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Appendix I—Downhill and Indirect Line Construction

CDF Firefighting Guidelines 7070.2

(October 2002)

Downhill/indirect line construction in steep terrain and fast burning fuels shall be done with 
extreme caution. Direct attack methods shall be used whenever possible. 

Direct attack was possible but indirect attack was selected because the Helitack Captain 
considered it more expedient.

The following guidelines shall be followed before firefighting commences:

• The decision to fight fire downhill is made by a competent firefighter after thorough scouting.
Helitack Captain and Firefighters had received training in downhill line construction. Thorough 
scouting was not completed –walked upper part of line to be constructed only, visually observed 
the lower portion.

• Downhill line construction shall not be attempted when fire is present directly below the 
proposed starting point.

When downhill line construction began fire was below the road but not directly below crew.

• The fire-line shall not lie in or adjacent to a chimney or chute that could burn out while 
members are in the vicinity.

No chutes or chimneys present but slope was very steep.

• Communication is established between the members working downhill and members working 
uphill from below. When neither group can adequately observe the fire, communications will 
be established between the members and supervising overhead. At this time a lookout with 
communications will be posted where the fire’s behavior can be seen. 

Not applicable. 

• Members will be able to rapidly reach a zone of safety from any point along the line if the fire 
unexpectedly crosses below them. 

Steep slopes, loose soil and brush/young oaks were primary contributors to unsuccessful escape. 
Very steep. Uphill route was fireline with loose soil and poor footing. Two downhill routes were 
used – (1) very steep to almost vertical near river (2) steep dirt chute.

• A downhill line shall be securely anchored at the top. Avoid under-slung line.
Line was anchored at road on right flank above the heel of the fire at the only place they could 
anchor for downhill line construction. The anchor point was less than optimal. 

The scraped portion of the line that had been completed down from the road was not under-
slung.

• Full compliance with "The Standard Fire Orders" is assured.
See discussion under “Ten Standard Fire Orders”

 If possible line firing should be done as the line progresses, beginning from the anchor point at 
the top.

Crew was in the process of line firing when flareup occurred.

Reference: Section 7013.1.1 

7070-5
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Sequence of Events in Chronological OrderAppendix D—Fire Environment

Downhill Line Construction Checklist
USFS Fireline Handbook (NFES 0065) 

Downhill fireline construction is hazardous in steep terrain, fast burning fuels, or rapidly 
changing weather. Downhill fireline construction should not be attempted unless there is no 
tactical alternative. 

The tactical alternatives were to go direct with water support from copter or engine hose-lay or to 
withdraw from this assignment at this location.

When building downhill fireline, the following is required: 
• Crews, supervisor(s) and fireline overhead will discuss assignments prior to committing crew(s). 

The IC and Helitack Captain discussed the assignment to anchor the right flank. (What was said 
and what was heard may have been different; there was no follow up with each other on action 
initiated.) 

• Responsible overhead individual will stay with job until completed (TFLD or ICT4 qualified or 
higher). 

The Incident Commander was qualified ICT3 but not present during the downhill line 
construction and may not have been aware that it was occurring. Captain Winger was Type 1 
Fire Crew Captain qualified. 

• Decision will be made after proposed fireline has been scouted by supervisor(s) of involved 
crew(s). 

Helitack Captain and Firefighters had received training in downhill line construction. Thorough 
scouting was not completed –Helitack Captain walked upper part of line only, visually observed 
the lower section.

• LCES will be coordinated for all personnel involved. 
 Crews Supervisor(s) is in direct contact with lookout that can see the fire.

Everyone on the helitack crew could see the entire section of the fire they were working on and 
considered themselves to always be each others lookout. (A dedicated lookout was not posted 
prior to initiation of line construction.) 

 Communications is established between all crews.
Not applicable

 Rapid access to safety zone(s) in case fire crosses below crew(s)
Steep slopes, loose soil and brush/young oaks were primary contributors to unsuccessful escape. 
Very steep, uphill route was fireline with loose soil and poor footing. Two downhill routes were 
used – (1) very steep to almost vertical near river (2) steep dirt chute.

• Direct attack will be used whenever possible; the fireline should be completed between anchor 
points before being fired out.

Direct attack was possible but indirect attack was selected because the Helitack Captain 
considered it more expedient and wanted to keep the crew out of the smoke and heat. Crew was 
in the process of line firing when flareup occurred.

• Fireline will not lie in or adjacent to a chute or chimney.
No chutes or chimneys were present but slope was very steep.

• Starting point will be anchored for crew(s) building fireline down from top.
Line was anchored at road on right flank above the heel of the fire at the only place they could 
anchor for downhill line construction. The anchor point was less than optimal. 

• Bottom of the fire will be monitored; if the potential exists for the fire to spread, action will be 
taken to secure the fire edge.

The bottom of the fire was observable by the crew and not being monitored by anyone else except 
periodically by air attack. The potential for the fire to spread existed but no action was taken to 
secure fire edge.

Appendix I—Downhill Line Construction Review
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Appendix L—LCES Review
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Appendix M

California OSHA Investigation Findings
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Appendix M —California OSHA Investigation Findings
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CDF Blue Sheet/USFS 24-hour Report
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Appendix N —CDF Blue Sheet/USFS 24-hour Report
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