Learning Opportunity Advisory

Accident/Near Misses - Hazard Trees
August 2, 2007

Subject: “Recent Hazard Tree Mishap on a Fire - Incorporating the Potential for Domino Effect into your Situational Awareness”

Area of Concern: All wildland fire and other operations with hazard tree (snag) exposure and concerns.
Discussion: A fire-weakened tree was identified as a hazard and a lookout was posted so fireline construction could progress.  The identified hazard tree was further from the fireline than its height, but when it did fall as predicted, it struck another snag which then fell toward workers on the line.  This “domino effect” caused three firefighters to be struck by this second tree. The lookout gave a warning shout as the tree began to fall. As crew members took evasive action they ran into the path of the second tree and were struck by falling material. Two injured firefighters were airlifted for treatment and released. The third firefighter did not require any medical attention

Knowing when the exact time a given hazard tree (or compromised section) will fail is an extremely difficult, and is, in many cases, an unpredictable task.  Given this fact, we need to manage employees’ exposure to these hazards by creating a safe work area. The size and extent of the safe work area must be determined by onsite conditions, such as terrain, lean, active fire in the tree and adjoining trees. 
When an identified hazardous tree cannot be felled, then perform an assessment of which areas have too high a risk, and post a lookout to warn the personnel to stay clear of these areas while working adjacent areas. If hazard still exists before leaving the area, flag the safety zone so that personnel entering the area will be able to recognize the hazard.  Use the following failure zone illustration as examples to help manage firefighter exposure to these identified hazards.  Also remember to include the possibility of the “Domino Effect” to surrounding trees.
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For information on hazard tree assessor guide, training and other related topics click the following FS web link:  

 http://fsweb.boise-nf.r4.fs.fed.us/safety/HAZARD%20TREE%201.htm
Additional hazard tree information and resources will be available soon on the new “Hazard Tree and Tree Felling (HTTF) Task Group” www web site sponsored by the interagency fire “Safety and Health Working Team” (SHWT).  For more information on the HTTF Task Group go the following SHWT home page:

http://www.nwcg.gov/teams/shwt/index2.htm
Winston Rall

R6/PNW Occupational Health and Safety Specialist
Chainsaw Program and Operations 
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