
The Blue Card Command Certification Program is a state of the 
art  training  and certification system that  teaches  Company and 
Command Officers how to standardize local  incident operations 
across their organization. The simulations used in the Blue Card 
program were all  created using the Instructor Edition of Digital 
Combustion’s  flagship  product  Fire  Studio.  In  this  article,  I’ll 
discuss  how to  begin  using  Fire  Studio  outside  the  Blue  Card 
program to enhance and localize your simulation training. 

What is Fire Studio?
Fire Studio allows you to take pictures of your own buildings and 
bring them into the program to add multiple fire and smoke effects 
to create a simulation. In addition to fire and smoke effects, Fire 
Studio includes liquid leaks, vapors, victims, hazmat elements and 
many other  animations to create  almost  any type of  emergency 
incident.
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Fire Studio has become the 
standard for simulation 
creation and training all 
over the world.

Fire Studio After Blue Card
You’ve  gone through hours  of  Blue  Card training,  how can you 
integrate Fire Studio into your department training program?

by Rich Merritt



Fire Studio was created for a very specific reason. We wanted to 
create  an  ultra-realistic  fire  simulator  on  a  personal  computer. 
Firefighters make many decisions on the fire-ground based entirely 
on  what  they  see.  Early  on,  the  few  simulation  products  that 
existed were not realistic at all, some even bordering on being bad 
cartoons. With that in mind, we set out to change the game with a 
simulator that looked as real as possible, while still remaining easy 
to use in a fire service setting.

Getting Started
When you become a Blue Card instructor, you receive an iPad that 
includes a Player Edition of Fire Studio (currently version 5.0). The 
Player  Edition  allows  you  to  playback  any  simulation  that  was 
created on the Instructor Edition.  This  includes all  of  the Blue 
Card simulations that are loaded on your iPad, as well as Blue Card 
simulations that are available on bshifter.com

To edit Blue Card simulations, or create your own, you will need to 
purchase  the  Instructor  Edition  of  Fire  Studio  from  Digital 
Combustion. Many of your departments already own the software. 
The Instructor Edition will  allow you to have complete control 
over your existing or new simulations.

There are a couple of different routes to go when starting to build 
a collection of your own simulations. You can start from scratch 
and  create  completely  new  simulations.  Fire  Studio  Instructor 
Edition allows you to bring in in local pictures of buildings from 
your  area  and  create  a  scenario  that  fits  your  current  training 
needs.  A different  approach  is  to  take  an  existing  Blue  Card 
simulation and modify it to better match the building types in your 
jurisdiction. You will need to swap out the backgrounds from the 
Blue  Card  simulations  and  replace  them with  similar  buildings 
from your area. Once the backgrounds are replaced, you will need 
to  move  the  smoke  and  fire  layers  to  match  the  newly  added 
backgrounds.  The  choice  of  which  method  to  use  will  largely 
depend  on  your  skill  and  comfort  level  using  Fire  Studio. 
Ultimately,  you may use a combination of both methods as you 
expand your simulation program over time.
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Fire Studio 5 Instructor Interface 

Fire Studio includes many different 
smoke and fire animations. Each 
animation can also be customized 
further by adjusting color, speed, 
angle and size. 

http://bshifter.com


Too difficult?? Not at all!
Some Blue Card users and instructors have told me they believe 
that creating their own simulations would be too difficult. Using 
the Blue Card sims as a model, which include interior and exterior 
views, different positions, different outcomes, and sometimes one 
hundred  slides  or  more,  I  can  understand  how  they  feel.  The 
thought of organizing and running a simulation drill with multiple 
engine and truck companies can be  daunting. As a new or even 
intermediate Fire Studio user, it would be very difficult.

The good news is, you don’t have to do anything close to that to 
get a huge benefit from integrating Fire Studio into your training 
program. The Blue Card guys have been doing this for a long time, 
and they are very good at it. You can keep it much simpler and still 
use simulation training to reinforce the concepts you have already 
learned through Blue Card Command. 

Start Small
One  of  the  biggest  mistakes  new Fire  Studio  users  make  is  to 
attempt to create a large, complicated simulation project on their 
first attempt. Often times, it is their supervisor directing them to 
come  up  with  something  (with  little  or  no  training)  for  a 
promotional exam. This is generally a bad idea. You need to be very 
familiar with any software before attempting anything where the 
outcome can affect someone’s career. 

The best path is to start small. Size-up training which includes the 
“sets and reps” model can be created within Fire Studio in a very 
short amount of time. The simulation on the left (Sim #1) can be 
made in just a few minutes by placing 2-3 animations over your 
background.  In  under  2  hours,  you  could  have  10-15  different 
building fire scenarios created for a simulation drill or class. Since 
the simulations can be saved, they will always be available to you 
and future training officers for years to come. Once you become 
comfortable using Fire Studio, you can start making simulations 
that change over time. You can also create simulations with more 
than one view. (Sim #2)
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Sim #1 

Sim #2 



Swap It
The two screenshots on the left were taken directly from a slide in 
a Blue Card simulation. The first picture shows the original Blue 
Card slide from Residential 4. The second picture is the same slide, 
with the background replaced. I only needed to make a couple of 
minor adjustments to the smoke and mask to make it match my 
new background. This can save you an enormous amount of time if 
you need to make a  Blue Card type simulation using your  own 
buildings.  The  interior  building  shots  can  be  left  as-is  in  most 
cases. You may not be able to use each and every view that was in 
the original Blue Card sim if you don’t have matching pictures of 
the new building, but it is a worthwhile tradeoff if you can save the 
man-hours required to create a large scale simulation from scratch.

It  may be difficult  to get  a  building to match as  closely  as  you 
would like, but it may still save time even if the building is very 
different.  The  blue  card  sims  are  already   laid  out  in  a  logical 
sequence, so if  you have to spend extra time moving and sizing 
smoke, it might still make sense.

You can also take a single slide from a Blue Card sim and reuse it 
on one of your “sets and reps” drills.  Customize these single-slide 
sims as much as needed to match your needs.

Not Only For Command
With many departments seeing a decrease of actual structure fires 
each year, coupled with the inability to provide live-fire training, 
simulation-based training becomes even more important across all 
ranks  in  your  department.  While  its  importance  is  obvious  for 
command level personnel, many training officers overlook the use 
of simulation for other members, including entry-level firefighters. 

An informal simulation session between the crew members of an 
engine  or  truck  company  can  result  in  training  gold.  Each  crew 
member can discuss the simulation from his or her point of view. 
Company officers will get a very good feel for the knowledge level 
of each member of the crew. In turn, subordinate crew members 
will  have  a  much better  idea  of  what  the  company  officer  may 
expect from them on an actual incident. These sessions may also 
be used for post-incident critiques.
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Original Blue Card Residential Simulation 

Same simulation, different background 



Saving Lives
We train to get better at what we do. If we get better at what we 
do, we will save more lives. Those lives we save may be from the 
communities we serve or our own personnel. Either way, we must 
continue to find new and innovative ways to do our job better. 
Simulation training has the potential to do that. Better command 
officers. Better decision makers. Better firefighters. 
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