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FURTHER READING

Firefighting

FISA Safety Guide 803

Further information

This guide is produced by the Forest Industry Safety Accord (FISA)
59 George Street, Edinburgh, EH2 2JG Tel: 0131 240 1410
Fax: 0131 240 1411 Email: info@ukfisa.com

Copies of this guide and all other FISA priced and free publications
are available by mail order from the FISA office or through the FISA
website www.ukfisa.com. From here you will also be able to access
a wide range of additional forestry safety information including
frequently updated safety alerts.

This guide sets out evidence of good practice for a specific forestry task.
Deviation from the guide should only be considered after a full risk
assessment has been undertaken by competent persons. Health and
safety obligations MUST be met at all times.

THINK SAFE / STAY SAFE

This publication is based on guidance previously published by HSE
in AFAG803 Firefighting, which was withdrawn in 2013.

For more general information about health and safety, please visit
the Health and Safety Executive website www.hse.gov.uk

FISA803 Reprinted 03/13
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INTRODUCTION

This leaflet covers the safe working practices to be followed when
involved in forest or woodland firefighting operations as an
individual or part of a team.

Fire planning is not covered in this leaflet. Such planning would
form part of an overall risk assessment and include identifying
wildfire hazards; developing suitable arrangements and systems
of work; and producing a co-ordinated approach with neighbours
and Fire and Rescue Services.

This leaflet can be used as part of the risk assessment process to
help identify the controls to put in place to prevent accidents
during the suppression of wildfires and certain prescribed burning
operations. A site-specific risk assessment will be needed as well
as any generic risk assessment.

Where quad bikes or all-terrain vehicles (ATVs) are used, this
leaflet should be read in conjunction with FISA leaflets 701 ATV
quad bikes and 702 All-terrain vehicles.

All operators must have had appropriate training and be competent
to carry out the tasks required (see FISA leaflet 805 Training and
certification). Operators must also be aware of the hazards likely to
be found at a forest or woodland fire including helicopters, vehicles
and other equipment used for fire suppression.

PERSONAL PROTECTIVE EQUIPMENT (PPE)

� 1 Those on site during firefighting operations may require
specific PPE which should have been identified in the risk
assessment. However, use the following for general
firefighting operations:

• A brightly coloured fire-resistant cotton boiler suit (complying
with EN 531) is recommended, as well as a protective neck
cloth. Do not wear any synthetic or nylon clothing.

• Protective boots with good grip and ankle support
(complying with EN ISO 20345). 

• Suitable protective gloves (non-synthetic, eg leather). 

• Safety helmet (complying with EN 397), if identified as
required by the risk assessment.

• Eye protection (complying with EN 166), if identified as
required by the risk assessment, to prevent eye damage
from particles and embers.

• Hearing protection (complying with EN 352) where the
noise level exceeds 85 dB(A) (see HSE pocket card
INDG363 Don’t lose your hearing).

� 2 Carry water for personal consumption and to wash any burns.

� 3 A specialised burn first-aid kit should be available on the
site, and each person should carry a personal first-aid kit
for non-burn injuries.

GENERAL

� 4 The Fire and Rescue Service, when present, will be
responsible for directing operations at a wildfire.

� 5 Expect to be in the open conducting physically demanding
operations for long periods. Workers should be fit and
capable of carrying out the tasks expected of them. 

� 6 Watch colleagues for signs of heat stress due to physically
demanding work and close proximity to the fire. Also watch
for burns from radiant heat.

� 7 Be particularly aware of the hazards involved in crossing
terrain during conditions of reduced visibility, due to poor
light or smoke.

� 8 Watch for factors (or combinations of factors) that could
create sudden changes in fire behaviour, including:

• weather (eg change of wind direction and speed);

• fire moving onto steep slopes; 

• the nature and quantity of fuel available to the fire
(eg thick heather).

� 9 Maintain communications with your colleagues and
supervisors.

TOOLS, EQUIPMENT AND MACHINERY

� 10 There may be a wide variety of tools, equipment and
machinery (including vehicles and helicopters) in use on the
fireground. Operators are likely to be working under pressure,
sometimes in poor visibility or with considerable background
noise, so take particular care if approaching them.

� 11 Ensure that you, and anyone you are responsible for, are
aware of the safety zones that apply to the tools,
equipment and machinery on site.

FIRE PLANS AND FIRE MAPS

� 12 Ensure you have read and understood your organisation’s 
fire plan and are familiar with the procedures to follow in an
emergency. 

� 13 Ensure you have looked at and understand any fire map,
including any symbols used. 



� 29 Ensure the safety zones for equipment, including high-
pressure fire fogging systems, chainsaws, tractor and chain
swipe, are clear before operating.

� 30 Always stay at least 40m away from helicopters, especially
during taking off or landing. Only approach a helicopter if a
clear instruction is given by the pilot. When helicopters are
water bombing, all ground staff should be at least 10m
outside the target area.

� 31 Avoid working in thick smoke wherever possible, as it can
cause irritation of the eyes, nose, throat and lungs and
increase the risk of getting lost and confused.

� 32 Avoid working under power lines.

� 33 Ensure the fire is out before moving on to the next task or
ensure your supervisor is made aware that the fire is not
out in your area if given instructions to move.

PREPARING FOR WILDFIRE FIGHTING

� 14 Thoroughly check all PPE, tools, equipment and machinery
to ensure they are serviceable. Put appropriate PPE on
before approaching the fire. 

� 15 Select tools for the expected fuel types and fire behaviour
(eg conveyor belt beaters for grass and mesh for heather).
Also take tools for each phase of fire suppression to the
fireground, ie knock down, containment, mop up and patrol.

� 16 If using synthetic foam concentrate, wear appropriate PPE,
fill tanks away from watercourses and drains and replace
lids on drums. If foam concentrate touches the skin or
eyes, immediately wash with water and treat according to
the instructions on the product label. If serious seek
medical attention.

� 17 Secure tools and equipment properly for transport. Check
that total loads, including water, do not exceed your vehicle
load capacity, and are suitable for the expected terrain. 

� 18 Mark safe routes to and from the fireground for the Fire and
Rescue Services and other personnel. Identify suitable locations
for parking vehicles safely (marshalling areas). As far as
possible, keep pedestrian and vehicle access routes separate.

� 19 Obtain information on the fire and assess fire behaviour
yourself before approaching it. When appropriate provide
information to your supervisors or fire service personnel.

� 20 Where appropriate, discuss your local knowledge of access
routes, water points, potential firebreaks etc with the
incident commander. 

� 21 Make sure you have been given a briefing on your own role
in the firefighting activities.

FIREFIGHTING

� 22 Ensure you are booked in and booked out by the
organisation managing the fire, when entering or
leaving the fireground.

� 23 Fight the fire, but always put safety first (see the
‘WATCHOUT’ safety aid in Table 1).

� 24 Operate within your agreed level of authority and responsibility.

� 25 Operate within your physical capability, maintain a steady
pace of work, take breaks and drink plenty of water.

� 26 Maintain a balanced stance when using hand tools and
avoid difficult terrain or other obstacles, especially when
carrying weight, eg knapsack sprayers.

� 27 Identify two suitable escape routes leading away from the fire.

� 28 Maintain a safe working distance from colleagues when
using hand tools, including firebeaters, mattocks and axes.

Table 1: The Wildfire ‘WATCHOUT’ safety aid
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FUELLING

� 34 Stop the engine and, if necessary, allow to cool before
refuelling. 

� 35 Petrol vapour is invisible and can travel considerable
distances from spillage or fuelling sites. Maintain a safe
distance from the fire and other ignition sources at all times.

� 36 Store fuel to avoid vapour ignition by the fire. Select a site
shaded from direct sunlight and away from watercourses
and drains.

� 37 Replace the fuel cap securely after filling.

� 38 Keep fuel from contacting the skin. If fuel gets into the eyes
wash out with sterile water immediately and seek medical
advice as soon as possible.

� 39 Fuel containers must be designed and approved for use
with petrol or diesel. They should be in sound condition,
clearly labelled and have securely fitting caps. 

OTHER CONSIDERATIONS

� 40 Ensure suitable arrangements have been made for childcare
or other dependants before you leave for the fireground.
The relevant Estate/Company Office or Forest District Office
may have a role in communicating with partners.

� 41 Ensure the Estate/Company Office or Forest District Office
know how to contact your partner or next of kin if there is
an emergency.

� 42 If the initial firefighting operation is unsuccessful, extended
operations will be needed. These may include:

• work rota changes;

• additional firefighting resource;

• supplies of drinking water;

• supplies of food;

• lighting equipment (including torches);

• additional communication equipment (including batteries 
and/or recharging facilities).

AFTER THE FIRE

� 43 Check yourself and your colleagues for any injuries. Make
sure all your colleagues are accounted for and report any
missing people or injuries to your supervisor.

� 44 Collect all tools and equipment before leaving the
fireground. Secure items safely and transport them back to
the fire shed/tool shed. 

� 45 Check, sort out and maintain equipment before storage.
Promptly replace or repair items that have been used up or
damaged. You may need them again very quickly if re-
ignition occurs from a hotspot.

� 46 Be prepared to participate in a de-brief. Your recollection of
events, timings, operations undertaken, resources used
and how well things worked, will all be useful.

NOTES


