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To:  Cohesive Strategy Oversight Committee

From:  Timothy Ingalsbee, Firefighters United for Safety, Ethics, and Ecology (FUSEE)

Date:  September 10, 2010

RE:  Comments on the National Wildfire Management Report to Congress and Cohesive Strategy (September 2010 draft)

On behalf of Firefighters United for Safety, Ethics, and Ecology (FUSEE) I appreciate this opportunity to provide comments on the draft Cohesive Strategy (CS).  Given the immense scope and minimal time frame for this project, the impressive draft CS far exceeded my expectations!  I commend the CSOC and all the staff and stakeholders whose participation produced this excellent draft document.  It was a bold but necessary move to take an “all-lands, all-communities, all-management response options” approach, but I feel this makes it a genuinely national and cohesive strategy, and will ultimately lead to success over time. What follows are specific questions and concerns raised in the spirit of constructive criticism that I hope will improve the final CS document.

General comment #1:  It was understood that given the large scope and short time-frame to produce the CS, at best it would only represent a kind of “template” or “outline” for further analysis and planning; however, there are several vague statements and references to methodologies, models, and analytical programs (e.g. FPA, WFDSS, EMDS) that could benefit from further elaboration in one or more appendices in the final report delivered to Congress.  Please do not assume that members of Congress or the public they serve understand or are even familiar with these acronyms that, it seems, will be essential elements of implementing the CS.

General comment #2:  The division of the country into only three regions seems far too broad in scale to be workable in setting strategic funding, program or project priorities.  There are enormous social and ecological differences within each region that may result in internal tensions among competing interests that could undermine efforts at collaboration. It seems more logical that Regions reflect the existing Geographic Area Coordination Centers with slight modifications (e.g. combine both California GACCs into a single region, combine the East and West Basin GACCs).  

General comment #3:  Related to comment #3 above, the precise make-up of the Regional Steering Committees and the process for selecting their representatives could set up potential internal conflicts (e.g. only a single governor, country commissioner, and mayor gets to represent all communities spread across the 17 states of the Western Region!).  This seems to contradict the intent of the CS to be a “bottom-up” instead of a “top-down” process as it moves toward implementation.  Given the extreme importance of the Regional Steering Committees in having actual decision-making power, it needs to be more transparent and inclusive in the process for selecting representatives.

General comment #4:  Although the report to Congress has a firm deadline, the timeline, process, and procedures for implementing Phase Two and Three of the CS are unknown.  The public would benefit from more details about these critical next steps of the CS.

General comment #5:  Fire ecology science and principles should be more clearly articulated within the CS, at least in sections concerning Restoration and maintenance of healthy landscapes. Discussing wildfire strictly in terms of it being a “threat” or “problem” fails to reeducate the public and policymakers about the critical (and inevitable) role of fire in restoring and maintaining ecosystems and landscapes.  At a minimum, more neutral terminology should be substituted for these words, and the concept of “risk” should be properly defined in terms of probabilities rather than implied as a danger of negative social/ecological consequences.

General comment #6:  Science-based, collaborative fire management planning should be one of the foundations of the “bottom-up” process for implementing the CS, but there is not even a single reference to FMPs in the draft document.  The CS should clarify the critical role of fire management planning, and call for an investment in FMPs as part of Phase Two of the process.

Specific questions, concerns, and comments with page and text references are below:

Pg. 1)  “The strategy recognizes differences in missions . . . and will offer collaboratively developed methodologies to move ahead.”

What are these methodologies?  The CS should identify them.  How will diametrically opposed land management missions (e.g. ecological preservation vs. commodity resource extraction), and consequent fire management responses (e.g. fire use for resource benefits vs. full suppression) be reconciled in the “cohesive” strategy? As the CS acknowledges, “fire knows no jurisdictional boundaries,” and a bedrock principle of the CS is that it should be scientifically sound and ecologically sustainable from the standpoint of fire ecology. Will the CS resort to the “lowest common denominator” (i.e. suppression) as the default strategy or standard wildfire response if these methodologies cannot reconcile agency mission differences?

Pg. 5)  “FPA, in particular, is anticipated to be the common Cohesive Strategy analysis tool for providing the most cost-effective means for allocating budget resources.”

The anticipated use of FPA is excellent, but its development and implementation has been problematic, to say the least.  How and when will some of these problems, particularly getting interagency buy-in and full cooperation for FPA, be resolved?  What will be the impact on the CS if FPA fails to achieve interagency support and inclusion?

Pg. 8)  “Communities-at-risk should continue to be identified on a state-by-state basis...”

The process for individual States identifying communities-at-risk under the National Fire Plan was highly flawed, in part because there was no common science-based definition of the WUI and no standard method for assessing risk.  Developing national standards for defining the spatial boundaries of the WUI and wildfire risk should be a critical element of the CS.

Pg. 9)  “An inherent part of becoming a fire-adapted community is to assess the community and the threat posed to it by wildland fire.”

The excellent definition of a fire-adapted community is flawed by the passage above.  The word “threat” should be stricken from the document (see General Comment # 5 above).  In our view, an inherent part of becoming a fire-adapted community should be the ability to live safely and sustainably within fire-adapted ecosystems and landscapes.  Public education and awareness about the ecological role of fire in maintaining healthy ecosystems and providing ecosystem services should be added to the noteworthy list of “key features” of a fire-adapted community that the CS promotes.

Pg. 11)  “The dichotomy between current federal and state fire management policy presents a number of challenges and issues of concern, particularly regarding multi-jurisdictional fires. Furthermore, there are differences among federal agencies regarding land management objectives.”

If the CS is to be genuinely national and cohesive, and embody the principles of collaboration and cooperation, it must take the lead in resolving these dichotomies and differences.  I hope that the CS can become an educational tool for nurturing social consensus on the need to manage ecosystems in accordance with fire ecology principles, and that continued fire suppression and fire exclusion will not become the default management response or strategy.

Pg. 12)  “Safe and aggressive initial attack often is the best suppression response to keep unwanted wildfires small and short-term costs down.”

This is an assumption that depends on a narrow temporal view (e.g. “short-term”) and narrow view of costs (i.e. monetary).  It ignores the deferred monetary costs of future wildfire suppression or fuels treatments in areas where current suppression actions result in fire exclusion, and ignores the costly environmental and ecological impacts of aggressive suppression and fire exclusion.  This statement should be deleted from the document.

Pg. 13)  “Recognizing there is significant and continuing tension among wildland fire protection organizations regarding wildfires spreading across jurisdictional boundaries, response organizations will look at the surrounding landscape and collectively identify high values areas on either side of incident boundaries. Strategies will then be devised to reduce the potential for fire spread in these areas... Discussions will seek to clarify tactical measures including operational strategies which will keep fire on their own jurisdiction...”

To reiterate, the CS should be firmly based on—or at least not be inconsistent with—the best available fire ecology science and principles of restoring ecological integrity and sustainability.  The statement above will force some agencies to suppress fires on public lands if a wildfire could potentially spread onto State or private lands. This essentially places “veto” power over potential fire use responses in the hands of agencies or landowners who refuse to even consider fire use as a management response, and will result in continued fire exclusion across broader landscapes. The CS should take a leadership educational and policy role in affirming the necessary role of wildfire in restoring and maintaining fire-adapted ecosystems and landscapes, and affirm the need for fire use responses to accomplish beneficial social, economic, and ecological outcomes of fire.

Pg. 14)  “Within the WUI, commercially viable timber stands, or watersheds critical to state and local economies, federal agencies will limit the use of resource-benefit fire strategies to lands where priority areas identified in local Community Wildfire Protection Plans (CWPPs) have been treated to reduce fire risk.”

This provision may unnecessarily restrict opportunities to employ fire use strategies for both suppression and resource-benefit objectives.  In particular, point protection strategies with burnout may be acceptable within the WUI, timber stands, or critical watersheds, and should not depend on prior fire risk reduction activities in order to implement.  Managers should be able to document resource benefits (e.g. reduced hazardous fuels) in these circumstances.  In general, as a future long-term goal, the CS should articulate that aggressive suppression and fire exclusion shall become the exception rather than the current norm, and managed wildfire use and “fire inclusion” shall become the norm rather than the rare exception.

Pg. 14)  “Expanded use of resource-benefit fire management strategies may transfer a significant amount of financial and safety risk to state and local governments. Consequently, representatives from these entities will be informed well before the fire season and directly involved with any decisions to expand use of this tool.”

State and local government representatives, as well as the public at large, should certainly be informed about resource-benefit fire management strategies, but will these government representatives have “veto” power over the decisions to use this tool?  The CS should clarify the above statement.

Pg. 15)  “There is little question about the value of reducing fuels that often clog forests, woodlands and rangelands... It is a practice that is widely accepted and its benefits widely recognized.”

This statement over-generalizes the value of fuels reduction, and denies the significant and ongoing controversies over the methods, locations, and objectives for past fuels reduction projects.  I suggest you revise the statement to simply say “Ecologically-appropriate fuels reduction has many benefits for forests, woodlands, and rangelands.”   

Pg. 18)  “...wildfire will continue to be a problem in the West.”

This is strategically a poor word choice to characterize wildfire as a “problem.”  The CS should perform an educational role in building understanding and support among the public and policymakers for the critical role of fire in ecosystems and land management.  I prefer you restate it to say that “...managing wildfire will continue to be a challenge in the West.”

Pg. 25)  “The approaches to addressing the wildland fire threat in the United States must be proactive in nature, rather than reactive. The threat must be addressed before it occurs...Only then will the threat of wildland fire be effectively reduced.”

Kudos to the Oversight Committee for promoting proactive rather than reactive approaches, but  again, it is of strategic importance that the CS change the discourse of wildfire away from pejorative terms like “threat,” and speak in more balanced or neutral terms that reduce people’s socially-conditioned fears and negative reactions to wildfire.  The CS should emphasize that all wildfires will be managed, and managed in ways that maximize their positive social and ecological benefits while minimizing their potential negative impacts.

Pg. 27)  “Litigation. The harvest of trees and other natural resources is necessary in some areas to reduce the risk of wildland fire.”

The claim that harvesting trees is “necessary” specifically to reduce fire risk is debatable, since there are suitable non-harvest alternatives available.  Regardless, this statement will unnecessarily raise controversy among members of the forest conservation community who should be key stakeholders and supporters of the CS.  I recommend you delete this statement from the final document.

30)  “Two more follow-up phases addressing regional and local issues, plus implementation, are planned... A key to the Cohesive Strategy is its inclusiveness. It will take a united and comprehensive effort to successfully address these issues. A theme of this strategy is that all voices must be acknowledged and heard.”

More details about these phases should be outlined in the final document (see General Comment #4 above).  FUSEE would like to be included in future efforts and involved in these additional phases.

Pg. 31)  “As Phase II of the Cohesive Strategy begins, regional steering committees will be established. Phase II is when local and regional plans and direction will take form. At a minimum, the steering committees will include members from DOI agencies, USDA Forest Service, tribes, state foresters, governors, county commissioners and a mayor. All non-federal members will be appointed by an elected official. Additional members may be added to the regional steering committees as needed; however, only one steering committee will be established for each region.”

Please see General Comments #2 and #3 above.

Pg. 32)  “Yet there are critical differences in agency/department cultures, missions and funding levels across fire management entities creating national challenges for all...An effective cohesive strategy must guide all organizations to recognize and accept each other’s management differences and promote more cohesive response to wildfire management challenges across all jurisdictions.”

This is a worthy, even essential goal, but the CS needs to explain how it hopes to bridge these differences into a genuinely cohesive strategy that does not restrict management responses and strategies to the “lowest common denominator,” i.e. continued aggressive suppression and fire exclusion, if these differences prove to be irreconcilable.

Pg. 33)  “The lack of active management and the understanding of fire’s natural role in landscape health must be reflected in the Cohesive Strategy as a trigger for change... A National Cohesive Strategy must recognize the differences and tensions that exist among the partners and stakeholders and why those differences exist (e.g. different priorities, planning processes, legal mandates, values and resource limitations) and seek to resolve them.”

Again, this is an excellent goal of the CS, but the final document should specify what procedures or processes will be used to resolve differences (e.g. new policy, legislation, etc.).  Also, kudos to the Oversight Committee for recognizing the potential role of the CS as a trigger for change, and the need to promote an understanding of fire’s natural role in landscape health.  I suggest the document state that it is specifically the “lack of active fire management,” not active management in general, that should be reflected in the CS.  The term “active management” has historically has been used as a euphemism for commodity resource extraction (e.g. logging and grazing), and some stakeholders would dispute that we have had a “lack” of resource extraction over the last century, or that the CS should be promoting these activities in order to manage wildfire.

Pg. 33)  “To achieve workable solutions, the Cohesive Strategy must ensure the human dimension is accorded equal weight with the physical and environmental science dimensions of wildfire.”

I am a trained sociologist and long advocate for including the human dimension in fire management; however, I caution against the CS stating that the human dimension will be accorded “equal weight” with the physical and environmental science dimensions.  How and who should define the “human” dimension?  Ecological sustainability has to be the “bottom line” and ultimate foundation for any environmental policy, including wildfire policy. Wildfire management policy should not be limited by the inability or unwillingness of certain communities or special interests to adapt to ecological realities. Certainly, the human dimension must be fully included and incorporated into the development and implementation of the CS, but where social or cultural practices are not scientifically sound or sustainable from the standpoint of fire ecology, then the CS should take a leadership role in articulating those contradictions and reeducating the public and policymakers on the need for change.

Pg. 34)  “Guiding Principles: Where land and resource management objectives differ, prudent and safe actions must be taken  through collaborative fire planning and suppression response to keep unwanted wildland fires from spreading to adjacent jurisdictions...Safe aggressive initial attack is often the best suppression strategy to keep unwanted wildfires small and costs down.”

Kudos to the Oversight Committee for developing an excellent, even visionary list of guiding principles--with the exception of the two listed above.  It is inevitable both from environmental conditions and management policies that future wildfires will become larger and burn across jurisdictional boundaries, and suppression should not be forced upon agencies or lands where fire use is an economically and ecologically appropriate action just to keep fire from spreading onto lands where agencies or owners refuse to even consider the benefits of fire.  Moreover, I dispute the assumption that aggressive initial attack is the “best” strategy, and urge the CS to begin the hard work of changing the discourse of fire management away from words like “attack” and “suppression” and emphasize the use of alternative, more neutral terms like “action” and “management.”

Pg. 37)  “Technical expertise and data may be sought from non-governmental organizations, but those groups would not be part of the decision-making process.”

I fail to see why NGOs should be excluded from Regional Steering Committees and/or their decision-making processes.  This seems to contradict the principle and spirit of inclusivity that should guide the CS.  The CS should explain the reasoning behind this position or abandon it, and consider including NGOs with fire ecology and management expertise (e.g. The Nature Conservancy, Tall Timbers, Association for Fire Ecology, and FUSEE) as full members of the Regional Steering Committees.

Pg. 40)  “The Cohesive Strategy outlined is not an endpoint, it is a beginning.”

I would like to reiterate that the draft CS is an excellent beginning! I am thrilled that the framework takes an “all-lands, all-communities, and all-options” approach!  I believe that the final document can be made even better if it includes the added information and terminology changes that I have requested above.  Above all, fire ecology science and ecological sustainability must be included as one of the guiding principles of the CS, and the CS should fully embrace its potential leadership role in reeducating the public and policymakers on the need to ground fire management policies, programs, and practices in fire ecology science and ecological sustainability.

Thank you for this opportunity to review and provide comments on the draft CS.  I look forward to the completion of the final report, and on behalf of FUSEE, I offer my continued support and assistance in future efforts to develop and implement the CS.

Sincerely,

Timothy Ingalsbee, Ph.D.

Executive Director, Firefighters United for Safety, Ethics, and Ecology (FUSEE)
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