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By JEFFREY R . RICHARDSONRICHARDSON-

Although

RICHARDSON-

AlthoughAlthough AlaskaAlaska'sAlaskas*
.'!, wildfireswndfues are allan but., out ,. Native firefightersfuefightersfirefighters-

anarerean .still.stiI1stiI1 hriothott, ababoutut what .,.theythey feel are discriminatory employment-
practic

employment-
practices

employment
practicpracticess and attitudes ofof.heofhe.hee Bureau of Land Management..

On August 30, fuefifirefightersters GordonCordon RfleyRiley and Audrey GjesdalCjescWCjesdal ,
in separate letters , attacked the bureau for hirlhiringg 250 ,firefighters-
from

firefightersfirefighters-
fromfrom the State of Idaho

";"whilewhilewhlle., three to five NaNativeNatjve<ve crews based inin-

Fairbanks
in-

FairbanksFairbanks went begging for work during the hot , smoky summer .

Not long after the letters were written , Riley'sRileys' 16-person16person16-penonpenon-- crew-
was

crewcrew-
waswas dispatched to one of Alaska'sAlaskas' numerous firesfues . Several BLM-

sector
BLMBUdBUd-

sesesectortor bosses , most from outside Alaska , have filednIed derogatory rere-

ports
reoreo-

ports
re-re-¬

ports on the performance of Riley'sRileysRney'sRneys' crew ; at least one recommended-
they

recommendedrecommended-
theythey not be rehired .

RtteyRiley insists that the sector bosses are unfairly basing their judgjudg-
ments

judg-judg-¬.
ments of the wholewhoIe crew on the poor peperformanceormance of two members..

In addition , although BLM asserts that the 171 firefighters hired-
through

hiredhired-
throughthrough the Boise Interagency Fire Center were much more exten-
sively

extenexten--¬.
sively trained than regular firefightersfuefighters , Riley suggestssuggest: that suchsuch-
training

such-
trainingtraining should be much more available to Alaska Natives .

The mostP10st favorablefavorabIc assessment of Riley'sRileys' crew came from SectorSector-
Boss

Sector-
BossBoss Chris PankamPanbm of California . Although he faulted the crew forfor-
l1ck

for-
lacklackl1ckl1ckoflackofof training and organization , he continued , ""The"The crew did workwork-
very

work-
veryvery hard and exceeded my expectationsexpectationiexpectatlont . The quality of work waswu .

good and with more expeexperienceence they might be more organized and-

work
andand-

workwork better as aI ciewcrew ., They are not poor workers.. tt"tt-
AlthoughAlthough BLM'sBLMsBtM'sBtMsBU'sBUs' Fairbanks District Office refused to part withwith-

copIes
with-

copiescopies of the evaluations , a member of Riley'sRileys' crew waswu permitted-
to

permitted
to hand copy portions of the comments . Not allaU the comments werewer-
eu

were-

asasu favorable as Pankam'sPankamsPankam.s'. . Another CalifCalifornianomian , Tom Avent , wrote :

*"''ItIt"ItIt wasWl$ obvious to me several crew members had come to this fire-

with
fireruerue-

withwith a hangover from drugsdregs or alcohol.."
AnothAnotherr sector boss who observed Riley'sRileys' crew onn the samewnc blaze ,

Terry AAnderson1derson , fumed not only' at the crew , but those who had-
hired

Iud-
hired

hadIud
hired them :

""II wish the bureaucrats who hired this crew had been on this firefuefue-
the

fire-

thethewretchinginfirstfustfast two days and witnessed the two crew members wretching
in convulsions . This was a hot firefue , not a picnic area and to hirehire-

winos
hire-

winoswinos and junkies and send them out to10 this fire unrequested was a-

mistake
I-

mistake
aI

mistake . Again , most of the crew did a good job but the state of-

two
ofof-

twotwo of them pluspIus the political overtones in this crewcrew'screws'. hiring caused-
some

causedcaused-
somesome tense situations ."

RfleyRiley himself is a little tense about the charges of lack of experi-
ence

experiexperi--¬.
encewritingthatand organization and suggested because of his letter writingwriting-
thatthat his crew was singled out for scrutiny .

""TheyThey say things that we didn'tdidnt' even do ., They were checking us-

out
usus-

outout , there were different sector bosses every day ," RfleyRiley said .

RfleyRiley explained that his Fairbanks crew was made up of men anandand-

womenwomen from several villages who callcaIl the Interior City home . Helielie-
conceded

He-

concededconceded that two crew members were in poor shape but denieddenied-
that

denied-
thatthat they hampered the overall peperformanceormance of the crew ._

Fairbanks District Manager for BLM , Richard LeDosquet , told-
the

toldtold-
thethe Tundra Times he was unaware ofofaa request to respond to Riley'sRileysRiley's-
original

Riley's-
original

'
original letter but promised to look into the matter . However , hehe-

defended
he-

defendeddefended BLM'sBLMsBW'sBWsBM'sBMs'' past efforts to train Natives for more specialized-
jobs

specializedspecialized-
jobsjobs such as smokejumping and logistics dispatching .

""WeWe have really made numerous attempts to get training to NativeNative-
peoples

Native-
peoplespeoples , at all levels of the operation . WellWe'll'' get people trained to a-

point
aa-

pointpoint and they don'tdont' stay with us . We have a few people who returnreturn-

Continued

return-

Continual(ContinuedContinual on page.pap.12)pap.12pap1212)12)



Firefighters . . .

(Continued from page 1)1)1)-

year
)

.' year after year .. We'dWed' welcome that absolutely , that'sthats' the way to-
go

to-
go

to
go . I appreciate that better jobs come along and firefirefightingfighting isis-

seasonal
is-

seasonalseasonal ,""hehehe said .

LeDosquet said BLM ""couldn'tcouldnt' do the job " without Native crewscrews-
and

crews-
andand saidsald into general their performanceperfonnance was ""supersuper outstanding . "

FieHe acknowledged that difficulties sometimes arise between crewscrews-
and

crews-
andand theirthelT supervisors ,. but he suggested that they are not widespread .

In reference to the need for crews to be well organized internally ,

LeDosquet commented ,
""ItIt makes all the difference in the world ."

AccordingAI-cordrngAIcordrngAccordmg.- to Riley , five of the crew members had never receivedreceived-
fire

received-
firefire trainingtrammg or been out on assignment . The remainder had two toto-

twelve
to-

twelvetwelve seasons of experience under their belts and received BLM'sBLMsBLM's-

modest
BLM's-

modest
'

modest week-longweeklongweek.longweeklong-. """hothot shot " crew training held each May in various-
villages

variousvarious-
villagesvillages around the state .

Riley questions BLM'sBLMs' rather bookish attitude toward fire trainingtraining-
and

training-
andand boasted that one member of his crew who had no training andand-

no
and-

nono experienceexpenence , an Indian from Lousiana , picked up the pace very-
well

very-
well

very
well
well"Hewell"lie""HeHe"lielie did good too , he watched us and picked it up after a couplecouple-
uf

couple-
ofofuf days ,

" Riley said .

Although BLM State Director Curt McVee hinted in a response to-

RIley's
to-

Riley's
to

RileyRIley'sRIleys's August 30 letter that his agency was thinking of stepping-
up

stepping
up the training of Alaska Natives for more specialized firefirefighting-
positions

firefightingfightingfighting-
posItionspositions , Riley is not complacent.. Helie saidsald his crew plans to traveltravel-
to

travel-
toto Anchorage dunng the Alaska Federation of Natives convention-
early

convention-
early

convention
early in November and enter the state BLM office en masse to filemefile-
applications

me-

applicationsapplications for many of the positions they feel should be availableavailable-
toto Natives next season .

""TheyThey keep on hasslinghassJing us , wellwe'll'' keep on hassling them , in a legallegal-
way

legal-
wayway , " Riley concluded .


