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Operating In Contaminated Environments: Observations From NTC
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Imagine that on your drive into work one morning, you are involved in a
vehicular accident and you find yourself with internal bleeding and multiple
broken bones. Moments later, you are collected by ambulance and
transported to a newly completed multimillion-dollar hospital filled with the best
medical equipment that money can buy—however, a lack of skilled doctors,
surgeons, and nurses with years of education and experience makes the
ridiculously expensive building a high-dollar first aid kit. Unfortunately for you,
surgery to correct internal bleeding requires a trained surgeon with skilled
hands and, preferably, vast experience. This is analogous to problems
encountered when Soldiers lack necessary training.
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Soldiers from every military occupational specialty (MOS) must remain
physically strong, qualify on an assigned weapon system, know how to
operate a radio, be capable of surviving in a contaminated environment, and
be able to render first aid. But are we adequately trained to execute our
individual mission requirements in a chemical, biological, radiological, and
nuclear (CBRN) environment? Command Sergeant Major Jose J. Santiago,
who has 23 years of military experience and currently serves with the 2d
Battalion, 37th Armor Regiment, 1st Armored Brigade Combat Team, 1st

1. Captain Barnum is a brigade CBRN observer, controller, trainer at NTC. He holds a master of leadership
and management degree in intelligence and national security from the University of Texas at El Paso.
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Armored Division, Fort Bliss, Tex as, explains a reoccurring problem, stating,
“The Army and our young Soldiers do not know how to do the basic of things
and are failing.”
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In basic combat training, every Soldier learns that when involved in a
CBRN attack, the protective mask, which is worn on the side of the hip, will
help save the Soldier’s life if properly donned and sealed on the Soldier’s face
within 9 seconds. The purpose of CBRN training is for every Soldier in every
MOS to recognize the threat, quickly respond, and maintain operations in a
contaminated environment. However, new recruits in basic combat training
wear the bulky, hot chemical suits and masks only once or, maybe, twice
during the initial CBRN training, which consists of approximately 15 minutes of
actual training time. Basic combat training and periodic familiarization training
alone do not adequately prepare Soldiers with the ability to fight in a CBRN
environment for the remainder of their careers. Furthermore, the impact of
inadequate CBRN training throughout a Soldier’s career can be fatal. Despite
the importance of the training, it is clear that our Soldiers are not prepared to
fight in a contaminated environment; the training staff at the National Training
Center (NTC), Fort Irwin, California, has identified four common observations

to help aid in Soldier survivability and preserve combat power in a
contaminated environment
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First, NTC staff observed a failure to conduct preventive maintenance
checks and services to ensure that equipment was up-to-date and

mission-ready. For example, CBRN detection equipment (such as the Joint
Chemical Agent Detector) might not power on due to corroded batteries or
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unreplenished consumable parts (such as sieve filter packs). Or, after a CBRN
attack, M-26 decontamination sprayers might not produce the hot water
required to clean/decontaminate vehicles due to missing basic-issue items. Or,
with the sound of incoming enemy rounds possibly filled with chemical agents,
Soldiers might pull out protective masks that have no filters attached or are
missing other lifesaving parts; they must then spend additional time to
correctly assemble the mask before taking their next breath. Furthermore, the
protective mask must be regularly maintained, fitted, and tested—and parts
must be replaced, when necessary. Units successfully training for the CBRN
fight admit that they schedule regular-interval inspections of consumable Army
equipment such as protective mask filters or Joint Service Lightweight
Integrated Suit Technology items for the need for repair, wear-out dates, and
equipment shelf life expiration dates.
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Next, NTC staff observed a problem with matching compatible
equipment. For example, drink tube adapters for the M-50 protective mask do
not automatically fit the many brands of hydration systems worn on the
Soldier’s back or the lid of the standard canteen supplied by the central-issue
facility. Soldiers must protect themselves from chemical and biological
contamination using the assigned protective mask and must be able to drink
from a canteen after having donned the protective mask. Soldiers reacting to a
CBRN training attack often do not have the necessary adapter— or the
adapter is packed in the bottom of a rucksack, still in the original plastic
packaging, because they are unaware of the purpose of the item. Soldiers
working in the summer heat at NTC are degraded just as quickly as they are
when working in Mission-Oriented Protective Posture (MOPP) Level 4 in a
real-world CBRN attack. Environmental injury can be avoided, but only if

Soldiers use working equipment and understand how to properly utilize all the
equipment issued.
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NTC staff also observed Soldiers incorrectly possessing, wearing, and
using equipment. Soldiers receive a protective mask, a booklet of M8
chemical agent detector paper (to detect chemical agents present in liquid
form), a dispenser of M9 chemical agent detector paper (to detect liquid nerve
and blister chemical agents), and an M256A1 chemical agent detector kit from
the assigned unit. The Army expects Soldiers to train on this simple detection
equipment to ensure that the environment is safe before dressing down from
higher MOPP levels. Many times, Soldiers in MOPP Level 4 have no training
associated with the proper care and use of equipment and no actual
equipment to detect the presence of a contaminant. Basically, they find
themselves trapped in the sun for hours or unmasking in the contaminated
environment, resulting in an unnecessary loss of combat power. Soldiers of
every MOS and rank need multiple repetitions of training in the correct use of
equipment in order to remain proficient in basic survival tasks and to ensure
that they can continue to accomplish their mission. Proper training is vitally
important because the donning of protective equipment makes performing the
most trivial tasks awkward and frustrating due to limited dexterity, blurry vision,
and restriction of movement
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Finally, NTC staff observed issues with reporting. Most Soldiers and
small units have trouble with warning others in immediate and adjacent areas
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about a threat due to the chaos of the situation or a lack of education about
operational requirements. For units in surrounding areas, the Army uses the
CBRN Warning System, whereby specific reports (Reports 1 through 6) are
used to inform nearby units to avoid contaminated areas, allowing them to
continue fighting the enemy “clean” (with no contaminants)—not “dirty” (with
contaminants).
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During a CBRN strike, rotational training units develop a compounded
delay in actions and decisions due to their inability to survive the observed
deficiencies; consequently, they lose momentum to continue the fight against
the enemy. In the Army, ignoring the basics causes Soldiers to fail, ultimately
causing the unit to fail. In the business world, success is measured in
productivity and the bottom dollar; according to an article on the SHIFT

Disruptive eLearning Web site, “If you believe that training is expensive, it is
because you do not know what ignorance costs.”

£t MECEMZKERER @ Wil BEAREZANER MK EEBMARE
BRE] - EMEE  RBELEEANETHSEUAEES  SREVENEH
HAZIT - HRE  FENEBRRE FRINES ; —KRE SHIFT #8Ih8 ErS
SR T MRIRBRINRNRALRS - BBER A IRABRAEIMAIE - 3,

NTC is currently training for an anticipated major-nation near-peer threat
with a weapon of mass destruction capability and the ability to fight in a CBRN
environment. Units that successfully continue their mission in a
CBRN-contaminated environment during an NTC rotation attribute their
success to quality home station multi requirement training on all CBRN tasks,
performed with supervision, verification, and validation. The units train these
CBRN tasks while conducting other training requirements, such as monthly
communication exercises. Protecting oneself in a CBRN environment is not
about wearing uncomfortable gear; it is about surviving in a contaminated
environment while properly completing the assigned mission. Combined
training events allow Soldiers to practice basic survivability skills while also
performing essential mission tasks. They also allow leaders to verify that their
formations are honestly ready to engage an enemy with the capability to
detonate weapons of mass destruction.
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Much like doctors, surgeons, and nurses make a hospital function,
officers, noncommissioned officers, and junior enlisted Soldiers make the
Army function. Leaders need to ensure that the Soldiers in their formations are
experts not only in their individual crafts, but also in basic vital soldiering skills.
These skills include surviving the fight in a contaminated environment, which

validates the required training in STP 21-1-SMCT prior to an enemy
engagement.
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