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#102 – Line of Duty Death
Date Issued: 09/05/2006
Date Last Revised: 01/06/2007

Purpose:  The purpose of this policy is to outline the initial steps to be followed in the event of a line of duty death.  This policy outlines steps for notification of family, media, and others.  It also outlines the duties of the appointed Public Information Officer and Family Liaison Officer.
Policy:
An emotional and tense situation occurs at an incident with the death, probable death, or injuries severe enough that they will likely lead to the death of a firefighter.  Actions need to be taken to control the situation and to prepare for the events which will take place.  

Initial Steps:

· Don’t forget the rest of the incident.
· Institute a radio discipline policy.

· Assign a PIO:

· Expect a major media event.

· Use prepared scripts so that the release of information is concise and accurate.

· Schedule press conferences.

· Begin notifications:

· Firefighter’s family;

· Chief and an additional representative from the department should notify (in person) the family of death and facts related to the incident.  Have a medic unit nearby, but out of sight.

· A family Liaison should remain with and/or be available to the family (24hrs) and should be the conduit for all information to/from the family.

· All fire department personnel

· Mayor and City Administration
· Coroner for an autopsy (refer to Resources Section)

· Initiate a thorough investigation into the incident:

· Recover & secure all personal protective equipment

· Secure the scene – consider it a possible crime scene

· Establish an investigation team – should be separate and distinct from the fire cause investigation team; but, both should work well together.

· Contact support agencies:

· Provide for critical incident stress debriefing and grief counseling for the department.

· Iowa State Fire Chiefs Association
· Iowa State Fire Marshal’s Office
· Polk County Fire Chiefs Association

· Polk County Fire Fighters Association

· Polk County CISD
· Public Safety Officers’ Benefit Program (PSOB)

· National Fallen Firefighters Foundation

· Neighboring departments
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Investigative Issues
A thorough investigation into the cause of the fatality should be conducted, including the possibility of criminal activities.  Legal representation may be required.  A full autopsy should be conducted.
· Secure the scene.

· Conduct thorough investigation, possibly with the aid of a local law enforcement unit – possible criminal activity may be involved.  Due to local or state protocols, the local law enforcement agency may conduct an investigation.
· Collect appropriate statements from individuals.  Use restraint to collect information.  This is not intended to suppress the facts, but rather to suppress incorrect and unnecessary opinions.  Stick only to the facts.  If facts are not known, this should be clearly stated.

· Recover and secure all protective clothing and equipment.

· Maintain records – interviews, radio tapes, incident report, photographs and drawings.

· Have an autopsy performed in accordance with United States Fire Administration, Firefighter Autopsy Protocol, using the post mortem protocol for fire victims.  It is essential that steps be taken to ensure that the cause and death is accurately reported.

· Obtain at least six (6) certified copies of the autopsy report and death certificate.  These copies may have to be requested by the family.
· Document, Document, Document!
Post-incident Issues
Assist the family in planning the funeral/memorial as they choose.  This may include fire department involvement, transportation, home maintenance, meals, childcare, etc.  The fire department assigned Family Liaison Officer should be the interface between the family, the department and others.

Continue to inform fire department members and officials of arrangements.

Solicit local law enforcement officials and others for support.  This may include assistance with the investigation, traffic control during the funeral and routine checks of the family’s residence.

Monitor department members closest to the incident to see how they are dealing with the loss.  Provide for critical incident stress debriefing and grief counseling for the department as needed.  Consideration may also have to be given to allow members time off to cope with the tragedy.
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Notifications
Next of Kin
The importance of the next of kin notification cannot be over-emphasized.  This process sets the tone for the difficult times the surviving family will face.  Sensitivity and compassion are important.

The name of the deceased firefighter must never be released by the Department before the immediate family is notified.  Do not inform neighbors of the death before telling the family.  If asked, inform them you need to find the family regarding a medical emergency and ask if they know where the family can be found.

Family notification should be made as quickly as possible to avoid the family receiving a notification from another outside party.  The media may employ many efforts to seek out the name of the fallen firefighter.  Use all necessary measures to protect the next of kin from unwanted media exposure.

For this reason, a Notification Team needs to be assembled rapidly.  The team should consist, if possible, of the Chief (or the highest ranking available Officer), Chaplin, Clergy (Family bishop, Pastor, Minister, etc.), Family Liaison Officer, and a firefighter friend of the family or close civilian family friend.  Check the firefighters file for their wishes and or recommendations.
If the fallen firefighter’s family lives far enough out of the area as to make the department’s notification impractical, the local Fire Agency (or law enforcement agency) in the area should be notified to make a timely notification.

In the event that the department experiences the loss of more than one member, then multiple notification teams will need to be assembled and deployed.

Before arriving at the residence, verify the latest information, decide who will speak and what they will say.  Because of the emotional circumstances involved, be prepared for the family to strike out and blame the fire department for their loss.

Steps to be taken at the residence:

1. It is recommended to have a medic unit standby near the residence, but not in view, especially if there is a known medical problem with an immediate survivor.

2. At the door identify yourself and ask to come in.  (Notification should take place in a private setting.)

3. When inside, ensure you are notifying the right person.

4. It is important to put all of the known basic facts into one sentence.  Make sure the message is absolutely clear and direct.
5. Begin with, “I have very bad news” or “I am very sorry to tell you.”
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6. Let them know what happened, “Your husband/wife died responding to a fire,” or “John was killed in a building collapse.”  (Use the victim’s first name when appropriate.)
7. Allow the family to express their emotions.  Do not try to talk them out of their grief.  Also, since this is a very sad time, do not mask your own grief.

8. Provide only the facts you know, never speculate.  Answer all questions honestly.  If you cannot answer a question, find the correct answer.

9. Avoid the following phrases: a) “I know how you feel” b) “It was God’s will” c) “Life will go on” d) “He would have wanted to go this way” e) “Be brave” f) “Passed away.”
10. Ask if the Department can assist by notifying immediate family members (parents, brothers and sisters).

11. Never leave immediately after making the notification.  Have at least one member of the Department stay with the family – preferably the Family Liaison Officer.

12. Do not take the victim’s personal items with you.

13. Ask the survivor(s) if they wish to see the deceased firefighter, even if the body is badly disfigured.  People often have a need to see, touch and hold the deceased; otherwise they may be in denial.  This is often very helpful in the family grief process.  It gives a sense of finality.

14. If family members wish to see the firefighter, arrangements need to be made rapidly for viewing.  Sensitivity to the family is very important.  Provide the best possible environment and avoid delays that heighten the family’s anxiety.

15. Offer to transport the family to the location of the firefighter, and help prepare them for what they will see.  It is highly recommended that the family not drive themselves.  If the family insists on driving, a uniformed firefighter should accompany them in the family vehicle.  (NOTE: If family members arrive on the scene during on-going operations it is important to identify them and keep them out of the direct flow of operations, particularly if the body is still trapped or on the scene.)

16. If you transport the family, advise dispatch that you are transporting the relatives and if possible, turn off your radio or switch to an alternate channel.  Communicate by phone.

17. If the Department’s Family Liaison Officer is not present at the notification, the family should be given the name prior to the team deployment.  Write down their telephone and pager numbers.  If possible, this person should already be known by the family.

18. Advise the family that the Family Liaison Officer will contact them to assist with the necessary arrangements.

19. Advise the family of possible media calls.  Unwanted media exposure will only add to the difficulty of the tragedy.  Suggest that a friend of the family screen incoming calls.  Offer to be the media spokes person for the family.

20. Assure the family that their wishes are important to the Department.

21. Advise the family that an autopsy (refer to Resources Section) may be required and why it is necessary.

22. Ensure that the family understands that they do not have to make any immediate decisions regarding services, mortuary, wills, etc.  The Department’s Family Liaison Officer may be able to provide assistance.
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Fire Department Members
It is very important that all members of the Department be notified of the death(s) as soon as possible, including those off-duty and vacationing personnel.  

In the event of an on-duty death, the external monitoring of fire frequencies may be extensive.  Communications regarding notifications should be restricted to the telephone whenever possible.  Department personnel should not give out any information about the incident unless it is approved by the Chief or his designee.
Media
The line-of-duty death of a firefighter is fortunately a rare occurrence for most fire departments.  When it does occur, the media, as well as many others are interested in obtaining as much detailed information as possible.  Every effort should be made to provide essential facts, but the information provided should be done only after the next of kin has been notified.  Care should be given so that information critical to an investigation of the incident is not compromised.

The Public Information Officer (PIO), with the approval of the Chief, can arrange for news conferences, written news releases and interviews.  Information provided during a news conference should be prepared in advance.  A press kit can be prepared that may include Bio(s), pictures, and service information.
Others
Depending on the circumstances surrounding the incident, and the family and community situation, notification of the death of a firefighter may also be given to:

· Local elected or governing officials

· Iowa State Fire Chiefs Association and the Iowa State Firemen’s Association

· Polk County Fire Chiefs Association

· Polk County Fire Fighters Association

· Neighboring fire departments

· Public Safety Officers Benefit Program (1-888-744-6513)

· National Fallen Firefighters Foundation (301-447-1365)

· Elected State and Federal Senators and Representatives
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Public Information Officer (PIO) – The Public Information Officer should coordinate and disseminate, with the approval of the Chief, all information regarding the Line-of-duty Death.  The release of names of injured or deceased firefighters should never be done prior to the notification of the next of kin.  The PIO’s responsibilities may include:

1. Coordination and/or presentation of all media contacts including interviews, news conferences and written news releases.

2. Coordinate the notification of:

a. Local public officials

b. Iowa State Fire Chiefs Association

c. Polk County Fire Chiefs Association

d. Polk County Fire Fighters Association

e. Neighboring fire departments

f. Public Safety Officers Benefit Program (1-888-744-6513)

g. National Fallen Firefighters Foundation (301-447-1365)

h. Iowa State Fire Marshal

i. State and federal elected officials

j. Other related State and local organizations

3. Establish information telephone numbers – recorded or live.

4. Prepare press kits – bio(s), pictures, service info, maps, etc.

5. Organize media coverage.  Use media pool coverage to limit and manage media areas at the service and burial.

6. Prepare printed service programs for viewing and burial.

7. Manage VIP arrangements.
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Family Liaison Officer (FLO) – The FLO is the primary fire department connection with the family – the conduit for all information flow to/from the family.  The FLO should be assigned a department vehicle for the entire funeral process and should be available to the family 24-hours a day by phone or pager.

The FLO should be prepared to discuss all parameters of the funeral process and ceremonies, and to counsel the family in its decisions.  These may include, but are not limited to: the of internment; wake; funeral home; religious service; cemetery; burial garment (uniform or other); music; eulogy; procession; reception; child/family care.  The FLO needs to know what services the Department can and cannot provide.

The Family Liaison Officer also needs to work with the family to obtain necessary documentation – autopsy reports (refer to Resources Section), birth and death certificates, marriage certificates, military records, and insurance documents.  The FLO can assist in obtaining the benefits due the family such as:

1. Public Safety Officers Benefits

2. Pension/retirement systems

3. Volunteer Fire Fighters Dependents Benefits 
4. Local insurance benefits

5. Workers’ Compensation

6. Social Security

7. Veterans benefits

8. Union or State firefighter related organizations

9. State/Federal education benefits

10. Other local, state or regional organizations

11. Setting up a Family Fund through a local bank.
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