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Most fire department incidents are considered to be an emergency response until a 
determination can be made that an emergency no longer exists. This determination is 
usually made by the first-arriving unit’s size-up. There are times, however, when 
information is received prior to the arrival of a fire unit indicating an emergency no longer 
exists. When this information is received a decision must be made whether to continue 
the emergency response or downgrade the response. 
 
The intent of downgrading the response is to reduce liability by limiting exposure to risk.  
The responding apparatus or officer, when provided with this information, must exercise 
good judgment when making a decision to downgrade a response.  Factors to consider 
should include the following: 
 

• incident type 
• source of information 
• weather and traffic conditions 
• incident location 
• previous incidents at the location 
• ETA of TFD resources to the scene 

 
The following guidelines should be considered in making a decision to downgrade a 
response. These guidelines are based on receiving information from a reliable source and 
address some of the more common incident types encountered.  Specific definitions for 
Code 1, Code 2, and Cancel can be found in Tactical Plan 204.01: Radio 
Communications. 
 
Code 1 
 
Prior to arrival: The responding officer or apparatus specifies a particular unit to handle 
the incident or to investigate. For example, an activated fire alarm reported to be false or 
cancelled by the alarm company; an extrication where victim(s) are no longer trapped; a 
vicinity call where nothing can be located; or fires outside of structures that are reported to 
be out. 
 
Upon arrival - after size-up: The incident commander determines enough resources are at 
the scene or enroute and may specify a particular apparatus or unit to handle the 
incident. This might be applicable where additional personnel and vehicles would cause 
traffic problems or are simply not needed. Apparatus that are already enroute, continue to 
the scene non-emergency. 
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Code 2 
 
Prior to arrival:  The entire assignment (all apparatus and POVs) responds non-
emergency to the scene to investigate.  For example, an investigation in a structure where 
the smoke or odor has ceased or dissipated, or is not an imminent threat. 
 
Upon arrival - after size-up: The incident commander determines the incident is not an 
emergency but requires more resources to investigate/mitigate the incident further. 
 
Cancel 

 
           Incidents can be cancelled by the responding officer as long as no apparatus has 

“called enroute”. Examples of this can be fire alarms cancelled by the alarm company, 
extrications cancelled by the Police Department or other similar incidents where 
response by the FD is not needed.  If an apparatus is responding, then a Code 1 or 
Code 2 shall be used. 

  
Exception: Under severe or adverse weather or traffic conditions, a cancellation 
may be issued after apparatus has called enroute for the safety and benefit of 
responding personnel. 

 
No Code 

 
Prior to arrival: The responding officer or apparatus acknowledges the information relayed 
by the dispatcher.  The entire assignment (all apparatus and POVs) continues to respond 
emergency until the arrival of a fire unit at the scene who provides a size-up and 
downgrades the response. For example, a structure fire where actual fire was observed 
but is since reported to be out. 
 
Upon arrival - after size-up: The incident commander has a working incident and waits 
until the incident is either under control or enough personnel and equipment arrive at the 
scene before downgrading. 
 
Note that these are guidelines to use prior to arrival and/or after arrival and initial size-up. 
Further downgrading of the incident can be made when a more complete size-up is made 
or enough additional resources have arrived to handle the incident. For example, issuing 
a Code 2 and then further downgrading the incident by issuing a Code 1. 
 
 
Non-Emergency 
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Several types of incidents are considered to be non-emergency responses. Non-
emergency response means normal driving by both apparatus and personal vehicles. 
 
The following types of responses are to be considered non-emergency: 
 

• Carbon Monoxide alarms, if no one is ill or inside the structure. 
• Carbon Monoxide alarms from central station alarm companies. 
• Elevator emergencies, if the persons in the elevator are not reporting a medical 

emergency. 
• Activated fire alarms if the alarm company has requested cancellation. 
• Fuel spills outside of a building. 
• Ice rescues of animals. 
• Outside odor investigations. 
• Outside smoke investigations. 
• Outside gas leaks. 
• Arcing wires in a tree but are not on the ground. 

 
No member is to respond under emergency conditions (light & siren) to an incident when 
outside of the City in a POV. 
 
When responding to requests for mutual aid from another department, fire apparatus will 
respond under emergency conditions unless otherwise notified. (Refer to MABAS 
guidelines.)  
 
 

 
 

APPROVED: 
 

 
William S. Nelson 
Fire Chief 
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