GAS EMERGENCY by rar vowney

In most departments many respaons-
es invelve emoergencies. Anvone who
has worked ind busy arca can anest w
the large number of emergency re-
sponses that at times are considered
NUisSANCE runs.

Water leaks, lickering lights, blown
electrical fuses, unuswval odors, and
gas leuks often will be cause for alarm
amimng residents of multifamily dwell-
ings. Most often these emergencics
can be corrected by a building main-
renance employee, bur the residents
think that by calling the fire depart-
ment some type of punitive actions
will be taken against the building
owner or superintendent. Some resi-
dents actually believe that these are
the duties of the local fire department.

In most cases iCs probably best just
o change the fuse or shut the water
or gas supply to be available to re-
spond o the next alarm. At times it
may take 3 grear amownt of patience
ter accomplish some of these minor
tasks,

| remember quite vividly an early
maorning response: We woere up most
of the night fighting fires when we
answered an alarm for 4 gas leak oo
the 12th floor of an apartment build-
ing where the elevators were out of
service. After we knocked on the door
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te the apartment. @ voung mother
opened the door. When we asked if
she called the fire department, she
replicd nonchalantly, *Yes. | wanted
to heat the baby's borttle, but 1 can't
get the stove o light” T ealmly asked
her, "You called ws o light your
stover!” She replied, “Yes, My building
mamager told me always to call the
fire department if 1 had any trouble
with the pas” We quickly resolved
her problem, and a number of mem-
bers could be heard muttering about
gus leaks, mutherhood, and the time
of day as they wearily made their way
hack 1o the apparatus,

NOT AN ORDINARY GAS LEAK

Un December 28, 19940 a gas leak in
an apartment in the same building
complex left firefighters muttering—
but a completely different tune. Re
sponse to buildings in this complex
usually invalves food on the stove,
rubbish in the stairwells, incinerator
and compacror fires, and occasional
bedroom fires. The responses are fre-
guent cnough that most members
know the addresses and locations
without having to refer ta a map of the
huilding complex,

The explosion and its force could
be heard and felt in the firchouse
three blocks from the scene, where
members are used to loud explo-
sitns—mostly from 9mm gunshots
late at night. On this day it was 10
miautes hefore the & pan. change of
tours when members opened the ap-
paratus doors tw invesrigate the
source of the noise Within 30 sec-
onds the teleprinter spit out a re-

sponse ticket for the report of an
explosion and fire ar the already tamil-
iar building complex,

The officer of the first-arriving unit
immediately transmitted the signal for
a working fire to the radio dispatcher,
indicating that heavy black smoke was
pushing from numerous windows on
the top floor of this Li-story building.
Another unit responding from a differ-
ent direction confirmed the first re-
port and added thar fire could be seen
showing out of cight top-floor win-
dows on that side of the building.

It diddn't take long for the units seill
responding to the scene (o realize that
this wasn't a rouline response o the
building complex. As frst-arriving
members entered the lobby, they
were met by excited occupants hasri-
ly exiting the building, This would
add to the problems rescuers had to
overcome during the operation.

Although there were two elevators
in the building, based on past experi-
cnees firefighters started directly to-
ward the staircases as their primary
means 1o reach the L4th floor, (The
possibility of the elevators being af
fected by the explosion was another
consideration in deciding to use the
stairs. ) The sircases were crowded
with occupants. Many, despite their
state of panic, were able to make it
clear to firefighters that a serious
explosion and fire had occurced on
the top floor.

CHILDREN RESCUED

After climbing the 14 stones, fire-
fighters were met by two hyvsterical |
maothers screaming that their children
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were trapped inside their apartments,
The layout of apurtments was the
same on all foors. There were 1)
apartments on cach floor. lettered A
thru K {the letter *17 wis not used o
avoid confusion ), The apartments cn-
circled the two elevaror shafts and the
two stdircases, Fortunately, the apart-
ments in which the children hud been
reported trapped were adjoining—
1A and 19k

The first fircfighters tor reach the
14th floor were unaware of what had
caused the explosion and fire. vet
they accomplished the successful res
cues under extraordinary conditions.
Droe tor the extreme heat condition in
the public hallway. firefighters had o
crawl through the debris w reach the
apartment doors. Visually  checking
fior the Ccorrect APArtments Wwas imps-
sible because of the heavy smoke
condition on the fire fAoor. As luck
would have it, firefighters searching
for an entry point found an opening
that had at one point been the door o
Apt, 14). Fire was rapidly spreading

from the point of origin in Apt. 14],
and the screams of voung children
could be heard coming from an adja-
Centoared

Firefighters, without the profection
of a hoseline, entered through this
opemng and made their way o the
area from which the voices were
coming. They found what appeared 1o
be the remains of a wall covering
three children. The wall had been the
partition wall separating Apt. 14) from
14k This wire Luh and plaster wall
had been blown down from the force
of the explosion, entrapping the chil-
dren. The wall also protected  the
children from rapidly spreading fire,
Rescuers had e remove the debris
and then litt the wall oft the children.
Thev then guickly removed the chil-
dren tooan area of safety,

Other firefighters found the door to
Apt. 144 ajar and, hearing screams
coming from  inside, were able (o
make their way into the apartment
and rescue another frapped child. In
all, four children were sucoessfully
rescued from apariments directly af-
tected by the fire and explosion.

As the rescues were taking place.

This Brookiyn, New York gos explosion reinfarces the need 1o be prepared for every response, however
roufine il may oppeor to ba. Firefighters had been colled to this building for reports of gas leaks on
numerous oceosions, but this one wos quite differemt: The axplosion ripped through the 14th floor,
turning five apariments into one hig apartment full of debris—ond trapped children. {Photo by author.)
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engine company members, who also
hid to climb the 14 stories—but with
rolled-up lengehs of hose —were busy
hooking up e the standpipe outler on
the floor below. In addition o water
from the graviry tank on the roof, the
siamese connection af the street level
wias supplicd o provide water o
hoselines being operated on the fire
flimor,

As operations were taking place,
the incident commander was notified
that a gas line in the building was
being replaced by a contractor who
was still at the scene. The IO guickly
notified all units via portable radio of
the possibility of leaking gas fueling
the fire. A company was immediately
dispatched o the cellar and ordered
t shut down all gas service to the
building,

Engine companies using a coordi-
nared attack were able to extinguish
all visible fire in the aparuments as
truck company members continued
to search for possible victims, Addi-
ticnal units arriving on the wansmis-
sion of a second alarm were used to
check all apartments on the lower
flosors, In addition, @ triage area was
set up on the 12th floor, and victims
were treated prior to their removal to
the hospical.

DETERMINING CAUSE

An  initial investigation
that 4 contractor was installing new
@as lines in the building. The authoricy
respoansible for this building complex
said that it was policy to install new
gas lines after the buildings reached a
predetermined age. Each building in
the complex had 140 apartments, and
on this partncular day the gas lines

revealed

were being installed in the )7 line of

apartments. The procedure was to
install the new line up from the cellar
through each apartment in that line
When the entire line was completed,
the stoves were disconnected from
the old line and hooked up to the new
line. The old lines were to be purged
and capped prior o starting up the
new lines. Apparently this procedure
wias used regularly without any prob-
lems

On this particular day all lines had
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been switched over with the excep-
tion of the line in Apt. 14]. A follow-up
investigation revealed thar the con-
tractor somehow missed Apt, 14), and
when the new line was urned on the
apartment filled rapidly with gas. The
stoves in all the apartmenes had elec-
tromic ignitions (no pilot lighes ), and
when the occupant of the adjoining
apartment (14K ) urned on her stove,
a massive explosion occurred. The
oocupant of 14K stated thar she did
smell gas, but the tenants began to
expect it since the contractors had
been working in the building for some
Limme.

The force of the explosion and
ensuing fire killed one occupant, whao
apprarced o have taken the full impact
of the explosion while in the public
hallway ourside of apariment 1<),
ldentification of the victim confirmed
that he was the occupant of Apt. 14)
and may have been approaching his
apartment just as the explosion oc-
curred.

The torce of the explosion blew
down all the partition walls in Apt. 14]
and the partition walls separating Apr
147 and 14K, 14K and 144, 14H and
14], and 14 and 141 The result was
thar five apartments now looked like
one large apartment.

Fire spread capidly to all apartments
and was extinguished by a well-coor-
dinated arack by engine companies, A
total of 40 windows had been blown
out, some of which landed almost 150
teet from the building,

¥ oo

The potential of this gas leak was
enormous; the actions of all fire-
fighters operating al the scene were
exrraordinarv. Although one life was
lost, many were saved. Considering
the task [Arefighters faced. had it not
been for the superior treamwork and
heroics of all those involved, a much
higher loss of life certainly would
have occurred

When you file this in vour comput-
er (the one under your helmet ), think
of all those pain-in-the-neck gas leaks
and be prepared for the one that
doesn't fall under the routinc re-
sponse, B
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