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Turn Down?  Now What?
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In March of 2001, Greg Overacker approached Jim Cook with an idea for a formal process that resources could use to turn down an assignment. Jim contacted Greg Vergari for support and the three met in Boise.  This paper is the product of that meeting.  Although the idea was relatively easy to outline and seemed simple for the three developers, the feedback it generated was great.  Mr. Cook spent many hours re editing the work to satisfy the “negative connotation” of “Turn Down Process,” our original name for the idea. The intention of the authors was at first, and still is, to develop a safe working environment and learning vehicle for fire resources.
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Problem Statement:

· No protocol for turning down an assignment.

· No standard regarding the use of Risk Management Process.

· No opportunity for learning.

Rationale:

· Use of Risk Management Process needs to be a Standard Operating Procedure.

· Fireline supervisors turning down assignments need to be accountable for their decision.

· Fireline overhead and other resources need to be aware of turndowns and consider the risk factors identified by the resource turning down the assignment before continuing operations.

· Fireline overhead who continue operations after a turn down need to be accountable for their decision. 

· All fireline resources need to learn from other’s operational decisions.

Discussion:

Prior to tactical engagement, fireline supervisors should do a risk assessment to determine whether the plan of action will work. More importantly, they must determine if it is safe to proceed.  The ability to manage fireline risks can and will vary by individual experience.  When a fireline supervisor turns down an assignment, the fire overhead will often seek a replacement resource to take the assignment.  When this happens, there is often  no communication that indicates that a turn down has occurred.   The replacement resource may be supervised by an inexperienced decision-maker who is not aware of the risk factors that were considered by the first resource.  In this first case, the replacement resource is put in harm’s way because of the failure to share information from and knowledge of a more experienced decision-maker. On the other hand, the original resource may be supervised by an inexperienced decision-maker and the replacement resource supervised by a very experienced decision maker.  The experienced decision maker may be able to establish mitigation measures for all of the observable risks and take the assignment.  With no communication regarding the turn down, the inexperienced decision maker will most likely be deprived of the opportunity to learn from the situation.  This issue was identified in the 1998 Tridata Firefighter Safety Awareness Study.  Goal #7 of this study reads “An individual or Crew Supervisor should have the right of refusal to pull themselves or their crew out of what they perceive as undue danger.”   Implementation strategy #1 under Goal #7 reads: “Train firefighters on the process to use, not just the right.”  There are several other parts of the study that relate to this issue; these links are referenced at the end of this document.

Recommendation:

Risk assessments that use the Fire Orders and Watch Outs as supporting tools is our minimum baseline for engaging a fire.  Accordingly, we need to adopt the use of the Risk Management Process as the criteria for turning down an assignment and establish an operational protocol that provides immediate notification to fire overhead and other resources when an assignment is turned down.

Goal:

· Improve communication and accountability when there is disagreement on the safety of a tactical fireline assignment.

Target Audience:

· Primary -
Firefighters to Division Supervisors

· Secondary - 
ICs, Ops Chiefs, and Safety Officers

Objectives:

· Establish a protocol and terminology for professional resolution of assignment “turn downs” based on safety criteria

· Establish an accountability mechanism for fireline supervisor decisions

Delivery:

Existing


· Risk Management Process lesson in Division Sup course S-339.

· Decision Making and Risk lesson in Human Factors course PMS 492. 

· Risk Management Process job aid in Incident Response Pocket Guide (NFES 1077).

To be developed

· Develop a protocol for turning down an assignment  (to be added to NFES 1077 and NFES 0065 on next revisions).  See page 4.  

· Add information to appropriate S-courses as they come up for revision (S-131, S-230, S-300, S-330, S-339, S-430, S-404).

· Revise ICS 204 form (IAP DIVS assignment) by adding Risk Management reminder. 

· Spread the word (FFAST, NWCG Working Teams, IMT meetings, IHC workshops, etc).

1998 Tridata Firefighter Safety Awareness Study Links

Goal 2.  A “Code of Conduct” should be established in which employees should have both the right and obligation to report safety problems, and to contribute ideas about their safety to supervisors.  The supervisors are expected to give the concerns and ideas serious consideration.

IS 1 - Disseminate directives and otherwise spread the word that each person is expected to report safety problems and contribute potential solutions.

IS 4 – Include the raising and handling of safety comments in performance ratings and accountability systems.

IS 5 - Involve employees in developing ways to get these ideas implemented.

IS 6 – Promote a single code of conduct across agencies.
Goal 6.  Individuals at all levels should be held accountable for safety violations.

IS 5 – Include accountability in operational guidelines.

IS 6 - Provide guidelines for accountability.
Goal 7.  An individual or Crew Supervisor should have the right of refusal to pull themselves or their crew out of what they perceive as undue danger.

IS 1 - Train firefighters on the process to use, not just the right.

IS 2 – Monitor the frequency of refusals.

IS 3 – Head off situations in which refusals are necessary.
Goal 8.  Foster a sense of individual responsibility for safety actions.

IS 2 – Discuss the issue of responsibility in initial training and refresher training.

Goal 20.  Information needed for safe operations and warnings should be communicated up, down, and laterally within the organization at an incident.

IS 2 – Develop and use checklists for communication of information.

Goal 38.  Fire safety practices should be driven by a systematic risk assessment that is updated periodically.

IS 1 – Adopt a comprehensive risk management approach to firefighter safety.

IS 2 – Establish and cultivate a culture that encourages people to think, make effective decisions, and place a priority on firefighter safety.

IS 3 – Incorporate the risk management concept in training.

How to properly refuse risk

Every individual has the right and obligation to report safety problems and contribute ideas regarding his or her safety.  Supervisors are expected to give these concerns and ideas serious consideration.  When an individual feels an assignment is unsafe, they also have the obligation to identify, to the degree possible, safe alternatives for completing that assignment.  Turning down an assignment is one possible outcome of managing risk.

A “turn down” is a situation where an individual has determined they cannot undertake an assignment as given and they are unable to negotiate an alternative solution.   The turn down of an assignment must be based on an assessment of risks and the ability of the individual or organization to control those risks.  Individuals may turn down an assignment as unsafe when:

1. There is a violation of safe work practices.

2. Environmental conditions make the work unsafe.

3. They lack the necessary qualifications or experience.

4. Defective equipment is being used.

Turn Down Procedure:

· Individual will directly inform their supervisor that they are turning down the assignment as given.    The most appropriate means to document the turn down is using the criteria (10 Fire Orders, 18 Watch Out Situations, etc.) outlined in the Risk Management Process.

· Supervisor will notify the Safety Officer immediately upon being informed of the turn down.  If there is no Safety Officer, notification shall go to the appropriate Section Chief or to the Incident Commander.  This provides accountability for decisions and initiates communication of safety concerns within the incident organization.

· If the supervisor asks another resource to perform the assignment, they are responsible to inform the new resource that the assignment has been turned down and the reasons that it was turned down. 

· If an unresolved safety hazard exists or an unsafe act was committed, the individual should also document the turn down by submitting a SAFENET (ground hazard) or SAFECOM (aviation hazard) form in a timely manner.

These actions do not stop an operation from being carried out.  This protocol is integral to the effective management of risk as it provides timely identification of hazards to the chain of command, raises risk awareness for both leaders and subordinates, and promotes accountability.
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