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Focus on PPE

Airport firefighting:  
a look behind the scenes

Airport firefighters are the backbone of any busy airport. Without 
them, the world’s airports would not be able to operate. Philip 
Tasker of MSA Bristol, global leader of cutting-edge firefighter 
PPE protection, talks to Nick Curtis, Station Manager at London 
Stansted Airport, about the role of an airport firefighter and 
the head-to-toe protection required for the unique and extreme 
conditions they face

“MSA Bristol has always been at the forefront of PPE design and I have 
been lucky enough to have worn their PPE for the majority of my career”

T
here are over 1,500 airport firefighters based at 30 
main airports across the UK. While the role of an 
airport firefighter is similar to that of a municipal 
firefighter, there are lots of differences including 

the regime they follow and the types of emergencies they 
are called to deal with. I spoke with Nick Curtis from 
London Stansted Airport, who has worked as an airport 
firefighter for 26 years, five at Heathrow Airport from 1995 
to 2000 and 21 years at London Stansted.

London Stansted Airport is London’s third airport and 
before the impact of Covid-19 was serving over 28 million 
passengers a year. It offers a European route network that 

is unrivalled in the UK and is home to one of the largest 
dedicated air cargo operations in the country.

The Covid-19 pandemic continues to have a devastating 
impact on the global aviation sector. As with most airports 
in the UK and around the world, passenger numbers at 
London Stansted Airport have been lower during the 
pandemic. In fact, in the UK during each period of national 
lockdown, airports have seen only one to two per cent of 
normal passenger numbers.

Despite very low passenger numbers, London Stansted 
has remained open and operational and has played an 
important role in supporting repatriation flights, helping 
inbound key workers, and utilising the cargo facilities 
to provide a key supply route for the NHS. For London 
Stansted’s firefighters, it has been largely business as usual.

Like most airport fire stations, Stansted has four watches 
of 12 firefighters, two crew leaders, one watch manager 
and one station manager. A minimum of 11 personnel, 
including officers, are usually on duty at any one time, 
depending on the size of the aircraft using the airport 
during that shift.

They work closely with the local fire authority, Essex 
County Fire and Rescue, and attend approximately 70 calls 
a month, which can be on- or off-site and include aircraft-
related incidents, medical emergencies, road traffic 
collisions and domestic fire calls. 

Nick explains what a typical day looks like for their 
firefighters: “A typical day begins at 0700 or 1900 with a roll 
call and safety brief. Those on shift check all the appliances 
and equipment for defects, which normally takes around 
45 minutes. We then have a team briefing, which outlines 
the duties for the shift. There are lots of safety checks 
to do, which are usually completed in the morning and 
can be both on- and off-station. These include fire safety 
inspections of some high-risk buildings at the airport or 
delivering fire safety training courses for other departments 
or third parties.

Nick Curtis, Station 
Manager at London 
Stansted Airport
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“We also trialled the PPE at the 
airport and, as expected, we 
found it to provide excellent 
protection, and crucially was 
comfortable to wear and kept 
our firefighters cool”
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“Practical fire training for the crews takes place on 
multiple days and nights, where they rehearse rescue 
and firefighting techniques. For this purpose, we have a 
fire training rig, which is a steel aircraft, replicating the 
largest aircraft using the airfield. This has multiple fire 
scenarios, allowing us to set both external and internal 
incidents. We use liquid propane gas as the fuel to 
light the rig, and this provides an intense heat that is 
associated with aircraft fires.

“After lunch, the training continues with presentations 
and practical training, which takes us up to 1700. The team 
then has some downtime where they can relax for an hour 
or visit the gym. Fire station cleaning then takes place at 
1800, ready for the new shift at 1900.

“Obviously, this all depends on the number of incidents 
that we have throughout the shift.” 

Aircraft fires, fuelled by aviation fuel, burn intensely 
and give off tremendous heat very quickly so it’s important 
that firefighters’ PPE is of the highest quality, providing 
excellent protection while being flexible and keeping the 
firefighter’s body temperature as comfortable as possible.

London Stansted has recently started using MSA 
Bristol’s XFlex structural firefighting PPE again after 
switching to a different supplier in 2011. Firefighters 
received their new PPE in January 2021 and Nick explains 
what brought them back to MSA Bristol: “In the past, 
Stansted purchased Bristol PPE, which had a Gore® airlock 
moisture barrier. The texture felt like thousands of bubbles, 
trapped between the layers of the fabric, which helped to 
keep our firefighters’ temperatures down. When attending 
the Emergency Services Show in 2019, I noticed that Bristol 
had enhanced this system and I was really impressed with 
the look and feel of their garments.

“PPE must stand up to the rigours of condensed 
periods of training and intense fires that airport 
firefighters can face. Trials of MSA Bristol’s PPE took 
place over several months. Our apprentices wore the PPE 
to both Moreton-in-Marsh Fire Service College for their 
initial course, which included BA, and the International 
Fire Training Centre at Teesside. We also trialled the PPE 
at the airport and, as expected, we found it to provide 
excellent protection, and crucially was comfortable to 
wear and kept our firefighters cool. 

“Despite the vast array of firefighter PPE on the market, 
MSA Bristol has always been at the forefront of PPE design 
and I have been lucky enough to have worn their PPE for 
the majority of my career. It is a brand that both I and my 
team trust, which is vital in the work that we do. We’ve 
been wearing the PPE for four months and it’s been well 
received by our firefighters.”

It is important that other accessories and equipment 
work together and provide top-to-toe protection. 
London Stansted also uses MSA’s Gallet F1 XF 
firefighting helmet, which was first introduced to the 
market 35 years ago as the first ‘jet style’ helmet. The 
F1 XF model offers superior, unimpeded vision in all 
directions, and 360-degree head protection against 
heat and impact. Lighting and communications are 
integrated into the design with speakers near the ear 
for excellent quality radio communication. The Gallet 
F1 XF is functional and versatile in that it can be easily 
integrated with SCBA facepieces and fits well with 

Bristol’s protective hoods and jackets. It can also be 
easily disassembled for washing.

For all fire and rescue services, laundering and repairs 
is vitally important to ensure PPE remains clean and fit for 
purpose. London Stansted uses MSA Bristol’s in-house 
service. Nick explains why: “MSA Bristol has impeccable 
standards, so as well as purchasing our clothing and 
helmets through them, we’ve also placed our trust in them 
for cleaning and repairs too. The garments are picked up 
on a monthly basis or on-demand if the situation dictates. 
All garments are barcoded and a history of the garment is 
stored and updated each time the PPE is washed or repaired. 
Garments are returned within seven days and their laundry 
manager is contactable seven days a week. It’s easy and 
convenient and helps keeps our firefighters safe.”

What is clear talking to Nick is that Airport firefighters 
have a unique role, working both on and off the airport 
and sometimes tackling hot, intense fuel fires. It is vital 
that their PPE performs and protects in the most hostile 
of situations. MSA Bristol continues to innovate and 
develop cutting-edge firefighter PPE, using the latest fabric 
technology and updating and perfecting designs to ensure 
ultimate comfort and protection.   

Focus on PPE
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