Engine Company Predetermined Assignments

By Lt. R. Pool

Warren Twp. Fire

In recent months we have experienced some growth in the ranks of the fire department. We have increased the staffing on the Engine Companies from three to four or in some cases five firefighters. With this new level of staffing come new challenges in managing company level operations on the fire ground. I will share with you some of the concepts we have implemented on En 444-B that may help. 

We have assigned positions on the Engine 444 for certain fire related tasks. These are universally recognized positions that many larger departments with higher levels of staffing already utilize. You may already operate under these principles in your company, but in a much less formal way.

 With a four-person company you will have an Officer, Engineer or Chauffeur, a “Nozzle” position, and the “Back-up” position. In a five-person company you will add the “Door” or “Control” position. Each position has a specific function and list of tasks and tools at the scene of a fire or emergency. The positions would be assigned by the officer at the beginning of the shift and would rotate at the discretion of the officer from shift to shift or whatever your pleasure. This accomplishes a number of things.

· At the scene of a fire or emergency the Company Officer will know exactly what each firefighter will be doing in the initial minutes. Every member of the company will be on the same page.

· By assigning a specific task list or function for the entire shift, a firefighter will focus on the task or group of tasks assigned and will strive to become more proficient at them.

· By rotating the positions, each member of the company will become more proficient at each position. 

· The workload is more evenly distributed and will become easier on the individual crewmembers. 

It is more effective if you assign the positions for at least the entire shift. By rotating the positions after each run you will take the chance of confusing the entire crew. It will also increase the time it takes to become familiar with the specific positions. Assigning positions is a great way to have newer firefighters focus on one specific area of operation.

Each firefighter on the Engine is required to carry a few basic items. Each will have all of his or her PPE, but the most important item for an engine company firefighter is some kind of door chocking or wedging device. If you are going to move hose through doors you need to chock them. Keep them in a place were you can get to them.  Place on your helmet or in a pocket that you can access with your SCBA on. A hose rope or length of webbing or strapping will come in handy to tie off hose or ladders.  A pocket spanner wrench for hose couplings is a must. A pair of pliers or side-cut dykes for cutting wire if you become entangled would also be a good addition.  Additional equipment you may want to consider is a screwdriver, a large pocketknife or multi-pliers, and a personal hand light. 

Let’s look at the specific positions and tasks assigned to them. 

Officer Position

This position must remain the most fluid throughout the whole operation. The officer’s main focus in the initial moments is the gathering information. By having predetermined assignments for the engine company members the officer is free to gather the needed information and develop the strategy and tactics. Once the decisions have been made and orders given (if need be) the officer will have to physically be involved accomplishing tasks. Our staffing level still dictates that officers work and supervise at the same time. The officer’s focus will then change to observing the evolving conditions.  

The equipment that an officer should possess is a radio, hand lantern, and possibly a forcible entry tool. (Four-person Company) A small “officer “ type tool may not the best choice.  

Engineer/Chauffer

Call it what you want but this is one of the most intense positions on the fire ground. This person has the most to do in the initial minutes of the fire. The minimum equipment would be PPE and radio if engaged in pump operations. If functioning as a firefighter, see Back-Up or Door position below.

Nozzle Position

This is certainly an important position because of obvious reasons, but not the most important. Many times this is the best place to put an inexperienced firefighter for a number of reasons. First, it is the best way to reinforce the concepts of fire behavior that were learned recruit training. Secondly, the officer will most often be in the position to directly supervise the nozzle firefighter.  Who is assigned will of course be up to the officer’s discretion, but it is a great way for a newer firefighter to gain experience and be under the direct supervision of the officer.  The nozzle firefighter is responsible for the first working length of hose and the nozzle. It is his or her responsibility to position the hoseline for advancement and bleed the line when charged. The only other equipment used will be a radio and hand light. The nozzle firefighter will have no other tools to hinder the stretching of the line and operation of the nozzle. 

Back-Up Position

This is the second position on the hoseline. The main focus of the back-up firefighter is to support the nozzle position.  The initial task will be to assist the nozzle firefighter with flaking out the hoseline and preparing it for advancement. Once the line is in operation the back-up firefighter will assist in advancing the line by absorbing as much nozzle reaction as possible.  Since the nozzle position will be mainly directing his or her attention ahead, the back-up position must be aware of conditions to the side and above. In a four-person company this position will most likely be the officer.  If not the officer, the equipment selected will be the same as the nozzle firefighter.

Door Position

While this is the not the most glamorous position, it is in my opinion the most important position on the hose team. Without the efforts of this firefighter the hoseline would not make it to where it needs to be. The door position is critical to how smooth the operation runs. Additionally, the doorman is in the best position to notify the officer of changing conditions at the entrance.

This position also has other fireground related tasks. Since the door position is last on the line, he or she will be responsible for correctly estimating the length of the hose stretch. The door position will also make the hydrant connection and perform or assist the Company Officer with forcible entry if a truck company is not available. This is a position that is big on support, and low on excitement. It is routinely given to a more experienced company member, but it is a great way for a newer firefighter to see a bigger picture of the fireground.

The equipment this position requires would include radio, hand lantern and forcible entry tools (halligan and flat head axe or sledge).

A pickaxe is a popular tool for a lot of people, but it is really not the best choice for forcible entry. It is very difficult to hammer a halligan with a pickaxe. 

***It is every Engine or Truck Company member’s duty to CHOCK all doors and chase all KINKS in the hoseline. 

These are the most common task and tool assignments for engine company operations. What I have given you is an example of a first due company assignment. A second due assignment might involve assisting with water supply, helping stretch the initial or back-up line, or bringing different tools to the structure. Ex. Take a six-foot hook or an attic ladder so you can check for extension or make entry to an attic. A truck company assignment will be different of course, but you get the point.

As you can see these positions can be very flexible, but the point is to get everybody on the same page before we go to the fire and be more efficient when we get there. 

