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The last documented chemical attack to United States troops dates back to World War I when Hitler deployed Mustard Gas (a blister agent) on our troops fighting in France.  Hitler’s introduction of chemical agents to the battlefield caused many casualties to a lot of unprepared troops.  The U.S. death toll, related to chemical attacks, during WWI was around 17,500.  The most common gas used by Hitler’s troops was Mustard Gas, but asphyxiation type gases were also used. Shortly after the war, a Geneva Protocol was opened for signing on 17 June 1925 to declare the use of chemical weapons in a time of war “justly condemned” by the civilized world.  This document was signed and entered into force 8 February 1928.  

Iraq conducted the world’s most recent chemical attack in 1989 when nerve agent was directed towards the Kurds.  Though the current decontamination procedures that are utilized today have not been tested outside of a controlled environment, the method was developed specifically to handle detailed decontamination of all known chemical agents.

Ensign Nicholas Gagliardo of Rice Lake, Wisconsin leads Camp Patriot’s detection and decontamination of chemical weapons team, composed of personnel from Amphibious Construction Battalion ONE and TWO.  Three teams were developed to conduct this task: the survey and monitor team, the personnel decontamination team, the equipment decontamination team.

Before any decontamination can begin, the survey and monitor team must locate the contaminated area(s) and find a clean area for processing personnel.  The survey team, headed by Steel Worker First Class Michael Shepherd, from Republic, Missouri, conducts various tests with an assortment of equipment, such as the Improved Chemical Agent Monitor (ICAM), M-8 and M-9 paper, and M-256A1 kits.  The designated area is then opened for the personnel decontamination line, led by Hull Technician First Class Jennifer Maio from Corning, New York, and the equipment decontamination line, led by Construction Mechanic First Class Matthew Johnson, from Hollywood, Florida.  If chemical agents are detected, ENS Gagliardo advises the CTF 51.8 on concentration risks and the need for a decontamination station.


The Chemical Decontamination Plan calls for HT1 Maio to lead her highly trained team to the designated site for the set-up of the decontamination line.  This set-up process takes approximately 20 – 30 minutes.  The primary concern is any area that was contaminated with a liquid agent.  Personnel that are within the liquid contamination area will be led, by the survey team, to the decontamination line, via the shortest and best path that will least likely spread the contamination. The lengthy and detailed 8-step decontamination process ensures that personnel completing all stations are completely decontaminated.  

There is a common misconception about who needs to go to the decontamination line.  Not all personnel are required to go to the line. Only those that were in the liquid contamination area or have liquid contaminate on them need this procedure.  Personnel in the “downwind hazard” area can relocate to a designated clean area and remove the suit.


At the same time as individuals are processed through the personnel decontamination line, CM1 Johnson and his finely tuned team are busy cleaning equipment.  The equipment decontamination line uses the M-17 decontamination pressure-washer, which combines a bleach and water mixture.  The set-up and cleaning for the equipment is longer than that of the personnel.  The M-17 is highly mobile and can be moved with four people, with set-up time ranging from 30 – 60 minutes.  The time that is needed to clean the vehicle (depending on the size of the vehicle) ranges from 60 – 90 minutes, primarily because the bleach must sit on the equipment for at least 30 minutes before rinsing.


Since there will be a lot of commotion and confusion going on during this evolution, the Chemical Defense Lead Petty Officer, Steel Worker First Class Shon Smith from Sneedville, Tennessee, is responsible for quality control.  He will go from station to station of the decontamination lines and move around with the survey and monitor team to verify that all is running smooth and as trained.


Ensign Gagliardo states, “These team leaders and their teams have been doing an outstanding job during all the training.  Should any chemical attack happen at Camp Patriot or a surrounding area, I have the utmost confidence that we will be able to react to any situation and overcome the danger of the lethal chemical weapons in a safe and timely manner.” 

