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Bureau of Land Management Public AfTairs

This summer marks 50 years of
firefighting in Alaska. The Alaska Fire
C‘aurm!.‘.itmrew formed in 1939

the Ala.tka .'hu , 1,500 miles of
highway and part af the Kuskokwim
River. They were able to cover about
4 percemt of the area needing
protection.

A lot has changed in the 30
vears. Today, lightning strikes are
detected through direction finders
almost as soon as they hit the ground.
A BLM Alaska Fire Service computer
in Fairbanks processes the information
and charts the latitude and longitude
on a map. The fire manager enters the
coordinates in the computer and notes
the land ownership, terrain and
vegetation of the area.

A planeload of smokejumpers is sent
out to reconnoiter the area and if
needed, put out the fires. Smoke-
jumpers provide the first line of
defense to firefighting in Alaska, but
when a fire gets out of control, BLM
calls up the village crews to help con-
tain the fire.

For the ‘'‘groundpounders,’
firefighting methods haven't changed
much. They still use a spruce bough
to beat out the flames and a pulaski
to dig out hot spots. Village crews pro-
vide the backbone of Alaska’s
firefighting operations.

The hot, smokey air hits you like a
brick wall as you step off the bus; hun-
dreds of firefighters all wearing yellow
shirts mill around you. Billowing
smoke clouds fill the sky.

The slopes around the fire camp are
s0 steep only a mountain goat would
feel safe climbing them. Giant trees
dwarf everything around you. These
are just a few of the feelings of culture
shock hitting a Native fire crew
fighting fire in the Lower 48 for the
first time.

Jeft Nelson from Amak in the
Y ukon-Kuskokwim Delta helped fight
fires in southwestern Oregon in 1987.

“"We were amazed at how steep and
mountainous the terrain was and all the
different insects and snakes we saw.

" After a week and a half, many of
the crew members were really
homesick. Fighting fires 17 hours a
day makes you so tired you feel like
a zombie,"" Nelson said.

“‘Native crews are critical to our
mission in Alaska and in recent years
have also played a vital role in fighting
fires on a national basis,”’ says Tom
Owen, manager of the BLM's Alaska
Fire Service.

“‘Last summer the village crews
battled fires that eventually burned
more than 2 million acres in the state,”’
he said.

The crews had been on the fire line
for up to eight weeks in Alaska with
very little rest when the fire season in
the Western United States virtually ex-
ploded. Desperate calls for manpower
were issued, and more than 1,500 epo-
ple, including 62 crews and overhead
personnel from Alaska, went south.

For the next month or more they
worked up to 16 hours a day under the
most adverse conditions. Not only 1s

hiring village crews a vital resource
for w fire ies, it is a finan-
cial boon to the villages with crews.

““Trapping and firefighting are our
two main sources of income in
Aniak,"" says Nelson, During the last
several seasons, most
earned several thousand dollars each.
In 1988 alone, nearly $9.6 million
went back to their local village
economies.
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Use of Native fire crews has evolved to a very organized system.

The use of Native fire crews has
evolved from a hit and miss effort in
the late 1950s to the very organized
system it is today.

The use of Native fire crews has
evolved from a hit and miss effort in
the late 1950s to the very organized
system it 15 today.

“In the 1950s the villages were
often very isolated,’’ says then fire
crew boss Russ Hanson. ‘‘Several
times I went into a village looking for
men to hire, only to find they were all
out fishing."’

In 1954-55, Jim Scott of BLM's
Homer office resolved that problem by
hiring some of the first all-women fire
Crews.

“The crews we did hire back then
were very well adapted to the environ-
ment,"' says Hanson. “‘They did lots
of subsistence hunting and fishing and
often walked long distances as part of
their normal lifestyle.

In 1956 we were fi
ing u::idrlﬁre'fimllumehwm
w:ﬂmmchiul:k Duqunnwhetel

grounds that could be affected by the
fire. They had carried enough food
and clothing on their backs to sustain
themselves for several days. I was im-
pressed,’’ says Hanson.

In those days, BLM paid Natives
$1.25 an hour, while their non-Native
counterparts got $2.78 an hour. The
reason given by officials for this bla-
tant discrimination was that this was
to prevent villagers from starting fires

just to get paid. This later changed in

the late 1950s.

To form a fire crew today, a village
must have enough physically fit peo-
ple 18 years or older to make a
16-person crew, a phone where the
crew can be reached, an airstrip
enough to handle a plane to move
crew out and reasonably good
weather.

If all the above criteria can be met
to the satisfaction of the Alaska Fire

Service’s requirements, thnvdhﬁ
must then select a crew boss who
turn selects the 15 crew members.

Smaller villages often combine with
other nearby vi to form a crew.
Large villages as Fort Yukon or
Hooper Bay have as many as
three crews avai :
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Once the crew is established, the
Alaska Fire Service staff flies
out to the village during the winter or
carly spring, gives the step test to each
prospective crew member to ensure he
or she is fit and teaches the
basic trnnins courses.

Th:: tmmgu fy the
crew to fight lnjrwhr.r: in Muka
and the Lower 48.

The crew boss, who is ible
for the welfare and work of
receives 80 hours of crew boss train-
ing. He or she recruits the crew,
makes sure crew members are aware
of conditions of hire such as no
substance abuse and staying in camp,
fulfills fire assignments, serves as
timekeeper, takes commissary orders
and disciplines crew members if
needed.

Once trained, the crew is added to
Alaska Fire Service's rotational crew
roster and waits for the call. Crew
members must bring their own work
clothes and boots. Alaska Fire Service
provides the fire tools, hard hats,
nomix shirt, pants and a backpack.

When Native crews are sent south,
each crew is accompanied by a crew
representative from the Alaska Fire
Service or the State of Alaska to help
smooth the way.

Fifty years of |ref|ght|ng In Alaska: ‘.

ﬂrﬂeumn crews from very small
are suddenly thrust into a
unfamiliar situation such as a
fire camp of I.Dgﬁeqﬂe. The crew
representative with the fire
overhead, arranges the crew’s travel
and anything else needed to smooth the
way.

Last summer Russ Hanson ‘was
crew coordinator for five Native crews
sent to a large fire in eastern
Washington.

““Some crew members saw horses
and cows for the first time, "’ says Han-
son. ““The incident commander in
charge of the fire had some reserva-
tions about using Alaska crews, but
after the first week he was very
satisfied.

‘BLM’s Alaska Fire Service

Owen says the performance
of Alaska firefighters is improving
each year.

““In 1988 there were instances of ex-
treme fire conditions in the Lower 48
where Alaska fire crews were
specifically requested because of their
abilities,”’ he said. ‘‘Their reputation
15 spreading among the national
firefighting community. "

Currently, there are 72 emergency
firefighting crews on the Alaska Fire
Service roster.
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.80 tired you feel like a zombie’

Oftentimes crews from very small villages are suddenly
thrust into a totally unfamiliar situation such as a fire
camp of 2,000 people.
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Currmﬂy there are 72 emergency ﬁrqﬁg}mng crews on the Bureau of Land Management Alaska Fire Service roster.

Whether to fight the fire sparks debate

Until the late '70s, all fires were
attacked and put out as soon as they
were discovered.

A tremendous amount of effort
and money were expended on
fighting all Alaska fires regardless

whether it might be more cost ef-
fective or even cial for a fire
to be left to burn. The pervasive
thinking was that all fire is bad as
reinforced by Smokey the Bear.

However, studies showed that
fire had been part of nature’s cycle
l’urtlmsmdant‘yunuﬂcmhc
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In 1979, the Bureau of Land
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state was divided into 14

areas.

Thmugh In intensive fire plln-
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of fou
“ml lands where human

A tremendous amount of
effort and money were ex-
pended on fighting all Alaska
fires regardless of whether it
might be more cost effective
or even beneficial for a few
to be left to burn. The per-
vasive thinking was that all
fire is bad as reinforced by
Smokey the Bear.

s life OF habitation are present.

oFull — areas with valuable
resources such as commercial
timber stands and historic
structures.

sModified — uninhabited areas
with resources of lesser value.

sLimited — lands where natural
fires are beneficial or where the
costs of fighting fire are greater
than the fire damage.

Land mﬂs in each planning
area indi the level of fire pro-
tection they desired for their lands
with special emphasis given to sup-

ion costs versus values at risk,
the history of fire problems in a
specific area and the opportunity to
complement desired land manage-
ment objuctiv:s
views emerged
fmm thia ng effort. On the
are those who feel
Ihlt fire phys a critical role in main-
:?:Muh s diverse pattern of
wildli
“The wealth of moose, small

game and furbearers in many parts
of Alaska are products of
wildfires,”’ says Dave Kelleyhouse
of Tok, biologist for the Alaska
Department of Fish and Game.
“Years and years of successful fire
suppression have caused terrific
buildups in highly flammable fuels
which would have burned little by
little over time.

“‘Instead, the ‘saved up’ fuel
creates a situation such as the 1988
Yellowstone fires."’

On the other side of the argument
are those who feel their health and
lifestyles are threatened by wildfire.
Some of the strongest arguments
against Alaska's let-burn policies
come from Native groups whose
traplines have been burned.

Fort Yukon trappers claim to
have suffered mhsum-l losses dur-
ing last summer's ﬁ;:f ﬂ':m!ﬂ l:mln
response, proponents m
pollcr respond by saying that in the

ong run wildfire w I suhmntully
! rmrc the
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