California National Guard train as Firefighters

By Staff Sgt. Andrew J. Hughan

SACRAMENTO, Calif. (07/18/2008) – For the first time in 30 years Soldiers and Airmen from the California National Guard are trained and fighting ravaging wildfires across the state along side CAL FIRE and U.S. Department of Forestry firefighters. 

400 Soldiers are on the lines with another 2,000, including Airmen from the Air National Guard, are being training and in reserve for the anticipated fire season ahead.

Governor Arnold Schwarzenegger called the Guard to duty on July 22, just one day after lightning sparked fires in Butte County, 100 miles north of Sacramento. Just a week later on June 28 the President issued a declaration ordering federal aid to supplement state and local firefighting efforts. 
The first 200 Soldiers was activated on July 4 and began training at McClellen Air Park in Sacramento, another 200 mobilized a few days later and were sent forward to assist and relieve exhausted firefighters.
The additional 2,000 National Guard troops were ordered to state active duty by the Governor on July 11 to boost the state’s ongoing firefighting efforts and prepare for the threat of additional fires over the next several months, according to a press release from his office.

“We already have 400 Guardmembers on the front lines, and once these new troops are trained and certified, they will be ready to pitch in at a moment’s notice throughout the fire season,” Schwarzenegger said.

The federal government also committed to sending out-of-state firefighters to train these additional California Guard personnel on critical firefighting techniques. 

“Having their assistance is going to be critical as we go forward into this summer of fire fighting,” said CAL FIRE Capt. Mark Whaling. “They have the same basic fire training that every new firefighter has, so if any of these fires escape their containment lines they will be able to control them so we can get the tired crews back to base camps for rest.”

Approximately 30 members of the 129th Rescue Wing from Moffett Field near San Francisco will report for training on July 23 to train on fire behavior, fire safety, and how to create fire containment lines using hand tools at McClellan Air Park with the U.S. Forest Service and will be available for duty over the next few weeks. After completing training, the Guardsmen will be available to support CAL FIRE, and the firefighter training remains current for one year after completion.
“The Soldiers will be doing duties that CAL FIRE regularly does. It’s just that the volume of fire this year is so much with so many fires … this is the challenge the Guard will help us meet,” Whaling said.
The training that CAL FIRE is doing is not a “one-shot” evolution, all the training records are kept and if Guard personnel are needed later this summer, or even next year CAL FIRE can easily and quickly identify trained personnel and bring them to the lines for much needed assistance. 
The troops also received basic conditioning that consisted of trail hikes in full gear, in the hot sun, multiple times a day, to prepare for what promises to be very difficult work ahead.

“It’s a great experience so far. There is a definite science and process to firefighting that you don’t know about until you’ve been on a hand crew out here for a while,” said Sgt. Mark Walch. 

Walch is a high school teacher in Chico and a Soldier with Alpha Company, 297th Support Detachment, who dropped the summer classes he was taking and reported to the Oroville Armory within hours of the mobilization.

“The fires in Butte County are threatening my hometown of Paradise, so it’s doubly important to me to be here. I’m a small cog in the wheel but every little thing counts,” Walch said.

The Soldiers will be grouped into 20-person teams and distributed around the state to wherever the fire officials need them and where the Soldiers can be used most effectively and safely. 

‘These types of fires are an endurance race, so they will help us stretch our resources so we can move forward and contain the existing and new fires as they pop up,” Whaling said.

One CAL FIRE official believes the Guard is an excellent and recurring source of trained and experienced firefighters to help contain and control fires in the state.

“I see this as the future,” said CAL FIRE assistant captain Dan Burns. “Once the training is complete, we have a record of every Soldier and will be able to recall them and get them to the lines quickly. I see this as only the beginning.”
