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Introduction
The first-arriving fire officer has exceptional influence over the early course of a structural fire
because the initial decisions establish command, shape resource deployment, affect firefighter
exposure, and determine how quickly life hazards are addressed. The officer must make these
decisions with incomplete information, often under intense time pressure and with conditions that can
change within seconds. The central responsibility is therefore not simply to choose between an
aggressive interior attack and a cautious exterior posture. It is to establish an explicit incident
strategy based on size-up, life hazard, building conditions, available staffing, water supply, fire
development, and departmental procedures. The officer may direct or participate in an urgent
intervention when conditions justify it, but tactical action should remain connected to a command
structure rather than becoming an isolated response. A strong first-due operation includes a concise
arrival report, declaration of command, early resource requests, continuing risk assessment,
accountability, and formal transfer of command when appropriate. Strategy gives individual tactics
purpose, while continuing reassessment keeps an initially reasonable plan from becoming dangerous
as the incident evolves (United States Fire Administration, n.d.; National Fire Protection Association,
2020).

Establishing Command and Strategic Direction
The first officer converts dispatch information and visual observations into a common operating
picture for everyone who follows. A useful initial transmission identifies the location, occupancy or
building type, visible smoke or fire, immediate life hazards, command designation, selected
operational mode, and any additional resources required. The value of that report is not ceremonial. It
informs apparatus placement, water supply, staging, rescue priorities, exposure protection, medical
support, and the expectations of later-arriving command staff. Establishing command should be
understood as a process rather than a single radio phrase. The officer must gather information from
visible conditions, occupants, dispatch, preincident plans, and crew observations while remaining
alert to what cannot be seen from the first side of the building. A 360-degree assessment should be
completed when conditions and staffing allow, either by the officer or an assigned member.
Continuing size-up is essential because smoke conditions, structural stability, occupant survivability,
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and fire location can change rapidly. An excellent initial decision can become unsafe if the incident
commander does not update the strategy when new evidence appears.

Strategy Before Tactics
Firefighters are trained to perform specific tactics such as advancing a hose line, searching,
ventilating, establishing water supply, or protecting exposures. The incident commander faces a
broader problem: deciding which of those actions supports the highest-priority objective, in what
sequence, with which resources, and under what conditions crews should continue or withdraw. This
is why strategy can be more difficult than an individual tactic. Visible fire creates pressure to act
immediately, and a first-due company may be tempted to enter before command, staffing, backup,
accountability, or water arrangements are sufficiently organized. When tactics begin without a stated
strategy, later companies may be forced to infer the plan and a chief officer may inherit operations
that are already moving in conflicting directions. An aggressive strategy should therefore mean
decisive, risk-informed leadership rather than automatic interior attack. Depending on conditions,
aggression may take the form of a rapid rescue, a transitional knockdown, immediate exposure
protection, an early second alarm, or prompt withdrawal from a building that is no longer tenable.
Tactics should implement the strategy, not create it accidentally.

Fast Attack and Stationary Command
The choice between a fast-attack mode and a stationary command position depends on conditions,
life hazard, complexity, staffing, and local procedure. A fast attack may be appropriate when an
immediately addressable rescue opportunity or small, rapidly controllable fire makes delay more
dangerous than direct action. Even then, entering with the crew should not mean abandoning
command. The officer should communicate conditions, announce the operational mode, identify who
holds command, request necessary resources, and ensure that transfer occurs formally when another
qualified officer arrives. Stationary command is generally more effective when the incident is growing,
several companies are arriving, operations span multiple sides or floors, or the officer’s greatest value
is coordinating resources rather than performing a task personally. Remaining in a command position
improves radio discipline, accountability, situational awareness, and interaction with dispatch and
supporting officers. No universal rule can substitute for judgment. The defensible principle is that the
first officer must make an explicit strategic choice based on expected benefit and foreseeable risk
rather than drifting into action because the first visible problem demands attention.

Size-Up, Communication, and Accountability
An arrival report and a size-up report are related but not identical. An arrival message can simply
announce that a unit is on scene, while a meaningful size-up provides actionable information about
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the occupancy, building, visible conditions, life hazard, fire location and extent, exposures, strategy,
command status, and resource needs. The exact format should follow local procedures and remain
concise enough to preserve radio capacity for urgent traffic. Size-up then continues through interior
reports, thermal imaging, occupant information, changes in smoke and fire, structural observations,
and progress benchmarks. Accountability must develop alongside this information. Command should
know which companies are operating, their assignments, and their general locations, with personnel
accountability reports used according to policy after major strategy changes, structural events, lost-
contact reports, or other triggers. Flow path, collapse potential, utilities, wind, and ventilation can
alter risk quickly. As the incident grows, divisions, groups, staging, a safety function, and additional
command support may be necessary so one officer is not overloaded. Communication is therefore not
separate from fireground safety; it is the system through which the strategy remains coordinated.

Risk Management and Continuing Reassessment
Structural firefighting always involves uncertainty, and the presence of risk does not automatically
justify either entry or withdrawal. The incident commander must consider whether occupants are
likely to be present and survivable, whether the building can support interior operations, how rapidly
fire is developing, whether enough personnel and water are available, and what changes would
invalidate the current plan. NIOSH guidance repeatedly emphasizes initial and continuing size-up,
accountability, communication, and risk management because conditions can deteriorate faster than
a fixed plan can adapt. The officer should establish progress benchmarks and request reports that
test whether the operation is achieving its objectives. If the interior attack is not controlling
conditions, if structural stability deteriorates, or if crews lose an adequate escape path, the strategy
may need to change. Conversely, credible evidence of a viable occupant can justify accepting greater
controlled risk for a time-sensitive rescue. Good command combines urgency with intellectual
flexibility. A plan is valuable because it coordinates action, not because it must be defended after
conditions have changed.

Conclusion
The first-arriving fire officer’s greatest contribution is the creation of organized strategic direction
before independent tactics multiply. Effective command begins with a clear initial report and
continues through size-up, resource requests, explicit operational mode, accountability, progress
reports, risk assessment, and formal command transfer. Neither fast attack nor stationary command
is inherently correct for every incident. The appropriate choice depends on the life hazard, fire and
building conditions, staffing, available resources, and established procedures. Great tactics cannot
compensate for the absence of an incident plan, while good strategy makes trained crews more
effective by clarifying what must be accomplished and how their work fits together. Continuing
reassessment is equally important because the fireground is dynamic: an operation that was justified
on arrival may become unsafe as the fire spreads or structural conditions change. The strongest first-
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due officer therefore combines decisiveness with discipline, urgency with communication, and tactical
knowledge with the willingness to revise the plan when evidence changes. That combination protects
both the people who may need rescue and the firefighters sent to reach them.
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