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03-13-2010  Charleston W VA - Donnie Adkins - VFF Boat Rescue Accident 
Flood Swift Water 

 
 

Last Call... Donnie Adkins 
http://www.pinchfire.com/apps/public/news/newsView.cfm?News_ID=54 

March 24, 2010 By LIEUTENANT Bob Jeffries 

 

On March 13th, 2010 Firefighter Donnie Adkins of 

Glasgow VFD lost his life in the line of duty. He and 
members of his department were providing mutual aid 
in the southern part of West Virginia during the recent 

flooding. Donnie and his crew had already made 15 
rescues that morning before their boat capsized 

tossing out all three members. Today, Firefighter 
Adkins answered his last call. A memorial service 
followed by a firefighters funeral was conducted at Riverside High School to honor 

the life of Donnie. Service was conducted by Kanawha County Ambulance's 
Chaplain Mike Jarrett. Donnie was honored by State officials from Gov. Joe Manchin 

III, Kanawha County Commission President Kent Carper, and West Virginia State 
Fire Marshal Sterling Lewis. Donnie was also honored by Bagpipers from Beni 
Kedem Highlanders, West Virginia Patriot Guard, all Kanawha County fire 

departments were in attendence, as well as fire departments from surrounding 
counties, north to Morgantown as far away as Kentucky. HealthNet provided a 

flyover. The funeral procession was approximately 2 1/2 miles long and included 
Fire, Law Enforcement and EMS units. Our Prayers go to the Adkins family and 
Glasgow VFD. Special well wishes to Ms. Adkins. 

 

 
They found their brother. 
http://www.firedaily.com/2010/03/20/they-found-their-brother/  

MARCH 20, 2010   
 

The body of a Glasgow, WV firefighter was located just after noon on Friday, 
following nearly a week of searching after he was swept away while attempting a 

water rescue in Raleigh County. 
 
Donald “Donnie” Adkins, 32, was in a rescue boat with Glasgow Volunteer Fire 

Department Chief Marty Blankenship and another firefighter near Beaver when the 
boat tipped over about at about 1:30 a.m. last Saturday. 

 
A freak rainstorm had inundated the area last weekend, forcing numerous residents 
to be rescued from their attics and trees near their homes. Flood waters were so 

high that rescuers were forced to cut through utility lines in order to affect many of 
the rescues, according to Kanawha County Commission President Kent Carper. 

http://www.psdiver.com/
http://www.pinchfire.com/apps/public/news/newsView.cfm?News_ID=54
http://www.firedaily.com/2010/03/20/they-found-their-brother/
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Donald �Donnie� Adkins with his sister Renee Coleman, in a 

photo submitted by the Glasgow Volunteer Fire Department. 

 

“It is with deep sadness that we accept the loss of Glasgow Firefighter Donald 
Adkins,” Carper said in a news release. “While Kanawha County mourns this loss, 

we respect Donald’s bravery and sacrifice. I also wish to commend the hundreds of 
volunteers throughout the state, including the State Fire Marshal Sterling Lewis, 
countless firefighters, EMS, law enforcement, the National Guard and the hundreds 

of other volunteers who risked their own personal safety in this selfless act of 
recovery of Donald Adkins who was recovered in Piney Creek, about 4.5 miles from 

where the boat capsized on Beaver Creek this past Saturday.” 
 
Kanawha County Fire Coordinator C.W. Sigman said for several days this week, 

there were close to 100 people searching the Gauley River and its tributaries in an 
attempt to locate and recover Donnie Adkins. 

 
Sigman led the search team that located the body. “He’s downstream in a pile of 
brush. They’re trying to get him out with chainsaws. There’s a lot of huge brush 

and tree limbs to cut through to get access to him. 
 

“It’s in a very inaccessible spot. It’s hard to get to when the water was up,” Sigman 
said. “When the water went down, it looked like a likely spot, and there he was.” 
 

From the Charleston Gazette: 
Adkins was with the Glasgow department for about three years and was a 

firefighter in Rand before that, Blankenship said. 

http://www.psdiver.com/
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He had two children and was also like a father to his girlfriend’s daughter, 
Blankenship said. All are between the ages of 5 and 8, he said. 

 
Adkins had lost his job March 12, the day before he lost his life. 

 
“Donnie was a very loved individual,” Blankenship said. “He was just a good all-
around person.” 

 
 

Kanawha County Commission President Kent Carper said he wanted to commend all 
of the firefighters and other rescuers who helped with the search, as well as Gov. 
Joe Manchin, who also lent his support. 

 
“While Kanawha County morns this loss, we respect Donald’s bravery and sacrifice,” 

Carper said. “We should be reminded that these individuals put their own personal 
safety on the line each and every day to protect us all.” 
 

Volunteer Fire Fighter Drowns After 
Being Thrown From His Swiftwater 
Rescue Boat – West Virginia 
 

Death in the Line of Duty...A summary 
of a NIOSH fire fighter fatality 
investigation 

 
F2010-09 Date Released: January 25, 2011 

Executive Summary 

On March 13, 2010, at approximately 0615 hours, a 

32-year-old volunteer fire fighter drowned after being 

thrown from a boat when it crashed into a bridge and 

capsized. The fire fighter was part of a swiftwater rescue team which included his 

captain and his chief. The chief was operating the boat as the crew attempted to 

make a fourth trip upstream to rescue civilians who were trapped by fast rising 

flood waters. The crew was navigating up an eddy created from the water flooding 

a street when the motor struck something under the water and diverted them out 

into the main current. The chief could not steer the motor, nor did it react when he 

put it into reverse. The boat slammed into a concrete bridge. The back of the boat 

was immediately pushed down into the water and the bow of the boat flipped up 

and over the stern throwing all three fire fighters into the frigid water. Two of the 

 
Donnie Adkins 

http://www.psdiver.com/
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fire fighters were able to escape the hydraulics created from the flood water rushing 

against the arched concrete stanchion on the side of the bridge. The victim was 

recovered six days later approximately 4 miles from where the boat had capsized. 

 

Rescue boat involved in incident.  

(Photo courtesy of WV State Fire Marshal) 

Contributing Factors 

 Insufficient risk assessment analysis 

 Personal protective ensemble not appropriate for cold water or flood 

conditions. 

Key Recommendations 

 Ensure that fire fighters wear the appropriate PPE for the 

environment encountered 

Additionally, authorities having jurisdiction should 

 Conduct a hazard and risk assessment analysis of their response 

areas to determine what resources are needed to conduct technical 

search and rescue at swiftwater incidents. 

http://www.psdiver.com/
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Position of rescue boat when initially pulled from river.  

(Photo courtesy of WV State Fire Marshal) 

Introduction 

On March 13, 2010, at approximately 0615 hours, a 32-year-old volunteer fire 

fighter drowned after being thrown from a boat when it crashed into a bridge and 

capsized. On March 19, 2010, the U.S. Fire Administration notified the National 

Institute for Occupational Safety and Health of this incident. On March 25-26, 2010, 

a Safety and Occupational Health Specialist from the NIOSH Fire Fighter Fatality 

Investigation and Prevention Program investigated this incident. Meetings were 

conducted with the state fire marshal’ s office, fire department, county sheriff’ s 

department, state police, and the state division of forestry. Interviews were 

conducted with fire fighters and officers and law enforcement officers who were 

involved with this incident, and the dispatch center. The investigator reviewed 

witness statements, dispatch logs, and the death certificate. The incident site was 

visited and photographed. 

State Fire Marshal 

During statewide emergencies, such as flooding, the state fire marshal’ s office 

currently has the duties of calling volunteer and career departments throughout the 

state to determine what resources are available and who might be able to respond 

after an incident has occurred. 

http://www.psdiver.com/
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The state currently has regional response capabilities throughout six state regions. 

The teams’  response disciplines cover: Hazardous Materials/Weapons of Mass 

Destruction (WMD), Urban Search/Technical Rescue and Mass Casualty/Emergency 

Medical Service (EMS). The state currently does not have any regional response 

teams for its most frequent natural event, flooding, or require training for technical 

swift water teams to safely and effectively operate during these types of incidents. 

Relevant NFPA Standards 

National Fire Protection Association (NFPA) 1670, Standard on Operations and 

Training for Technical Search and Rescue Incidents,1 is an organizational training 

document which determines the organizational capability of a response 

organization. NFPA 1670 was developed to define levels of preparation and 

operational capability that should be achieved by any authority having jurisdiction 

(AHJ) who has the responsibility for conducting technical rescue operations. It does 

not apply to individuals. 

NFPA 1006, Standard for Technical Rescuer Professional Qualifications was designed 

to establish the minimum job performance requirements necessary for fire service 

and other emergency response personnel who perform technical rescue 

operations. 2 

State Training for Technical Search and Rescue 

The state where this incident occurred does not have any formal requirements for 

fire fighters who respond to technical search and rescue incidents. They have 

approved training classes with various providers in the state that are compliant with 

the requirements set forth in NFPA 1670, but these training courses are not 

mandatory.3 

The state defines the following operational levels for technical search and rescue: 

Awareness Level: This level represents the minimum capability of a responder who, 

in the course of his or her regular duties, may respond to or be the first person on 

the scene of, a rescue incident. This level can involve limited search, rescue, and 

recovery operations. Members of a team at this level are generally, but not always, 

http://www.psdiver.com/
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considered rescuers unless supervised by operations level or technician level 

personnel; or 

Operations Level: This level represents the capability of hazard recognition, 

equipment use, and techniques necessary to safely and effectively support and 

participate in a technical rescue incident. This level can involve search, rescue, and 

recovery operations. Generally, but not always, operations level personnel are 

under the supervision of technician level personnel; or 

Technician Level: This level represents the capability of hazard recognition, 

equipment use, and techniques necessary to safely and effectively coordinate, 

perform, and supervise a technical rescue incident. This level can involve search, 

rescue, and recovery operations. 4 

Fire Department 

This volunteer department consisted of 28 members in one station that serves a 

population of more than 3,000 people in a geographic area of approximately 14 

square miles. 

The victim and his department operated as mutual aid dispatched by the state fire 

marshal and worked under the Incident Command System established by the local 

fire department. The mutual aid crew functioned as a swiftwater rescue sector 

under the direction of the incident commander. 

Training and Experience 

The department involved in this incident receives their swiftwater certifications 

through a state regional education site. The courses taught at this location do not 

expire or require recertification. The department conducts numerous training 

courses with area swiftwater teams throughout the year. This training includes class 

room time and hands-on training in the local rivers with the department’ s boat. 

These classes are conducted by certified swiftwater instructors. Members involved 

in this incident had both hands-on training and experience. 

Incident Commander 

The Incident Commander had more than 16 years of fire fighting experience and 

had completed training in topics such as: 

http://www.psdiver.com/
http://www.cdc.gov/niosh/fire/reports/face201009.html#ref4
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Fire Fighter I and II 

Fire Officer I 

Swiftwater Awareness 

Victim 

The victim had more than 10 years of fire fighting experience and had completed 

training that qualified him to the State Awareness Level with regards to swiftwater 

incidents with these courses: 

Swiftwater Boat Operations 

Swiftwater Awareness 

Boat Operator/Chief 

The chief had more than 26 years of fire fighting experience and had completed 

training that qualified him to the State Technician Level with these courses: 

Swiftwater Boat Operations 

Swiftwater Awareness 

Swiftwater Technician 

Captain 

The captain had more than 20 years of fire fighting experience and had completed 

training that qualified him to the State Technician Level with these courses: 

Swiftwater Awareness 

Swiftwater Boat Operations 

Swiftwater Technician  

Personal Protective Equipment 

The victim was wearing a 3-mm neoprene wetsuit which was a sleeveless jumpsuit 

with a 2-mm neoprene full front zippered wetsuit jacket. He was wearing a 

sleeveless cotton shirt underneath the jacket and a Type-V rescue personal flotation 

device and a red protective helmet. His boots were a wetshoe workboot constructed 

http://www.psdiver.com/
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of 5-mm neoprene upper with a 7-mm neoprene insole. The gloves he was wearing 

were made of 2-mm neoprene. 

The personal protective gear ensemble of the other rescuers was identical except 

they were each wearing a dry suit. All ensembles, including the victim, met the 

criteria of NFPA 1670. 

Weather 

At the time of the incident, the temperature was approximately 50-degrees F° with 

light rain. The relative humidity was around 60 %. The winds were out of the east 

at roughly 3.5 mph. 

Water Conditions 

The area where the incident occurred had just suffered a severe storm that 

produced several inches of rain. The heavy rains, along with a substantial snow 

melt and run off from a local ski resort, resulted in flash flood conditions and 

extremely cold water. The water’ s temperature was measured by the chief/boat 

operator the day that the incident occurred at 34-degrees F°. 

Boat 

The boat was a soft hull, hard deck, self bailing pontoon boat. It was approximately 

14-feet long by 7-feet wide. The aluminum deck was approximately 10-feet long by 

6-feet wide. The boat was powered by a 60-hp outboard motor. It was designed for 

use as a rescue boat for rough water conditions. 

During this incident the engine suffered major damage. The boat was transported 

to the manufacturer for repair. The manufacturer reported that the driveshaft was 

bent and the lower unit and propeller were damaged (see Photo 1). 

Investigation 

On March 12, 2010, at approximately 2300 hours the chief of the department was 

contacted by his local dispatch and told to contact the state fire marshal regarding 

swift water operations. The state fire marshal directed the chief to contact the state 

office of emergency services who directed the chief that he was on standby to send 

http://www.psdiver.com/
http://www.cdc.gov/niosh/fire/reports/face201009.html#P1
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a boat crew to assist a volunteer fire department over 1 ½-hours away from the 

chief’ s department’ s location. At approximately 0145 hours the department was 

contacted by dispatch for swiftwater operations and a five man crew was enroute 

by 0200 hours. 

 

Photo 1. Picture of damaged lower unit and propeller. 

(NIOSH photo.) 

The chief and his crew returned to the staging area and received notice of other 

civilians stranded at a nearby location. The IC led the swiftwater crew to the 

location. The chief conducted a size-up of the situation prior to launching the rescue 

boat. The roadway was under water and there were four civilians standing on the 

roof of their car in waist deep water holding onto tree limbs. The chief deployed a 

three man crew which consisted of his captain, a fire fighter, and himself operating 

the rescue boat. The crew rescued the stranded civilians and turned them over to 

an ambulance crew for treatment. The swiftwater crew then proceeded to return to 

the staging area. 

http://www.psdiver.com/
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Photo 2 & Photo 3. The fire department had designated 

river-right and river-left from the downstream perspective. 

Both photos show view looking upstream at insertion point 

for rescue crews. Photo 3 was taken two weeks after 

incident. Houses in the background are where the residents 

were trapped.  

(Photo courtesy of WV State Fire Marshal/NIOSH) 

While enroute to the staging area the chief was notified that the power had been 

shut off and to respond to their previous location. Upon arrival, the crew had to 

wait until all of the power was shut off. The chief conducted a size-up of the area 

and noted that the original streambed, designated river-right, had the most 

http://www.psdiver.com/
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current. An eddy, created by the water rising above the stream’ s bank and 

designated as river-left, flooded the dead-end roadway where civilians were 

trapped (see Photo 2 and Photo 3). The chief conducted a brief safety meeting 

discussing the strategy for their rescue attempts and double checking everyone’ s 

safety gear. The strategy consisted of two fire fighters, including the victim, wading 

in the water to turn the rescue boat around and assist with launching it up river, 

then retrieving it when it returned with the rescued civilians while the chief 

operated the rescue boat with the same captain and fire fighter that made the 

previous rescue. 

The chief with the boat crew proceeded as planned up river-left in the eddy and 

noticed that all of the homes on the flooded roadway appeared to have water in 

them. They noticed a flashing light in one of the first homes and proceeded to that 

residence. The chief maintained control of the boat while the captain and the fire 

fighter assisted the civilians into the rescue boat. There were nine civilians in this 

residence including two infants and one adult confined to a wheelchair. The crew 

made three separate trips to rescue all of the civilians and transport them back to 

receive medical evaluation and treatment. 

The chief was then advised that there were two elderly women in the first house on 

river-left and because of the water level, the chief was able to drive the rescue boat 

onto the front porch of the residence and rescue the two elderly women. The front 

porch of this residence is over eight feet off of the ground. The chief had the crew 

take a 15 minute break to warm up. 

The chief was advised that there were two civilians trapped in the attic of one of the 

residences. The victim asked to go on the rescue boat and took the place of the 

other fire fighter. The chief, captain and the victim proceeded up river-left as they 

had in the other three rescues when the rescue boat and motor struck something 

under the water. The rescue boat made an immediate 90-degree turn to the left. 

The chief attempted to turn the boat but it did not respond. He then shifted the 

motor to reverse, but he was still unable to control the boat. The current caught the 

rescue boat and turned it another 90-degrees and it was headed directly towards 

the bridge. The chief yelled a warning to his crew as the bow of the rescue boat 

slammed into the bridge. The bow raised up from the force and the raging current 

http://www.psdiver.com/
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forced the stern under the water. The boat immediately flipped bow to stern and 

threw the crew into the frigid water. 

The crew was pulled under the water by the hydraulics created by the water 

rushing against the solid concrete bridge stanchion on the left hand side. The chief 

fought through the debris and the current caused by the hydraulics. The captain 

was doing the same thing. They both surfaced and then were pulled down under 

the water again. When the chief surfaced a second time, he heard his captain yell 

and he was able to grab a hold of him and provide assistance. The chief and his 

captain were stuck under the capsized rescue boat and were being pummeled by 

debris and the boat from the force of the flood water. The chief was able to make it 

to the bow of the boat while assisting his captain. A fire fighter on the bank from 

another department was able to pull the chief and the captain, who was now 

unconscious, from the water. As he was doing this, the victim popped up under the 

boat and attempted to reach out for assistance. The fire fighter immediately 

reached out for the victim as he cradled the chief and captain with one arm and his 

legs. Just as quickly as the victim surfaced, he was sucked under again for the final 

time. Everyone on-the-scene immediately spread out and searched downstream 

and other possible locations. Search efforts for the victim continued until he was 

located six days later approximately four miles downstream from the location of the 

incident. 

Both seats in the vehicle were equipped with lap-style seat belts. Photos taken by 

the sheriff’ s office investigators showed that the victim was not wearing his seat 

belt at the time of the incident. The injured fire fighter advised the NIOSH 

investigators that he was not wearing his seat belt during the incident. 

Contributing Factors 

Occupational injuries and fatalities are often the result of one or more contributing 

factors or key events in a larger sequence of events that ultimately result in the 

injury or fatality. NIOSH investigators identified the following items as key 

contributing factors in this incident that ultimately led to the fatality: 

 Insufficient risk assessment analysis 

 Personal protective ensemble not identified for cold water or flood conditions. 

http://www.psdiver.com/
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Cause of Death 

The death certificate listed the cause of death as drowning and multiple force 

trauma. 

Recommendations 

Recommendation #1: The authority having jurisdiction should ensure that 

fire fighters wear the appropriate PPE for the environment encountered. 

Discussion: In water rescue situations there are two different types of protective 

suits that are worn during operations. A wet suit allows water to seep through the 

material but does not circulate due to the snug fit of the garment. The wearer’ s 

body temperature warms this layer of water creating a small insulating barrier 

against the cold. Wet suits are more comfortable to wear than dry suits and provide 

for easier body heat regulation during warmer months. 

A dry suit, as its name implies, keeps the wearer dry and also provides isolation 

from body fluids and water contaminants commonly encountered in flood water 

rescue operations. Dry suits keep the wearer warm by adding an insulating barrier 

underneath and by protecting the wearer from the wind and cold water. 

In both ensembles, cotton clothing should not be worn underneath. Cotton holds 

moisture and does not provide any insulation when wet, unlike wool and some 

synthetic materials. 

Cold weather exposure results in the greatest number of drownings.5 The U.S. 

Coast Guard requires its members who are exposed to the possibility of water 

submersion to wear a dry suit when water conditions are 55-degrees and 

below.6 Water depletes heat from the body 25 times faster than air. When someone 

enters water that is 35-degrees F° or less the cold water may cause them to gasp 

and possibly aspirate water. They will lose or experience a decrease of muscle 

function that may render them unable to help themselves. 5 Thus at colder 

temperatures, a dry suit with underlying insulating garments provide greater 

thermal protection than a wet suit. 

Wet suits do not provide protection for many contaminants found in flood water. 

Depending on the area of rescue, these contaminants may include pesticides, 

http://www.psdiver.com/
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fertilizer, animal/human waste, industrial/commercial chemicals, and fuel oils. 

There has been at least one case of a fire fighter/ rescuer who became infected, 

and died, as a result of wearing a permeable protective ensemble rather than a 

body encapsulating drysuit. 7 

The state follows NFPA 1670, Standard on Operations and Training for Technical 

Search and Rescue Incidents,1 which lists thermal protection but does not specify a 

temperature range. It is up to the AHJ to determine the appropriate level of thermal 

protection and protection from hazardous material contamination. 

Recommendation #2: Authorities having jurisdiction should conduct a 

hazard and risk assessment analysis of their response areas and incident 

scene to determine what resources are needed to conduct technical search 

and rescue at swift water incidents. 

Discussion: Technical rescue incidents are “ low frequency/high risk”  events. The 

primary purpose of risk assessment is to focus on incidents that might not occur 

very often (low frequency) but that could have severe consequences associated 

with them (high risk). The reason for the focus on low frequency/high risk incidents 

is that since they do not occur on a frequent basis, responders might not be as 

prepared to deal with them, and the outcomes can be harmful or detrimental to fire 

fighters. 

According to NFPA 1670, Standard on Operations and Training for Technical Search 

and Rescue Incidents, a risk assessment should be conducted to analyze the factors 

that affect the frequency, scope, and magnitude of technical rescue incidents so 

that rescuers can safely respond to and work at these incidents.1 

The state where this incident took place has several areas that are prone to 

flooding and require multiple technical swiftwater operations every year. The 

majority of the state encompasses rural communities, and the state fire marshal’ s 

office currently has the duties of calling volunteer and career departments 

throughout the state to determine what resources are available and who might be 

able to respond after a swift water incident has occurred. 

A hazard identification and risk assessment is an evaluation and analysis of the 

environment and physical factors influencing the scope, frequency, and magnitude 

of the technical rescue incidents and the impact and influence they can have on the 

http://www.psdiver.com/
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ability of the authority having jurisdiction to respond to and safely operate at these 

incidents. The hazard identification and risk assessment determines “ what”  can 

occur, “ when”  (how often) it is likely to occur, and “ how bad”  the effects could 

be. 

The state currently has regional response capabilities throughout six state regions. 

The teams’  response disciplines cover: Hazardous Materials/WMD, Urban 

Search/Technical Rescue and Mass Casualty/EMS. The state currently does not have 

any regional response teams for its most frequent threat to the health and safety of 

it citizens which is flooding. The state does not require training for technical swift 

water teams to safely and effectively operate during these types of incidents. 

In this incident, the victim and his department operated as mutual aid dispatched 

by the state fire marshal and worked under the Incident Command System 

established by the local fire department. The mutual aid crew functioned as a 

swiftwater rescue sector under the direction of the Incident Commander. The 

authority having jurisdiction should establish the minimum qualification 

requirements for the responding personnel who perform technical rescue operations 

according to NFPA 1006.2 

A state-based response unit could have provided the necessary, trained, qualified 

and properly outfitted personnel to assess, manage, and safely operate at a 

technical swiftwater incident. The authority having jurisdiction should determine 

and mandate from their risk assessment what is required from their response 

teams whether it is a state local or regional team(s) such as: 

1. Training requirements 

2. PPE requirements 

3. Staffing requirements for technical rescues 

4. Equipment requirements (secondary means of propulsion i.e. paddle or motor) 

5. Contingency plans for high hazard areas (operating above a bridge) 

6. Continuous risk assessment 

a. Low frequency/high risk incidents 

b. Scene size-up 

7. Risk management 

8. Incident Command System with swiftwater qualifications 

http://www.psdiver.com/
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a. Fixed command post with Incident Commander 

b. Incident action plan 

c. Personal accountability 

d. Incident safety officer 

e. Technical safety officer.1, 6 
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http://fireservice.ext.wvu.edu/r/download/31492
http://fireservice.ext.wvu.edu/r/download/31492
http://www.firehouse.com/news/10514543/pennsylvania-firefighter-dies-after-working-in-flood-cleanup-usfa-announces-on-duty-death-almost-three-months-later
http://www.firehouse.com/news/10514543/pennsylvania-firefighter-dies-after-working-in-flood-cleanup-usfa-announces-on-duty-death-almost-three-months-later
http://www.firehouse.com/news/10514543/pennsylvania-firefighter-dies-after-working-in-flood-cleanup-usfa-announces-on-duty-death-almost-three-months-later
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Fatality Investigations Team, Surveillance and Field Investigations Branch, Division 

of Safety Research, NIOSH. Murrey Loflin, Associate Service Fellow, NIOSH, 

Division of Safety Research, provided technical support. 

An expert technical review was provided by Slim Ray who is an internationally-

recognized authority on flood, swiftwater and whitewater safety and rescue with 

twenty years of experience in swiftwater rescue. A technical review was also 

provided by the National Fire Protection Association, Public Fire Protection Division.  

Disclaimer 

Mention of any company or product does not constitute endorsement by the 

National Institute for Occupational Safety and Health (NIOSH). In addition, citations 

to Web sites external to NIOSH do not constitute NIOSH endorsement of the 

sponsoring organizations or their programs or products. Furthermore, NIOSH is not 

responsible for the content of these Web sites. 

The National Institute for Occupational Safety and Health (NIOSH), an 
institute within the Centers for Disease Control and Prevention (CDC), is 
the federal agency responsible for conducting research and making 

recommendations for the prevention of work-related injury and illness. In 
1998, Congress appropriated funds to NIOSH to conduct a fire fighter 

initiative that resulted in the NIOSH “ Fire Fighter Fatality Investigation 
and Prevention Program”  which examines line-of-duty-deaths or on duty 
deaths of fire fighters to assist fire departments, fire fighters, the fire 

service and others to prevent similar fire fighter deaths in the future. The 
agency does not enforce compliance with State or Federal occupational 

safety and health standards and does not determine fault or assign blame. 
Participation of fire departments and individuals in NIOSH investigations is 
voluntary. Under its program, NIOSH investigators interview persons with 

knowledge of the incident who agree to be interviewed and review 
available records to develop a description of the conditions and 

circumstances leading to the death(s). Interviewees are not asked to sign 
sworn statements and interviews are not recorded. The agency's reports 
do not name the victim, the fire department or those interviewed. The 

NIOSH report's summary of the conditions and circumstances surrounding 
the fatality is intended to provide context to the agency's 

recommendations and is not intended to be definitive for purposes of 
determining any claim or benefit. 

For further information, visit the program Web site at www.cdc.gov/niosh/fire or 

call toll free 1-800-CDC-INFO (1-800-232-4636). 
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Community Pays Tribute to Local Firefighter Who Died 
During Water Rescue 

http://www.wsaz.com/home/headlines/87573682.html  

 

Mar 24, 2010  | By Carrie Jones, Amanda Barren  | Updated:, Mar 25, 2010 

CHARLESTON, W.Va. (WSAZ) -- 

Hundreds of people attended the 

funeral service for Donnie Adkins. 

Out of respect to Donnie's family and 

friends, WSAZ did not have a camera inside 

Wednesday's service. WSAZ.com's Amanda 

Barren was inside the service, though, to 

listen as friends and family shared more 

about his life and legacy. 

The gymnasium at Riverside High School 

was a sea of blue and white as dozens of first responders are paid their respects to 

the Glasgow Volunteer Firefighter. 

Donnie died earlier this month when his boat capsized during a water rescue 

mission in Raleigh County. It took search crews almost a week to find him. 

The Chaplain with the Cedar Grove Volunteer Fire Department spoke at the service 

about how Donnie knew there were lives in danger. 

"He gave his life so another could live," Chaplain Dee Gibson said. "He didn't just 

save one life that day, he saved many." 

Donnie's casket was draped with an American flag. His uniform sat next to it, along 

with dozens of flower arrangements. 

State Fire Marshal Sterling Lewis addressed members of the Glasgow Volunteer Fire 

Department during the service by saying, "...return to what you do best." 

"I think that's what Donnie would want you to do," Lewis went on to say. 

Lewis also thanked Donnie's family for allowing him to become a volunteer. 

"...without you sharing time he could not have done that," he said. 

Donnie's father spoke during the service to thank first responders for their hard 

work and dedication. He also asked everyone in the crowd to never take life for 

granted. 

http://www.psdiver.com/
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"Everyone here that has children, or grandchildren, turn and give them a big hug 

because you never know from one minute to the next," Adkins said. "Do everything 

with your kids while you can. To be truthful, wish it could have been me, instead of 

him." 

Donnie's father also told first responders he couldn't have made it without them. 

Before Donnie's father spoke, his mother was taken from the service to CAMC 

Memorial for medical treatment. 

Gov. Joe Manchin attended the funeral service and thanked Donnie's family, along 

with other emergency workers. 

When the funeral service ended, local fire departments were dismissed slowly out of 

the gymnasium. 

Donnie's casket was in a fire truck, escorted by several other fire trucks to the 

Kanawha Valley Memorial Gardens along Route 60 in Glasgow. 

Sources tell WSAZ.com the graveside service will end with a last call to Adkins over 

the radio. 

 

 

UPDATE: Wednesday, March 24 @ 10:15am 

CHARLESTON, W.Va. (WSAZ) -- Hundreds are expected to attend funeral services 

for the Glasgow Volunteer Firefighter who died during a rescue mission in Raleigh 

County. 

Donald "Donnie" Adkins III, 32, was swept away when his boat capsized earlier this 

month during a water rescue. Search crews didn't find him until almost a week after 

the accident. 

The funeral service is set begin at 1:00 p.m. Wednesday at Riverside High School. 

We will have a crew at the service. Keep clicking on WSAZ.com for the very latest 

information. 

 

 

UPDATE: Tuesday 3/23 

CHARLESTON, W.Va. (AP) -- Gov. Joe Manchin has ordered all West Virginia flags at 

state facilities to be lowered to half-staff in honor of a fallen Kanawha County 

firefighter. 
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Manchin on Tuesday ordered the flags to be lowered Wednesday to commemorate 

the life and service of Glasgow volunteer firefighter Donald "Donnie" Adkins III. 

The 32-year-old Adkins was swept away while attempting a water rescue in a 

swollen Raleigh County creek. His funeral is set for Wednesday at Riverside High 

School. 

 

 

UPDATE @ 6:15pm Saturday 

KANAWHA COUNTY, W.Va. (WSAZ) -- Glasgow Fire Chief Marty Blankenship says 

funeral services for Donnie Adkins have been set. 

Services will be on Wednesday March 24th, at 1:00 p.m. at Riverside High School. 

Visitation will start at 11:00 a.m. 

In a press release, Chief Blankenship said, "Donald will be remembered with full 

Firefighter Line of Duty Death Honors. Please continue to keep the Adkins Family 

and the Glasgow Fire Department in your thoughts and prayers." 

 

 

UPDATE @ 1:30pm 

CHARLESTON, W.Va. (WSAZ) -- According to a news release from the Kanawha 

County Commission, Firefighter Donnie Adkins of the Glasgow Volunteer Fire 

Department was found in Piney Creek on Friday. 

"It is with deep sadness that we accept the loss of Glasgow Firefighter Donald 

Adkins," Commission President Kent Carper said. "While Kanawha County mourns 

this loss, we respect Donald's bravery and sacrifice. I also wish to commend the 

hundreds of volunteers throughout the state, including the State Fire Marshal, 

Sterling Lewis, countless firefighters, EMS, law enforcement, the National Guard 

and the hundreds of other volunteers who risked their own personal safety in this 

selfless act of recovery of Donald Adkins." 

Adkins was found about 4.5 miles from where his boat capsized during a water 

rescue on March 13. 

"Our thoughts and prayers go out to Donald Adkins' family, friends and fellow 

firefighters during this time of mourning," Carper said. 

Emergency crews tell WSAZ.com a crew was in the water, but it was actually a 

rescue team walking along the bank that actually found the body. 
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This was the second time search crews had been in this area searching for Adkins. 

The water levels have gone down in the area, making it much easier to search. 

Search crews also say the body was found in a remote area that you can only 

access by 4-wheelers. 

"I am very proud of the rescue teams that worked tirelessly to find a fallen 

brother," Commissioner Henry Shores said. 

Adkins, 32, served on the Glasgow Volunteer Fire Department for approximately 

three years. 

14 crews were scheduled to come out this weekend to help in the recovery effort. 

Gov. Joe Manchin today released the following statement after learning 

that first responders have located the body of Glasgow firefighter Donnie 

Adkins. Adkins died while rescuing Raleigh County citizens stranded by 

floodwaters on March 13: 

“I want to commend the dedication of our first responders who always answer the 

call for help and who have been working day and night since severe flooding struck 

southern West Virginia last week. 

“We lost one of those brave first responders when Donnie Adkins, from the Glasgow 

Volunteer Fire Department, was swept away by floodwaters. He lost his life while 

working to help others. My thoughts and prayers are with Donnie’s family and 

friends at this difficult time, and I know all West Virginians are thinking of them. 

“I want to thank the firefighters, rescue workers, emergency personnel and 

volunteers from across the state and other states who joined in the search for 

Donnie. They worked so hard to recover their lost friend and I know this is a 

difficult time for them, as well. 

“West Virginians always extend their hands to help others. And I thank all of our 

first responders for extending theirs when we need it.” 

 

 

UPDATE @ 1:30pm 

BECKLEY, W.Va. (WSAZ) -- Sources tell WSAZ.com a body has been found in 

Beaver Creek in Raleigh County. 

We're told the body was found near the accident site where Donnie Adkins' boat 

tipped over during a water rescue on March 13. 

Search crews have been out looking for the firefighter since the incident happened. 
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An autopsy will be performed to identify the person found in the creek. 

Keep clicking on WSAZ.com for the very latest information. 

 

 

UPDATE: Tuesday, March 16 @ 10:10am 

BECKLEY, W.Va. (WSAZ) -- Heavy fog meant a later start for emergency crews 

Wednesday looking for a missing firefighter. 

Donnie Adkins never came to shore on Saturday after his rescue boat capsized. He 

was near Beaver in Raleigh County helping flood victims. 

State Fire Marshal Sterling Lewis tells WSAZ.com the fog was finally lifting, and 

around 10:00 a.m. Wednesday they were getting ready to deploy search teams. 

They also have search dogs in the area. 

Keep clicking on WSAZ.com for the very latest information. 

 

 

UPDATE: Tuesday, March 16 @ 3:40pm 

CHARLESTON, W.Va. (WSAZ) -- For a fourth day, search crews are out trying to 

find the Glasgow Volunteer Firefighter who disappeared on Saturday in Raleigh 

County. 

Donnie Adkins was involved in a boat accident during a flood rescue effort near 

Beckley. 

Nearly 40 people, including swift water technicians, spent the day on the river 

Tuesday searching for Adkins. 

Crews have also flown over the 13 mile river twice and once over the New River in 

hopes of finding any sign of Adkins. 

Crews with chain saws are also at the scene clearing the debris, trash, logs and 

leaves along the river banks. They're focusing their attention on a large blockage in 

the river. 

They are also tearing apart an old railroad trestle. 

"We are going to get it, and we are going to bring a brother home," Fire Marshal 

Sterling Lewis said. "That is what they are thinking. It's that firefighter mentality 

and we just won't quit til we get home." 
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A crew recovered Adkins' wetsuit late Monday night. Earlier in the search, they 

found his life jacket and glove. 

"He is here, we will continue," Lewis said. 

There is also a six man team with a dog combing through the area. Twenty other 

walkers are also out helping in the recovery effort. 

"The hydraulics of water is a powerful thing, you see in the tsunamis and 

wherever," Lewis said. "This creek, it would be no different than a tractor trailer 

hitting you at 60-70 mph, the pressure of that water. Water is horrible." 

 

 

UPDATE @ 12:15pm 

CHARLESTON, W.Va. (WSAZ) -- The name of the Glasgow Volunteer Firefighter who 

disappeared while rescuing others in Raleigh County has been released. 

At a news conference Monday, county officials told WSAZ.com Donald "Donnie" 

Adkins, 32, is the volunteer firefighter who went missing early Saturday morning. 

Glasgow Volunteer Fire Chief Marty Blankenship said that Adkins was with the 

department for nearly three years and used to be a member of the Rand Volunteer 

Fire Department. 

"He's just a good all around type of person," Blankenship said. "He'd be one of the 

first ones here and always wanted to help somebody." 

Adkins leaves behind two children and was also considered a father to his 

girlfriend's little girl. 

Emergency officials are now calling the search a recovery, not a rescue. 

Right now, nearly 100 volunteers are searching along Beaver Creek, Piney Creek 

and the New River. 

"You couldn't ask for anything better," Chief Blankenship said. "The efforts are 

really outstanding." 

Kent Carper, Kanawha County Commissioner, says that the search efforts will 

continue until they can bring the body of the fallen firefighter home. 

"The firefighters involved are trained they've had many practice training sessions 

before. It is just inherently dangerous," Carper said. 

The Kanawha County Commission has asked Governor Joe Manchin to request all 

state flags be lowered to half staff in honor and memory of Firefighter Adkins. 
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Keep clicking on WSAZ.com for the very latest information. 

 

 

UPDATE: Monday, March 15 @ 9:30am 

CHARLESTON, W.Va. (WSAZ) -- According to a county spokesperson, a news 

conference will be held at the Glasgow Volunteer Fire Department at noon Monday. 

The county is expected to release the latest information concerning the search for a 

firefighter who has been missing since a boat accident during flood rescue efforts 

near Beckley. 

The accident happened early Saturday morning. 

Nearly 100 volunteers are still searching for him. 

We will have a crew at the news conference. Keep clicking on WSAZ.com for the 

very latest information. 

 

 

UPDATE: Sunday @7:20pm 

BECKLEY, W.Va. (AP) -- Searchers have temporarily suspended the search for a 

firefighter missing since a boat accident during flood rescue efforts near Beckley. 

Homeland Security and Emergency Management Director Jimmy Gianato says 

darkness prompted searchers to stop for the night Sunday evening. 

The Kanawha County firefighter was part of a crew sent to help with water rescues 

when their boat flipped Saturday. Rescuers combed the area on foot and by air 

Saturday and Sunday. 

Separately, a Bradley woman died after being swept away in a flooded stream near 

her home Saturday. 

Authorities say the combination of one to three inches of rain and melting snow 

resulted in heavy flooding in Raleigh, Greenbrier, Fayette and Mercer counties. 

Governor Joe Manchin has declared a state of emergency for 34 counties. 
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ORIGINAL STORY 

RALEIGH COUNTY, W.Va. (WSAZ) -- A massive search effort is underway for a 

Kanawha County firefighter that went missing after a rescue boat capsized. 

West Virginia Governor Joe Manchin says that firefighter is a Glasgow Volunteer 

Firefighter. 

Firefighters from the Kanawha County were sent to the Beaver area of Raleigh 

County to assist with water Rescues Saturday morning. 

Mike Fannin, Assistant Chief of Glasgow Volunteer Fire Department, says their swift 

water rescue crew had successfully completed about 12 evacuations when 

something went wrong. 

"Apparently, something hit the boat and spun them around. They lost all the 

steering control and came down and crashed into the bridge. It nosed under the 

bridge and threw them out," says Fannin. 

Two of the men on board were able to make it to shore, but one firefighter didn't. 

Fannin says "we're hoping for the best, but prepared for the worst." 

Additional fire crews, the National Guard and law enforcement are assisting with the 

search. A helicopter has also been brought in to help find the firefighter. 

Four firefighters assisting with rescue efforts Saturday were taken to the hospital to 

be checked out. 
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(WSAZ Photo / Ryan Lake) 
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