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Recently, a very serious runway incursion in Great Lakes Region revealed a problem with an airport’s practice of conducting timed ARFF response drills.  Here is a brief summary of the event:

The ARFF chief contacted the Airport Traffic Control Tower (ATCT) supervisor via landline, and requested permission to initiate a simulated aircraft accident (Alert 3).  A specific runway/taxiway intersection was identified as a simulated accident site.  The ATCT supervisor asked a few questions to clarify how the exercise would be conducted, and then activated the crash phone to initiate the drill.  Based on past practice, two ARFF vehicles drove to the runway/taxiway intersection.  The incident commander (ARFF supervisor in a third vehicle) established direct communication with ATCT ground control while en route to the intersection, but remained behind the two responding ARFF vehicles.  Communication between the ARFF supervisor and responding ARFF vehicles did not occur in a timely manner.  These two ARFF vehicles proceeded directly onto the active runway as an aircraft was departing.  Ground control had not authorized the responding ARFF vehicles to enter the runway.  Instead, the ARFF supervisor had relied on coordination previously completed with the ATCT supervisor as sufficient clearance to proceed on the runway.

We strongly encourage the practice of conducting timed response drills.  These drills are an important part of a comprehensive ARFF training program, and promote proficiency in radio communications skills, ARFF vehicle familiarization, and airport familiarization.  However, timed response drills must be conducted in a safe and orderly manner, with the highest possible consideration for both movement area safety and the limitations of the responding ARFF equipment.  This requires careful planning and coordination by all involved parties.
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We recommend that certificated airports develop
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a formal Letter of Agreement with the local ATCT

outlining specific procedures for conducting timed

response drills.  All parties must be clear on how

simulated aircraft accident conditions will be initiated

and conducted. Procedures for conducting timed

response drills could also be included in your Letter

of Agreement for Emergency Services, if applicable.
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