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Making choices 

1 Introduction 

Within the Belgian fire service there is 

often a debate on who should decide 

what, at a fire ground operation. Which 

decisions have to be taken by the chief 

officer? And what can the company 

officer decide? The line between these 

two is not so clearly defined (in Belgium). 

 

Can a firefighter make a decision? Or is 

he/she only supposed to carry out 

orders? 

 

Which are the things that need to be 

decided? This is another subject that is 

not entirely clear to many people. This 

article will attempt to formulate an 

answer to these questions. I think that I 

have a good idea on what needs to be 

decided. These are the strategic, tactical 

and technical choices. I am not entirely 

sure on who should take which specific 

decision. 

 

One thing is certain: the highest ranking 

person is ultimately responsible for the 

fire ground operation (except for certain 

specific exceptions detailed in Belgian 

law). For most of the fire ground 

operations, this will be a chief officer. He 

or she will have the right to set out a 

certain course of action. During the 

operation however, he will not be able to 

decide on every little detail. An officer 

that engages in micromanagement, 

quickly loses track of the main goals. 

 

A fire is a very dynamic environment. 

Everyone should already know that fire 

progresses much faster than it used to in 

the past. This creates much more of a 

challenge for the fire service. After all 

they have to make decisions on strategy, 

tactics and techniques in this rapidly 

changing environment. 

 

Figure 1, 2 and 3 The occupant of this apartment 

has no other option but to flee onto the balcony when 

a fire starts. However, the fire is progressing very 

rapidly. The first picture shows only a little bit of 

smoke and the occupant is relatively safe. Three 

minutes later, smoke production has increased and 

another two minutes after, the fire has become fully 

developed. The man has to be saved very quickly 

now or he will jump to escape the radiant heat 

coming from the flames. (Photo’s: Tom 

Vanryckegem) 
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In reality, an engine usually arrives first on the scene. This means that the highest ranking 

commanding officer at that time, is the company officer. Until a chief officer arrives on 

scene, he or she will have to make every decision. This includes both decisions which 

usually have to be taken by chief officers, as well as decisions normally taken by company 

officers. 

 

This article will first present a summary of the choices that have to be made on the fire 

ground. Next, an attempt is made to outline which person is most preferred to make a 

certain decision. The latter will depend greatly on the local context. 

2 Which choices have to be made? 

There are a number of things that have to be decided each and every time to achieve a 

safe approach on the fire ground: 

• The strategy 

• The tactics 

• The techniques 

2.1 Strategy 

The first and maybe most important choice of all, is the strategy that is to be followed. Do 

we choose an offensive or defensive strategy? The strategy determines the general 

principles of the fire ground operation. Recently a US fire officer gave a very good definition 

of an offensive strategy: 

 

An offensive strategy is each and every strategy in which firefighters can get hurt 

inside the building or outside by collapsing parts of the structure. 

 

Each strategy where firefighters are inside the collapse zone of the building is, in that 

regard, an offensive strategy. It is an elegant way to look at the situation. The essence of 

the matter is nicely illustrated: Are we (as an organization) prepared to put our people into 

(serious) danger to achieve a certain goal? If not, then it is a good idea to stay outside the 

collapse zone of the structure. 

 

This very difficult question can only be answered after a (brief) risk assessment. The risks 

have to weighed against the result we are trying to achieve. Therefor it is important that 

the desired results are clear to everyone involved. 

 

This means that a strategy has one or more strategic goals. These goals could be the ones 

listed below: 

1. Saving people 

2. Limiting the damage to the burning building 

3. Preventing fire spread 

4. Preventing or limiting environmental damage 
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The goals are given in order of importance. This means it is logical for firefighters to take 

more risks when trying to save human lives than when they are preventing fire spread. 

When there are no victims to be saved and the building is lost to the fire, a defensive 

strategy seems like the right approach. When the choice for a defensive strategy is made, 

it is important that everyone knows that no risks are to be taken. 

2.1.1 The quadrant model 

Our Dutch colleagues came up with the 

quadrant model to aid commanding officers 

in choosing the right approach. They 

expanded upon the traditional classification 

of “offensive interior attack vs. defensive 

exterior attack”. 

 

They figured that firefighters can also 

undertake an offensive action from the 

outside. They call this the offensive exterior 

attack. Several possibilities fall into this 

category. Most of them take place inside the 

collapse zone of the structure. This fits 

perfectly in the definition offered above by 

our American colleague. Examples of this 

are the use of piercing nozzles, cobra, … but 

even a transitional attack starts with an 

offensive action taken from the outside. 

 

One of things that is beautifully illustrated by the quadrant model is what is called shifting 

between quadrants by the Dutch. For a lot of modern fire ground situations, it is advisable 

to start with an offensive exterior attack to reduce the heat release rate of the fire or the 

lower the risks by inerting the smoke gas. After that, an interior attack is started. Starting 

from one quadrant and then shifting to another is a very valuable way of thinking. Another 

example of how shifting quadrants can occur, is when an attack crew inside decides the 

risks are becoming too high and retreats towards the outside. Often a defensive approach 

will follow afterwards. 

 

However, there is also some criticism towards the model. The main point of criticism is 

that the model needlessly complicates matters. The Dutch firefighters consider the four 

quadrants as four tactics, while in this article they are viewed as results of the chosen 

strategy. There is no global consensus on the matter. Still, there is a lot of value in the 

segments “offensive exterior attack” and “shifting between quadrants”. 

 

Another way to describe the strategy is the following: Fire crews can work offensively or 

defensively. Defensively, by definition, means outside (the collapse zone). Offensively can 

either mean outside or inside. When moving from left to right on Figure 5, the risks will 

increase. The commanding officer can then take the amount of risk into consideration. 

 

 

Figure 4 The quadrant model from The 

Netherlands. (Drawing: see [1]) 
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Figure 5 Three possible elaborations of a strategic choice. (Drawing: Karel Lambert) 

2.1.2 Deciding and communicating 

As soon as a decision is made on the strategy that is to be followed (offensive or defensive), 

that decision needs to be communicated. First to all the firefighters on the fire ground. This 

strategic choice after all dictates how much leeway they have. It is extremely important 

that they all know the ground rules during that specific operation. 

 

On the 23rd of March in 2003, there was a fire at a church (Koningkerk) in Haarlem in The 

Netherlands [2]. The incident commander chose a defensive strategy. He ordered one road 

to be cleared and kept clear, because of the collapse hazard. Three firefighters still went 

into the restricted area. Maybe they were unaware of the issued orders or maybe they did 

not know that a defensive strategy means staying out of the collapse zone. While they 

were walking down the road, one of the church walls collapsed to the outside. The three 

firemen were caught under the debris and lost their lives. 

 

Firefighters of every level need to be aware in what type of operation they are currently 

working in order to avoid tragic accidents like the one in Haarlem. Therefor it is very 

important that everyone understands what the different choices (strategy – tactic – 

technique) are about. 

 

In some countries, the commanding officer that makes a decision, will communicate this 

over the radio. For instance: “We are going offensive”. This is an important announcement. 

All units still on route to the scene, know which rules are to be followed. The crews will 

also adjust both their assessment and expectations of the fire. Each time the strategic 

choices change, another message is sent out over the radio. In some cases, all of the 

company officers are asked to acknowledge that they have received the message. 

 

A fine example of the above is a fire in a large structure. The first engine on scene has 

started the interior attack under the command of the company officer. A second engine 

arrives and starts stretching lines for water supply and a second attack hose line to support 

the interior attack. Five minutes after, the chief officer arrives. He determines the fire is 

still expanding. All possible victims are outside, so the strategy is focused on saving the 

building. Still, the IC sees that the fire keeps growing despite the best efforts of his crews. 

In this scenario, a shift from offensive to defensive is a logical decision. Once the IC has 

made this decision, he will communicate it over the radio. He will order the crews inside to 

come back out and take a defensive position. Ideally, he will ask the company officers for 

confirmation of the message. 

Defensive 

exterior 

attack 

Offensive 

exterior 

attack 

Offensive 

interior 

attack 



© CFBT-BE 5/14  Making Choices 

Versie 06/05/2017  Karel Lambert; Translation: Kendrick De Backer – 2017 – 1.0 

2.1.3 Examples 

The fire service is called out to an 

industrial fire. This means several 

units are dispatched. While 

driving up to the scene, 

firefighters see a massive smoke 

plume. After a couple of minutes, 

the first engine arrives on scene. 

Just as they round the corner and 

enter the street, the company 

officer sees what is illustrated on 

Figure 6.  

 

The company officer will have to 

determine quickly whether there 

are still people inside the building. 

If not, then he will have to choose 

for a defensive strategy. Such a fire cannot be tackled safely with just one engine. He 

issues a CAN report (conditions, actions, needs) over the radio and will state his decision 

for a defensive approach. 

2.2 Tactics 

Once the strategy has been determined, tactical choices will have to be made as well. The 

general rules are set, but the practical application still has to happen. The commanding 

officer has to come up with an action plan. There are a large number of tactics available to 

achieve a successful operation. An action plan is therefor made up of different tactics which 

have to be performed simultaneously or in succession. Some of the more important tactics 

when fighting fires are: 

• Interior attack 

• Transitional attack 

• Exterior attack 

• Primary search 

• Tactical ventilation 

• Rescue from the outside (using ladders) 

• Water supply 

• Secondary search (to avoid having missed people inside) 

• Secure or shut off utilities. 

Each of these tactics has a certain goal. The different tactical goals have to result into 

achieving the strategic goals. The tactical goal of an interior attack is: “finding and 

extinguishing the fire”. If a crew were to implement this tactic, their work will lead to 

largely achieving the strategic goal of “limiting damage to the structure”. The overhaul 

Figure 6 Photo of an industrial fire. (Photo: Klaas Danneel)
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afterwards will complete that achievement. In situations where people need to be saved, 

finding and extinguishing the fire will also help to achieve the strategic goal of “Saving 

human life”. After the extinguishment, the situation has more or less been stabilized. 

Another crew that is executing the tactic “Search & Rescue” will have to make sure any 

victims still inside are brought out. The tactical goals of both these tactics will allow for the 

strategic goal of “Saving human life” to be achieved. 

2.2.1 Decision and communication 

There is a time and place for every tactic. The commanding officer, a chief or company 

officer, that chooses the tactic, will have to take into account the situation, the risks and 

the available resources. 

 

If he or she chooses an offensive strategy, then an interior attack is the logical next step. 

The situation changes however when the fire is fully developed and the opening through 

which the fire has vented itself can be reached with water from a hose line. In that case, 

a transitional attack becomes a possibility. This tactic has the same goal of extinguishing 

the fire. However the difference with a classic interior attack is that the risk for the attack 

crew decreases. So there is a higher degree of occupational safety incorporated into the 

tactical goal of this tactic. Aside from that, the fire can also be tackled much faster. This 

means there is also a time factor included in the tactic. Finally, a quick knockdown will 

cause the fire spread to decrease as well. This means that people in adjoining rooms will 

remain relatively safer for a longer time and damage to the structure will be less. The 

tactical goal of transitional attack can then be defined as: “Quickly knocking down a fully 

developed fire from the outside and subsequently extinguishing the fire, which has returned 

to fuel limited conditions, from the inside.” 

 

The commanding officer will have to 

prioritize. More often than not, a fire engine 

will be the first to arrive on scene. If that 

engine is crewed by 6 firefighters, the 

commanding officer can deploy 4 people. He 

can use those 4 people for a single tactic or 

for two tactics. As long as they are busy 

executing these tactics, no other tasks can 

be performed.  

 

Communication is extremely important. As 

soon as the commanding officer has decided 

which tactics are to be used, an order has to 

be issued. It has to be clear to all firefighters 

what they have to do. When additional units 

arrive on scene, the commanding officer will give a CAN report (Conditions, Actions, 

Needs). The “Needs” section of this report can be used to communicate the tactics that are 

to be performed next. In order to facilitate this, the commanding officer can refer to the 

building walls with alpha, bravo, charlie and delta (see Figure 7). This quickly allows for 

other officers to get a clearer picture of what is happening and where it is going on. 

Figure 7 Assigning the four outer walls with 

alpha, bravo, charlie and delta. (Figure: Bart 

Noyens) 
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2.2.2 Examples 

Suppose an engine arrives on scene at a fully developed house fire at 3 a.m. One room 

has fire coming out of the window on the first floor. Upon arrival, the crew is told by the 

occupants that everyone has gotten out except for their little boy who is still sleeping in 

his room. This appears to be a situation where one would quickly choose for an offensive 

strategy. The engine officer opts to perform a transitional attack. She orders one crew of 

two, to execute an exterior attack with a 45mm hose line connected directly to the engine 

with a reduction coupling. The other duo is told to deploy hose coils (or bundles) to start 

an interior attack. In this case, she is using four people simultaneously for the tactic 

“transitional attack”. As soon as knockdown has been achieved, the second duo starts the 

interior attack and the first duo is ordered to commence primary search and rescue. The 

parents haven given her the location of the bedroom so the crew is to search that room 

first. 

 

After a couple of minutes, the chief officer arrives. She gives him the following CAN report: 

“We arrived on scene to a fully developed fire on the first floor with a child still inside the 

building. We have performed a transitional attack. We are now doing an interior attack as 

well as primary search & rescue. We still need ventilation, water supply to the engine and 

a secondary search.” 

 

The chief officer can then quickly check whether her assessment of the situation is correct 

and then pass on the tactics he wants executed to the officer of the second engine. Most 

likely he will choose ventilation and water supply. After all, there is only one victim inside 

and a crew is already searching for it. It is unnecessary and maybe even counterproductive 

to send a second crew into the same room. Maybe he would have chosen differently if more 

than one victim was still inside. In that case he could have asked the pump operator how 

much water was still in the engine. Depending on the answer, he could send out a second 

search crew instead of using these firefighters for securing the water supply.  

 

On January 8th of 2017, the fire station 

Tielt of the MidWest fire department is 

called out to an apartment fire. Luckily the 

scene is only 1,3 km from the fire station. 

The fire service arrives quickly on scene 

with two engines, a command vehicle, an 

aerial apparatus an a water tender. Crews 

face a fire that is rapidly progressing as 

shown in figures 1,2 and 3. An offensive 

approach is chosen. Within this offensive 

strategy, several different tactics are 

decided upon. One of those tactics is saving 

the victim that has fled onto the balcony 

using the aerial truck. A heavy duty aerial 

appliance is a bit slower than a standard 

ladder truck to deploy and set up. So such 

a rescue always seems a very slow going affair in the eyes of the victim. During that time, 

the victim is subjected to the radiant heat of the fire. With a perfect execution of transitional 

attack, the flames are knocked down from the outside while another crew starts the interior 

attack and yet another crew is completing the rescue from the aerial appliance. 

Figure 8 The fire service is applying transitional 

attack. The fire is knocked down using an exterior 

attack while the rescue of the victim is being 

completed from the aerial. (Photo: Tom 

Vanryckegem) 
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The exterior attack weakens and reduces the fire. Flames are knocked down and so the 

radiant heat towards the victim decreases. Thanks to the fire crew’s actions, the victim is 

given a few minutes extra time. 

 

A situation such as the one in Figure 8 poses a 

genuine threat to the victim. The situation also 

seems to become increasingly dire. Take 

another look at figures 1, 2 and 3 and think on 

how quickly the situation is progressing. The 

victim has to deal with an increasing amount of 

radiant heat. What are the odds that he will 

eventually jump? 

 

The fire service arrived on scene at the time 

picture 2 was taken. In two minutes time, the 

fire progresses from a fire in growth stage to a 

fully developed fire … with a victim trapped on 

the balcony. 

 

Without the swift and professional intervention 

of the Tielt firefighters, the victim’s fate may 

have been entirely different. Such a 

performance can only become possible due to 

rigorous training over the past years. During 

that time, the Tielt fire station has been able to 

implement new concepts so that they can be 

used on the fire ground. 

 

 

 

2.3 Techniques 

The next level on which decisions have to be made, is that of the techniques. Usually the 

company officers or firefighters will decide which techniques are used to achieve a certain 

tactic. After all, often several different methods can be used to achieve the same goal. Let 

us take closer look at the classic interior attack in a house. 

 

The choice for an offensive strategy has been made. The choice for an interior attack has 

also been made. In many fire stations this will automatically determine the preferred hose 

line for this tactic. Some stations will opt for a high pressure line, while others will choose 

a low pressure 45mm. It is interesting to note that many of our American colleagues take 

a 70mm as a standard attack line. This fact merits some further attention. The 

extinguishing capacity has to be chosen in relation to the intel gathered during the size up. 

Each organization should have clear procedures regarding that matter. Preferably it is the 

company officer that chooses which line is used. While doing that, he keeps the standard 

operating procedures in mind. More often than not, the chief officer has other things to 

worry about (or he hasn’t even arrived yet). 

 

Figure 9 Almost immediately the flames are 

largely knocked down. The situation of the 

victim has become much less dangerous. 

(Photo: Tom Vanryckegem) 
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Next the attack crew deploys the attack line to the front door. This can be done in several 

different ways. When a high pressure line is used, extra lengths of line will be stretched. 

Is that extra line stretched at the engine, at the door or both? If low pressure is used, is 

this done using rolled hose lines or lines packed in a serpentine pattern? Are cassettes 

used and/or coiled hose packs? 

 

When the front door is locked, again there are techniques to get past this. These techniques 

are labeled under forcible entry. So again, technical choices will have to be made on how 

the door will be opened. Will we use the Halligan or a regular crowbar? Perhaps there is a 

window in the front door that can be broken so that the door can be then be opened from 

the inside. 

 

  

Figure 10 and Figure 11 A front door in which there are several glass panes and a close up of the 

door on the inside. For this particular door it would probably be easier to just break one of the 

windows than to start working it with the Halligan. Of course the outside crew will not know for sure 

what the lock looks like from the inside. (Photo’s: Christophe De Cock) 

Once the door has been opened, maybe a door entry procedure will be performed. That 

depends on the situation. Within the door entry procedure as well, choices can be made. 

At an exterior door, usually there will be no gas cooling above the attack crew. However, 

should gas cooling be directed into the house or not? 

 

The attack crew has now passed the front door. They will advance with the hose line. 

Where are the different crew members located on the line? Are they next to each other 

with the hose line in the middle, one right behind the other or are they a few meters apart? 

Are they bringing in a single coil loop for extra hose length? These are choices that will be 

determined by the geometry of the location. Are they in a hallway of 80 cm wide? Then 

they will be forced to sit one behind the other. Will someone sit at the door and apply door 

control? Will they gascool? This depends on the amount of smoke inside? If they choose to 

cool smoke, will they use short or long pulses? Who is holding the Thermal Imaging 

Camera? How often is he or she looking on the TIC? 

 

Imagine there is a smoke layer with a thickness of half a meter in a hallway that is 1 m 

wide. At the end of the hallway, a closed door can be seen with smoke coming from the 

cracks on the upper half of the door. The crew will then swiftly advance. They will 

periodically direct a single short pulse into the smoke layer and the TIC should inform them 

that the smoke is not too hot. When they have arrived at the door, again some new choices 

will have to be made. Will the person that has been doing door control move over to this 



© CFBT-BE 10/14  Making Choices 

Versie 06/05/2017  Karel Lambert; Translation: Kendrick De Backer – 2017 – 1.0 

door, or will they use a smoke stopper? After the smoke stopper has been installed, a new 

door entry procedure will be performed. This door entry procedure will be different from 

the one that was done at the front door. Now, there will be pulses sprayed into the smoke 

above the attack crew. A lot more focus will be put into teamwork because visibility will be 

a lot less than on the outside. 

 

Once the attack crew is inside the room, the TIC can be used to scan around. Can we see 

the fire? Can we reach the fire with water from this position or do we need to advance 

further into the room? 

 

The room is filled with smoke. This will need cooling. This is not a choice but an obligation! 

However, we do need to choose how much cooling and with which technique. If it is a large 

living room, then the long pulse will probably be chosen. The crew continues to advance. 

Because they have already travelled a reasonable distance, hose management will be of 

increasing importance. Here as well, the right choices have to be made. Have they taken 

in an extra loop of hose line from the start, then they probably have enough spare line to 

tackle the problem in the living room. Another option is that they drew in some extra 

lengths at the living room door before going in. If not, then it may well be that the crew 

does not have enough hose line to advance in the room. One of them will have to go back 

to draw in sufficient line. Or maybe the company officer has chosen to use his entire crew 

of 4 to stretch the line. In that case there are two people primarily assigned to hose 

management. They can also take care of door control or installing the smoke stopper. 

 

At some point the attack crew will find the seat of the fire. Again they will have to make a 

choice: which extinguishment technique will be used? Painting is a solid choice for a fire in 

growth stage or an under ventilated fire. In these cases, some form of direct 

extinguishment is usually preferred. Suppose the crew finds a fully developed fire upon 

opening the door, then they will probably choose an indirect attack (called massive attack 

in Belgium). 

 

During the execution of this tactic, communication needs to continue. First of all, amongst 

the crew members themselves so that they achieve good teamwork. Next, (radio) 

communication needs to be maintained with the company officer or even the chief officer. 

It is important to make the right choices here as well. Too little communication will not 

yield the best results, but too much will hinder other crews on the fire ground who are 

performing different tactics. Too much communication also complicates matters for the IC. 

He has to focus on a lot as it is. Therefor people have to thoroughly think on what they will 

and what they won’t communicate over the radio. 

 

The tactic “interior attack” can be performed by using the following techniques: 

• Stretch hose lines up to the front door 

• Forcible entry 

• Door entry procedures 

• Door control 

• Use of the Thermal Imaging Camera 
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• Advancing – hose management 

• Gascooling: long or short 

• Installing smoke stopper  

• Door entry procedure 

• Gascooling: long or short  

• Use of the Thermal Imaging Camera 

• Extinguishment: direct or indirect 

• (Radio) communication 

In the above section, the tactic “interior attack” is detailed in sequence. The same can be 

done for every other tactic. Several different techniques are needed to perform a tactic 

well. Often there are different good options for a technique. Or a slightly different and 

better technique can be chosen in regard to the specific conditions the crew is in. Adequate 

training and practice will lead to good choices both being made and executed. 

3 Who has to make all these choices? 

All of the choices that have to be made on the fire ground were outlined above. This does 

not necessarily mean it is clear who has to make these decisions. Figure 12 illustrates the 

fire ground with the different people in command positions: the chief officer, the company 

officers and the duos as well. 

 

In theory there is a field of responsibility for each and every one in which they are free to 

make their own decisions. For the chief officer this is the entire intervention and all of the 

firefighters. He has complete freedom to bring the operation to a good end, using every 

resource available to him. The company officer is responsible for the crew of his engine. 

He is given an assignment by the chief officer and has to ensure his crew carries out that 

task to the best of their abilities. The two duos, or two man crews, in the engine have a 

much smaller responsibility. Sometimes there is a clearly defined leader in the duo. This 

may be because one of the two firefighters is a corporal. This person will make the decisions 

on the two man crew level. When there is no clear leader, they will have to make decisions 

together. They will be given a task to perform by their (chief) officer and they will try to 

carry it out to the best of their abilities. 

 

The easiest situation is that in which both the chief officer and engine officer arrive 

simultaneously on the fire ground. Ideally, the chief officer and company officer both 

perform a size up. Next the chief officer will determine the strategy. He can choose to have 

one or two tactics performed. He can also defer that choice to the company officer. If the 

fire is a very large one (e.g. fire in a retirement home), then the chief officer will have to 

manage the multidisciplinary aspects of the fire ground operation as well. He will have to 

decide whether or not additional medical units are required. It is clear that there is some 

leeway on which decisions a chief officer has to make and which he doesn’t. The fire ground 

strategy should definitely be made by him. The tactics are more of a grey area. At a 
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standard house fire, the chief officer may decide on those, but as the situation becomes 

increasingly complex, he will delegate this to the engine officer. 

 

 

 

Figure 12 Model in which different levels of command are depicted at a normal fire ground operation.  

 (Figure: Karel Lambert) 

When the chief officer and the company officer arrive on scene together, the company 

officer can join the IC for the size up. If the situation allows for it, they can briefly confer 

on the strategy that is to be followed and the tactics that need to be executed. At an under 

ventilated fire, we often have a fire development that’s been put on pause. The two 

commanding officers then have half a minute to discuss the problem before making a 

decision. When the IC decides to delegate the tactical decisions, the company officer will 

have to make decisions in that field. On top of that he can make technical choices as well. 

In any case, he will give assignments to the two duos. If he just gives the duo a tactical 

order, then the crewmembers will have to make the technical choices themselves. But it 

may very well be that the company officer defines the tactical assignment a bit more in 

detail and so he will make (the most important) technical choices himself. The two man 

crew then only needs to execute. So the company officer has some leeway as well in his 

field of decision. At a standard house fire, the company officer will make the important 

technical choices. As the operation becomes more complex, the company officer will have 

to start managing more and more on the tactical level while delegating most of the 

technical choices to the crews. 

 

There is some overlap between the three levels. By taking a sensible approach to the levels 

of command, a crew is able to start operating well at a standard house fire as well as a 

more complex fire situation. Who makes which decision, will be slightly altered depending 

on the situation. 
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It becomes a lot harder if the engine arrives first on scene and the chief officer will not be 

there until sometime later. Especially the company officer is put to the test then. All of the 

tasks that would normally be performed by the chief officer, will now fall onto him. He will 

have to decide the strategy. He will also have to make the tactical decisions. Probably he 

will delegate the technical decisions to the duos. The company officer has to weigh 

efficiency and safety against the fire. Is it best for him to stay outside and manage from 

there until the chief officer arrives? Or will he join the attack crew inside? In some situations 

it is clear that the attack crew will probably not have any problem handling the fire. In 

those cases, the engine officer is better off staying outside in order to coordinate. In other 

cases the risks may be much higher. Then the engine officer maybe more useful inside 

commanding the crews working there. Especially at the more difficult operations, crews 

will need a good leader. So some situations offer a serious dilemma.  

 

“You lead by example and you lead from the front.” 

 

In the US leaders are told they need to give the good example. A commanding officer 

should never expect his crew to put themselves in harm’s way, if he is not willing to do it 

himself. So at a high risk operation, it is acceptable for the company officer to join his crew 

inside. He will have to come back out when the chief officer arrives. A quick CAN report 

will be needed to brief the chief officer and they will need to discuss plans on further dealing 

with the fire.    

 

When other vehicles (like a ladder truck, water tender, second engine) start arriving before 

the chief officer, it becomes extremely difficult. Someone will have to manage the entire 

fire ground operation. Suppose the ladder truck and water tender arrive without a company 

officer, then the company officer of the first engine doesn’t really have much of a choice. 

He will have to coordinate the entire fire ground. That is a very big responsibility under 

very tough circumstances. 

4 Closing remarks 

The topic of this article is not an exact science. There are many views on this topic to be 

found. This article does not claim to be the definitive truth on the matter. It is important 

however that commanding officers know all of the things that need to be decided: strategy, 

tactics and techniques. On top of that it is also important that an organization has a clear 

idea on command in general. Introducing an Incident Command System (ICS) in Belgium 

is one of the things which should be improved upon in the coming years. Because right 

now, it is all just too much of a grey area. 
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