U.S. SUPPORT TO AUSTRALIA BUSHFIRES -- UPDATE
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US Incident Management Team (IMT) Members and US Hotshot Firefighting Crew Assisting Australian IMT and Firefighters on Victoria Bushfires
Judy Chetwin, Information Officer, US National Park Service

Cathleen Thompson, Information Officer, US Forest Service

ALEXANDRA, Victoria, Australia, Mar. 2, 2009 - On Sunday, February 15, 2009, 60 wildfire specialists from the United States arrived in Melbourne at the request of the Australian government to assist, supplement, and support Victoria State agencies with their bushfire firefighting and recovery efforts during unprecedented fire activity.  The bushfires in the southeastern part of Australia (State of Victoria) have claimed approximately over 200 lives since February 7.
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US Wildfire Specialists Arrive at Melbourne Airport
The American specialists that were deployed include 14 wildland fire personnel with incident management team (IMT) expertise in operations, planning and logistics; two 13 person rehabilitation teams (BAER); and one 20-person suppression firefighting crew (hotshots).
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Induction at DSE Warehouse in Altona, VIC, Australia
After the group’s arrival and induction training in Melbourne, 2 of the 14 IMT members remained in Melbourne (Doug Alexander, Chief Liaison for the US Mission, National Park Service (NPS), Regional Fire And Aviation Management Officer, Midwest Region, and David Curry, Coordination Liaison for the US Mission, Bureau of Land Management (BLM), Manager of the Alaska Coordination Centre) to assist in the coordination and logistics for the entire US contingent of wildfire specialists, while 7 IMT and 20-person hotshot crew members travelled to the Kilmore East-Murrindindi Complex South fire near the towns of Woori Yallock  and Healesville, on Tuesday February 17.
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Eric Heyn, Megan Timoney, Ross Peckinpah (Front)

Kim Soper, John Schmechel (Back) at the Woori Yallock ICC/ICP
The seven IMT members at Woori Yallock and Healesville include: Jay Esperance, Operations Section Chief, BLM, Casper Field Officer, Wyoming; Eric Heyn, Logistics Section Chief, USDA Forest Service (USFS), Kootenai National Forest, Montana; Ross Peckinpah, Logisitcs Section Chief, USFS, Sierra National Forest, California; John Schmechel, Planning Section Chief, USFS, Stanislaus National Forest, California; Bob Silva, Operations Section Chief, USFS, Modoc National Forest, California; Kim Soper, Fire Behavior Analyst, BLM, Richfield Field Officer, Utah; and Megan Timoney, Finance Section Chief, USFS, Region 4, Regional Office, Utah.
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Jim Raudenbush, Buck Silva, Jay Esperance at Kilmore East-Murrindindi South Complex at Healesville, VIC, Australia
Members of the 20-person hotshot crew include: Gary Atteberry (USFS, Deschutes National Forest, Oregon); Eric Bush (USFS, Malheur National Forest, Oregon); Steve Cornell (USFS, Fremont-Winema National Forests, Oregon); Jon Dentinger (BLM, Vale Field Office, Oregon);  John Freeman (USFS, Wallowa-Whitman National Forest, Oregon); Christopher Harper (USFS, Mt. Baker-Snoqualmie National Forest, Washington); Ian Haynes (USFS, Mt. Baker-Snoqualmie National Forest, Washington); Peter Hearn (BLM, Vale Field Office, Oregon); Jason Horstman (BLM, Vale Field Office, Oregon); Tony Johnson (USFS, Deschutes National Forest, Oregon); Mitch Kearns (USFS, Deschutes National Forest, Oregon); David Machado (BLM, Lakeview Field Office, Oregon); Mike McGirr (USFS, Rogue River-Siskiyou National Forest, Oregon); Allen Mitchell (BLM, Medford Field Office, Oregon); Steve Morefield, Crew Boss (BLM, Burns Field Office, Oregon); Michael Towers (BLM, Vale Field Office, Oregon); Don Tschida (BLM, Prineville Field Office, Oregon); Geoff Wallin (BLM, Burns Field Office, Oregon); Griffith Williams (USFS, Wallowa-Whitman National Forest, Oregon); and Aaron Worman (BLM, Medford Field Office, Oregon).

Another IMT member, Jim Raudenbush, BLM, National Interagency Fire Center (NIFC), Boise, Idaho, is the Field Liaison for the US Mission and has primarily been working out of the Alexandra Incident Command Centre-ICC (ICP) coordinating logistics for the IMT and hotshot crew members.  While Rich Schwab, NPS, National BAER Program Manager, Boise, Idaho is the Field Liaison for the two US BAER teams.
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Rich Schwab, Doug Alexander, Jim Raudenbush, Bodi Shaw, and Dave Curry
The remaining four IMT members travelled to the Kilmore East-Murrindindi Complex North fire near the town of Alexandra and assumed their duties for the Day Shift on Wednesday, February 18:

Ron Woychak, BLM, Southern California Desert District, Planning Section Chief, is working in Planning and has been developing a Fire Suppression Rehabilitation Plan that includes both short-term and long-term options.  Ron has also been helping with the inventory (data collection) and implementation of fire suppression rehabilitation efforts.  He also helped coordinate and facilitate the arrival of Erv Gasser’s US Interagency BAER (Burned Area Emergency Response) team to the Kilmore East-Murrindindi Complex North fire.  Ron reports that one of the challenges he has experienced is coordinating with the many local agency partners and jurisdictions involved in land management such as the Department of Sustainability and Environment (DSE), Country Fire Authority (CFA), and Department of Primary Industries (DPI) as well as land owners and local municipalities.
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Ron  Woychak
Gordon Martin, USFS, Cleveland National Forest, Southern California, Planning Section Chief, is staffing the Situation Office helping to develop small town protection plans.  When not researching, Gordon helps to obtain local spot weather forecasts and organize and produce the Incident Shift Plan - ISP (IAP). 
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Gordon Martin
Judy Chetwin, NPS, Denver, Colorado, Public Information Officer, has been integrated into the Information Unit.  The Information Unit is located under the Planning Office, which is a slightly different placement than within the US ICS structure.  Judy has enjoyed meeting many of the local residents and business owners while distributing daily information updates, maps, and community newsletters in the local area. Most local residents seem pleased that the US team members are present in the community to help with the fire fighting efforts.  Judy has also been involved in working on the various updates produced each day by the Information Unit and assisting with media and civic group tours of the ICC.
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Judy Chetwin
Doug Downs, Fish and Wildlife Service (FWS), Des Lucs National Wildlife Refuge, North Dakota, Operations Section Chief, is filling a role as Deputy Sector Chief on the Big River Sector of the fire.  Doug is enjoying direct involvement in the fire operations - learning the fire suppression strategy and tactics side-by-side with the Australian assigned to the sector.

[image: image9.jpg]



Doug Downs
On Saturday, February 28, the 20-person hotshot crew was reassigned to the Kilmore East-Murrindindi Complex North fire to assist with firefighting efforts.
Kilmore East-Murrindindi Complex North Fire Summary: The fire has burnt (burned) approximately 165,000 hectares (ha) (407,722 acres) in the northern complex since February 12. It is burning on public and private lands in mixed vegetation including grasslands, mixed forests, and Mountain Ash forests.
As of February 20, 689 personnel are assigned to the fire with 87 trucks (tankers), 32 SOU (slip-on units), 33 plant (heavy equipment, bull dozers, etc.) and 10 aircraft (helicopters and fixed wing craft).  The complex has 2 Divisions with 5 Sectors under each geographic (Northern and Eastern) sector location. 
The Incident Command Centre-ICC (ICP) is located in the Department of Sustainability and Environment (DSE) offices in the town of Alexandra, approximately 170 km northeast of Melbourne.

A base camp and staging area is located at the Alexandra showgrounds and football grounds.  The facilities include catering, a sleeping area, and showers in existing buildings, as well as vehicle services and registration in supplemental office trailers.
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Kilmore East-Murrindindi North Complex Fire Camp at Alexandra, VIC, Australia
Australian partners involved in this complex include: Victoria State Department of Sustainability and Environment (DSE), Country Fire Authority (CFA), State Emergency Services (SES), Department of Primary Industries (DPI), Department of Human Service (DHS), and Parks Victoria (PV). 
New South Wales (NSW) Fire Service and Rural Fire Service, Tasmanian Fire Service, Australian Capital Territory (ACT) Fire Service, Western Australia (WA) Fire Service, and South Australia (SA) Fire Service have sent fire fighters and fire fighting resources and equipment.  

Also involved are local police authorities, Victoria State Police, and Federal Police. The Australian Army, Red Cross, Metropolitan Fire Brigade (Melbourne) have also been heavily involved with relief and support efforts. 
For additional information regarding US Support to Australia Bushfires, go to 
www.inciweb.org/incident/1582/.
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