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RESPONSE GUIDE FOR WATER RESCUE OPERATIONS

13-01 PURPOSE AND SCOPE 

To address operations which involve the location, disentanglement and removal of victims from a water environment. 

These guidelines are designed to provide guidance to the Russell Fire 

Department Rescue personnel who may be involved in a water rescue operation. 

13-02 DEFINITIONS 

For the purpose of emergency response, a water rescue shall be defined as any incident that involves the removal of victim(s) from any body of water other than a swimming pool. This shall include rivers, creeks, lakes, washes, storm drains, or any body of water, whether still of moving. 

13-03        SAFETY 

Any rescue member that enters the warm zone or the hot zone must wear an     

approved PFD at all times. 

Any rescue member that enters the hot zone must have all approved equipment and be properly trained for the training required for that incident. 

13-04 TACTICAL CONSIDERATIONS 

All potential water rescues will be dispatched as water rescue (WR). Dispatch procedures will be same as any technical rescue. 

Due to the potential danger of these types of incidents, it is imperative that the first arriving technical rescue team member coordinates with the Incident Commander and utilizes the National Incident Management System. 

13-05 COMMAND RESPONSIBILITIES 

Command will work to secure the immediate area and attempt to keep citizens from entering the water. 

1) Well intentioned, untrained citizens can quickly become victims. 

Command must identify the situation and make a decision whether to operate in the rescue or recovery mode. 

1) If operating in the rescue (offensive) mode, Command should consider all of the potential hazards to rescuers and victims. Command should consider the risk/benefit factor. 

2) A risk/benefit factor is a subjective decision that weighs the benefits of what is to gain versus what can be lost if the worst happens. 

A) If the benefit is high, and the risk to rescuers is low, Command should move forward with the Action Plan for a rescue operation. 

B) If the risk is high to rescuers and the benefit is low, Command should discuss with the team and develop an Action Plan to make for a recovery operation. 

C) If Command is operating in the rescue (offensive) mode, a quick assessment of the hazards associated with the water must be made (i.e., speed, temperature, hydraulics, debris, and possible contamination). 

1. If the victim can be seen, Command should determine if the victim is in immediate life-threatening danger or is relatively safe and secure for the moment. 

2. If the victim is in immediate life-threatening danger, rescue must be quick. Rescue options will be considered and executed in order from low risk to high risk. “Reach-Throw-Row-Go-Helo/Boat” shall be the proper order of execution to effect rescue. 

a. Reach: If possible, Reach the victim with whatever means possible (i.e., pike pole, stick). If the victim is too far out in the water to reach something, move on to next option. 

b. Throw: Throw would be the next option available. Throw the victim a throw rope bag. The victim should grab the rope, but not tie it around himself/herself, and the rescuer will pendulum belay victim to shore. If the victim cannot be reached by means of Reach or Throw, Command should consider waiting for the additional (Swift-water Certified) Technical Rescue Team (TRT) members before committing personnel to the rescue. The following options are considered technical high-risk operations that require specialized training and equipment. 

c. Row: Row is the next rescue operation for consideration. Boat base operations can be a safe and effective means of rescue with proper training and equipment. If an inflatable boat is not available, move on to next option. 

d. Go: Go should be the next consideration. Any time a rescuer is placed into the water to effect rescue, it is considered to be a dangerous operation. Rescuers can be at extreme risk. 

3. Prior to placing a rescuer in the water, Command and the rescuers involved should consider the risk/benefit factor again. If the hazards associated with placing a rescuer in the water are too high, Command should consider the next option. 

a. Helo / Boat: Call for helicopter or air boat rescue team. This is also considered a high-risk rescue operation. 

D) If a water rescue operation turns into a long technical operation, Command should consider expanding the Incident Command System to include the following: 

b) Upstream Division: This group consists of personnel whose responsibility would be to watch for and advise Command of any obstacles and/or hazards (i.e., top loads, suspended loads) that may be floating downstream and may hinder the rescue operation. 

c) Downstream Division: This division consists of personnel whose responsibility would be to be prepared to rescue victims and rescuers that may be swept downstream. All personnel in this division should have a throw rope bag in hand. There should be downstream personnel on both sides of the river. 

d) Away Side Division: Command should assign personnel to the opposite bank that the operation is being conducted from. Personnel assigned to this division will be responsible for rigging the opposite end of a rope rescue system being set up. 

e) Rescue Group: Personnel assigned to this group are responsible for developing an action plan with Command. Once the action plan has been developed, rescue group will be responsible for executing the plan in the safest possible manner. 

f) Logistics: Command should assign one individual to Logistics. Logistics will be responsible for: 

1. Securing and assigning any equipment needed for technical rescue operations. 

2. Retrieving and inventorying any equipment issued for the operation. 

a. Logging all rope used for the operation on the rope log cards assigned to that rope. 

g) Medical Division/Group: Personnel assigned to Medical Group will be responsible for providing BLS/ALS treatment to victims removed from the water. 

1. This may be staffed with representatives from local EMS. 

13-06 TERMINATION 

Upon completion of the incident, Command will verify all personnel are accounted for and that all equipment has been returned to its proper place. 

All documentation of the incident is to be turned over to the Incident Commander. 

Any rope used in the rescue is to be put out of service until it can be thoroughly inspected and status has been determined per S.O.G’s. 

Any equipment damaged in the rescue must be pulled out of service and placed in a secure area for servicing. 
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