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This is Jennifer Jones in External Affairs at the National Interagency Fire Center in Boise, Idaho and I’m talking today with Steve Gage.  Steve is the new Assistant Director of Operations for the U.S. Forest Service here at NIFC.  And, Steve, we are mobilizing right now quite a few incident management teams and fire suppression crews to go to the East Coast to help with response to Hurricane Sandy.  What skills and experiences do those crews and incident management teams have that are useful in responding to hurricanes and other non-fire emergencies?

Steve Gage:  Jennifer, I think what the teams bring is the organizational skills of the Incident Command System, which is part of the National Incident Management System, which is a part of the National Response Framework.  In other words, we bring organization to chaos in many areas.  We have that, we use that on our wildland fires every year, every day during fire season.  So, the incident management teams bring that skill of organization, the planning process and how to get logistical needs met.  The crews bring their skills of being able to use chainsaws and other heavy equipment to open roadways for emergency responders, the local first responders, to help with powerline companies and those kinds of things, but basically what we bring are the normal skills that we use for wildland fire.

Jennifer Jones:  You got into this a little bit already, but can you just elaborate a little bit, what kinds of things will those incident management teams and fire crews actually be doing to help with the hurricane response?

Steve Gage:  A lot of it again is that process of bringing organization to planning.  What are we going to do tomorrow, what are we going to accomplish, what needs to be accomplished, what we call situational status, tracking resources, helping with planning for the next day and three days out.  The logistics of bringing in supplies, how to store those supplies, how to stage them, how to get them out to the people that need them, the food, the water, the ice, those things that the federal government brings in support of the state to the locals.  Those are the big skills that the incident management teams bring.  Now the crews again, they bring their skill as organized crews, they’re used to working together.  But a lot of times what we find in these situations are there are a lot of downed trees that are laying across roadways and those kinds of things and these people are skilled at using chainsaws and how to use them safely to either fall a tree that’s hung up some place or to limb a tree up, to cut it up so it is in manageable sizes.  And, again, they bring that organization as being an organized crew.  

Jennifer Jones:  In addition to hurricanes, what other kinds of non-fire emergencies or incidents are crews and incident management teams used to help with?

Steve Gage:  Well, Jennifer, any kind of man-made or natural disasters have been a fit for our IMTs and our crews.  We’ve done floods, we’ve done blizzards, we’ve done many hurricanes, we’ve done with the chicken epidemic in the past with the Newcastle disease, 9/11 response.  All of those things are again where you need that skill in planning, organization, logistics.  That’s where the incident management teams, that’s their forte, that’s what they bring forward.  

Jennifer Jones:  What kind of benefits does the fire organization get back from sending incident management teams and fire crews out to these non-fire situations like hurricanes?  In other words, what kinds of skills and experiences do they gain that might be valuable in their day jobs in fire suppression?  

Steve Gage:  Well, again, this is an opportunity for them to exercise their skills.  But, what it really brings is that concept of what else goes on in the world of emergency management.  What other relationships might I need to establish, how can I then take what I learned about getting emergency power, emergency water, emergency supplies, evacuation skills, and how to repopulate an area, help when we have a wildland fire and we have to evacuate a community or a large area of landscape, how do we help the locals repopulate that area, what problems might they run into.  If you’ve already experienced that as a part of a hurricane response and how to repopulate or how to reopen an area back to let people back in, you’ve already done that.  So, that’s a skill we can bring back to our day jobs.

Jennifer Jones:  Great, Steve, that’s all the questions I have.  Thanks so much for taking the time to talk with me.  

Steve Gage:  You’re quite welcome.
