Staging Area

NEWS

Language Skills
Assessment

What is it & how does it work?
By Charlie Phenix
he diminishing availability of Federal
Agency Type 11 fireline hand crews in
the early 1990s sparked the need for private
contractors to fill the void. By 2000 there
were more than 100 private contract crews
fighting fires and assisting in other emer-
gency assignments.

The Oregon Department of Forestry (ODF),
which is responsible for protecung the state’s
privately owned forestland, as well as forests
owned by the state, the Bureau of Land
Management and several other public entities,
retains contracted crews; however, safety
issues have come to light over the years con-
cerning the ability of some non-English speak-
ing crews to understand and relay information.

A Matter of Speaking
According to the ODF Web site, the number of
Hispanic crews in the Northwest has increased

markedly over the years. Roughly 85 percent
of current contract firefighters are of Hispanic
descent. (Note: This estimate doesn’t indicate
how many crewmembers speak English.)

Supervisors on contract crews aren't
required to speak any language other than
English, but they must be able to communi-
cate with their crew to ensure its safety. It’s
also essential for supervisors to able to read
and interpret the incident action plan (IAP)
and communicate during radio conserva-
tions. Consequently, if private companies
elect to hire non-English speaking crew-
members, those supervisors must be bilin-
gual or multilingual.

The Issue of Safety

In January 2003 the National Wildfire
Coordinating Group (NWCG) noted there
were several instances during past fire seasons
where firefighters’ inabilities to speak and
understand English created a potential safety
problem. The NWCG’s Safety and Health
Working Team made the following recom-
mendations to address this concern:

*» All radio communication on fires
must be in English.
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* All crew leaders must speak, read and
write in English, as well as the pri-
mary language of their crew.

* The language standard must be
applied to agency and contracted
resources.

The team carried a motion to “include
standards for bilingual capacity and stan-
dards for English language use on all fires.
This stipulation must be in contracts and in
crew typing standards, the Incident
Business Management Handbook, the
Fireline Handbook and in contracts/emer-
gency equipment rental agreements for pri-
vate resources.”

The NWCG decided it wasn't feasible at
the time to specify a uniform means for test-
ing proficiency in the English language. A
2003 NWCG memo, “Bilingual Language
Requirements for Crew Leadership” and a
2004 memo equating the “proficiency” lan-
guage of the 2003 memo with the “bilingual”
language serves as the minimum crew stan-
dards for national mobilization (as contained
in the National Mobilization Guide). These
standards provided the framework for the
development of the initial testing format.
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