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The Fire Service is a public service agency that strives to ensure the life safety of 
our residents and provide support services for many different types of situations 
that our residents encounter in their daily lives. 

When a person locks his keys in a vehicle it can be a life threatening situation, a 
fire hazard or a major or minor inconvenience to the resident.  We have had 
children or animals locked in a vehicle on a 30 degree Celsius summer day, with 
high humidity, with the windows rolled up and in minutes the interior temperature 
of the car can rise to well over 55 degrees Celsius with the potential for the victim 
to suffer heat stroke and death. If the vehicle is running and in a stationary 
position a potential fire hazard is created due to the possibility of overheating or 
the malfunctioning of the engine compartment. 

The inconvenience of locking the keys in a car can range from a person who has 
an appointment for an emergency medical treatment at a physician’s office to 
simply wanting to go to the grocery store.  Whatever the reason for the vehicle 
lock out if the Fire Service can assist the resident in their time of need, we have 
an obligation to do so. 

 
On the other hand this can present problems for fire departments from a liability 
perspective, if while gaining entry into a vehicle in a non-emergency situation, we 
cause damage to the citizens vehicle by improper usage of vehicle entry tools.  

 
Such risks can include: 
· Damaging insulation or wiring that may short and cause an immediate or future  

fire. 
· Disabling or damaging wiring for side airbags. 
· Paint scratches to the vehicle’s finish. 
· Disabling or damaging wiring for power door locks and windows. 

 
 

A lot of fire departments typically use vehicle entry systems such as the common 
Sulley tool kit. The training requirement is high; lock out manuals change from 
year to year as do the internal vehicle locking mechanisms. Most lockouts entries 
require a different tool for nearly every make and model of vehicle.  
Tow truck operators spend a lot of time and effort keeping their skills up to date in 
order to remain proficient at their craft and make entry into vehicles in a timely 
fashion. 



 
Most fire departments probably don’t spend enough time and effort to maintain 
their skills with the Sulley kit tool entry methods. Therefore the result is slower, 
more vehicle damaging entries. 
If your department is one of those that chose to provide lockout service to your 
citizens however you would like to reduce the likelihood of liability issues due to 
possible vehicle damage; decrease the time spent gaining access; and spend 
less time training to be proficient, then there is a solution. 

 
The “Big Easy” vehicle entry tool is available to the fire service for minimal cost, 
and is very user friendly. 
Available from Steck Manufacturing (www.steckmfg.com) 
My friend Ron Moore from Plano Texas introduced me to this tool back in 2005 
and the Calgary Fire Dept now has the “Big Easy” kit on all front line apparatus 
and rescue units. 

  The kit consists of a 56” long flexible stick, an inflatable cuff, a non-damaging 
plastic wedge; a knob lifter tool and also a plastic sleeve to protect the vehicles 
paint from scratches while making entry. 

 

 
 

  Some other problems with the traditional entry methods while using the Sulley tool 
kit, are that they consist of manipulating the internal linkages and locking 
connecting rods by inserting a lock out tool in between the weather striping and 
door glass and attempting to hook on to the rods to unlock the door.  



 
These rods can easily become disconnected when engaged, thereby rendering 
the locking mechanism inoperable.  Further to this, a lot of newer vehicles have 
incorporated internal defences against the traditional entry methods such as 
barrier blocks on the bottom of the window to prevent entry from this location.  

 
The “Big Easy” however, allows access by manual manipulation of the 
mechanical and powered door locks, internal door handle, window crank handle 
or power window button etc, by inserting the flexible stick between the window 
frame of the door and the vehicle body with assistance from the plastic wedge 
and inflatable cuff. 
One of the advantages to this entry method is the operator has a good view to be 
able to guide the stick to the intended target for quick and easy access. 
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For non-emergency door unlocking requests, this type of vehicle entry method is 
fast and efficient. 
Let’s look at 3 possible entry options with the “Big Easy” 
 
Option # 1 
By inserting the plastic wedge in between the top of the window frame and the 
roofline, a small space is created to slide the inflatable cuff in position. When the 
cuff is pumped up with air by squeezing the bulb, an even larger space is created 
to insert the flexible stick and give enough room to move it around.  
The maximum inflation space the cuff can be pumped up is two inches or 5 
centimetres as not to create damage by over extending the window frame. Now 
use the tip of the tool to manipulate the door handle, manual sliding lock 
mechanism, electric window or door lock button.  If the bend in the tool is not 
sufficient, remove the tool and adjust the bend to the required angle.  
(Photos # 1,2,3)  
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Option # 2 
If a door has the vertical lock knob on the top of the door panel, then the plastic 
knob-lifting strip can be used. Follow the above steps for creating space between 
the window frame, insert the knob lifting strip near the top of the door panel in the 
space created, now move the two ends of the strip back and so forth you can 
manipulate it around the lock knob. Pull back on the strip and upward at a slight 
angle, this will allow the lock knob to move and unlock the door. The middle 
portion of the strip that wraps around the knob has a coating of abrasive material 
similar to sand paper that allows it to grip the knob. This method can be used if 
the lock knob is close to either the latch side or hinge side of the door. 
(Photos 4,5,6) 
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Option # 3 
Another method you can choose is to create a space in between the door window 
frame and the roof rail directly above the window crank. Insert the flexible stick 
and reach for the window crank, carefully moving it in clockwise direction until 
there is enough room to get your hand and arm through and crank it the rest of 
the way to unlock the door. This takes a little more practice but still can be done 
in a timely fashion. 
(Photos # 7,8) 
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The clear plastic paint protector should be used prior to inserting the flexible stick; 
this will eliminate any damage or scuff marks to the paint that could be created by 
powder coating coming off the flexible stick upon entry (Photo # 9) 
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This user-friendly tool will save time and frustration for first responders operating 
at lockout incidents.  
Typical vehicle entry for almost all vehicles should fall within a one to two minute 
time frame; however the time it took to gain entry for the vehicle depicted was 31 
seconds with one rescuer! 

 
Listed below is a model guideline for vehicle lockouts that your department can 
adopt if there is not one already in place. 
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I. Purpose and Overview 
 

A key value for Fire Departments and its members is  our willingness to assist 
our citizens and our customers in any way possible.   This assistance has 
traditionally included assisting entry into locked vehicles where such actions 
can be taken safely, efficiently, and without risk of damage to the vehicle or 
occupants.  Unfortunately, the continued developmen t of anti-theft devices, 
side airbags, and other technological developments have created a situation 
where risk to the safety of Fire Department personn el, the vehicle occupant, 
and even the vehicle itself exceeds our ability to provide an effective, safe 
service.  These risks include, but are not limited to: 

· Possibly assuming liability for immediate or future  damage to the vehicle 
or occupant. 

· Damaging insulation or wiring that may short and ca use an immediate or 
future fire. 

· Disabling or damaging wiring for side airbags. 

· Disabling or damaging wiring for power door locks a nd windows. 

· Other damage to the vehicle or its finish. 
The purpose of this procedure is to establish the c riteria in which emergency 
entry into a vehicle will be performed  

 
II.  Dispatch Policy for Locked Vehicles 

 

Fire Department Units will be dispatched to reported  locked vehicles in the 
following situations, which may be “emergencies:” 

· Person(s) locked in vehicle that is incapable of un locking the vehicle 
and is in immediate danger due to heat or other med ical condition. 

· Pet(s) locked in closed vehicle without air conditi oning. 

· Vehicle locked and running INSIDE of a closed struc ture producing a 
hazardous atmosphere.  NOTE: a vehicle in a garage with the garage door 
up would not be a hazardous situation unless there is evidence of 
overheating. 

· Other situations where the locked condition of the vehicle is an obvious 
threat to the safety of persons or property.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



 
III. Call Handling Procedures  

 

Upon receipt of a reported lockout, the EOC operato r shall determine if the 
situation meets the criteria for an “emergency” as listed in Section II. 

 

An “inconvenience” is not an emergency and being “l ate to work”, “late to a 
ball game”, etc. is not to be considered emergencie s by fire or EOC personnel.  

If an emergency exists, the call will be dispatched  following standard   
Communications procedures.  

If it cannot be determined whether or not an emerge ncy exists, Fire Department 
personnel will be dispatched and will respond to ma ke an “on-scene” 
determination of the appropriateness of forcible en try.  

 
IV. Fire Department Response and Entry 

 

The Fire Department will respond to all vehicle eme rgencies as defined in II, 
above.  Upon arrival at the scene, the Fire Departm ent Officer shall observe 
the situation and make the determination of whether  or not an emergency 
exists. 

If a situation exists which poses a threat to life or property, Fire 
Department personnel will make entry by taking the following actions: 

1. Advise the person responsible for the vehicle th at an “emergency entry” 
is being made. 

2. Advise the person responsible for the vehicle th at the safest and most 
economical way of gaining entry will be to break a windowpane.                  

· That the Fire Department cannot be responsible for any damage 
to the vehicle under the emergency conditions prese nt. 

· Select an appropriate window away from the occupant . 

· Remove the window by fracturing the glass with a ce nter punch. 

· Unlock the door and stabilize the emergency. 

3.After the emergency is stabilized, assist the per son in control of the 
vehicle by removing (to the extent possible) all lo ose glass from the 
vehicle.   

4.Advise the owner or occupant that glass fragments  may sometimes be wedged      
between seats, window frames, etc.  It is suggested  that great caution be 
used until a professional glass company replaces th e window and the 
interior checked for any residual glass.  

NOTE:  the nature of the emergency, the reason for utilizi ng forcible entry, 
and the method of entry and any subsequent damage m ust be clearly explained 
in the Incident Report narrative. 

The individual should also produce their driver’s l icense, which verifies 
that they live at the same address as shown on the vehicles registration 
once entry is gained.  

  

 


