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Ç30-year veteran of Chicago (IL) Fire Department

ÇCaptain  / Engine Co. 43 (Logan Square)

Ç Instructor High-Rise & standpipe  ops.

ÇUL-FSRI for multi-story bldgs. fire studies 

ÇLifelong student 

ÇPractitioner of tall buildings 

Ç Learn and share experiences with others



"to draw awareness to the challenges of

; to develop a collaborative,

experience -based approach needed to better

identify and apply best practice methods to meet

the challenges of the vertical fire fightingó







3,200+high-rise buildings (2022) 75 ft.

46 of which stand taller than 600 ft.

20 alone stand taller than 780 ft.

347buildings over 300 ft.

Chicago is ranked 9th in the world in total high-rise density of buildings 490 ft. or greater.

#2 behind New York  City in total high-rise density in the United States



The first five (5) minutes are CRUCIAL

ÁThe critical period that involves intelligent decision-
making required to initiate critical tasks quickly

ÁRequires an action-oriented sequence of steps or tasks
completion before intervention is initiated

ÁThe entire high-rise operation is exposed to many 
uncertainties and vulnerable during the first (5) minutes

Á Intelligent Speed is of the essence!!



Essentialsof the 1st Due

1. Exterior Size-Up

2.  Lobby Stop 

3.  Check alarm panel

4.  Building Announcements

5.  Elevator Recall

6.  Mode of Ascend

7. Confirm Fire Location & Extent 

8.  Designate Fire Attack Stairwell

9.  Initiate a Standpipe Operation



Your PRIMARY OBJECTIVE:

ÁDo I have a FIRE?

ÁLocation and extent of fire

ÁNecessitates getting up there as fast 
as possible (Mode of Ascend)

ÁSuccess or failure hinged on this critical step







˨²ÙĖġíÎÀú æíĖÙæíçëġíĀç íĚ ÎĆĀġíĀçÙĀġ ĥēĆĀ ÿÀĀĴ ÀĖÙÀĚ Ćæ
concern that must be in order; some of these we may  
ëÀıÙ `f ÎĆĀġĖĆú ĆıÙĖː˩

ÇElevators

ÇStandpipes

ÇCommunications

ÇHuman Behavior (Occupants)





ÁDelays exacerbate problems

ÁSmoke propagation continues its assault

ÁProblem sets develop

ÁLoss of hallway/Leap-Frog/Wind Impacted

ÁOperations will be greatly affected 
ÌĴ ġëÙ ˨ĚēÙÙÓ˩

ÁPrimary & Secondary Reflex

ÁMode & Sequence of Firefighter Conveyance to the 
upper floors 





Method of conveyanceςwhether by stairs or
elevatorςhas the most significantimpact on
operational efficiency and firefighter
effectiveness



ÇExpecta significantamountof timewitha˨ıÙĖġíÎÀúĖÙĚēĆĀĚÙ˩before
interventioncanbeapplied, followedbyothersubstantialdelaysin
timebeforeadditionalfirefightersandequipmentare movedinto
position:

ÇManpowerisneededtosustainongoingoperationswithoutpauseordisruption

ÇManpowerallowsexpandedscopeandgreatertacticaloutreach

ÇEverythingwedoatahigh-risefirerequirespeople(help)





VERTICAL RESPONSE TIME 

How long will it take to put water 

on the fire on the 50 th floor of  

the John Hancock Building if  

stairs are the only option? 



VERTICAL RESPONSE TIME 

Á Total Time from receipt of alarm to initiation of action(s)

Á 18-minute window
Á Anecdotal ςbut noteworthy

άҔму ƳƛƴǳǘŜǎ ǊŜǾŜŀƭ ŀ ŎƻƴǎƛǎǘŜƴǘ ǇŀǘǘŜǊƴ ƻŦ ǇǊŜŘƛŎǘŀōƭŜ 

adverse: occurrences

ÁLikelihood of time-to-event is anecdotal. However, it bears unique similarities & 
consistent patterns (with confidence) from case study data and lessons learned

Á Time-induced threat platforms develop:

ÁPre-hǊŘƛƴŀƴŎŜ άDǊŀƴŘŦŀǘƘŜǊŜŘέ ōǳƛƭŘƛƴƎǎ ςlacking sprinklers!



VERTICAL RESPONSE TIME 

Á Total Time from receipt of alarm to initiation of action(s)

Á 18-minute window
Á Anecdotal ςbut noteworthy

Á 5 minutes and 20 seconds to arrive [NFPA1700] 

Á 12 minutes and 40 seconds to apply strategy & tactics



Á 1998 ςLos Angeles, CA. ςFirst Interstate Bank (62 sty/12th floor)
Á 2003 ςChicago:  Cook Co. Bldg. Fire (35 sty/12th floor fire)
Á 2004 ςCaracas, Venezuela ςCaracas Tower (56 sty/34th Floor fire)
Á 2004 ςChicago: LaSalle Bank ς(45 sty/29th floor)
Á 2005 ςMadrid, Spain ςWindsor Bldg. (32 sty/21st floor fire)
Á 2007 ςEastern Wenzhou, China ςResd. apts. (28 sty/1st floor fire)
Á 2009 ςLondon, England ςLakanalHouse (44 sty/14th floor fire)
Á 2009 ςChicago: Chestnut Street fire 12/10 ς(44 sty/36th floor fire)
Á 2017 ςLondon, England ςGrenfell Tower ς(24 sty/4 th floor fire)
Á 2024 ςValencia Spain ς(14 sty/8 th floor fire)

***Sources cited/credit to:  (Chicago FD BN-1) Mike Wielgat(ret)***



0:18:00 - 0:25:00

ÁExpect fires beyond suppression capabilities 
ÁWindow failure / O2 influx 
ÁFire-lapping (auto exposure) 
ÁInterior fire attack difficult 
ÁInterior attack unlikely or ineffective
ÁInterior attack NOT supported with resources

ÁSearch scope expands beyond fire floor
ÁLoss of elevators 
ÁSmoke fills upper floors
ÁStairwell/Elevator shaft - smoke-saturated
ÁSerious injury potential 



0:25:00 - >0:30:00

ÁExpect fires beyond suppression capabilities 
ÁSmoke fills all floors above the fire
ÁSmoke loses buoyancy permeates lower floors
ÁSerious injury risk increases
ÁFatality risk increases
ÁFatalities likely
ÁScope and size of searches diminish
ÁInterior attack abandoned
ÁDefensive operations begin



Á The dreaded time from entry to 

Á [Time] is exorbitant & influenced primarily upon:

ÁMethod of conveyance 

ÁLevel of effectiveness to initiate suppression via 
the lengthy stair climb produces:

ÁFragmented Crews
ÁPhysically  incapable 
ÁMany will not make the climb



Á The time before more help arrives: sustainable  
on-going operations

Á Substantial lag time is often encountered for 
the next wave, especially for a stair-only 
ascend

Á Consider:

Á Work time, FF fatigue and air depletion 

Á 10 min. worktime; no more than 15 min.

Á Firefighters need relief and air cylinders 



Method of Conveyance

Which one do you prefer?



[Stairwell Only] Vertical Ascend

ά{ǳōǎǘŀƴǘƛŀƭ ǘƛƳŜ ŘŜƭŀȅ Ŏŀƴ ƻŎŎǳǊ ǿƘƛƭŜ ŀǎŎŜƴŘƛƴƎ ǘƻ ŀƴ ǳǇǇŜǊ-
floor fire when using stairs.  Fire conditions should be expected to 
ǿƻǊǎŜƴ ŘǳǊƛƴƎ ǘƘƛǎ ǇŜǊƛƻŘΦέ


