
By Sergeant First Class Leroy A. Ward 

U
.s. Army firefighters make up only a small section 
of the Corps of En gin eers . About 242 active 
duty military firefighters and 573 in the Reserve Compo­

nents represent both table of organization and equipment (TOE) 
and table of distribution and allowance ef DA) assignments. 

In toda y's Army, there are seven active duty TOE fire-fight­
ing det achm ent s, consisting of two to six soldiers, and 25 
Army Reserve and Na tional Guard TOE fire-fi ghtin g unit s, 
consis ting of six to 30 soldiers. Many soldiers and leaders are 
unaware of the existence of these detachments and the ser­
vices they provide. This article give s a brief overview of the 
organiz ation, train ing, and role of Army military occup ational 
specialty (MOS) 51M firefighters and fire-fighting units. 

Missions 

A rmy firefi ght er s provide fire- fighting services, in 
e luding fire protection and fire preventi on , to the­
aters o r operation. DUling deployments , firefighters 

are task organized-usually as general support (GS)- to the 
joint task force , who in turn makes them GS to the supported 
unit. Although they are GS due to their uniqueness, these 
f ire-fighting teams require mess, maintenance, logistical , and 
administrative assistance from the supported unit. Firefighters 
have three primary missions: 

Aircraft Crash/Rescue Fire Fighting 

Thi s is fireli ghters ' most dem anding mission and invol ves 
aircra ft or ground vehicles that are burning or have crashed. 
Firefighters must be familiar with basic sa fety procedures of 
all U.S. aircraft. Although the emphasis is geared toward 
rotary-wing aviation assets. firefighters mu st also be rami liar 
with fixed -wing aircraft. 

Structural Fire Fighting 

This mission encompasses burning of static objects , such 
as tents, hou ses, barns , and other buildin gs. Fire -fi ght ing 
teams require sk illed techni cal trainin g so they can quickly 
execute fire-figh ting "battle dr ills." Th ese inclu de connect­
ing fire trucks to hydrants, venting build ings, and searching 
for victims in smoke-filled buildings. 

Fire Prevention 

Thi s task includes taking active and passive measures to 
prevent fires fro m occurring. Active measures. which include 
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building inspections, generally are left to sergeants and above. 
Pas sive mea sures are encouraged by all firefi ghters through 
publ ic relati ons and safety program s. 

Responsibilities 

F irefighters su~po rt two general types. of unit s or cus­
tomers. The first IS U.S. Army or All' Force aviation 
assets. Most aircraft use a more flammabl e fuel than 

ground vehicles and require additi onal attention dur ing fuel­
ing and defuelin g operations. Attack aircraft are twice as dan­
gero us. since onboard fuel ha s the capability of detonatin g 
ord nance on the aircraft. 

The second type of customer is unit s that live in a large 
collection of tents or base camps. The tendency to erect tents 
close together and the propensity of canvas and woo d to burn 
creates a risk to occupy ing so ldiers . Army firefighters work 
with unit or insta llation safety offices to provide and enforce 
fire-preventi on guidelines for these temporary shelters . 

Arm y firefi ghters are not limi ted to these customers 
during combat operations. Other tasks may include provid­
ing aid to host-nation fire departments and protectin g 

U.S. Army firefighters enter a smoke-filled building. 
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ammunition storage point s; petroleum, oil and Iubricant (pack­
aged and bulk) storage points; motor pool s; and intern­
ment/dislocated -civilian camps. 

Types of Units 

A rmy firefighters are organized into two types of de­
tachm en ts: headqu arters (LA) and fire-fighting (LB). 
These detachments may be task organized based on 

the size of the area to be covered, the number of vehicles or 
aircraft that require protect ion, and the availability of other 
military firefighters (Air Force or Navy ). 

LA Detachment 

This detachment serves as the comm and-and-control func ­
tion for three to five other detachments. The four-soldier team 
consists of an MOS 2lB fire marshall (a first lieutenant), an 
MOS 51M40 fire chief (a sergeant first class), an MOS 51M30 
fire inspector (a staff sergeant), and an MOS 63B 10 mechanic. 
Eq uipment for the LA detachment includes two HMMWVs 
and assorted radios for establishing a base station. Missions 
are to ­

•	 Plan fire-fighting programs and area fire protection. 

•	 Exercise command and control durin g rescue and fire­
fighting operation s.
 

Cond uct fire-prevent ion operations, to inclu de determin­

ing building classification and conducting installation-level
 
inspections .
 

•	 Deve lop pl an s for handling ha zard ou s-material 
emerg enc ie s . 

•	 Conduct initial fire-ground inve stigation s. 

•	 Conduct fire departm ent unit maintenance operations for 
technical fire-fighting equi pment not provid ed dur ing de­
ploym ent from local support maintenance activities . 

Firefighters extinquish a burning fuel spill. 
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Firefighters inspect their self-contained breathing 
apparatus gear. 

LB Detachment 

The core of the fire -fightin g team . the se detachments con­
sist of an MOS 5 \M30 team chief (a staff sergeant), an MOS 
51M20 crash rescue sergeant, two MaS 5 IM I0 crash rescue 
specialists, and three MOS 51M I0 dri ver/operators. LB de­
tachments operate the fire-fighting equipment, which includes 
a fire truck, a water truck, self-c ontained breathing appara­
tus, a hydr auli c jaws set, and crash kits. They provide 24­
hour fire prote ction and personnel rescue support, administer 
timely and adequate first aid, and impl ement a fire preven­
tion program(s) for ­

•	 Life-supp ort areas . 

•	 Intermediate staging bases. 

•	 Forward-operating bases. 

•	 Petroleum , oil, and lubricant tank farms and distribution 
sites; open and closed warehouse faciliti es: or general 
depots. 

•	 Enemy pri soner of war and civilian internment camps. 

MOS Training 

A rmy firefi ght ers begin their mi lit ary career s with
 
basic training at Fort Leonard Wood. Missouri . When
 
they graduate, they are trans ferred to Louis F. Gar ­


land fire Academy, Goodfellow Air Force Base, Texas, which
 
is the home of fire-protection trainin g for the entire Depart­

ment of Defense. Here, firefighters attend advan ced individual
 
trainin g (AIT) for the 51M MOS . Operated by the Air Force,
 
this joint service school has 125 mu ltiservi ce and civilian in ­

structors. Training provided by the academy complies with
 
the National Fire Protection Association (NFPA) standards .
 
Sold iers, airmen, marines. and sailors train together for 13
 
weeks on ind ividual and crew drill s. Trainees m ust maintain
 
the TRADOC academi c standard of 70 percent but also must
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pass several physically demandin g tasks, as well as standard­
ized written and performance evaluations , to graduate . After 
completing AlT, soldi ers are NFPA certified at the Firefi ghter 
11, Airport Firefigh ter, and Hazardous Materials operational 
levels . 

Ca reer progressio n for firefigh ters is un ique . Th ey are 
trained and na tionally certified as fire fighters in MOS 51M 
through the grade of E7 . When they are promoted to master 
sergean tJE8, they leave this MOS and change to MOS 51Z 
general engineerin g supervisor, where they are invol ved with 
other engineer speci alties not norm ally assoc iated with fire 
fig hti ng . 

Certifications 

Department of Defense manual 6055 .6-M, Fi re an d 
Emergency Services Certification Program , is a com­

o ponent o f a nati on al certi fica tio n sys tem for 
firefighter s and othe rs in the fire-p rotection career field (tire 
fighti ng and resc ue, fire-department management, trainin g, 
inspections, etc. ). Th e Firefighter Certification System is ac­
credited by the International Fire Service Acc reditation Con­
gress (lFSAC) . The certifica tion program is mandatory for 
all Departm ent of Defense firefighters-military, civilian, and 
co ntrac tors. Cert ifica tion requ irements are governed by the 
applicable NFPA standards. These standards prescrib e pre­
cisely what mu st be done for certifica tion at each leve l. 

Certificat ion may be obtained by completing co rrespo n­
denc e cour ses (called career-development cour ses) com bined 
with performance tests, resident training schoo ls (such as 
state and local fire academies and the Louis F. Garl and Fire 
Acad emy) accredited by lFSAC or the Nati onal Profession al 
Qualifications Board, and other trainin g that is proven to be 
equivalent to that required by the NFPA. The Air Force Civil 
Engineer Support Age ncy, Continge ncy Sup port Directorate, 
Tyndall Air Fo rce Base , Florida, man ages and adminis ­
ter s this program. 

Military firefighters depend on federal and state training 
facilities to provide instruction on various ski lis. The two major 
traini ng resources to test fire-fight ing skills are a smoke house 
and a bum pit, A smokeh ouse is a building vented with ducts 
to produce a blanket of smoke within the building. Soldiers 
are requ ired to enter the building and rescue any personnel 
foun d inside . A burn pit is a concre te bowl with a special 
drain system in which obje cts can be set afire . Firefighter s 
use a co mbination of water and foam to extinguish burn ing 
vehicles and aircraft. The speci al drain system in the bottom 
of the pit separates the water and foam so each can be re­
cycled . Performing these two training events is equi valent to 
a combat arm s unit live-fir e exercise . 

Arm y fire-fighting units maximize the use of these train­
ing fac ilities for their soldier s, who rarely attend specialty 
traini ng such as Airborne or Air Assault School. Some 
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Wearing protective gear, firefighters inspect a burned­
out helicopter. 

colleges offer an associate degree in fire science, which is an 
excellent resource for build ing a competent fire-fighting uni t. 
Alth ough this tra ining is expens ive, soldiers bene fit from be­
ing trained by subj ect-matter experts and receiving hands-on 
trainin g with live-fire burnings. 

Summary 

Soldiers and leaders face several challenges concernin g 
firefighters in TO&E units. Leaders must bal ance mili­
tary requirements and tire-fighting certi fication require­

ment s. It is difficult to sched ule qualification ranges or man­
datory clas ses whi Ie soldiers are working day-on/day-off ro ­
tations. Career soldiers must mai ntain all required engineer­
ing skills. S taff sergeants must work hard to reta in their 
engineer-specific skills. such as construction and bridging , to 
complete the Basic and Advanced Noncommissioned Officer 
Courses. 

The presence of military fire-fi ghtin g detachments in the­
aters of operat ion is not commonly kn own or understood . but 
fire fighters playa critical role there. In additi on to their pri­
mary missions, firefighte rs provide benefits to all so ldiers, 
since they also receive lifesa ving training. Com manders must 
take active steps to includ e these detachments in their com­
panies and battalions and help make the theater sa fer for 311 

per sonn el. .w 
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