Serious Accident Investigation Process Overview
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Every day countless operations are conducted safely throughout this country in a variety of work environments.  Occasionally accidents and incidents happen which involve agency operations or employees, contractors, volunteers or agency property.  An accident investigation collects and interprets information to assist the agency in understanding how and why an accident or incident occurred.  Recommendations can then be developed for corrective actions that change or establish agency policy or mitigate hazards in an effort to prevent future injuries, occupational illnesses, and property damage with similar circumstances.  
An accident investigation must be done promptly to ensure that important information is not lost, misplaced, forgotten, or otherwise contaminated.  The agency’s immediate priority is to ensure no further injury or damage occurs and to aid the injured.  As soon as the emergency situation is over the on-site accident investigation can begin.
Purpose of Overview Process
The purpose of this document is to provide Serious Accident Investigation (SAI) Team Leaders with a tool to share with agency administrators and incoming team members who have not had the formal interagency serious accident investigation training.  As in its title, this is an overview or snap shot of the overall process.  This process can be used as a guide for other types of investigations, should an agency choose to use it for that purpose.  
What is an Accident?
In its purest form, an accident is an unplanned, unwanted event that causes or has the potential to cause injuries or property damage.
Definitions
The level of accident investigation or review will depend upon the type and complexity of the accident.  Below are common accident types: 
Serious Accident:  An unplanned event or series of events that resulted in death; injury, occupational illness, or damage to or loss of equipment or property.  For operations, a serious accident involves any of the following:
· One or more fatalities
· Three of more personnel who are inpatient hospitalized, for other than observation, as a direct result of or in support of operations.
· Property or equipment damage of $250,000 or more.
· Consequences that the Designated Agency Safety and Health Official (DASHO), or Designated Agency Official, judges to warrant Serious Accident Investigation.
(Non-Serious) Accident:  An unplanned event or series of events that resulted in injury, occupational illness, or damage to or loss of equipment or property to a lesser degree than defined as a serious accident.
Near-miss:  An unplanned event or series of events that could have resulted in death; injury; occupational illness; or damage to or loss of equipment or property but did not.
Entrapment:  A situation where personnel are unexpectedly caught in a fire behavior-related, life threatening position where planned escape routes or safety zones are absent, inadequate, or compromised.  Entrapment may or may not include deployment of a fire shelter for its intended purpose (NWCG Glossary of Fire Terminology).  Entrapment may result in a serious wildland fire accident, non-serious Wildland fire accident, or a near-miss.
Fire Shelter Deployment:  The removing of a fire shelter from its case and using it as protection against fire (NWCG Glossary of Fire Terminology).  Fire shelter deployment may or may not be associated with entrapment.  Fire shelter deployment may result in a serious Wildland fire accident, a non-serious Wildland fire accident, or a near-miss.  Anytime a fire shelter is deployed (other than for training purposes), regardless of circumstance, notification to the National Fire and Aviation Safety Office of the jurisdictional agency is required.

What accident investigations are not:
· They are not used to place blame or be the basis for disciplinary action against employees.
· They are not used for claims or law enforcement investigations.

**The Objective of Accident Investigation is Accident Prevention and Learning!**
As described above, there are several types of accident investigations, but for the purposes of this document, it specifically describes only the SAI process.  

Core SAI Team Membership
The Serious Accident Investigation Team (SAIT) will be comprised of a core team.  The core team shall consist of Team Leader, Chief Investigator, and Safety Manager and for fire related accidents an Interagency Representative.
Additional members for the team may be requested as determined by the Team Leader.
The following is a list of positions with general description of duties:
· Team Leader
· The Team Leader is responsible for all activities to accomplish the objectives of the investigation and serves as the immediate point of contact with the Agency.  They are selected based on the severity of the accident/incident and the level of management representation needed.  Duties are assigned via a Delegation of Authority Letter.


· Chief Investigator
· The Chief Investigator is responsible for the direct management of the technical investigation activities.
· Safety Manager
· The Safety Manager is an occupational safety and health professional responsible for advising the Team Leader on occupational safety and health issues pertinent to the investigation.
· For wildland fire Accidents, the Delegating Officials may fill this position with a trained and qualified NWCG Fire Safety Officer (SOFR) or higher safety position (e.g., SOF1/SOF2).
· Interagency Representative (for wildland fire related SAIs)
· An Interagency Representative will be assigned to every fire related SAIT and may be utilized by other SAIT’s.
· They will assist as designated by the Team Leader and will provide an outside agency perspective.

Other Potential SAI Team Members
Other team members maybe added or requested depending upon the complexity and technical needs of the accident investigation.  Below is a list of additional team members that may be found on a SAI; however, this list is not all inclusive and other specialists could be added as necessary.

· Subject Matter Experts
· In most cases, SMEs will be needed to assist with the accident investigation.  SMEs are experienced program specialists and are typically agency employees.  
· SMEs are expected to be full-time SAI team members and will be part of the process from beginning to end.   
· SMEs shall be selected from outside the unit where the accident occurred and must not have a conflict of interest. 
· SMEs directly support the Chief Investigator.





· Technical Specialists
· A technical specialist is skilled in a specific profession related to the type of accident, property damage, or terrain, etc., who can conduct a specific analysis or determination related to equipment or other specific component of the accident. 
· Technical specialists are not full-time SAI Team members and are generally utilized only within the scope of the specific analysis or determination they were brought in for. 
· Contracted industry professionals may be used for specific technical specialist needs; this is a common occurrence in complex accidents.
· Documentation Specialist
· Maintains and manages the original accident investigation case file and supporting documentation.  
· The documentation specialist works directly for the Team Leader.  They provide document management support to the investigation until released by the team leader.
· Public Affairs Officer PAO
· A Public Affairs Officer (PAO) should be considered as part of the investigation team when an investigation has high public visibility and significant news media interest.
· The PAO works under the direction of the Team Leader.  
· All media related documents (news releases, talking points, etc.) will be approved through the Delegating Official(s) or their designee prior to external release.
· Writer/Editor
· In more complex investigations is may be necessary to have a writer/editor to assist in the drafting and the completion of the factual and management evaluation reports.
· Team Leader will determine the need for a writer/editor and request one through the Delegating Official(s) or their designee. 
· Union Representative 
· Agency agreements will identify the requirement for collective bargaining unit/union representation within the accident investigation process.
· Union representative works under the direction of the team leader.


Accident Investigation Process
The Accident Investigation process is chronological in nature and it takes you from start to finish in a sequential manner, as you would experience it during an investigation.
(Exhibit 1-1 Interagency Serious Accident Investigation Process found in the Interagency Serious Accident Investigation Guide)
Team Notification/Activation
Teams are selected and activated by the affected Agencies.  The Team Leader will be given delegation of authority from:
· Agency DASHO or Responsible Agency Official
· Fire Directors for Department of Interior Agencies are delegated DASHOs for Wildland Fire operations.
This Delegation of Authority is the SAI Team Leader’s authority to conduct the investigation and request the needed resources.

Initial Team Briefing
The initial team briefing is conducted by the Team Leader it serves as the basis for team to understand how the investigation will be conducted and what each team members role will be. Topics include:
· Delegation of Authority
· Team introductions
· Team member roles and responsibilities
· Investigation Methodology
· Team Performance and Conduct
· Standards for confidentiality
· Evidence collection and accountability
· Team Assignments
· Team Safety and Health Issues
· Team Logistics

In Briefing with Agency Administrator
When the Serious Accident Investigation Team arrives at the local unit, it is imperative that there be a transition briefing between the local Agency Administrator/Staff and the SAIT to get an overview of the activities that have occurred before their arrival.  All records and information that have been gathered should be transferred to the team at this time.  The briefing should include information regarding:
· Overview of accident (get copy of 24 Hour Report)
· Determine what activities have occurred and what information has been gathered prior to SAIT arrival 
· Accident Site Transfer to SAIT
· Medical Examiner/Coroner (if applicable)
· Witness List
· Victims’ names and contact information
· Local Issues (political, land use, etc.)
· Level of current or anticipated media interest (get copies of any news releases)
· SAIT’s expectations of local unit (e.g., support needs)

Evidence Gathering 
Evidence provides the factual information needed to establish and support the findings of the investigation.  There are many elements to gathering evidence, including but not limited to, visiting the accident, conducting interviews, and document gathering and review.  
There are two reasons why it is important to gather all relevant evidence and facts:
· Establish the accident sequence. This includes events occurring before, during, and after the accident.
· Identify factors directly related to the sequence of events.
Collected evidence will be used during team deliberations to establish the sequence of events and support findings and causes.  
The Chief Investigator will establish:
· What evidence needs to be gathered and in what order
· Procedures for evidence collection
· Types of evidence categorized into human, material/materiel, and environmental

Visiting the Accident Site
The accident site must be secured and safety hazards identified or mitigated prior to entering or visiting the site.
Initial Actions at the accident site:
· The chief investigator will manage the accident investigation site.
· Prohibit people not on the SAIT or invited into the site for assistance from entering the site.
· Control the entire site and protect evidence until it is released back to the unit by the Chief Investigator.

Witness Statement and Interviews
Persons who observed or were involved in the accident in any way are included in the “witness “category.  Investigators gathering statements and conducting interviews need to inform witnesses that the purpose is to obtain information to gather the facts for accident prevention only.  Assurance of confidentiality cannot be given; however, the SAI Team will protect all evidence gathered under their authority of the respective agency(s).
Upon request, witnesses are allowed to have representation with them during an interview should they choose.  An employee covered by a bargaining unit may exercise their request for union or other representation to be present at any time during the interview (per Weingarten Right’s).  Any time a representative is requested, the interview will be discontinued until representation is obtained and present.

Witness Statements/Interviews
Witness statements and interviews are not to be construed as formal written depositions.
During the in-briefing with the Agency Administrator the Team Leader should have received:
· List of persons who observed or were involved in the accident.
· Witness statements taken by the local unit
· Contact information for witnesses.
· Information regarding cooperation of witnesses.
· Any changes from initial witness statements.
· Information regarding the relationship of the witness to the victim(s).

Witness Interviews
Before conducting witness interviews consider the following:
· Witness may be distraught or unavailable due to funeral/memorial services.
· A critical incident stress debriefing may have taken place.
· Relationships of the witness to the victim(s) or the accident.
· Witnesses may be on medication or may be hospitalized and the team may need the approval of a physician or family members to conduct the interview.
· No witness can be compelled to be interviewed.

Conducting witness interviews
The Chief Investigator should coordinate the preparation of the questions for the witness interviews, but may not necessarily be the interviewer in all investigations.
· Interview duties can be assigned to other SAI Team members.
· Interviews need to be taken in a quiet, private, comfortable, safe location that is free of disruption.
· Frequent breaks should be offered.
· Place the witness at ease.
· Do not prejudge a witness, be a good listener.
· Maintain control of the interview.
· Respect the emotional state of the witness.
· Permit the witnesses to tell their experiences and observations in their own words.

Evidence Analysis
When the SAI Team members have completed all their tasks, they begin evaluating evidence.  From this evidence, an accident chronology will be developed.  The objective is to come to a team consensus based on the evidence.  
Evidence analysis has two major components:
· Establishing the accident chronology 
· Events leading up to the accident, pre accident;
· The accident sequence; accident ; and,
· Actions taken after the accident, post-accident
Once the chronology is developed the team must review it carefully to ensure there are no unexplained gaps of time.
· Identifying findings and causes
· Findings: Each finding is a single event or condition. Each finding is an essential step in the accident sequence, but each finding is not necessarily causal. Do not include any more information in each finding than is necessary to explain the event occurrence.
Ensure all findings are supported by facts.
· Cause:  A cause is an event, situation, or condition (a deficiency) which if corrected, eliminated, or avoided would likely have prevented or mitigated the mishap, damage, or significant injury; cause does not imply blame. 

Recommendations
Once the team has completed the findings and causal analysis and reached consensus, it needs to make recommendations to management to prevent similar accidents.
A recommendation should identify an action to be taken having the best potential for correcting or eliminating the hazard or deficiency identified. 
Recommendations can vary in scope as well as the level of the agency that is most capable of effecting the corrective action.
The organization assigned responsibility for the corrective action should have authority commensurate with the nature of the recommendation.
In some cases, more than one level in the agency or even other agencies will have action responsibility.
Not every finding and/or cause has to have a recommendation. 
Recommendations should not:
· Recommendations should not focus on punitive steps addressing an individual’s failure in a particular case.
· Recommendations should not recommend briefing unit personnel on the accident.  Such briefings are a basic management responsibility and a normal function of Safety & Health Manager’s at all organizational levels.
· Do not recommend sweeping or general recommendations that cannot be closed out by the assigned action level (s).


On-site Out Briefings
There are two primary types of close out briefings that occur prior to the team leaving the on-site accident investigation:
1) Close out briefing with the accident investigation team.
2) Close out briefings with internal and external entities.

Close out briefing with Accident Investigation Team
As part of the closure for the SAIT it’s important to identify what went well and areas that may need improvement.  The feedback is valuable for the agency to make improvements in the current SAIT training and process.
The team close out briefing should cover.
· What was planned
· What actually happened
· Why it happened
· What can be done next time to improve team performance

The Team Leader should send any suggestions for process improvements to the respective Agencies National Safety Office and or Fire and Aviation Directorate.
Other aspects of the team close out briefing are:
· Determining remaining tasks to be accomplished.
· Assigning follow-up assignments to team members.
· Determine who will maintain evidence (until report is complete).
· Cleaning and turning in equipment.
· Collection and disposition of working papers and drafts and draft copies of reports.

Close out briefings with internal and external entities
There will be different levels and types of briefings based upon where the SAIT is at in the investigative process as well as whom the audience is.  Each briefing will need to be tailored to the audience.  The Team Leader presents these briefings.
The first set of closeout briefings occur when the team completes the on-site investigation process; followed-up by progress report briefings and then closeout briefings once the final report is completed.
Closeout briefings may occur with any of the following:
· Agency Directors
· Fire & Aviation Directors
· Agency Safety Office
· Designated Safety & Health Official
· Cooperators
· Local Authorities
· Family Members
· Accident Review Boards/ Board of Reviews
· Congressional Staffers

Reports
There are four types of reports in the accident investigation process, they are:
24 Hour Preliminary Report
· This report is the responsibility of the local unit to produce and provide to the Team Leader.
· The approved Final 24 hour report will be distributed by the delegating official or their designee.

72-Hour Expanded Report
· This is the first product of the investigation team.  This report provides more detail of the accident.
· Number of victims
· Names of fatality victim(s) (if next of kin has been notified).  Injured victims names are not released.
· Severity of injuries or property damage.
· Synopsis of known facts.
· The approved Final 72 Hour Report will be distributed by the delegating official or their designee.
Safety Alert
· A safety alert is prepared when the investigation has identified a safety hazard that poses an imminent threat to life or property.  Examples include a failure of a piece of equipment or an inadequate policy or procedure or environmental conditions that could lead to an accident before the investigation report is completed.
· The Team Leader prepares a draft Safety Alert which identifies the hazards and recommended corrective actions to be taken.  The draft Safety Alert is forwarded to the Delegating Official or the designee for approval and release.  

Final Report
The Final Report has two components – the Factual Report and the Management Evaluation Report (MER).
If the accident investigation is conducted as an interagency investigation, the final report content and format must be agreed upon by the respective agencies.  This should be negotiated and agreed upon at the on-set of the investigation.

Factual Report
· The purpose of the Factual Report is to provide a narrative of the events leading up to, during, and after the accident.
· This information about the factual events and the findings of the accident will help prevent similar types of accidents in the future.
· Each agency has specific direction on the formatting of the factual report and respective agency guides should be followed.

Management Evaluation Report (MER)
· The Management Evaluation Report (MER) is the second part of the Final Report and is intended for internal agency use only.  It takes the findings identified in the factual report and identifies the cause or causes of the accident.
· The Management Evaluation Reviews purpose is to review:
· Management Policies 
· Practices
· Procedures
· Human Factors related to the accident.
· Report Content
· Findings identified in the factual report.
· Cause(s) of the accident.
· Conclusions and observations
· Confidential information (excluding interview statements and autopsy reports)
· Recommendations for corrective measures.
The Final Report shall be completed within 45 days of the accident occurrence.  Extensions can be granted by the delegating official.  All reports are draft until approved by the Agency Director.
Extensions beyond the 45 day deadline need to be requested by the Team Leader and approved by the Delegating Official(s) authorizing the accident investigation.  If extensions are requested, the Team Leader will provide an update identifying current status of investigation and any other related pertinent information.  The Delegating Official(s) in coordination with Team Leader will determine if it is necessary to provide an additional expanded report to be released to the field.

Release of Accident Reports and documentation
The Serious Accident Investigation Team does not have the authority to release the final report nor portions of its content.  The internal distribution and external release of the final report will be determined by the delegating official or their designee.

Accident Review Processes
Some agencies have another step in their accident investigative process once the draft Final Report is completed by the Serious Accident Investigation Team.  This additional step is the agency’s management level of review and is often referred to as Accident Review Board or Board of Review.  
The purpose of the review boards is to examine and evaluate the Final Report to ensure accuracy of the report and validate the findings and causes identified and ensure adequate recommendations to prevent further occurrences.  The Team Leader (and other key SAIT members as requested) will present the draft Final Report to the Board.
Once final review and agency approval has occurred, the involved agencies will determine corrective actions and establish communication and distribution plans.  
Additional Accident Investigation Resources:
For further information regarding accident investigations can be found at:  http://www.nifc.gov/safety/safety_reprtsInvest.html
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