GOVERNMENT OF THE DISTRICT OF COLUMBIA
D.C. FIRE AND EMERGENCY MEDICAL SERVICES DEPARTMENT
WASHINGTON, D.C. 20001
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ADDRESS REPLY TO
“FIRE CHIEF”

October 6, 2009

The Honorable Phil Mendelson

Chairperson

Committee on Public Safety and the Judiciary
John A. Wilson Building

Suite 402

1350 Pennsylvania Avenue, N.W.
Washington, D.C. 20004

Dear Chairperson Mendelson:

After reviewing the opening statement from the Committee on Public Safety and the Judiciary for the
September 25th, 2009 hydrant hearing, | must respectfully take exception to much of what was stated and
ask that this response be entered into the public record to counter what | can only characterize as gross
inaccuracies and misrepresentations of fact. Although | appreciate the Committee may have an oversight
duty to protect the interests of the public, unsupported and inaccurate allegations only fuels unfavorable
community perception of the Fire and EMS Department, especially in response to the Chain Bridge Road
fire. Accordingly, | feel compelled to correct the record in this matter.

Contrary to the Committee’s opinion, water supply issues are not new in the District of Columbia. Years of
deferred maintenance and repairs have taken a significant toll on the water supply infrastructure. WASA
and the Fire and EMS Department continue to address infrastructure problems by identifying “soft spot”
regions throughout the system. Both agencies have worked diligently in the past two (2) years to
accomplish this, along with creating effective response plans to deal with them. | should note that each
agency worked independently for many years to minimize water supply problems, but it was only through
the leadership of Mayor Adrian M. Fenty that a cooperative approach was formulated. The District’s water
supply infrastructure is old and in constant need of repair, just like water supply systems in many other
cities across the country. It should come as no surprise that problems will occur which can only be
managed through a combination of good planning, adequate resources and sound operations, especially
during emergency incidents.

Although the Committee may characterize the facts differently, command officers of the Fire and EMS
Department used a well coordinated and precisely executed plan to increase available water resources
while fighting the Chain Bridge Road fire. Our strategy has always been to access the closest working
hydrants first, followed by expanding water supply efforts in opposite directions until a reliable, higher
flow water supply can be located and used. This strategy was followed on Chain Bridge Road and it
eventually resulted in higher capacity water flow to control and extinguish the fire, preventing it from



spreading to other homes. Unfortunately, by the time a higher volume water supply was made available,
the fire had burned through the Cooper-Cafritz home significantly, resulting in a total loss. This may have
occurred regardless of the amount of water available, based on both the initial amount of fire found by
first responding units and the large size of the home.

To demonstrate how the Fire and EMS Department managed this incident, | will review the four (4) phase
strategy used by incident command officers at the Chain Bridge Road fire to eventually obtain a higher
volume water supply. In Phase 1 (first response, beginning at 8:21 PM), the first arriving fire engines began
attacking the fire while simultaneously hooking up to the closest available hydrants. These hydrants were
located at 3101 and 2950 Chain Bridge Road (H09200 and H03916, respectively) and represented the best
chance for supplying enough water to immediately control the fire. By this point, more than 80% of the
first floor of the house was involved with fire, with even more fire extending to the second and third
floors. As | testified during the Committee on Public Works and Transportation, post-fire investigation and
analysis determined that at least one thousand six hundred forty three (1,643) gallons per minute of water
flow was immediately needed to contain and potentially suppress the fire. Unfortunately, according to
independent third party water flow testing of both hydrants on August 2™ 2009, the closest hydrants
could only produce a combined water flow of six hundred nineteen (619) gallons per minute. This meant
the first response companies had less than 40% of the water flow capacity needed to conduct effective
and safe firefighting operations. More than any other factor, the lack of immediate required fire flow
contributed to the decision to switch from offensive to defensive tactics when fighting this fire. To use the
Committee’s observation, “veteran firefighters know” that an aggressive interior attack is not warranted in
significant fire conditions with limited water supply, especially when there are no lives to save or risk other
than firefighters.

| might add that the assertion by the Committee Chairperson of a firefighter writing after the fire that
“poor decisions and poor fire ground tactics created the mess that became that fire” could not be further
from the truth. I'm rather surprised and disappointed that the Chairperson would quote an anonymous
blog post on a reporter’s website," instead of requesting the testimony of qualified experts to substantiate
such serious claims. It was suggested during discussion that incident commanders were arguing with one
another and that the “fire command staff simply did not understand” water supply availability during this
fire. Again, this is completely incorrect and seriously discredits the character of everyone who worked so
hard to make a difference during this incident; there is no evidence that this absurd statement was
correct.

After command officers identified the Phase 1 water supply strategy was ineffective, operations expanded
to Phase 2 (second alarm response and water supply extension, beginning at 8:30 PM through 8:45 PM).
During this phase of the fire, additional fire engines began looking for other available hydrants to
supplement water supply. Our standard practice is to search in opposite directions from the fire, looking
for cross streets. Unfortunately, Chain Bridge Road is unique due to a lack of cross streets combined with
significant topography that made this quite challenging. Heading south, companies encountered a hydrant
across from 2800 Chain Bridge Road that was marked out of service (H03921), followed by an in-service
hydrant at 2730 Chain Bridge Road (H03553). This hydrant was used by Engine 24 to begin the relay of
water but was found to produce a low flow rate.? Of the three remaining hydrants heading south on Chain

! “Statter911.com” blog post at 10:31 AM on August 5, 2009, located at:
http://www.wusa9.com/news/columnist/blogs/2009/08/councilmember-calls-hearing-on-dc-water.html.

* Three hundred eighty eight (388) gallons per minute according to independent third party water flow testing on August 2nd,
2009.



Bridge Road (2724, 2710 and 2650 Chain Bridge Road — hydrants H09465, H03551 and H03552), only one
hydrant, HO3551, was in-service but, produced a low water flow rate and was not used.’? Simultaneously,
other companies headed north on Chain Bridge Road with Engine 23 eventually using a hydrant located at
Loughboro Road and Indian Lane (H03496) to relay water through other fire engines to the fire. During
Phase 2, the added hydrants, H03553 and H03496, produced an additional three hundred eighty eight
(388) and one thousand fifty seven (1,057) gallons per minute of water, but by this time the fire had
increased in size and more water was needed. In fact, after switching from interior (offensive) to exterior
(defensive) operations, the amount of water needed to extinguish the fire increased from one thousand six
hundred forty three (1,643) to at least two thousand four hundred (2,400) gallons per minute. GIS maps
detailing each phase of firefighting operations during the Chain Bridge Road fire are included as
attachments to this document. Command officers knew they were now facing a serious water supply
deficit problem and began quickly expanding the water supply network to avoid a potential conflagration
of the Chain Bridge Road neighborhood.

Unfortunately, only limited water supply information was available to incident command at the time of the
fire. Incident command was using a water distribution map from 1985 to plan and evaluate hydrant
connections. This map did not indicate which hydrants were attached to which water mains. Although
much hoopla was made of the lack of “counter maps,” | can assure the Committee that every effort had
been made to obtain such maps in a working format prior to the Chain Bridge Road fire. The key concept
to understand concerning “counter maps” is that then — as now — they do not represent a daily updated
picture of fire hydrant and water main status. They are not linked and updated through the Google Earth
application and they are not “layered” in the Fire and EMS Department’s Mobile Data Computer (MDC)
system. All of this is planned functionality, but it was not working then and it is not working now. Although
the Fire and EMS Department has received images of “counter maps” since the Chain Bridge Road fire,
they can only be used to assess the location of hydrants and water mains, not determine their
functionality or capacity on any given day or time. Our Department is working closely with WASA to
improve this, but it will take time and information technology resources currently not implemented.

The incident commander at the Chain Bridge Road fire had extended significant lengths of water supply
hoses south on Chain Bridge Road during Phase 1 and 2 of the fire. It would have made no sense to
abandon this effort as the search for a higher volume water supply expanded, which is why Phase 3 of the
process (water company relays, beginning at 8:45 PM through 9:15 PM) continued south to McArthur
Boulevard while simultaneously moving north toward Nebraska Ave and Loughboro Road, eventually
expanding east and west. Fortunately for the residents of Chain Bridge Road, this was the correct course of
action. The first high volume hydrant was located at the south end of Chain Bridge Road, providing
connection to a twelve inch water main. The hydrants at McArthur Boulevard and Chain Bridge Road*
(H09606); Chain Bridge Road and Sherier Place’® (H03307); Loughboro Road near University Terrace®
(H07288) and Nebraska Avenue at Macomb Street’ (H09606), were all added during Phase 3 of operations.
Eventually, operations expanded to include Phase 4 (final WASA recommended connection, 9:30 PM)

* Two hundred forty eight (248) gallons per minute according to independent third party water flow testing on August 2nd, 2009
* One thousand seven hundred twenty seven (1,727) gallons per minute according to independent third party water flow testing
on August 2nd, 2009.

> One thousand seven hundred eighty one (1,781) gallons per minute according to independent third party water flow testing on
August 2nd, 2009.

® Five hundred eighty four (584) gallons per minute according to independent third party water flow testing on August 2nd,
2009.

7 Six hundred ninety six (696) gallons per minute according to independent third party water flow testing on August 2nd, 2009.



resulting in the last hydrant, located at 4847 Rockwood Parkway® (H03127) and on a sixteen inch main,
being added to the system.

Unlike what was suggested in the opening statement by the Committee Chairperson, decisions concerning
obtaining a high volume water flow were made on the basis of fact, experience and good judgment — not
just “common sense.” During Phase 3 of operations, incident command, with the recommendation of the
Fire and EMS water supply officer, made the determination that the most likely source of high volume
water supply was located on the south end of Chain Bridge Road according to the Google Earth
application. This was eventually confirmed by WASA personnel arriving at the incident, who recommended
a hydrant on McArthur Boulevard for high flow connection (H09606, located on a twelve inch main), along
with the final hydrant on Rockwood Parkway (H03127, located on a sixteen inch main) during Phase 4.
Again, unlike what was suggested by the Committee Chairperson, the location of hydrants on the south
end of Chain Bridge Road did not “complicate delivery of water to the fire ground” because incident
command used relay pumpers to boost pressure. This is a standard practice used by fire departments
around the nation, especially in communities with hills like the District of Columbia. In fact, without the
added capacity of both hydrants located at the south end of Chain Bridge Road, | doubt the fire could have
been contained when it was. As far as “abandoning” hydrants goes, any fire engine driver knows that if
residual pressure at the hydrant connection drops below ten pounds per square inch (10 PSI), the water
infrastructure could be seriously damaged. As a result, a number of hydrants were shut down during
firefighting operations because others were already connected and certainly not “sucked dry.”
Complicated water delivery planning is not as simple as just going up hill, going to the closest cross street
and not tapping the same water main too many times. Incident commanders at large scale fires —
especially in the District — are faced with water supply decisions that sometimes may be as difficult as
fighting a fire itself. It’s part of the job and | can confidently say that command officers during the Chain
Bridge Road fire did an outstanding job in managing the incident and preventing further harm to the
surrounding neighborhood.

In closing, let me please state, and for the record, that only a rigorous approach to testing and mapping
the capacity of the water supply infrastructure in the District of Columbia will result in good up-to-date
information that can lead to better decision making during fires. | am confident the leadership of WASA
agrees with this assessment and our Department looks forward to a continued and cooperative
partnership with the Authority to make this happen. As always, | am available to answer any questions the
Chairperson, Committee or Council may have concerning this or any other emergency incident managed
by the Fire and EMS Department. | look forward to working with both the Mayor and Council to improve
public confidence in the water supply infrastructure and | know, with certainty, this can be done to the
betterment of the District.

Respectfully submitted to the attention of Council,
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Dennis L. Rubin
Fire and EMS Chief, District of Columbia

® One thousand six hundred eighty eight (1,688) gallons per minute according to independent third party water flow testing on
August 2nd, 2009.



