



What we have recently witnessed with the events involving the Canadian Coast Guard diving team’s restricted entrance into the waters off the coast of British Columbia is just another example of Transport Canada’s lack of funding, leadership and accountability in the Emergency Response Services provided to Canadians.

The following is an account of the state of Emergency Response Services as it relates to airports across Canada. Hopefully, this will give Canadians an insight into the Emergency Response “state of readiness” that Transport Canada has allowed Canadian airports to come to.  Many Canadian airports do not meet the minimum of world standards for Aircraft Rescue and Firefighting Services (ARFF), where some airports have no Emergency Response Services at all.  

Many airports across Canada are completely unprepared to effectively respond to an aircraft crash where fire intervention is essential within the first few vital minutes after an airplane crashes and fires ignite.

Most airplane crashes occur during takeoffs and landings. When adequate numbers of airport firefighters can reach crash victims in those first minutes, the survival rate is near 100 percent. Unfortunately, many Canadian airports do not have the capability to effectively respond because they lack the necessary firefighting personnel. This shortfall places the lives of passengers and the firefighters in jeopardy.

Current Transport Canada regulations do not provide for firefighters to rescue passengers or extinguish fires inside an airplane. So, when aviation accidents do occur at airports, the results are more devastating and the loss of life is greater than necessary.  

Transport Canada regulations do not recognize many of the risk factors involved in the complex world of crash firefighting, including aircraft configuration; high numbers of passengers; fuel capacities; emergency medical needs; hazardous materials; and threats from terrorists using weapons of mass destruction. The result of this policy is that hundreds of thousands of airline passengers and crewmembers face unnecessary dangers on the runways of many airports because emergency response capabilities fall below accepted worldwide standards.

Current Transport Canada Canadian Air Regulations offer less protection to the traveling public than regulations prescribed by the Department of National Defense for their installations and personnel. Transport Canada Civil Air Regulations (CARS) also fall well below the recommendations of the National Fire Protection Association (NFPA) and the International Civil Aviation Organization (ICAO). These organizations recommend regulations that increase crash survival through improved emergency response by providing for firefighters for the purpose of interior attacks and rescue of aircraft occupants.

A survey of Airport Emergency Services worldwide found that existing Transport Canada CARS are well below ICAO standards. The CARS meet ICAO standards for the minimum amount of water, foam, secondary agent and vehicles for each category of airport, but they do not meet the ICAO standards for rescue operations or fire ground command. For example, Gander International Airport (Category 8) operates with a minimum of three (3) firefighters on duty. As a comparison, Irelands Category “8” Airports require a minimum of ten (10) firefighters per shift (platoon).   

A Category “8” Airport (per CAR’s and ICAO) requires that there be 3 crash vehicles on site which are capable of carrying 18,200 litres of water (Appendix “E”). Gander exceeds this requirement with two 5500-litre vehicles and one 11,356-litre vehicle on site. Gander International Airport requires one driver per vehicle to drive the vehicle to the crash site and deliver the foam/water and dry chemical. There is no one available to do rescue, interior fire attack or fire ground command.

Unlike in the movies, when an airplane crashes, the runways are not lined with flashing lights from fire trucks with firefighters ready to take whatever action is necessary to rescue victims and fight interior cabin fires. In reality, CARS instructs firefighters to provide only enough fire protection to ensure a single path through burning jet fuel for those fortunate passengers who can escape on their own. (called a Fire Free Access Area)

Under CARS, flight crews—not airport firefighters— are responsible to evacuate passengers from disabled airplanes. The crewmembers’ primary duty is to ensure passenger safety. But in spite of the training or the experience of flight crews, it is unrealistic to assume that they would be unaffected by the chaotic effects of a crash landing, or the toxic fumes of an on-board fire. Even low-velocity automobile accidents leave the occupants disoriented. An airplane crash is much more extreme—especially if the situation deteriorates quickly as smoke and fire fill the cabin and the shock of the crash turns to panic. The abilities of any person to assist others in such a situation could be diminished.

A firefighters’ primary duty is to preserve life. However, Canadian ARFF regulations do not specifically address airport firefighters’ abilities to rescue victims and fight interior fires. CARS limited mandate results in limited staffing and response capabilities. CARS require firefighters only to provide one escape path from burning airplanes. They do not require firefighters either to help evacuate passengers or conduct aircraft cabin fire suppression.

When a home catches fire and lives are in danger, firefighters rescue the home’s occupants and put out the fire. They do more than provide an escape path from a burning home. Yet, this is precisely the direction CARS give ARFF departments. At an aircraft accident, CARS merely requires responding ARFF teams to discharge extinguishing agents around the exterior of the downed aircraft and to provide a single path through burning fuel for passengers and crew to escape. This limited ARFF mission, and the resulting staff limitations, inadequately use ARFF capabilities and restricts fire and rescue workers’ ability to save lives. The public rightfully expects and deserves better protection while flying.  Until recently, Transport Canada called airport firefighting services, Aircraft Firefighting (AFF). With much deliberation and discussion, it was finally changed to Aircraft Rescue and Firefighting (ARFF) services to keep inline with ICAO.  Legal advice to Transport Canada officials said that this would not bind Transport Canada to provide for rescue capabilities at Canadian Airports.

Under the Department of National Defense Instruction  (the regulation that governs the fire protection program at Canadian Military installations), each military airport is required to have a dedicated rescue team composed of trained firefighters whose mission includes specific aircraft rescue tasks.  Military airports are equipped with rescue vehicles staffed by ARFF personnel using state-of-the-art rescue tools. This standard however does not apply to civilian airports, which the Canadian Military use.  Nor does it apply to non-Canadian military aircraft that under a unilateral NATO agreement, for which Canada provides services to.

ICAO recommends that ARFF responsibilities encompass rescuing victims. “The principle objective of a rescue and firefighting service is to save lives. . . . This   assumes the simultaneous requirement for rescue and extinguishment of fire, which may occur either immediately following an aircraft accident or incident, or at any time during rescue operations. 

In aborted takeoffs, violent braking and other stresses may severely damage the landing gear and cause aircraft to collapse. As a plane topples to its belly, fuel tanks are likely to rupture, spilling thousands of gallons of flammable aviation fuel. In nearly all such cases, the fuel ignites from either sparks caused by metal skidding against the runway or by snapped electrical wires. An intense inferno, reaching temperatures of 1370 C, quickly engulfs the airplane. The airplane’s aluminum skin may burn through in one minute, and in another two to three minutes the inside temperature reaches a lethal 980 C. The total elapsed time from beginning of a fuel fire until conditions become fatal is three to four minutes. Therefore, ARFF personnel must arrive at the accident within three minutes if they are to have any chance of rescuing passengers and crew. A sufficient number of trained firefighters must be capable of responding within this time and be of such numbers to effectively rescue passengers for the burning fuselage.

Table “A” 

Sample - Aircraft Fuel Capacities

	Aircraft
	Capacity

	B-747
	197,931 litres

	C-5
	194,370 litres

	L1011
	120,493 litres

	DC-10
	152,204 litres


Accident records compiled by the Air Line Pilots Association show that most accidents occur at either end of the runway. CAR regulations only require that vehicles be capable of responding to the midpoint of the furthest runway within three minutes, while ICAO standards are to respond to any operational part of the airport within three minutes.

Canadian airports that are not the cash cows of the nation are operating with fire fighter numbers way below internationally accepted standards.  As per tables “B” and “C” below, many of Canada’s Airports fall drastically below what is acceptable in the rest of the world.  Atlantic Canada seems to have been hit harder than the rest of the country.

Table “B”

Canadian Airports

	Airport
	Cat
	Hrs. of op.
	Min FF
	Vehicles
	Notes

	Calgary Int’l
	9
	24 hr
	7
	3 crash
	 2 firehalls

	Charlottetown, PEI
	5
	18 hr
	1
	1
	

	Dorval
	9
	24 hr
	6
	3
	

	Edmonton
	8
	24 hr
	6
	3
	

	Frederickton
	5
	16 hr
	1
	1
	

	Gander
	8
	24 hr
	3
	3
	

	Goose Bay
	7
	24 hr
	7
	3
	

	Halifax
	8
	24 hr
	6
	3
	

	Kelowna
	6
	
	
	
	

	Moncton
	6
	18 hr
	2
	2
	

	London
	5
	18 hr
	1
	1
	Spare 4500

	Ottawa
	8
	24 hr
	5
	
	

	Prince George
	
	
	
	
	

	Quebec Jean Lesage
	7
	18 hr
	3
	2
	

	Regina
	6
	16 hr
	2
	2
	

	Saint John
	5
	18 hr
	1
	2
	

	Saskatoon 
	6
	18 hr
	2
	2
	MSS on duty day

	St. John’s
	7
	24 hr
	3
	2 + MK15
	Go to 4 min with cat 8

	Toronto, Pearson
	9
	24 hr
	13
	6 crash
	2 firehalls, 1 structural

	Vancouver
	9
	24
	
	
	

	Victoria
	6
	18 hrs
	2
	2
	After 22:00 hrs Cat 5

	Winnipeg
	7
	24 hr
	3
	3 + 1 military
	Military on site with a minimum of 6 ff for C-130

	Yellowknife
	6
	16 hr
	2
	2
	


Table “C”

Comparison Internationally:

	Airport
	Cat
	Hrs. of op.
	Min FF
	Vehicles
	Notes

	Aruba
	9
	24 hr
	7
	
	

	Danish
	8
	24 hr
	7
	
	 

	Danish
	9
	24 hr
	14
	
	

	Ireland
	8
	24 hr
	10
	
	

	Italy
	7
	24 hr
	15
	
	Based on Friuli-Venezia Giulia Airport, Italy

	New Zealand
	8
	24 hr
	6
	
	

	Prauge, Poland
	9
	24 hr
	11
	
	


Gander International Airport once operated with a minimum of seven (7) firefighters on duty.  This was determined to be the “minimum on duty” as a result of a crash in Dryden Ontario, which after an inquiry, determined that Canadian airport fire halls were manned below acceptable levels to effectively handle an airplane crash such as a L1011. Today, Gander International Airport Emergency Response Services operate with a minimum of three (3) firefighters on duty.  

Gander is an ICAO Category 8 airport (appendix “A”) handling aircraft such as B747, B767, A340-300, USAF C-5’s, AN124, L1011, DC-10, etc.  Most of the large passenger and cargo aircraft of the world use Gander either for regular refueling stops or for emergency landings. Gander also has a military base on site, which has Search and Rescue Labrador Helicopters (soon to be Comorant helicopters) and Hercules (C-130) aircraft. Department of National Defense regulations require that there be a minimum of five (5) firefighters on duty whenever a C-130 lands or takes off at military airports.  Gander International Airport does not meet this minimum requirement.

Gander is mostly a technical stop for large aircraft.  Since the recent events of 911, Gander has seen a significant increase in US military flights, mostly the large C-5   (Category 9) and C-17  (Category 8) aircraft, plus fighter jets.  The Canadian government, which has a bilateral agreement with other NATO countries, does not provide a level of firefighting services that it has committed to.

Gander is only one example of a substandard service to the general public.  Within Atlantic Canada, airports like Deer Lake, Nfld., Stephenville, Nfld., Charlettown, PEI and Saint John, N.B. are operating with one fire fighter on duty. Wabush, Labrador does not have any airport fire protection what so ever.

Table “D”

Length and width of aircraft determines category of airport.
	
	Column I
	Column II
	Column III

	Item
	Aircraft Category for Firefighting
	Aircraft Overall Length
	Aircraft Maximum Fuselage Width

	1.
	1
	less than 9 m
	2 m

	2.
	2
	at least 9 m but less than 12 m
	2 m

	3.
	3
	at least 12 m but less than 18 m
	3 m

	4.
	4
	at least 18 m but less than 24 m
	4 m

	5.
	5
	at least 24 m but less than 28 m
	4 m

	6.
	6
	at least 28 m but less than 39 m
	5 m

	7.
	7
	at least 39 m but less than 49 m
	5 m

	8.
	8
	at least 49 m but less than 61 m
	7 m

	9.
	9
	at least 61 m but less than 76 m
	7 m

	10.
	10
	at least 76 m
	8 m


Table “E”

Category of airport determines # of vehicles, water, foam, dc and discharge rates.
	
	Column I
	Column II
	Column III
	Column IV
	Column V

	Item
	Critical Category for Firefighting
	Quantity of Water (in litres)
	Quantity of Complementary Extinguishing Agents (in kilograms)
	Minimum Number of Aircraft Fire-fighting Vehicles
	Total Discharge Capacity (in litres per minute)

	1.
	1
	230
	45
	1
	230

	2.
	2
	670
	90
	1
	550

	3.
	3
	1 200
	135
	1
	900

	4.
	4
	2 400
	135
	1
	1 800

	5.
	5
	5 400
	180
	1
	3 000

	6.
	6
	7 900
	225
	2
	4 000

	7.
	7
	12 100
	225
	2
	5 300

	8.
	8
	18 200
	450
	3
	7 200

	9.
	9
	24 300
	450
	3
	9 000

	10.
	10
	32 300
	450
	3
	11 200


Table “F”

Department of National Defense
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