
EARLY CAREER AWARD IN
FIRE OPERATIONS

Award History 
The Early Career Award in Fire Operations is to recognize a promising early-career professional 
who has demonstrated outstanding ability in any field of wildland fire operations. Early career is 
nominally taken to include professionals who are under 40 years of age when nominated.

Award Recipients

2017 Dr. Sara Brown

Dr. Sara Brown earned a B.S. and M.S. in Environmental Science and 

earned a Ph.D. in 2011 in Ecology with a specialty in fire ecology.  She 

worked in operational fire management as a smokejumper, Hot Shot 

and Type 2 firefighting crew member, and Helitack crew member in 

suppression, large scale prescribed burning, fire monitoring, and 

implementation of managing fires for resource benefits.  

2018 Forest Schaffer

Forester, North Lake Tahoe Fire Protection District.

Forest Schaffer has extensive experience in wildfire management and 

fire mitigation. Since 2008, he has served as a Fire District Forester, 

where he developed and implemented Wildland-Urban Interface 

(WUI) fire mitigation plans and managed grant funds for their 

execution. Prior to that, as a Fuel Management Specialist from 2007 to 

2008, he created a prescribed fire effectiveness monitoring plan and 

established a Geographic Information System (GIS) database for 

tracking fuel management efforts. His career began as a Squad Leader 

and Wildland Firefighter from 2003 to 2006, where he led a hand crew 

in fire suppression operations and fuel reduction projects.



2019 Kelsy Gibos

Kelsy is an accomplished fire behaviour researcher and wildland fire 

management specialist with extensive experience in both operational 

and research roles across New Zealand, Canada, and Australia. She 

began her career with ENSIS, focusing on fire behaviour and 

experimental burning, before advancing her expertise in Alberta on 

various operational research projects. With a Master’s in Forestry 

emphasizing Fire Behaviour, she has served as a highly regarded fire 

behaviour analyst and contributed to significant research on critical 

fire incidents. Kelsy played a key role in developing an innovative 

Bushfire Predictive Services strategy in Victoria, showcasing her ability 

to integrate science into decision-making. An advocate for knowledge 

sharing, she has authored numerous peer-reviewed papers and 

actively supports the IAWF Students of Fire initiative. Kelsy is 

recognized internationally for her contributions and continues to 

influence the field of wildland fire management.

2020 Nolan Buckingham

Mr. Nolan Buckingham currently serves as crew superintendent of the first 

of its kind Kootenai National Forest OU3 Asbestos Wildland Fire 

Suppression Module. This 10-person module, established by Mr. 

Buckingham, is responsible for suppressing wildfires and mitigating 

wildfire hazards in the 30,000-acre Operable Unit 3 (OU3) of the Libby 

Superfund site. In addition to the typical challenges associated with 

wildland firefighting in the steep terrain of the Kootenai National Forest, a 

new level of complexity is added by the Superfund site. The tree bark, 

duff, and soil in this area has documented presence of Libby Amphibole 

Asbestos, a well-known toxic substance that requires the use of Positive 

Air Pressure Respirators (PAPRs) when suppressing wildfires in the area. 

Leading the nation’s first ever Hazmat wildland firefighting module 

includes unique challenges, such as ensuring safety of the crewmembers, 

which Nolan effectively managed. Nolan ensured his crew correctly wore 

PPE and were decontaminated following assignment in the Superfund 

area. During the 2018 and 2019 summer fire seasons Nolan’s crew 

experienced zero injuries, a testament to his leadership and commitment 

to safety. Another testament to Nolan’s leadership is his crew retention 

rate. Despite the challenging and frequently uncomfortable nature of 

fighting fire in a hazmat area, over half of Nolan’s crew from 2018 returned 

in 2019. With the Kootenai hazmat module as a pilot, Nolan and his 

crewmembers have created a workable model for suppression of wildfires 

in Superfund and other hazardous locations across the country. Similar 

adherence to safety guidelines, training, and replicable procedures 

established and perfected by Nolan will allow other similarly situated 



Forest Service districts to safely suppress and mitigate wildfires in hazmat 

areas. When not serving as crew superintendent of the OU3 module Mr. 

Buckingham serves as a crew boss and prescribed burn boss for Chloeta 

during the fall and spring prescribed burn seasons in the southeastern 

and Midwestern United States, responsible for a portfolio of prescribed 

burn projects exceeding 15,000 acres annually. Nolan is also a wildland 

fire instructor for both Chloeta and Colorado Firecamp. 

2023 Fábio da Silva

Mr. Fábio Miguel Martins da Silva began firefighting when he was 18 as an 

urban firefighter. At age 21, he began working with the Helitransported 

Brigades and has been part of the Special Force for Civil Protection since 

2007. He now holds the third highest command position in the national 

structure where he serves as the operational coordinator, as well as the 

leader of the Fire Analysis and Use Group. This taskforce, comprising of 28 

firefighters and analysts and led by Mr. da Silva, has made a significant 

contribution to improving Portugal’s capacity to respond to wildland fires. 

Mr. da Silva led the development of the FEB Monitoring GIS system 

currently in use which supports operational decisions. He is also 

committed to education and training. He is a professor at the Nova 

University Lisbon for postgraduate courses, as well as an instructor at the 

National School of Fire Fighters of Portugal (Escola Nacional de 

Bombeiros). In addition to sharing his experience and work at national and 

international conferences, Mr. da Silva is also an expert from the 

Commission’s Civil Protection Mechanism, and serves on the advisory 

board of the Pau Costa Foundation.

2024 Natasha Broznitsky

Natasha Broznitsky, acting Senior Research Officer for the BC Wildfire 

Service Natasha Broznitsky has demonstrated outstanding ability and 

leadership in various aspects of wildfire operations. Natasha's leadership 

in research integration has been instrumental in fostering collaboration 

between researchers and operational personnel within the BC Wildfire 

Service. She has facilitated the integration and investigation of research 

findings by providing valuable information, acting as a point of contact, 

acting as a field guide, and facilitating introductions to other functional 

areas. Natasha's efforts have not only enabled researchers to gain on-the-

ground access, a challenging feat in itself, but have also facilitated the 

transfer of knowledge into fire management agencies, ensuring the uptake 

of research results—a critical aspect in enhancing wildfire management 

practices. Furthermore, Natasha's contributions extend beyond her 

immediate role, as she has been an active member of CIFFC's national 

Research and Innovation Integration Committee. Her insights and 



expertise have contributed significantly to advancing wildfire research 

and innovation on a national level as she also provides valuable input to 

Canada Wildfire and FPInnovations Wildfire. Natasha brings a wealth of 

practical expertise including on-the-ground firefighting in Initial Attack 

and fulfilling the critical Information Officer role as well as numerous 

other functions during response operations. Her involvement in health 

research projects covering various aspects of wildland fire personnel 

health underscores her commitment to enhancing firefighter safety and 

well-being—a mission critical for the sustainability of firefighting efforts 

into the future.

2024 Oscar Jared Diaz Carrillo

Oscar Jared Diaz Carrillo, Head of the Experimental Forestry Areas of 

Universidad Autonoma Chapingo - Mexico Oscar Jared Diaz Carrillo has 

dedicated his career to the promotion of academic excellence and the 

practical application of knowledge acquired at the Autonomous 

University of Chapingo. His trajectory in fire management began with a 

firm commitment to conservation and has been an active advocate for 

the protection of forest cover, contributing significantly to the 

conservation of approximately 470 hectares of forest and leading 

reforestation efforts that have resulted in the establishment of over 

36,000 trees. He has specialized in Fire Management Science (FMS) at 

various national and international institutions, including a professional 

internship at the National Fire Management of the National Forestry 

Commission, where he innovatively used specialized software for the 

study of fire behavior. As a firefighter and leader in his community, Oscar 

has been part of both local and university fire departments, has 

implemented advanced fire behavior analysis techniques and 

participated in prescribed burns for forest fire prevention. He has 

collaborated with various local, national and international organizations, 

where he ssharedhis knowledge and experience with other professionals 

passionate about the conservation of our natural resources. His work at 

the Autonomous University of Chapingo has allowed him not only to lead 

direct actions in the management of more than 400 hectares of forest, 

but also to inspire other young students to get involved in the fight 

against forest fires and promote awareness about the importance of fire 

and its proper use. In addition, his work has been recognized nationally, 

receiving first place as "Combatant" in the "Fire Management Forum 

2022" organized by Reforestemos Mexico A.C., as well as several 

distinctions for his efforts in forest fire suppression. Currently, he is also 

involved in scientific research on fire management in the Izta-Popo 

Zoquiapan Natural Protected Area, using cutting-edge technology to 

develop comprehensive programs that contribute to environmental 

conservation in the State of Mexico and beyond.



2025 Nico Semsch
Nico Semsch is the recipient of the 2025 Early Career Award in Fire 

Operations Nico Semsch is the initiator and driving force behind SKV 

Nordost, which builds capacity in wildfire management for municipal 

volunteer fire services in Brandenburg Germany. He also serves as an 

external instructor for wildfire in the state fire academy of Brandenburg 

and is active as a mentor to young wildfire recruits. He is a consultant on 

wildfire prevention for the State of Saxony in a project run by the 

European Union. His specialization is in developing forest fire prevention 

concepts for areas that are contaminated by unexploded ordnance in 

north east Germany. Nico is a rising star of the next generation of fire 

managers that have both an academic and a practical operational 

background, plus an international perspective and a sharing personality. 


