Colonel John Pollock, Commanding Officer of CBIRF
tells Gwyn Winfield about saving lives and taking names
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Yet there would seem to be a problem
inherent in this. CBIRF has prided itself
on its medical capability, for example,
and if it is going to be tasked only under
CCMRF, which has a Task Force
Medical, then it would seem that there
will either be duplication, or CBIRF will
have to shed capability. Does CBIRF
therefore have other non-CCMRF roles
that will allow it to keep this capability?

“We’ve got responsibilities under the
CCMRF and COCOM, under North Com.
That doesn’t correspond to CCMREF, so
we can also scale our deployments — so if
the CCMRF isn’t deployed, and there is
an incident that doesn’t require their
entire capability, we can still be called
out by a Defence Coordinating Officer at
a lower level instead of deploying the
entire CCMRF as we would for a larger
incident,” said Colonel Pollock.

There has been a change in mission
however, since the early days. At first the
role was to get there fast, as — depending
on where the incident was — there might
be no other capability there. Now, as well
as the first responders, there are the
WMD Civil Support Teams (CSTs) and
the CBRNE Enhanced Response Force
(CERF, or CERFP) who will be able to
field a capability faster than even the
ever-sprightly CBIRF. So does that mean,
since CBIRF will now inevitably be part
of a force package, that they have been
able to shed some capability — to make
room for the new — or does not knowing
what package you will have to plug into
mean that you need to retain everything?

“From an overall perspective it is a
good news story for the US,” said
Colonel Pollock, “as we as a nation have
made significant improvement in our
first-responder capability. We have seen
the National Guard CERFs and CSTs,
which has given National Guard and
state governors a tremendous capability
that is responsive to that state. As we
build more capability what does that
mean for CBIRF, as we are no longer the
single capability that deals with these
incidents? That is a good thing though!
We remain the only Title 10, active-duty
military component that deals with
these types of incidents, so local
government has their first responders,
State government under Title 32 has its
National Guard, and then Title 10, DoD,
has CBIRF. The trick is integrating those
capabilities, each with distinctive and

separate chains of command, and
synchronising and synergising the
operations of those different entities. A
lot of our exercises are focussed on
understanding how first responders
work, understanding how the CSTs and
CERFs work, so when we hit the ground
we can integrate our operations for
maximum effect by not creating gaps
and duplication of effort during a large-
scale event.”

CBIRF, while it is still counted as a
CBRN asset, has evolved past that, in
many respects, to a search and
extraction (S&E) and technical rescue
capability — the ability to go into
hazardous environments, whether CBRN
or conventional (collapsed buildings etc)
and rescue people and save lives. The
trouble with this is the fact that there is
usually, especially in CBRN, a very small
window for this sort of role, that dose
over time means that even with CBIRF’s
short notice to move period, that it is
unlikely that they will have much of a
role, unless prepositioned.

Colonel Pollock suggested that it
wasn'’t that bleak, “There are some
variables in there that are hard to
determine, but you can find survivors in
a catastrophic incident like this well after
the time when most experts would say
that you are in the recovery phase, rather
than search-and-rescue phase. We also
have a role in high yield explosive events,
a scenario one could argue that the
casualty viability window would be
significantly extended. We always want to
get into the incident site as quickly as we
can but part of the calculus is geographic
distance — if an incident takes place in
California it will take us longer to get
there and save lives than if the incident
was 20 miles up the road in DC. So the
tyranny of time and space will challenge
us in some scenarios. The Request For
Assistance process from the State thru
the Federal government may also play
into the timeline, but if we can get there
within the 24/48 hour window we feel
confident we will be able to find some
viable casualties in the incident area.”

One of the complicating factors is
that if it is a CBRN incident it will be, at
best, a crime scene (though more likely
a terrorist scene — though the
distinction is blurred, and non-existent
in terms of CBIRF’s response), and there
is always a conflict between saving lives

and saving evidence. Firefighters often
get the brunt of this criticism, that in
their rush to save lives they destroy or
tamper with the scene in such a way
that evidence is useless — and
firefighters have the advantage of
working with their law enforcement
colleagues every day, which cannot be
said of CBIRF. So how do they manage
the crime scene, respecting forensic
highways and evidence while they are
barrelling in to save lives?

“That is something that we are just
trying to get our hands around,”
admitted Colonel Pollock. “Crime scene
and evidence collection hasn’t been
something that we have done a lot of in
the past and we want to bring in some
law enforcement expertise for training
on: how do we approach this as a crime
scene; how do we approach chain of
custody; sketching out the blast area;
marking components that might be
evidence. We don’t have a lot of
experience and see it as an area where
we can improve our capabilities. Last
week we worked with a team from
Alcohol Tobacco and Firearms (ATF)
during one of our internal exercises and
their insights were invaluable. Currently
when we go into a building and do our
primary and secondary searches we will
do a sketch of where we find the victims
in the building, to try and get something
to law enforcement to allow them to
build a case in terms of the incident, but
we need to do more.”

This would seem to be one of the
areas where there could be inter-DoD
support as the 20th Support Command
have done a lot of work on Sensitive Site
Exploitation and have a military
understanding of forensic highways etc
that would be useful to CBIRF. So has
there been any cross-pollination?

“We are not at the same level yet. 20th
Support Command, and some of the
other organisations that are involved in
that line of work, do a great job, but our
mission sets are a bit different. | view us
as a life-saving capability that operates
in a contaminated environment — our
real mission is search and extract, and
everything else we do enables that
mission. The primary mission is search
and extract of victims in order to save
lives and minimize suffering. We do
agent identification as an enabling
function, in order to make a
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o S The General Dynamics Armament and Technical Products CBRNE team has invaluable
experience drawn from 30 years of developing proven solutions for military applications.
We've gone beyond conventional detection capabilities to develop advanced technologies
that will help protect your most valuable assets. In an environment where you face ever-
changing threats, the General Dynamics team can provide an advantage.

Our homeland security products incorporate next-generation technologies in both
portable and fixed-site devices that provide superior protection.

¢ Chemical and biological point detection

¢ Improved chemical standoff detection

* Explosives detection

e Full life cycle support

Let us put our experience to work for you.

For more information, contact GDBusDev@gdatp.com
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