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Chemical soldiers clean up

By 2nd Infantry Division Public Affairs Journalist Sgt. Jon Cupp


Chaparall, Republic of Korea – Cleaning contaminated vehicles and training units on equipment and personnel decontamination procedures in preparation for chemical attacks is a job that falls to soldiers of the 4th Chemical Company. 

During Iron Artep III, the 4th Chemical Co.  practiced their wartime mission during decontamination exercises on Feb. 24, 26 and March 1 near the Chaparall field site.

“Our job here is very important because if the enemy were to use a persistent chemical, a nerve agent such as VX gas, in this theater on 2nd Infantry Division troops, one of my four decon troops would be there to clean them at some point,” said Cpt.William Vickery, 4th Chemical Co. commander. 

The use of chemical weapons is a serious threat, said Vickery.

“It’s important for us to help train units on the decontamination process and the more 

times we do this, the better off we are in being able to show people what they have to do in a (wartime) situation. During wartime, we want to get the unit cleaned up to the point where they can get out of Mission Orientated Protective Posture 4.”

During the exercise, the units were “contaminated” on the battlefield with a nerve agent also known as a persistent chemical.

“Persistent chemicals block or deny terrain or fix people in a location, whereas nonpersistent chemicals are used when the enemy wants to go through an area and kill troops immediately,” said Vickery. “The persistent ones are what my company is most concerned about cleaning because the nonpersistent chemicals weather away faster and there’s really nothing to clean up once it’s gone.”

“Any persistent nerve agent is an oily substance that sticks in the mud that normally wouldn’t just vaporize, it’s going to linger on a good bit,” he added.

After being contaminated, the units send their “dirty” vehicles, equipment and personnel from the battlefield to a decontamination site to be cleaned by  “clean” soldiers, those who are not contaminated, of the unit and the 4th Chemical Co. in a clean area.

All soldiers involved in the process don full chemical protective gear and promasks during this MOPP4 level exercise.   While dressed in MOPP4, soldiers used hand signals to communicate due to the difficulties associated with talking while wearing a mask.

The “clean” soldiers of the unit help decontaminate personnel and their equipment such as Kevlar helmets, load bearing vests and weapons. In the first step, contaminated 

soldiers douse their equipment in a solution called super tropical bleach which, mixed with water, was placed in a large metal garbage can.

In the next step, soldiers take off  their contaminated protective suits, gloves and boots. Throughout the process, soldiers never take off their promasks. After the decontamination process, the soldiers and their equipment are checked with the Improved Chemical Agent Monitor to ensure they are no longer contaminated.

After successful decontamination and when “all clear” is called, the soldiers are issued new chemical protective suits and protective equipment and can take off their promasks until the next time a MOPP4 situation arises.

Vehicle decontamination was set up with four stations where troops from each unit clean the vehicles under the supervision of the 4th Chemical Co. 

The 4th Chemical Co. utilized three water trucks which hold up to 1,000 gallons of water and three DS2 decontamination apparatus trucks to clean the decontaminated vehicles.

“DS2 works faster than acid and eats up the chemical after the first wash,” said Vickery.

As the vehicles moved down the decontamination lane, they were first sprayed down with hot soapy water, cleaned with mops and rinsed by the soldiers of the 4th Chemical Co. and soldiers of the unit. Moving on to station two, soldiers use mops to spread DS2 onto the vehicle.

“This is very labor intensive,” said Vickery. “It’s also harder in the winter time to 

clean these persistent chemicals because just like water has a freezing point of 32 degrees Fahrenheit, these chemicals also have a freezing point and melting point and so forth, so in the winter this stuff is going to last longer.”

After cleaning the outside, the inside of the vehicles are wiped down with charcoal mitts.

Then, after a 30 minute wait, the vehicles are again sprayed down with water and are checked by a 4th Chemical Co. soldier using an M-22 Automatic Chemical Agent Alarm to make sure the vehicles are clean.

If any contamination remains, the vehicles are sent back through the decontamination lane and start the whole process over again.

The roughly 18 soldiers with the 4th Chemical Co.’s decontamination platoon can wash up to 25 vehicles with one load of water, the 3,000 gallons supplied by three water trucks. They can also clean tracked vehicles as well as wheeled vehicles, said Vickery.

Spc. Donovan Boyle, a 4th Chemical Co. chemical operations specialist, said the exercises, which focus on preparing for imminent chemical attacks, keep him in a constant state of readiness.

“This helps me stay in the mindset to the point that I know my job and all we have to do is be told what needs to happen and execute,” said Boyle. “We train so much that we have a lot of confidence in our abilities in the event a chemical attack occurs.  Exercises like these are really excellent opportunities for us to showcase our capabilities.”

Pvt. Todd Andress, a 4th Chemical Co. chemical operations specialist, who helped 

rinse vehicles during the decontamination exercise echoed Boyle’s sentiment.

“Anytime we get the chance to do these types of things, it only makes us better at doing our jobs,” said Andress. “We enjoy training these units on how to do proper decontamination procedures.”

For soldiers who received the training, the experience was one which they said was worthwhile.

“I was in Desert Storm and I know how important this type of training is,” said Sgt. Harold Cosper, Service Battery, 1st Battalion, 15th Field Artillery Regiment, self-propelled vehicle mechanic. “As far as Nuclear, Biological and Chemical training goes, before the Gulf War this was something that we really didn’t pay a whole lot of attention to, but we now know how important this is, and I’m glad to have the opportunity to participate in this.”

“We’ve got a lot better equipment now like the Joint Service Integrated Light-weight Suit Technology and although, you hope you never have to use it, you know the enemy is more likely to use chemical weapons now,”  added Cosper. “That’s why this training is so very much needed.”

“This has been absolutely fantastic training and we’ve learned a lot out here,” said Sgt. Bradly Williams, Headquarters and Headquarters Battery, 1st Bn., 15th FA, Bradley Fighting Vehicle mechanic. “I just wish we could be doing this wearing the new JSLISTs, but I think the 4th Chemical Co. does a great job assisting us with the decontamination exercise.”
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