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INCIDENT OVERVIEW 
 
1735 hrs 
On Sunday, June 30, 2013, at 1735 hours, the Fire Alarm Center (FAC) received a call 
reporting a possible drowning of a child in the pool area of a nationally franchised hotel 
chain located at 618 John Street in the Belltown neighborhood of Seattle. Based on the 
information given, the FAC dispatched a Medic Response (Med7) with 10 members. 
The assigned companies were Engine 2, Engine 5, and Medic 10; the assigned radio 
channel was Zone 1, Channel 5.   
 
One minute and 25 seconds after the initial dispatch and prior to the arrival of any 
Seattle Fire Department (SFD) units on-scene, the FAC dispatched an additional 
Rescue Water (RESWA) response to the location. The assigned companies were 
Engine 4, Ladder 4, Ladder 7, Rescue 1, Aid 14, Aid 25, Medic 1, Battalion 5, Battalion 
6, Medic 44, Patrol 4, and Safety 2. The assigned radio channel was Zone 1, Channel 
1. The dispatchers added the RESWA response since they had been told that the child 
was in the pool and that civilians on-scene had been unable to rescue him. The 
dispatcher knew that the full complement of boat resources included in the RESWA 
response would not be needed for an incident in a hotel pool, but they wanted to ensure 
that the subsurface water capabilities of the Dive Team were en route based on the 
information they had been given. 1 
 
The hotel’s pool is a kidney-shaped indoor pool approximately 25 feet long, and 
approximately 10 feet wide at its narrowest point where the shallow end starts to 
transition to the deep end. The marked depth is 8 ½ feet at the deep end and 4 feet at 
the shallow end. There is no lifeguard on-duty at the pool. A hotel employee called 9-1-1 
after a guest came to the lobby from the pool area asking for help. The hotel employee 
thought the guest was reporting that a child was drowning in the pool, and that was the 
information relayed to the FAC during the 9-1-1 call. The following information was 
subsequently provided to incoming units on the Mobile Data Computer (MDC), “1. Child 
poss drowning, in the pool, SPD notified, 2. Child still in the pool.”   
 
1738 hrs 
Engine 2 arrived in just under two and half minutes. The FAC confirmed Engine 2’s 
arrival, “OK Engine 2, that’s a correct address, 618 John St. A child is in the pool, 
sending you a Water Rescue response.”  However, the Engine 2 officer was heading 
from the apparatus to the hotel when the FAC relayed this additional response 
information and the officer did not hear that a Water Rescue response had been added 
to the alarm.2  
 
The Engine 2 crew brought a backboard and resuscitation equipment into the hotel pool 
area. They saw five people standing next to the pool  looking into the deep end, and a 

                                                           
1
 A Water Rescue response was dispatched to a drowning in a pool. 

 
2
 Units responding to the incident were on two different radio channels: Zone 1, Channel 5, and Zone 1, 

Channel 1. 
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hotel maintenance staff member on the west side of the deep end who was probing and 
sweeping the pool with a pool cleaning pole. A life ring was floating on the surface. The 
Engine 2 crew also observed a civilian swimming in the deep end that appeared to be 
diving down and searching for a victim.   
 
Engine 2 Position 4 approached the pool from the shallow end and immediately 
conducted a 270º search around the deep end to try to locate the victim. Engine 2 
Position 3 arrived shortly thereafter and also began to look for the victim in the pool.  
The water in the pool was slightly hazy toward the bottom, but visibility was good and 
the crew could clearly see the white pool bottom and bottom tile inlays in the shallower 
end of the pool. They could also see the far wall of the deep end, as well as the dark 
bottom drain located in the middle of the deep end. No victim could be seen. Engine 2 
Positions 3 and 4 asked the individuals next to the pool what had happened and if they 
had seen or found the victim (which the Engine 2 members still believed to be a child).  
The individuals next to pool indicated that they thought the victim might be in the deep 
end near the east side, but they did not see the victim and no one had actually 
witnessed  the victim go under the surface. The individuals were uncertain about the 
victim’s whereabouts. No additional information was provided by the maintenance 
employee who was sweeping the pool.  
  
The Engine 2 Officer and Driver arrived and also began looking in the pool for the 
victim. They could see the netted end of the pool cleaning pole being swept across the 
pool bottom near the drain by the maintenance staff member. The crew was also able to 
observe the civilian swimming underwater near the bottom. The Engine 2 Officer made 
contact with a friend of the victim who was the original reporting party. The friend stated 
that he had been swimming in the shallow end and had seen the victim struggling in the 
deep end. He knew the victim was not a strong swimmer and since he himself was not a 
strong swimmer, he left the pool to go get help in the hotel lobby. The Engine 2 Officer 
asked if the friend had seen the victim go under and the friend said no. During these 
exchanges with the reporting party and the other people around the pool, the Engine 2 
crew learned that the victim was a 27-year old dark skinned male over 6’ tall, not a child 
as had been previously reported.  
 
The Engine 2 crew discussed whether one member should enter the water, but decided 
that since no victim was visible, entering the water was not warranted.3 Based on what 
they were seeing and the new information that the victim was an adult male over 6’ tall, 
the members of Engine 2 believed they were visually able to confirm that no victim was 
in the pool. The civilian swimmer surfaced and indicated he also could not see or feel 
anything along the bottom of the pool. However, to further verify the accuracy of their 
observations, Engine 2 Driver found a rescue hook pole on the wall by the hot tub and 
began to sweep the deep end across from the maintenance employee. Nothing was felt 
along the bottom, and both poles were visible as they swept, further confirming the 
crew’s belief that they were able to see all areas of the pool bottom.4 Based on this 
belief, the Engine 2 Officer code greened (cancelled) the incoming units at 17:40:04 

                                                           
3
 Members did not enter pool. 

4
 Members believed they were able to see all areas of the pool. 
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hours on Channel 5.  The Officer believed the cancelled units consisted only of Engine 
5 and Medic 10. The FAC relayed the code green to the additional units of the RESWA 
response on Channel 1.  
 
1741 hrs  
Engine 2 Position 4 knelt by the pool and continued sweeping with the rescue hook 
pole. No victim was felt or seen along the bottom. By this time, the civilian swimmer had 
exited the pool because he had also not been able to locate anyone below the surface. 
Two Seattle Police officers arrived shortly thereafter and began to speak with the friend 
of the victim to get more details of the events leading up to the 9-1-1 call. The Engine 2 
crew continued walking around the deep end of the pool to make sure they were looking 
from a variety of angles for any sign of a victim. No victim was observed. Believing that 
an adult male over 6’ tall would be spotted given the visibility in the pool, and given the 
statement from the reporting party that he had not actually witnessed the victim go 
under, the Engine 2 crew began to consider the possibility that the victim had exited the 
pool on his own and left the area through the door opposite the hotel lobby where his 
friend had gone to get help. The Engine 2 crew did not observe the victim’s belongings 
that were on a chair in the corner away from the pool.  
 
The crew decided they should extend the search to other areas of the building to try to 
find the victim. The reporting party agreed to accompany Engine 2 Driver to look for the 
victim in the floor three room they were sharing in the hotel. The other friends of the 
victim agreed to search floor two. Engine 2 Driver went with the reporting party to their 
room, but did not find the victim. They noted that the victim’s cell phone was in the room 
on its charging stand, and it did not appear that the victim had retrieved any belongings 
from the room. Engine 2 Driver reported that no one was found in the hotel room, then 
went down and proceeded to check the floor one common areas of the hotel. 
Meanwhile the other friends of the victim confirmed they could not find him on floor two.  
 
During the search of the hotel, Engine 2 Position 3 went back out to the apparatus to 
retrieve the Thermal Imaging Camera (TIC). This was brought back to the pool area to 
look at the pool to determine if any additional information could be gleaned looking 
through the TIC compared to the naked eye. There was no temperature variability or 
heat signatures noted when looking at the pool through the TIC.5 
 
1750 hrs 
Since all members of the crew of Engine 2 were confident no victim was in the pool and 
no victim had been found in the hotel, Engine 2 Officer decided to transition the incident 
over to the Seattle Police Department (SPD) to continue investigating. At 17:52:49 
hours Engine 2 cleared the scene and returned to Station 2. 
 
1800 to 2011 hrs 
Hotel patrons had resumed use of the pool after SPD had cleared the scene sometime 
after 1800 hours. By 2000 hours, patrons noticed that the pool was becoming 
increasingly murky. This was reported to hotel staff and a maintenance employee was 

                                                           
5
 A Thermal Imaging Camera (TIC) was used to search the pool. 
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sent to check the pool at that time. Friends of the victim had returned to the pool area 
believing the victim must still be in the pool since they had been unable to locate him 
elsewhere. The maintenance employee began to assist the victim’s friends by sweeping 
the pool with the rescue hook. A hotel guest, who was an off-duty firefighter from 
Cypress Hills, Texas, was in the lobby area and had heard about the earlier possible 
drowning. Since it appeared a search was again being conducted, he went to the pool 
to see if he could assist. The hotel guest grabbed the cleaning net pole and began to 
use it to sweep the deep end of the pool. He could not see the drain in the middle of the 
deep end or the bottom of the pool during his sweep. He felt an object near the center of 
the deep end, but felt that suction was preventing him from moving it. He asked the 
hotel employee to shut down the pool intake and they were then able to retrieve the 
victim by pulling him up the east sidewall of the pool with the rescue hook. At that point, 
9-1-1 was called by a friend of the victim.  
 
2012 hrs 
The FAC received a 9-1-1 call saying that a drowning victim had been pulled from the 
hotel pool. The FAC dispatched a MED7 response to 618 John Street, indicating “1. 
CPR Drowning” on the apparatus MDC. Units dispatched on the alarm were Engine 2, 
Ladder 4, and Medic 1.  
 
2015 hrs  
Engine 2 arrived 2 minutes and 22 seconds after being dispatched and found the 
patient in a prone position by the side of the pool. CPR had not been initiated. The 
patient matched the description of the victim from the earlier alarm. Engine 2 began 
resuscitation efforts, reporting, “Ongoing CPR” over the radio at 20:16:55 hours. Ladder 
4 and Medic 1 arrived to the pool area a few minutes later and resuscitation efforts 
continued.  
 
2022 hrs 
Due to the nature of the two related alarms, the Ladder 4 Officer requested Deputy 1 
and Medic 44 respond to the scene. The Public Information Officer (PIO) was also 
paged at 2028 hours by the FAC to ensure the PIO was informed regarding the 
circumstances of the alarm.  
 
2033 hrs 
After approximately 20 minutes of resuscitation efforts, Medic 1 firefighter/paramedics 
conferred with the Medic One Doctor on Zone 1, Channel 8 (MEDCOM) radio channel. 
The victim’s condition was discussed and the decision was reached to cease 
resuscitation efforts. The victim was pronounced dead at 2035 hours. Deputy 1 arrived 
on-scene and was made aware of the circumstances and the prior alarm by the Ladder 
4 Officer. The crew of Engine 2 noted that the pool was much murkier at this point 
compared to the prior alarm. The water level in the pool was also below the surface 
intakes, which was noticeably lower than what had been previously been observed. In 
contrast to the earlier alarm, the bottom drain and lower sidewalls of the pool were not 
visible at this time.  
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2128 hrs 
The scene was cleared and units returned to quarters. Deputy 1 contacted the on-duty 
Critical Incident Stress Debriefer (CISD) and requested that contact be made with the 
crew of Engine 2 to determine the need for a debrief. Engine 2 indicated they did not 
need a critical incident debrief at that time.   
 
SYNOPSIS 
 

 Reported drowning in a hotel pool. 

 Engine Company members could see pool drain at bottom of pool, but could not 
see submerged adult victim in the pool. 

 Friends, hotel employees, and hotel guests using the pool also were unable to 
see victim in pool. 

 Victim found in pool approximately one hour and forty-five minutes after the initial 
report of drowning by hotel guest sweeping pool with pole; pool bottom and drain 
were not visible during civilian sweep. 

 A 27-year old male victim died at the scene. 

 1 Engine Company responded to first alarm, Water Rescue response cancelled 
en route. 

 1 Engine, 1 Truck, 1 Medic Unit, 1 Medical Service Officer (MSO), and 1 Deputy 
Chief responded to second alarm. 

 Time of Dispatch to first company on-scene for first alarm: 1:24 

 Time of Dispatch to first company on-scene for second alarm:  1:22    
 
OBSERVATIONS AND RECOMMENDATIONS 
 
1. Observation:  A water rescue response was dispatched to a drowning in a pool. 

Reference:  SFD Dispatch Protocols   
Analysis: The current water response model is designed for open water rescue 
situations. The rescue component of this response is the crew of Ladder 7/ 
Rescue 1, who are dispatched from their location at Station 14, in the Sodo 
neighborhood of Seattle. Ladder 7/ Rescue 1 members are trained divers that 
can operate below the surface in open water environments. This response model 
is a single resource and cannot be on-scene as quickly as the local engine or 
ladder company. The quicker response may potentially enable the rescue of a 
victim who had just gone below the surface.  Seattle has over 200 miles of 
shoreline along with many pools, so the potential need for rescue is significant. 
An effective rescue needs to be initiated quickly. For this incident, Computer 
Aided Dispatch (CAD) expected Ladder 7/ Rescue 1 to arrive in 10:57 minutes 
from their location. They were dispatched 1:25 minutes after the initial dispatch, 
and the estimated splash time for a diver to be in the water once on-scene is a 
minimum of 3 minutes. The estimated time for subsurface rescue operations for 
this incident relying on our current response model would have been 15:22. If 
Engine 2 was rescue swimmer qualified they would have been in the pool within 
30 seconds of arrival.   
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Recommendation: Review SFD dispatch protocol and response model to 
evaluate if they adequately address the risks to responders and benefits to 
citizens. Evaluate the potential benefit of providing increased rescue swimmer 
capability within the department. 

 
2. Observation: Units responding to the incident were on two different radio channels: 

Zone 1, Channel 5, and Zone 1, Channel 1. 
Reference: FAC procedures 
Analysis: This alarm was originally dispatched as an EMS response, which uses 
Channel 5, but a water rescue response was added, which normally uses 
Channel 1. Units on the response were not directed to a common channel and 
the officer on-scene did not hear or confirm that a Water Rescue had been 
added. This can occur whenever a response is changed and has the potential to 
result in lost communication between incoming units and units already on-scene. 
Recommendation: FAC should ensure that all units responding to an incident 
are operating on the appropriate channel. When adding or changing a response 
type, the FAC should consider dispatching additional units on the same channel 
as units currently operating on-scene, unless they can confirm with the Incident 
Commander that units on-scene can change to a different channel.   

 
3. Observation: Members did not enter pool. 

Reference: Policy 5018, OG 5018 6-7 Water Rescue Responses, Training Guide 
10-7 Water Rescue 
Analysis: Members on-scene did not enter the pool because they did not see a 
victim in the pool and believed they were able confirm that no victim was in the 
pool by looking into it from the surface. Additionally, current SFD training does 
not provide guidance for entering the water if the crew had chosen to enter it.  
Members of the SFD, outside the Dive Team, are currently trained to the 
Awareness level for water rescue. Training Guide 10-7 specifies a “Reach/ 
Throw/ Row” policy for surface water rescue of visible victims for Awareness 
trained members. The Training Guide states, “Rescue activities conducted at the 
Awareness level usually do not include entering into the water.” The members 
on-scene were not trained to operate in a pool environment, nor were they 
trained to understand the challenges of searching for a victim from the surface. 
They were also not trained to conduct a subsurface victim search or trained to 
evaluate the risk of such a search. The Training Guide for surface water rescue 
of a non-visible victim calls for requesting the Dive Team for a “Rescue Search.” 
No part of the policy addresses entering the water in an imminent rescue 
situation where the victim is below the surface in a lower risk environment such 
as a pool or just below the surface of open water. The POG also states that 
members cannot carry equipment to operate below the surface. Water rescue 
can be dangerous for untrained responders even in a pool setting. Entering a 
pool also assumes a basic level of swimming ability, which is not a requirement 
to become a Seattle Firefighter. Current policy provides safety for members who 
are not trained as a rescue swimmer or who cannot swim well.   



 

Incident #13-0064366 
Incident #13-0064429 8   

Recommendations: 1) Review of SFD water rescue training and policies to 
ensure they adequately balance the risks to responders and benefits to citizens. 
2) Evaluate the potential benefit of providing an increased rescue swimmer 
capability within the department.  

 
4. Observation: Members believed they were able to see all areas of the pool. 

Reference: International Lifesaving Federation Conference Paper, 2007: Factors 
affecting lifeguard recognition of the submerged victim: implications for lifeguard 
training, lifeguarding systems and aquatic facility design, Internet Link: 
http://www.ilsf.org/drowning-prevention/library/factors-affecting-lifeguard-
recognition-submerged-victim-implications 
Analysis: The referenced study explains that the ability to see persons or 
objects on the bottom of a pool is affected by many factors. Factors noted by the 
study include surface turbulence, water depth and clarity, as well as lighting, 
shadows, or reflections. These factors can combine to make it difficult to see a 
victim on the bottom of a pool even if visual cues indicate that bottom can be 
plainly seen. Quoting the study: “The assumption was that if lifeguards could see 
the lane markings on the pool bottom, they would be able to see and recognize a 
submerged victim. Beginning in 2003, we introduced using a submerged manikin 
to evaluate victim recognition. The result was startling. The lifeguards were often 
unable to see or recognize the submerged manikin. In many situations, if the 
manikin was placed beside the lane marker, the lifeguards could see the black 
line of the lane marker, but were not able to see or recognize the submerged 
manikin.” 
The crew on-scene did not understand how challenging it is to see a submerged 
victim even when it appears that the bottom of the pool is plainly visible.  
Recommendation: Evaluate the training provided to SFD members to improve 
awareness about the challenges of seeing victims below the surface, and provide 
strategies to effectively locate them.  

 
5. Observation: A Thermal Imaging Camera (TIC) was used to search the pool. 

Reference: Training Guide 4-6, MSA Evolution Thermal Imaging Cameras  
Analysis: A TIC only measures surface temperatures and cannot pick up heat 
signatures below or beneath a surface. Members on-scene understood these 
limitations, but thought the TIC might provide additional information beyond what 
they could see with the naked eye. The SFD has a training guide for the TIC and 
TIC training has been provided in the past, but a TIC specific training module has 
not recently been included in OSET training. (Note: A TIC is useful for large open 
water settings with a victim on the surface.) 
Recommendation: Update TIC training module for in-service training.    


