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By Clinton Crafton
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A cornerstone of any good �re department is its interaction and integration with the

community it serves. For years we have reached out to the youth in our communities,

with incredible success, both to teach the lessons of �re safety and to create an early

exposure and comfort with the �re department. Some departments have the luxury of a

�re safety facility or “survive alive” house. Others have made great use of grants and

donations to purchase safety trailers. However, for the great many �re departments,

there simply aren’t enough dollars to cover all the needs and those expensive options

remain out of reach. Now consider the COVID-19 crisis and our current limitations on

public interaction. For some agencies it’s become almost impossible to reach out to the

youth in their service area.
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Enter the emerging technology of virtual reality (VR). A loose de�nition of VR is a fully

immersive audio/video presentation using 360° videos delivered in the contained

environment of a wearable headset. Often VR includes game controllers, but it doesn’t

need to for our purposes.  With an investment of under $800, any department can easily

jump into this technology with amazing results and success. Our agency has tried an

array of recording devices and found the GoPro Max to be a fantastic device to capture

4K 360° video in a variety of situations. Editing can be done on free software and then

delivered to the community on stand-alone headsets, such as the Oculus Go or Oculus

Quest. Google Cardboard o�ers an even simpler solution using folded cardboard goggles

to view content on any smartphone at home.

(1) Some of the cameras and devices used for VR content delivery.
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One of the most interesting features of this program delivery is the vast amount of

content options available. Our agency has delivered online station tours, apparatus

tours, immersive �re�ghting experiences, and multiple public safety announcements.

We are currently working with a local autism school to develop autism spectrum

disorder-speci�c content, such as a typical EMS encounter and ride to the hospital,

providing a controlled experience for kids with a higher likelihood of EMS interactions.

One of our biggest projects was just recently �nished: a �rst-person view of the perils of

distracted driving. This project required many di�erent partners for logistics but only

one camera to �lm. It includes the car-ride leading up to a head-on collision,

extrication, medevac, and a closing message at the ER. The amount of content to be

delivered is only limited by the imagination.

(2) A look at the 360 �lm on distracted driving.

We’re certainly not the �rst agency to take advantage of this technology. Many other

departments are making great use of 360 video and immersive content. With COVID-19

limiting public interaction, now is a great time to move station and apparatus tours

online, as well as creating local public education campaigns for schools and day cares

that may be o� limits this fall. 
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A quick search will reveal many di�erent 360 cameras, several VR headsets, and tons of

accessories. Purchases should be centered around the end goal for content, but new ideas

pop up constantly in �lming. In fact, we have learned (the hard way) how to best capture

interior live �re training videos in full 360, using a camera that cost only $400. Now the

manufacturer has limits on what the camera “should” be exposed to, but you may be

shocked to see what we’ve successfully put these cameras through.

Perhaps we can’t currently get out to the community like we once did, but we can send

the message out to them online, via Google Cardboard, or by loaning headsets out to

schools and groups. Immersive 360 content is often breath-taking for the �rst-time

viewer; it’s like seeing a picture of the Grand Canyon, you just can’t understand it until

you’re there! For more information, to share ideas, or if you have questions, feel free to

pop over to our homepage at wfd�re.org. And for a really great station tour, be watching

for our videos when our newest station opens this winter!

(3) There are many potential o�erings of immersive content for the public.

Clinton Crafton is the deputy chief of Operations with the Whitestown Fire Department,

on the northwest side of Indianapolis, Indiana. With 27 years in the �re service, Clinton

https://arvr.google.com/cardboard/
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has served in all roles from �re�ghter through deputy chief. Along the way, Clinton has

found a strong interest in technical rescue, leadership psychology, and technology in the

�re service.
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