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A
irports with scheduled passenger services
range form the largest international airports,
such as Heathrow and Gatwick to some of

the smallest that form part of the Highlands &
Islands Airports group of ten locations spread
across some of the most inaccessible parts of
Scotland. BAA is the largest airport operator in the
UK with six locations and employs over 460 fire-
fighters at its sites at Heathrow, Stansted,
Southampton, Glasgow, Edinburgh and Aberdeen.
The Highlands & Islands Airport group employs 200
firefighters with its main location being Inverness.
Manchester Airport is the largest UK owned airport
with sister airports at East Midlands, Humberside
and Bournemouth. It is the UK’s third largest airport
able to handle Category10 aircraft and welcomed
the Airbus A380 in the autumn of 2010. It handles
around 19 million passengers annually and this is
expected to grow to 50 million by 2030.

A Typical Day on Shift
Unlike their municipal counterparts, airport fire-
fighters are required to cover all types of emergen-
cies within the airport boundaries with many of
the incidents unrelated to aircraft accidents or

fires. Major aircraft accidents are very rare thanks
to strict safety regulations and major improve-
ments in aircraft design and build. 

In many locations, the fire services work closely
with the ambulance and other emergency services
dealing with all types of accidents including traffic
incidents, vehicle fires and fire alarms across the
sites as well as being placed on standby whenever
a pilot alerts air traffic control to any type of
malfunction that could present a safety hazard on
landing. The most frequent incidents affecting jet
aircraft involve overheating of undercarriages,
wheels, tyres and brakes as well as engine problems,
which although uncommon, nevertheless require
putting major emergency standby routines into
action. 

Station Officer at Bristol International Airport,
Rich Lynn, who has 48 firefighters on station,
explains that his team are required to cover all
emergencies on site including those involving
buildings, vehicles and aircraft related incidents.
“We provide emergency cover for all the buildings
on the airport site as well as dealing with aircraft
related emergencies. Although we have very few
aircraft fires the main potential areas for fire are

Airport Firefighting

– A Day in the Life
For the thousands of airport firefighters covering the UK’s 33 main airports life is
very different from that experienced by their municipal fire and rescue service
colleagues. The differences begin with the type of regime they experience, to the
types of emergency they are called upon to deal with on a daily basis.Philip Tasker

Bristol Uniforms

AIRPORT FIREFIGHTING



overheating sub-assemblies, wheels and brakes
and any ruptures in hydraulic lines that work at
high pressure and could easily cause a fire in
contact with hot metal. Carbon fibre braking
systems and fans on wheels on modern aircraft
have greatly reduced the fire hazard”.

Manchester Airport’s fire service has respons-
ibility for handling all incidents within the
perimeter of the airport which, with 19,000 direct

42 INTERNATIONAL FIRE FIGHTER

Bristol - A global force 
in firefighter protection

Introduction - Technical Structural Urban Search And Rescue (USAR) Wildland Firefighting Garments

Compatible PPE and Rescue Tools Emergency Services Ergoflex System



employees, is one of the largest employers in the
North West of the country and the size and
complexity of a sizeable town. The fire and rescue
organisation comprises 104 firefighters in four
watches, each of which includes 16 firefighters, six
crew managers, three watch managers and a
station manager. During 2011 the teams handled
410 incidents of which 117 were aircraft related
with a further 286 domestic responses. 

Training
Even though the call to action to fight fires may
come infrequently, the special characteristics of
hot fires caused by burning aviation fuel need
special skills. Training is a regular and frequent part
of the firefighters working life.

At Inverness airport, part of Highlands & Islands
Airports Ltd, there are a number of standbys each
year of which three or four will normally require
the full emergency response from external
agencies, although training is carried out daily.
Inverness Airport is responsible for procuring fire-
fighter PPE for all ten airports as well as the
managed care services provided. Unlike the other
nine airports in the group, Inverness is the busiest
and is able to handle aircraft up to A320/321 size.
It operates an eight hour, two-shift pattern over
seven days covering the times the airport is 
open, which is from 5.45am to 10.15pm. Hot fire
training is done using a simulator rig with
fuselage, wing assembly and undercarriage. Fuel
for the simulator has recently been converted from
aviation fuel to LPG for environmental reasons.

At Manchester the fire crews train every day.
This will routinely involve fire-ground training
twice a week, interspersed with training for all 
the other types of incidents that can occur on a
complex of this size. 

Manchester Airport has a modern dual-fuel

aircraft simulator, providing LPG and kerosene
options, which allows 747/767 under-wing engine
training as well as MD11 tail engine experience. In
common with other major airports, the majority of
incidents are related to undercarriage problems
including wheel, tyre and hydraulic damage and
malfunctions. The teams also have responsibility
for attending aircraft related incidents up to a mile
outside the airport but have, on occasion, been
called to attend light aircraft accidents up to 15
miles away. The airport training team also provides
training for other airport firefighters, some of
which are from overseas, including regular visits
from a number of Gulf States who are provided
with both college and fire-ground training and
experience of UK firefighting methods.

Firefighter Clothing
Most, if not all, airports use a selection procedure
for purchasing firefighter PPE that routinely
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involves trialling samples of kit from several
manufacturers. The alternatives are inspected and
supplied to firefighters to carry out wearer trials.
Selection is based on a number of criteria
including wearer comfort, durability, price, sizing
and availability of stock.

A number of airport fire teams are being, or
have been, re-equipped over the past few years
giving them the opportunity to take advantage of
the new lighter weight designs that have been
introduced to the market over the past ten years,
which provide greater wearer comfort and reduce
heat stress associated with prolonged periods of

wear. There is also growing interest in adopting
managed services as a means of providing regular
inspection, washing and repair as well as maintain-
ing PPE integrity that enhances wearer safety.

Andy Haworth, Watch Manager at Manchester,
comments: “Manchester Airport Fire & Rescue has
been using Bristol fire kit for the last 20 years,
from the old style bunker coat to the new
Ergotech design. In that time we had a brief
period with another supplier. However, having
been back with Bristol since 2005, and two
designs later, we have built a very good relation-
ship with them. The Ergotech design has proven to
be excellent, combining quality, protection, dura-
bility, comfort and flexibility and ideally suited 
for our industry where we can be called on to 
deal with aircraft, Hazmat, RTC and domestic
incidents.” He continues: “We have also been using
Bristol’s managed services for a number of years.
This provides our firefighters with reassurance and
the knowledge that their fire kit is maintained 
and recorded to the high standards required to
comply fully with the Health and Safety of PPE
regulations”.

There has been considerable change in the
specification and purchasing of PPE in recent
years. The operational demands placed on airport
firefighters around the UK may vary considerably
from site to site but many airports, including
Manchester, East Midlands, Bristol International,
London City Airport, ten Highlands & Islands sites
and Jersey, Guernsey and Alderney airports in the
Channel Islands have one thing in common – they
all rely on PPE to protect their firefighters. There
has been a steady move to replace traditional PPE
designs with lighter weight jackets and trousers as
well as an increasing interest in adopting managed
services that use unique computer software to
track individual garments as part of an integrated
maintenance and replacement service. Bristol and
Manchester are among a growing number of UK
airports now enjoying the benefits of this 
service. IFF
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