Jpeciat jirejigriier ciass
helps deal with toxics

By JOHN O’CONNELL

Firefighters from across the
state were in Springfield yester-
day trying on new suits — and
new attitudes — that should help
them deal with the increasing
amounts of dangerous chemicals
and gases they encounter in their
work.

At the Springfield Fire Depart-
ment’s training center in Indian
Orchard, 28 firefighters walked
through exercises wearing the
bulky green suits that could pro-
tect them from hazardous materi-
als, including chemicals which can
kill 90 seconds after touching
skin.

These “HazMat” suits are now
in short supply in Western Mas-
sachusetts, but the four-week
course includes instruction on new
methods that can be as important
as equipment in saving lives, said
Capt. Donald Elliott, hazardous
malterials officer for the Spring-
field department.

“The traditional firefighting ap-
proach is to run right in. And we
Just ean’t do that,” Elliott said.

In the case of a burning truck
with chemicals aboard, spraying
water on it could cause an explo-
sion or throw off toxic fumes that
would lead to lung disease or other
health problems for firefighters
years later, he said,

The firefighters, now in their
third week of the course, are
learning how to “take a defensive
attitude in these situations,” said
Bob Rand, a program coordinator
for the Massachusetts Fire Acade-
my.

The state fire academy is Spon-
soring the course in Springfield,
which has the largest training cen-
ter in the region. Firefighters
from  Ambherst, Belchertown,
Easthampton, Chicopee, Holycke,
Ludlow, ~ Pittsfield, Springfield,
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tifying  hazardous chemicals,
learning their properties and their
reactions with other substances,
McArdle said.

The second two weeks will teach
tactics in handling hazardouns ma-
terials, and will culminate in a
full-scale drill with two simulated
accidents or fires next Thursday,
he said.

“There are no experts in it,”
said Elliott, who described the
program statewide for dealing
with hazardous materials as “in its
infaney.”

“Some people have knowledge
because they've handled it,” El-
liott said. “You learn the hard
way. By showing people’s mis-
takes, you aveid injuries” in the
future.

In Western Massachusetts, the
state has promised several hazard-
ous materials vans, to be distribut-
ed by regions, Elliott said. Each
van will have a few different kinds

of protective suits to handle vari-
ous chemicals or substances, he
said.

Yesterday’s exercise was to
help firefighters learn to work in
the HazMat suits which, along
with firefighting equipment, can
as much as double the weight of a
man, McArdle said. “It can be bru-
tal,” he said, moting some men
can lose five pounds while wearing
the suit for 40 minutes. '

Lt, Tom Paul, training officer
for the Holyoke Fire Department,
said lethal chemicals are not con-
fined to dumps or industrial
areas.

He recalled an incident when
firefighters were called out to dis-
pose of a barrel some children had
been rolling around on a street.

“It turned out to be almost pure
sulphuric acid,” he said.

“People are nervous” about the
hidden presence of deadly sub-
stances, Paul said.
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