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CITY FIRE DEPARTMENT TAKES GAZOSCAN ON EVERY
CALL-OUT INVOLVING AN ODOR OF GAS OR KNOWN GAS LEAK

CHALLENGE

All fire teams face the risk of methane (natural gas) being present at explosive levels
when they attend a fire emergency or reported gas leak. It is vital that the team can
quickly assess whether it is safe for personnel to enter premises to isolate the gas supply
or whether they need to ventilate the space first. Ben Zimmerman, Battalion Chief and
HAZMAT Team Leader at Harrisonburg Fire Department (Virginia, USA), had been actively
looking for a solution to this problem, reviewing equipment with SAVER homeland
security equipment evaluations. Unfortunately any suitable equipment cost $250,000 to
$500,000: well beyond the budget of a city fire department.

The situation became more urgent after a gas explosion at a Harrisonburg strip mall.in
October 2020: three people were injured by the explosion but, had it not been for a delay
in calling 9-1-1 by occupants, the Harrisonburg fire crew would have been entering the
most dangerous area at the moment of explosion. Ben believes the fire team narrowly
escaped potential serious injuries.

SOLUTION

Ben was able to secure a grant for a methane leak-detecting Gazoscan unit, purchasing
through Federal Resources. The four fire stations in the department have four engine
companies and one ladder truck. The battalion chief ensures he has the Gazoscan for
each call-out and it is kept on the battalion vehicle. The Gazoscan instrument is a hand-
held unit, weighing less than 2lb/1Kg, pointed at the potential source of gas like a gun.
Methane in the air can be detected and measured from up to 300 feet (100m) away,
which offers a huge safety advantage for the crew. The Harrisonburg fire team’s primary
uses of the Gazoscan are to scan buildings for potential methane — including through
windows — or above drop ceilings once a tile is removed. Ben explains: “We were recently
able to detect gas from a stove left slightly on in the kitchen of an institution, pin-pointing
the source through the window and confirming that it was safe for entry. On another
incident where the smell of gas was reported at an apartment block, the battalion chief
could identify the gas leak source from the street, telling the team which room in which
apartment to go to.”
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The Harrisonburg fire department was previously called out a building with a lowered
ceiling where no methane could be detected at ground level. When a hand-held multi-gas
unit was raised into the ceiling area on a pole, 15% LEL was detected. The Gazoscan can
now scan hard-to-reach spaces much faster than was possible previously for the team.

Threshold alarms can be set on the Gazoscan, and methane is measured in ppm per
metre. Although measurements can be logged and transferred to a secure database
in real time, the Harrisonburg fire department uses the Gazoscan to help make an
immediate ‘go/no go’ decision. “We do a rough ppm calculation by mathematically
manipulating the instrument’s ppm*m reading and that allows us to reasonably
determine whether or not a property is safe to approach and enter. Everyone who has
used the equipment on an incident is sold”, says Ben.

OUTCOME

The Harrisonburg fire department has been able to significantly reduce the risk to the
team from undetected methane: “To a person they all say this is the best purchase made
by our HAZMAT team in the last 15 years”, according to Battalion Chief and Hazmat Team
Leader, Ben Zimmerman
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