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Four firefighters were killed in a July forest fire in the northern Cascade Range because basic safety rules had not been followed, the United States Forest Service said in a report released today. 

Firefighters and managers failed to follow the most basic safety rules in battling the July 10 fire, the report said, including identifying escape routes, being aware of weather forecasts and posting lookouts. 

At critical times, fire managers and forest personnel at the Thirty Mile Fire also failed to assess accurately the behavior of the fire, the potential for it to get out of control and the flammability of the forest, the report said.  ''The Thirty Mile Fire tragedy could have been prevented,'' said Jim Furnish, a Forest Service deputy chief who led a nine-member team of investigators. 

The Forest Service chief, Dale Bosworth, said at a news conference that it was too soon to say who or in what way fire managers and supervisors might be held accountable for the mistakes. 

The fire was in the Okanogan National Forest in the northern Cascades and killed Devin A. Weaver, 21; Jessica L. Johnson, 19; and Karen L. FitzPatrick, 18, all of Yakima; and Tom L. Craven, 30, of Ellensburg. 

In interviews, firefighters and managers have cited several mistakes made that day, including not following safety rules, ignoring signs of danger and delays in getting sufficient water to the fire early.  The report said work and rest cycles were disregarded. That resulted in mental fatigue, which ''significantly degraded the vigilance and decision-making ability of those involved,'' it said. 

The report criticized the people in charge of the fire scene, saying they made decisions that led to the entrapment of the firefighters. 

Investigators also said the Forest Service should have closed Chewuch River Road to civilians. Two civilians became trapped with the firefighters because the area had not been evacuated, the report said.  ''Leadership's failure to respond to concerns and observations by key individuals exacerbated circumstances that led to the entrapment,'' it said. 

Firefighters did not seem to recognize the seriousness of the situation they were in until the fire was right on top of them, Mr. Furnish said. Some even snapped photographs as the fire was bearing down.  In addition, the report said fire safety equipment was improperly used, contributing to injuries. 
