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FOREWORD

In 1972, the President’s Commission on Fire Prevention and Control published America Burning. This docu-
ment was the first in-depth discussion of this country’s fire problem. An outgrowth of America Burning was
the National Fire Prevention and Control Act, Public Law 93—498, which established the National Fire
Prevention and Control Administration.

One of the results of the PL. 93—498 mandate to collect national data on fires was the establishment of the
National Fire Incident Reporting System (NFIRS). In 1976, six States piloted what eventually evolved into
NFIRS. The U.S. Fire Administration (USFA), a component of the Department of Homeland Security (DHS),
developed NFIRS as a means of assessing the nature and scope of the fire problem in the United States.

NFIRS has grown in both participation and use. Over the life of the system, all 50 States, more than 40
major metropolitan areas, and more than 15,000 fire departments have participated in NFIRS. On a yearly
basis, approximately 600,000 fire incidents and more than 5 million non-fire incidents are added to the
database. NFIRS is the world’s largest collection of incidents to which fire departments respond.

NFIRS data are used at all levels of government. At the local level, incident and casualty information is used
for setting priorities and targeting resources. The data now being collected are particularly useful for de-
signing fire prevention and educational programs and emergency medical service (EMS)-related activities
specifically suited to the real emergency problems the local community faces.

On the State level, NFIRS is used in many capacities. One valuable contribution is that NFIRS data are used
by State legislatures to justify budgets and to pass important bills on fire-related issues such as sprinklers,
fireworks, and arson.

Many Federal agencies, in addition to USFA, make use of NFIRS data—the Consumer Product Safety Com-
mission (CPSC), the National Highway Traffic Safety Administration (NHTSA), the National Institute of
Standards and Technology (NIST), to name a few. The CPSC has found NFIRS very useful in identifying
potentially hazardous products.

Nationally, NFIRS is used by various private industries, including national associations for home appliance
product manufacturers, the hotel and motel industry, insurance companies, and attorneys.

Because NFIRS is a voluntary system, not all States or fire departments within States participate. In 1977,
only 6 States regularly reported data to the National Fire Data Center (NFDC), and 19 others had data sys-
tems in some stage of development. Since then, participation has increased significantly so that an estimat-
ed 44 percent of all U.S. fires to which fire departments respond are captured in NFIRS.

States have the flexibility to adapt their state reporting systems to their specific needs, and reporting by
localities is voluntary. Therefore, the design of a state’s data collection system varies from state to state.
However, NFIRS was designed so that data from state systems can be converted to a single format that is
used at the national level to aggregate and store NFIRS data.
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FOREWORD

As participation in NFIRS increased, the system itself has undergone revisions and updates. The latest up-
date of the system is Version 5.0, which provides many improvements both from the standpoint of those
who submit the data and for those who use it. This reference guide provides step-by-step instructions for
submitting fire incident information to NFIRS 5.0.

Comments and suggestions on further improvements to this guide are solicited and should be submit-
ted to National Fire Data Center, U.S. Fire Administration, Department of Homeland Security, 16825 South
Seton Avenue, Emmitsburg, Maryland 21727. Comments can also be made on line on the USFA Web form
at http://www.usfa.fema.gov/
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Chapter 1 * Introduction

This reference guide is a component of the National Fire Incident Reporting System (NFIRS) Version 5.0. It
provides both instructions for reporting data to NFIRS Version 5.0 and an understanding of the data ele-
ments collected by the system. It also serves as a reference for the coding of the data. NFIRS (pronounced
“en-furs”) is a tool that fire departments use both to report fires and other incidents to which fire depart-
ments respond and to maintain records of these incidents in a uniform manner.

NFIRS 5.0 is a modular, all-incident reporting system designed by the U.S. Fire Administration (USFA), a
part of the Department of Homeland Security (DHS), with input from the fire service and other users of
the data.

How NFIRS Works

In 2001, more than 12,000 fire departments participated in NFIRS. After responding to an incident, fire
department personnel complete one or more of the NFIRS “modules.” The information in these modules
describes the kind of incident responded to, where it occurred, the resources used to mitigate it, and how
losses and other information designed specifically to understand the nature and causes of fire, hazardous
material (HazMat), and emergency medical service (EMS) incidents. Information is also collected on the
number of civilian or firefighter casualties and an estimate of property loss. The uniformity of definitions
used in coding NFIRS fields makes aggregation of national data possible.

Information is entered about an emergency response either manually on a form or directly through a com-
puter. Local agencies forward the completed NFIRS modules to the State agency responsible for NFIRS data.
The State agency combines the information with data from other fire departments into a statewide data-
base and then transmits the data to the National Fire Data Center (NFDC) at the USFA. The NFDC can then
compare and contrast statistics from States and large metropolitan departments to develop national public
education campaigns, make recommendations for national codes and standards, guide allocation of Federal
funds, determine consumer product failures, identify the focus for research efforts, and support Federal
legislation. NFIRS is the primary source of data for a wide range of analyses and reports, including USFA’s
publication Fire in the United States, which is the single most comprehensive reference on the nature and scope
of the fire problem in the United States.

At the national level, data combined from participating States are also used by information partners, as
shown in the following graphic.
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NFIRS Version 5.0 Enhancements

NFIRS 5.0 is an information-based system with data entry, data storage, and data retrieval, whether for a
single incident or in aggregate, aggregated via a computer that interacts with the database. Because not all
fire departments use computers for their recordkeeping, paper forms are available. Paper forms are for-
warded to a central point where the data are entered to a database. This guide provides detailed instructions
for completing paper forms. Automated reporting systems, however, should be designed to capture the data
in the same order as these paper forms, so this guide is relevant to anyone who must collect and report
incident data.

In Version 5.0, a series of descriptions with assigned code numbers is used to describe incidents. Many of
these descriptive phrases were created by the National Fire Protection Association (NFPA) and published in
NFPA 901, Standard Classifications for Incident Reporting and Fire Protection Data, 1995 edition. Appropriate codes are
included in this user guide. Many improvements that have been incorporated into Version 5.0 are the result
of suggestions made by participating fire departments, State agencies, and the National Fire Information
Council (NFIC).
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INTRODUCTION

The type and content of data collected by NFIRS 5.0 have evolved over more than 25 years and are based
on the participation of all 50 States and more than 40 metropolitan fire departments. NFIRS 5.0 captures
information on all incidents to which a fire department responds. In addition to many data coding im-
provements, Version 5.0 provides five new modules that recognize the increasingly diverse activities of fire
departments today: an EMS Module, a Wildland Fire Module, an Apparatus Module, a Personnel Module,
and an Arson Module. Other modules have been extensively revised.

The modular design of NFIRS 5.0 makes the system easier to use than previous NFIRS versions because it
captures only the data required to profile the extent of the incident. Some fires, for example, require just
basic information, whereas others require considerably more detail. The accuracy and reliability of the col-
lected data are improved because of the way questions are asked and data are coded.

The selection of data elements and the coding selections for the data have been revised to reduce confu-
sion or improve data quality. For example, codes using 9 to indicate “not otherwise classified” have been
changed to the value of 0 (zero) where it may be necessary to code something as “other.” The internal
codes for “insufficient information to classify further” have been eliminated. A single code of “U” (or
“UU"” or “UUU" depending on field size) is available to designate “unknown” or “undetermined.” Al-
though NFIRS Version 4.1 allowed a distinction between the 9 code (“not otherwise classified”) and the 0
code (“insufficient information to classify further”), the distinction between these codes was often unclear
to the respondent.

Other improvements incorporated in NFIRS 5.0 include:

* Compound data elements have been eliminated. Some of the previous data elements asked for multiple
pieces of information. NFIRS 5.0 splits these data elements into single-issue questions to eliminate
often confusing and ambiguous or incorrect answers. Although this increased the number of fields or
questions being asked, the choices are clearer and the number of codes has decreased. For example,
“Equipment Involved in Ignition” in Version 4.1 is a complex list of equipment that not only identifies
the equipment, but also includes data on its power source and portability. Version 5.0 has three catego-
ries (Equipment, Equipment Portability, and Equipment Power Source) that makes coding easier, more
accurate, and more specific.

* Contained, no-loss fires are simply reported using only the Basic Module, with as few as three codes
having to be looked up and entered when using the paper forms.

* Small spills of common hazardous materials are documented only in the Basic Module instead of re-
quiring the fire department to complete all the details that are necessary for spills that are more sig-
nificant. Detailed information is completed on the HazMat Module (NFIRS—7) if a serious release of
hazardous materials occurs.

* Reporting the failures of protective clothing and equipment worn or used by firefighters has been sim-
plified to focus only on items whose failure contributed to a casualty (i.e., injury or fatality).

For convenience to users familiar with the codes of NFIRS 4.1, references are provided in this guide to the
titles of the NFIRS 4.1 code lists that have changed in NFIRS 5.0.
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Benefits of NFIRS to Firefighters

Firefighters will find that NFIRS 5.0 is easier to use than previous versions. Also, two of the new modules,
Apparatus and Personnel, will assist fire departments in managing apparatus, personnel, and resources.

Each fire department is responsible for planning and managing its operations so that firefighters can per-
form their roles of fire control and fire prevention most effectively and efficiently. The availability of accu-
rate information about fires and other incidents is vital in achieving maximum performance. Patterns that
emerge from the analysis of incident data can help departments focus on current problems, predict future
problems in their communities, and measure their programs' performance.

Coding

In 1963, NFPA formed a technical committee to devise a uniform system of fire reporting to encourage
fire departments to use a common set of definitions. NFPA 901, Standard Classifications for Incident Reporting and
Fire Protection Data, was developed as a dictionary of fire terminology and associated numerical codes. As the
fire service gained experience with this fire data “language,” continuous improvements have been possible.
The set of codes used in NFIRS 5.0 represents the merging of the ideas from NFPA 901 with the many sug-
gested improvements from users of the NFIRS 4.1 coding system.

Structure of the User Guide

Chapter 2 briefly describes the 11 NFIRS modules, provides general guidance on when each module
should be used, and details standard conventions that are to be used when completing these modules.
Chapters 3 through 13 cover NFIRS modules 1 through 11, respectively, in detail. Guidance is provided on
how each field of the module form should be completed and defines the codes that are used in the system.
Chapter 14 addresses information that might be submitted on a supplemental form (NFIRS-1S). Full-size
replicas of all NFIRS forms are found in Appendix A.

Appendix B is an index of NFIRS 5.0 synonyms of selected code lists that have been alphabetized. Appendix

C is a glossary of terms and abbreviations. Appendix D is an alphabetized listing of chemicals and hazard-
ous materials.
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Chapter 2 < NFIRS 5.0 Modules

NFIRS Version 5.0 consists of 11 modules. The Basic Module is to be completed for every incident, with
additional modules used as appropriate to describe the incident.

Description of Modules

The Basic Module (NFIRS—1) captures general information on every incident (or emergency call) to which
the department responds.

THE FOLLOWING MODULES ARE USED IN CONJUNCTION WITH THE
BASIC MODULE, WHICH MUST BE COMPLETED FOR EVERY INCIDENT TO
WHICH YOUR DEPARTMENT RESPONDS

The Fire Module (NFIRS-2) is used to describe each fire incident to which the department responds. For
wildland fire incidents, the Wildland Module can be used instead of the Fire Module if that option is avail-
able by your State reporting authority.

The Structure Fire Module (NFIRS-3) is used to describe each structure fire to which the department re-
sponds. This module is used in conjunction with the Fire Module.

The Civilian Fire Casualty Module (NFIRS—4) is used to report injuries or deaths to civilians or other emergen-
cy personnel (e.g., police officers, non-fire department/EMS personnel) that are related to a fire incident.
This module is used in conjunction with the Fire Module and, if applicable, the Structure Fire Module.
Non-fire-related injuries or deaths to civilians can be reported on the EMS Module.

The Fire Service Casualty Module (NFIRS—5) is used to report injuries and deaths of firefighters. The module
can also be used to report the exposure of a firefighter to chemicals or biological agents at an incident
where that exposure does not result in any symptoms at that time but that manifest themselves at a later
date. This module may be used with any of the other modules.

THE FOLLOWING MODULES (NFIRS-6 THROUGH -11) ARE
OPTIONAL MODULES THAT ARE USED ONLY WHEN THAT OPTION(S) IS
SELECTED BY YOUR STATE REPORTING AUTHORITY

The EMS Module (NFIRS—6) is completed by fire departments that provide emergency medical services. The
module is used to report all medical incidents where the department provided the primary patient care.
This includes incidents where there were civilian fire-related casualties and a Civilian Fire Casualty Module
was completed and where there were firefighter fire-related casualties and a Fire Service Casualty Module
was completed. (This module does not serve as a patient care record, but it can be used in conjunction
with the local requirements for patient care.)
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The Hazardous Materials Module (NFIRS—7) is completed to report spills or releases of 55 gallons or more of
hazardous materials or when special HazMat actions were taken. As appropriate, the module is used in con-
junction with the Fire Module or other modules to provide detailed information about incidents involving
hazardous materials.

The Wildland Fire Module (NFIRS-8) is completed to report incidents that involve wildland or vegetation
fires. The module is used in lieu of the Fire Module for wildland fire incidents.

The Apparatus or Resources Module (NFIRS—9), a department-use module, is completed to report data specific
to each piece of apparatus that responds to an incident. It includes information that can be used to calcu-
late response time and time out of service. This module is not used if the Personnel Module is used.

The Personnel Module (NFIRS—10), a department-use module, is completed to report the same information
as on the Apparatus or Resources Module, but it also provides for tracking the personnel associated with
that apparatus.

The Arson Module (NFIRS—11) is completed to report additional information on fires that have been coded
by the department as “intentionally set.”

In addition to the 11 modules, a Supplemental Form (NFIRS—1S) can be used to report information on ad-
ditional persons and entities involved in the incident and to collect additional special studies fields. This
paper-only form extends the amount of information collected in the Basic Module.

Preparation of Modules

Both local and State agencies should establish standard procedures on how to complete the NFIRS report-
ing modules and how to submit the modules to the State reporting activity. These procedures will help
ensure consistency in the data received and provide guidance to those filling out the modules. Each coded
field in the on-line NFIRS systems has the capability to be expanded by another alpha-numeric character so
that information more specific than the national standard addresses can be collected.

The majority of the information on the modules is obtained at the scene by emergency responder person-
nel. An emergency responder at the scene should be assigned the responsibility of recording the required
information concerning each incident. To gather additional information or to confirm one’s own impres-
sions, the individual completing the module should contact others involved with the incident. Contacts
may include on-scene fire service personnel, police and civilians at the scene, the dispatcher, EMS person-
nel, hospital staff, fire and building inspectors, the arson investigator, the local fire module coordinator, and
State-level officials responsible for coordinating the reporting system. Most importantly, the module should
reflect exactly what happened.

Once the module has been completed, the information should be reviewed at the local level before it is
signed by the officer in charge at the incident and by the individual completing the module. Originals
of the modules should be kept for departmental use and files, and copies forwarded to the State that will
transmit them to the NFDC.
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Modifications to original incident reports can be submitted later when additional information becomes
available or if any of the original information changes or is found to be incorrect. A person injured in a fire
who dies within 1 year as a result of the injuries is an example of the type of new information that could
be cause for submitting a “change report.”

Once computerized, the data can be presented in a variety of ways, such as summaries, comparisons, and
reports. The web-based reporting tool made available to NFIRS users by the NEDC is able to produce a va-
riety of reports. Many localities and departments develop data analysis and display programs to meet their
own requirements. For more information concerning the new NFIRS 5.0, contact the USFA or visit its Web
site at http://www.usfa.fema.gov/fireservice/nfirs/

Conventions Used in Completing Modules

Each time a fire service unit moves in response to an alarm, the Basic Module (NFIRS—1) must be complet-
ed. One report is completed for each incident. Other modules are completed as appropriate.

A form depicting the data for each module is shown at the beginning of that module’s chapter. The entire
set of forms (full-size) is included in Appendix A. The forms are divided into lettered sections, and blocks
divide sections. Blocks are formed by the section letter and the number of the block within the section
(e.g., Section A, Block A1). The different blocks within a section contain related information. The modules
are designed to help emergency personnel report incident information in a straightforward and orderly
manner. Many of the codes are printed on the paper modules to expedite the report process. For many situ-
ations, however, the correct codes will need to be looked up.

Modules should be completed according to the type of incident being reported. Instruction is given on the
module when necessary. All sections that have a star (<) by the title are required fields. Throughout this guide, notes
or important considerations are indicated with a pointed finger ().

Each module is discussed one section at a time in the chapters that follow. Each item or block in each sec-
tion is described by its definition, purpose, entry, and example. In addition, for those items requiring a

numerical code, the codes and a coded example are shown.

* The definition provides a common meaning for all, which ensures consistency in understanding and ap-
plication.

* The purpose gives a brief explanation as to why the information has been requested; it may also indicate
how the information could be of additional use.

* The entry provides guidance on the type of information to place in the entry block.

* The example shows how the entry might look for a particular situation.
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Within the data coding used in this system, a few conventions assist in reporting. The letters “N,” “NN,” or
“NNN” are used to indicate “none” in a field that is normally coded. The letters “U,” “UU,” or “UUU" are
used to indicate “unknown” or “undetermined” in a field that is normally coded. If the field is a numeric
field such as dollar loss, 0 (zero) is used to indicate none. Numeric fields such as dollar loss can be left
blank if a value is unknown or if the incident is not a fire.

@ The coded field should not be left blank as that is an indication that the person completing the report
missed it or forgot to fill it out.

Please note that the numbers “0,” “00,” or “000” are valid codes for many coded fields. These have the
value for “other” and are intended to be used where the item or issue being coded is identifiable but the
code selection list does not contain the description of what has been identified for that data element. In
some data elements, codes ending in “0” allow for further identification of the item or issue, as in the case
where part of the answer is known but not enough to code it at the specific level required by the options
in the list.

The entry of data into fields should follow the following conventions:
*  Text fields should be left justified.
*  Numeric fields should be right justified.

*  Coded fields do not need to be justified since they should fit the entry space exactly.

Fire Department Header

Before data may be entered into NFIRS 5.0, each fire department must have established a header record.
This record is established only once in the system and then updated whenever there is a change in the
department’s information.

@ Creation of or changes to the header record must be reviewed or approved by each departm