim hanging on the wall. They will be in a 
bed, on the floor, in a closet. Use the walls as a 
bumper. Imagine the room is a pinball machine. 
The walls are your bumpers. The second you hit a 
wall, you should be going the other direction.

The average size of a residential bedroom is 120 
square feet. When you add the bed and other 
furnishings, you can expect 95 square feet of 
floor space remaining. This hardly requires a two- 
or three-member crew on the interior. 

This is a one-firefighter operation inside the 
window. Again, the remainder of the crew is 
outside to be utilized when needed. The officer is 
at the window with the TIC watching the search 
firefighter performing the search. The officer 
should also be watching for ceiling temperatures, 
the door’s integrity and an exposed victim. The 
officer also serves as the orientation for the 
member searching. The additional firefighter, if 
available, is there to enter if a victim is found and 
the search member needs assistance.

“SIMPLICITY IS SAVING”
This VEIS tactic is simple, safe, fast, effective  
and proven. It’s really pretty basic stuff, so let’s 
keep it that way. Do not let the self-proclaimed 
social media experts muddy the waters. When 
it comes to our actions and decisions on the 
fireground, remember, “Complicity is costly. 
Simplicity is saving.”

About the Author

Chris DelBello is a 33-year veteran of the fire service. He 
currently holds the rank of senior captain with the Houston 
Fire Department, working in the Midtown District. He is 
also the district training officer, which encompasses all 
the stations in downtown and midtown. DelBello holds a 
Training Officer II certification and serves as an adjunct 
instructor with Houston Community College. 

https://www.firerescue1.com/search-rescue/articles/how-to-conduct-firefighter-primary-search-training-BvtAdOlrGjGwOpUO/
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By Keith Padgett

The ability to complete a primary search of a 
residential structure is one of the most basic  
skills a firefighter should possess, and it must 
come as second nature on any alarm. All 
firefighters must practice this skill to ensure that 
we are on top of our game. After all, the search 
crew may not always be the truck crew or ladder 
crew; it could be a two-person team assigned 
to the engine or a team of volunteer firefighters 
assembled at the scene.

The primary search is completed quickly and 
covers the rooms of the house that are most 

CONDUCT FIREFIGHTER 
PRIMARY SEARCH TRAINING
TIPS FOR 
CONDUCTING 
SEARCH TRAINING 
AT AN ACQUIRED 
STRUCTURE OR AT 
THE STATION

HOW TO 

All firefighters must train on primary search techniques to ensure that this essential skill comes as second nature.  
(Photos/Spokane, Wash., Fire Department)
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If your department is limited on training props, seek out vacant houses in the district and ask permission from the owner to 
use the structure for training.

likely occupied during the time of the fire, 
primarily, family-gathering areas and bedrooms. 
This should be accomplished within the first few 
minutes of arriving on scene.

GETTING STARTED:  
DONNING TURNOUT GEAR
Whenever you conduct training and there is a 
hands-on element, you should always have the 
group begin with donning their turnout gear. I am 
not speaking about having them wear their PPE, 
as it may be required for the training, but having 
them get accustomed to donning their bunker 
gear and being familiar with it.

I understand that this may sound simple or 
rudimentary, but I have found that firefighters 
often get complacent and believe that they 
are “good” with their gear. This is not always 
the case. Not every firefighter dons their gear 
every shift or even once a week. Further, some 
firefighters have the tendency to not don their 
PPE when the call requires that they have a 
certain level of PPE. Why? Some common 
responses: “It’s a pain to put on,” “I really don’t 
believe that I need it on this particular call” or 
even “It’s really hot.” I am sure you can add  
many more “justifications” that you’ve heard  
over the years.
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The firefighter should have strong knowledge 
and comfort with their turnout gear. It should be 
easy to get on and they should know every snap, 
zipper and flap without having to look at it. They 
must keep their protective hood and gloves in a 
certain pocket that is always easily accessible.

Their gear must be kept clean and in the very 
best condition, and the firefighter should have  
no problem putting it on any time when asked  
or required.

One final note on this topic: This should not be 
a “quick dress”; it is just the donning of gear. 
However, once you feel that they are up to the 
required standard and want to move forward with 
a speed drill, that is your call. Just first make sure 
they are proficient with their PPE and its use.

YOUR DISTRICT:  
KNOW WHAT YOU’LL BE SEARCHING
Searching a house, apartment or any type of 
single-family dwelling can be accomplished easily 
with some basic knowledge of the structure prior 
to entering.

As you work in the district every shift, you 
become familiar with the straightforward layout 
of many structures. You notice the type of design 
that is common throughout the area, where 
bedrooms and family rooms are in the different 
designs. The different layout of houses that 
your department has experienced should be 
discussed, and some unique ones that members 
may have come upon should be pointed out. An 
example: Someone may point out that in one 
area of the district, there have been a significant 
number of additions made to older structures and 
share how this has changed the configuration. 
Members should be made aware to take a 
certain level of precaution when operating in 
these houses and know the danger of becoming 
disorientated due to the uncommon layout.

HANDS-ON TRAINING FOR  
PRIMARY SEARCH
There are several steps for conducting an 
effective hands-on training for primary  
search skills:

Seek vacant structures: If your department  
is limited on training props, like a training tower, 
seek out vacant houses in the district and ask 
permission from the owner to use the structure 
for training. Conducting training in a local 
residential structure is invaluable to  
department members.

Use the station: If this is not available, utilize 
your fire station and construct a simple layout in 
the apparatus bay area with tables, chairs, bunk 
beds and pallets to create a basic search training 
prop. This can be altered to develop all types 
of arrangements to challenge your members, 
making it realistic and interesting. Practice 
entering and exiting through doors, having to 
search a closet or some form of confined space, 
but remember that this is a basic primary search 

Conducting a search for a downed firefighter  
adds a heightened layer of stress, making it  
essential to practice.
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and should not be an extremely difficult maze 
where firefighters would crawl under or climb 
over training props.

Assemble teams and tools: Start the training 
evolution by assembling two-person teams. They 
should have any hand tools that they plan to use 
during the search as well as a thermal imaging 
camera (TIC) if they are allowed to use this during 
the training, as searching with a TIC could be an 
entirely different training session.

Monitor radio use: Have the search crew don 
their PPE, including their SCBA, and prepare 
to enter the training prop to conduct a primary 
search. They should be instructed to advise the 
incident commander (IC) over their portable radio 
that they are preparing to enter the structure 
to conduct a primary search. This is great way 
to learn and for the instructor to evaluate if the 
firefighter can operate their radio in a real-world 
scenario. For example, can they operate the  
radio with gloves on, can they change the radio 
to another channel inside the training prop with 

Utilize your fire station and construct a simple layout in the apparatus bay area with tables, chairs, bunk beds and pallets to 
create a basic search training prop. This can be altered to develop all types of arrangements to challenge your members, 
making it realistic and interesting. 
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zero visibility, can they communicate over the 
radio while on air and utilizing their SCBA?  
These are all vital skills that must be mastered  
in a training environment.

Make entry: Once they are ready to enter the 
structure, they should check the door for heat. 
Also, check the door to see if it is locked – aka 
“try before you pry.”

Sound the floor: As they pass through the door, 
they should begin pounding the floor to ensure 
that they have not entered a floor above a fire, 
risking a collapse situation.

Have a standard search pattern: Have the 
crew perform a basic search pattern that your 
department has adopted and always train utilizing 
that same search pattern. That way, everyone 
understands that process and is on the same 
page when they enter the building. You never 
want to hear “that’s not the way we have done 
it before” at any point during a primary search, 
training or not. Consistent training is vital for 
firefighters to comprehend and appreciate.

As the search crew moves through the search 
area, have an instructor walk with them using a 
TIC, overseeing the team and providing direction 
if the crew is getting off track or not performing 
as expected.

Stay oriented: The search crew should be 
sweeping the area around them with their 
hand and any tool they may have as they move 
forward, and should also attempt to identify 
different items that would be in the area they
 
are searching. This could be a bed, nightstand, 
dresser and the bedroom closet as they move 
throughout a bedroom. This helps to identify 
where the crews is inside the house. More 
than once have I thought that I was in one 
room and found that I was not even close. 
With zero visibility, it can become extremely 
difficult to remain oriented. As crew integrity 
must be maintained, have the crew practice 
communicating as they move forward, passing 
along information of what they have found and 
where they believe they are at in the room.

Work at a controlled pace: Ensure that the crew 
is working at a pace that allows for a systematic 
approach and not a rushed search with the 
possibility of missing a victim. The primary search 
should be a controlled but swift search of the 
structure – never a mad rush to get it completed. 
Check off the rooms that you believe are in the 
house and work down the list.

Exit the structure: Once the primary has been 
completed and the crew is exiting the building, 
have them radio that information to the IC or their 
immediate supervisor with an “all clear” if no 
victims were found in the structure.

MAKE SEARCH SKILLS  
SECOND NATURE
Training on how to conduct a primary search 
can be an exercise that firefighters enjoy and 
find value in, with the takeaway being a highly 
important skill that saves lives. This skill in your 
department should be repeated many times to 
make it second nature.

Be safe and train hard!

About the Author
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RESOURCES
FireRescue1 Academy:  
Fireground operations courses

Read more about search and  
rescue operations

Learn how to buy rescue tools Shop firefighting tools

ABOUT THE SPONSOR :
Lenco Rescue Vehicles revolutionized tactical response 
with the introduction of the BEAR® and BearCat® protected 
rescue vehicles. Since 1981, Lenco has become the most 
trusted manufacturer of tactical armored response and 
rescue vehicles used by law enforcement, fire rescue & 
defense forces worldwide.

https://www.firerescue1academy.com/
http://www.firerescue1.com/search-rescue
https://www.firerescue1.com/fire-products/rescue-equipment/articles/how-to-buy-rescue-equipment-ebook-dqlTNLtUZRUv0hMf/
https://www.firerescue1.com/fire-products/firefightingtools/
https://go.lexipol.com/?target=lnk_1ahVmHwZjdezcBok
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Learn more about search and rescue best practices at 
FireRescue1’s Search and Rescue resource center.

SEARCH AND RESCUE

https://www.firerescue1.com/search-rescue/
http://www.lexipol.com

