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Firefighters have long played an integral role in the military. Military firefighters protect
personnel, property, and equipment on military installations and in combat zones. They handle
structural fires, aircraft crashes, and hazardous materials. They are trained in fire prevention,
rescue, and emergency medical services, with specialized roles including airfield rescue and

combat support.

Military firefighters are usually assigned to specialized units within the armed forces, such as the
Army, Navy, Air Force, and Marine Corps. These well-trained professionals undergo demanding
instruction in both firefighting practices and military operations. They follow established
procedures that equip them to safeguard personnel, equipment, and facilities from the harmful
and potentially catastrophic effects of fires and other dangerous incidents. Their roles include fire
prevention and control, rescue operations, hazardous materials management, emergency medical

services, and overseeing incident response.

Military firefighters work alongside other military units and local fire departments to develop
emergency response strategies and ensure effective coordination during large-scale incidents,
both on base and in deployed locations around the globe. They perform a wide range of vital
functions in support of their role within the armed forces. Their key duties and responsibilities

include the following:
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Fire Suppression —Military firefighters respond to fire emergencies by using specialized
techniques to control and extinguish flames, protect lives, and reduce damage to
property. They utilize firefighting equipment such as fire engines, hoses, and other

specialized tools to manage fires efficiently.

Rescue Operations — In addition to firefighting, military firefighters conduct search and
rescue operations during emergencies. They extricate and provide emergency medical
care to individuals who may be trapped or injured due to fires or other hazardous

incidents.

Fire Prevention — Military firefighters take part in fire prevention efforts to reduce the
likelihood of fires. They perform inspections, risk evaluations, and safety drills to detect
potential hazards on military installations. They also train personnel in fire safety
practices, enforce prevention policies, and ensure adherence to established safety

standards.

Hazardous Material Response — Military firefighters are trained to handle incidents
involving hazardous materials, such as chemical spills or leaks. They employ proper
containment and decontamination procedures to mitigate risks and protect personnel and

the environment.
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* Emergency Medical Services — Military firefighters are often trained in medical care and
provide emergency assistance during fire and rescue operations. They deliver first aid, stabilize
injured individuals, and work with medical teams to arrange advanced treatment or evacuation

when needed.

* Incident Command — During emergencies, military firefighters may assume leadership roles
in incident command. They set up command structures, manage resources, and oversee

operations to ensure a coordinated and efficient response.

* Equipment Maintenance — Military firefighters are tasked with maintaining and ensuring the
readiness of firefighting equipment. They conduct regular inspections, testing, and upkeep to

confirm that all equipment functions properly and meets safety requirements.

* Training and Preparedness — Military firefighters engage in ongoing training to strengthen
their skills, stay current with modern techniques and equipment, and maintain operational
readiness. They take part in drills, exercises, and specialized training programs to prepare for a

wide range of emergency situations.

* Deployed Operations — Military firefighters are often sent to combat zones and other
operational areas, where they encounter unique challenges. They provide critical firefighting

support to protect personnel and military assets in austere environments, where fire incidents can
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have serious consequences. Their presence ensures firefighting capabilities are available

wherever the military operates.

* Physical Fitness and Personal Readiness — Due to the physically demanding nature of their
duties, military firefighters maintain high levels of fitness through regular exercise and
conditioning. Their routine may include workouts, strength and endurance training, and other

physical readiness activities to ensure they remain prepared for the demands of their role.

There are many types of firefighters in the military. They have very specific roles that adapt to the
specific needs and requirements in each different branch. These duties may vary depending on the
specific branch of the military and the role of the firefighter within that branch. However, the

overarching goal remains the same: to protect military personnel, equipment, facilities, and assets

from fires and other hazardous incidents.

* High-Rise Firefighting Specialists — These specialists are trained to handle fires and
emergencies in tall buildings or elevated structures. Their training focuses on high-rise
firefighting methods, including stairwell operations, elevator rescues, and other techniques

unique to multi-story environments.

* Structural Firefighters — These firefighters specialize in responding to and suppressing fires

in buildings and other structures on military installations. They are trained in a variety of
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firefighting techniques, including ventilation, forcible entry, and search and rescue operations

specific to structural fire scenarios.

* Aircraft Rescue Firefighters (ARFF) — ARFF personnel specialize in responding to aircraft
emergencies, including fires, crashes, and fuel spills. They are trained in aircraft firefighting
tactics, airfield operations, and rescue techniques, working closely with airfield staff to ensure

the safety of military aviation missions.

* Shipboard Firefighters — These firefighters handle firefighting and emergency response
aboard naval vessels. Their specialized training covers shipboard firefighting,
compartmentalization, water supply systems, and techniques tailored to the unique environment

of a ship at sea.

* Crash Fire Rescue (CFR) Specialists — CFR specialists respond to emergencies involving
military vehicles, such as tanks, armored vehicles, and transport trucks. They are trained to
extinguish vehicle fires, rescue trapped personnel and provide emergency medical care under

challenging operational conditions.

* Wildland Firefighter — Certain military firefighters receive specialized training in wildland
firefighting. They are equipped to combat wildfires in rural or remote areas, using strategies such
as controlled burns, fire line construction, and specialized wildland firefighting tools and

equipment.
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* Hazardous Materials (Hazmat) Specialists — Hazmat specialists manage incidents involving
dangerous substances, including chemical spills, leaks, and environmental hazards. They are
skilled in identifying, containing, and decontaminating hazardous materials to protect personnel,

property, and the environment.

Some of the most famous fire incidents that set forth fire standards due to the catastrophic nature
and immense loss of life was the 1967 USS Forrestal disaster, the 1941 Pearl harbor hangar fires
and the 1966 USS Oriskany fire. These collectively transformed modern damage control and safety
procedures. July 29, 1967, a rocket fired accidentally on the deck of the USS Forrestal, ignited fuel

and caused a chain reaction of explosions. 134 people were killed and this led to major changes in

firefighting training in the US Navy. The Forrestal fire resulted in many lessons learned
and resulted in significant changes in the U.S. Navy in training for shipboard
damage control, the biggest being reinstitution of firefighting training for all
crewmembers. Another was the installation of a flight-deck washdown system that

could spread water or foam as needed.

Smoke from the burning Forrestal, as photographed from the flight deck of USS Oriskany (CVA-34), off
Vietnam, on 29 July 1967.
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The 1966 USS Oriskany fire was a major fire that broke out aboard the Essex-class aircraft
carrier USS Oriskany on the morning of 26 October 1966. The fire broke out after a lit flare

was locked in a flare locker. The fire killed 44 people, mostly air crew, and injured 156 more.

Smoke visible from the USS Oriskany in the Gulf of Tonkin

During the attack on Pearl Harbor on December 7, 1941, Japanese aircraft targeted hangars to
destroy U.S. aircraft and resulted in massive fires. It left 188 destroyed aircraft and significant
casualties, including three firefighters. The hangar line was hit repeatedly starting around 8:00am

and many aircraft were destroyed by the resulting fires and explosions.

Burning hangar at Hickam Field
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Different branches of the military may have their own variations of these specialized military

firefighting roles or additional specializations based on their unique operational needs.Many

organizations are in place to serve and protect firefighters and ensure their utilization and success.

Some of the professional organizations and associations that are dedicated to military firefighters

are listed here.

Military Firefighter Heritage Foundation (MFHF) — The MFHF is a non-profit
organization committed to preserving the history, heritage, and traditions of military
firefighting. It fosters camaraderie among military firefighters, offers scholarships, and
hosts events and reunions.

International Association of Fire Fighters (IAFF) — Although not exclusive to military
personnel, the IAFF represents firefighters and emergency responders worldwide. It
advocates for firefighter rights, provides training and educational resources, and offers
networking opportunities for members, including military firefighters.

Society of United States Air Force Fire Chiefs (SUSAFFC) — SUSAFFC supports U.S.
Air Force fire chiefs and firefighters, offering a platform for professional development,
networking, and information sharing within the Air Force firefighting community.

Navy Fire and Emergency Services Association (NFESA) — NFESA represents Navy
firefighters and emergency services personnel. It promotes professional growth,
advocates for its members, and facilitates networking and the exchange of information

among Navy firefighting professionals.
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There are many possible career paths for Military Firefighters that include but are not limited to:
Forest and Conservation Workers, Forest Fire Inspectors and Prevention Specialists, Fire
Inspectors and Investigators, Firefighters, Supervisors of Firefighting and Prevention Workers,
Emergency Medical Technicians, Forest and Conservation Technicians, Foresters, Public Safety
Telecommunicators, Fire-Prevention and Protection Engineers, and Emergency Management
Director.

As I hopefully begin my career as a Firefighter, I hope to make a difference and help a multitude
of people in the community. Joining the military once I am done with an Academy is a serious
consideration of mine and writing this essay has allowed me to explore my options and see the

impact firefighters have made throughout history and currently.
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