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Forums on the Cohesive Strategy for Wildland Fire Management

Participant Name and Affiliation:  Timothy Ingalsbee, Ph.D.

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

Discussion Questions

What are the most critical issues that the Cohesive Strategy for Wildland Fire Management must address?

FUSEE:  The Cohesive Strategy (CS) must be guided by the principle that fire management must be safe for firefighters, ecologically-sound, and economically efficient.  The CS must facilitate a shift from reactive to proactive fire management.

The most critical issues are:

1)  Implement fire use (i.e. both prescribed burning and wildland fire use) as the appropriate management response whenever and wherever conditions permit.  Ecological science and current fire management policy both support increased fire use, and fiscal-economic reality demands it (e.g. cost containment in wildfire operations).  This also includes the applying Minimum Impact Suppression Tactics for firing operations, especially in wilderness/roadless areas and other sensitive sites, to reduce uncharacteristic severity from poorly-planned backfires (e.g. starting ignitions during peak burning period, lighting from riparian areas to burn entire slopes with high severity) and inappropriate anchor points for ignitions (e.g. dozerlines in roadless areas).  

2)  Invest in collaborative fire management planning necessary to increase opportunities to apply fire use as the appropriate management response.  FMPs are one of the most important elements of the Federal Wildland Fire Management Policy, and a critical component for determining AMR.  These FMPs must be collaborative at all stages of their development—using both interagency and agency/community collaboration.  NEPA processes should be used in FMPs because this ensures that the best available science and informed public input is considered.  If necessary, amend or revise Land/Resource Management Plans to integrate the last 20 years of progress in fire science and fire policy developments to make sure FMPs will be tiered to adequate Forest Plans.  The CS must promote a new generation of dynamic, ecologically-based FMPs suitable for use in the Wildland Fire Decision Support System, and then require that Line Officers and IMTs actually utilize FMPs in wildfire operations.

3)  Promote community fire preparation.  We need to get beyond wildfire prevention or community wildfire protection programs in order to prepare communities for fires of all kinds: wildfires, prescribed fires, and wildland fire use fires.  The CS should advocate for reforms on state and private lands (e.g. increased land use zoning to deter new housing development in indefensible fire-prone wildlands, new building codes and vegetation maintenance ordinances to reduce flammability with the home ignition zone) to facilitate creation of safe and sutainable fire-adapted communities within fire-dependent landscapes and ecosystems.  Unless and until communities are prepared for fire, options for managing wildland fire across the landscape will be limited while economic costs (e.g. costs for unnecessary suppression actions, costs of destroyed private property) will continue to grow.

4)  Integrate fuels reduction in ecosystem restoration to facilitate reintroduction and use of fire to restore fire-adapted ecosystems and adapt to climate change.  Fuels reduction is not an ends in itself, rather, it is one means among many others for the larger goal of restoring ecosystems degraded by past logging, grazing, or firefighting that have altered fuel loads and fire regimes. Fuels reduction projects located within the WUI should be designed for defensible space and wildfire protection, but fuels treatments also need to be applied outside the WUI where they should be strategically placed to help establish fire management “infrastructure” (e.g. fuelbreaks or anchor points for implementing large-scale prescribed burning or fire use during wildfires).  In this respect, fuels projects in wildlands should be considered “pre-treatments” for the goals and objectives of restoring fire-adapted ecosystems. 

What questions should the Cohesive Strategy consider to identify priority values, attributes, and other concerns? 

FUSEE:  The values that the CS should be prioritizing are the following:

1)  Fire ecology and ecosystem restoration need to be some of the highest priority values in the CS.  Wildland fire has a value in itself, independent of narrow fuels reduction objectives, since it is a vital ecological process necessary for healthy forest, shrub, and grassland ecosystems and species.  Wildland fire performs a number of ecological functions valuable for many ecosystem services for human and non-human communities.  The CS could provide a valuable educational role by explaining the necessity of managing wildfire and restoring fire ecology processes, and integrate these values into its strategy.  The CS should not be designed to further attempts to prevent, suppress, or exclude fire across the landscape. 

2)  Collaboration among all agencies, stakeholders, and partners is another priority value in the development and implementation of the CS.  This is one of the core values of the Ten Year Wildfire Strategy facilitated by the Western Governors’ Association and is part of the National Fire Plan.  Given the growing fiscal crisis of the federal government, agencies will have to collaborate not only with other federal and state agencies, but also with other organizations, including non-governmental organizations and community groups, in order to manage ecosystems for long-term community protection and ecosystem restoration goals.  Combining the technical expertise within agencies with the local knowledge of communities and the labor power of NGOs and community volunteer organizations will leverage the resources of all groups to get the work of fire and fuels management done.  

3)  Transparency and accountability in fire management planning, projects, and wildfire operations is another priority value.  Federal agencies manage public lands on behalf of all citizens, and need to be more transparent in their planning and decision-making processes.  This value not only applies to NEPA projects (e.g. fuels reduction projects) but also wildfire operations.  Agencies and individual managers must also be held accountable for managing wildfires with appropriate management response and cost containment objectives that comply with environmental protection laws, federal fire management policies, and fire management plans.  The CS should model this value of transparency and accountability throughout each step of its development and implementation.

4) Socioeconomic effectiveness of fuels projects and fire operations.  The CS should take a wider perspective on the concept of “cost effectiveness” or “cost efficiency” in order to help facilitate the creation of sustainable jobs for federal workers and local communities (e.g. use of labor-intensive manual treatments instead of capital-intensive mechanical treatments for fuels projects, use of handcrews instead of aircraft for managing wildfire operations).  A focus on creating jobs versus extracting commodities or generating revenue will be more effective from a socioeconomic perspective than restricting the work to a few private businesses using few workers with heavy equipment to get the job done “quick, dirty, and cheap.”  A particular value in the CS should be creating new employment and educational opportunities for youth (especially in rural communities) who will become the future fire management workforce and leadership.   

What questions should the Cohesive Strategy consider in order to rate and incorporate risk? (Definition, Weights, Rankings/Priorities?)

FUSEE:  Mitigating risks to firefighters’ health and safety should be one of the highest priorities in the CS.  Aggressive fire suppression is inherently hazardous duty with the ultimate risk of injury or death to firefighters, and it should rightly be considered the highest risk response to wildfires. Health hazards and safety risks are increased by poorly-planned reactive fire management actions conducted under a state of emergency. On the other hand, prescribed burning and wildland fire use are generally safer and less hazardous or risky to firefighters. However, according to current cultural and institutional norms, aggressive suppression is considered the least risky action for an individual or land manager’s career or an agency’s public relations, while fire use is considered the most risky action for managers and agencies.  This calculus needs to be reversed so that sending young firefighters to aggressively attack blazes in remote, rugged areas is considered the highest risk activity, while sending them to manage prescribed burns or manage wildfires is considered the lowest risky action for managers or agencies to implement.  The CS should help facilitate the shift from reactive fire suppression to proactive fire management and mitigate the inherent risks and hazards of managing fire by prioritizing the proactive work of pre-fire planning, fuels pre-treatments to facilitate fire use, and restoring fire-adapted ecosystems--the working environment for wildland firefighters.  Accordingly, the CS needs to redefine risk to managers/agencies careers and public relations, and give firefighter safety the greatest weight in ranking and priority.

What time frame should the Cohesive Strategy encompass..? Why? 


FUSEE:  According to legislation the CS will be reviewed and updated every 5 years, so it should be designed as a “5-year plan.”  However, the time frame for setting goals should be 100 years.  This year in fact is the 100th anniversary of the 1910 Fires, an event that had a huge impact on federal fire policy.  A century ago, we hit a crossroads and took the path of fire exclusion and fire suppression—the wrong path to take from a social and ecological perspective, and now we are all paying the price for that well-intentioned mistake.  This year we are at another crossroads, and the CS provides a timely opportunity to take the alternative path—the path of ecosystem fire restoration and ecological fire management.  The CS should not avoid setting big visionary goals for recreating fire-adapted communities and fire-restored ecosystems over the next 100 years at the same time as it develops achievable objectives for the next 5 years.

What questions should the Cohesive Strategy include to inform and be informed by existing land unit plans? Intergovernmental compacts, CWPPs and Fire adapted communities, and State risk assessments, and Local land management ordinances and regulations?

FUSEE:  1)  The CS should include all lands—public and private, federal and state, large and small landowners.  Fire respects no jurisdictional boundaries, and so to be truly cohesive and strategic, the CS must incorporate all lands within its purview.  Moreover, the CS should be dynamic enough to integrate wildfire events and their effects on the land (e.g. reduced fuels, restored ecosystems, fire breaks for suppression, etc.).  

2) The CS should strongly advocate for the need to invest in fire management planning both at the level of Land/Resource Management Plans and at the scale of individual FMPs.  This fire planning must utilize NEPA processes to ensure the use of the best available science and informed public input.  The CS needs to address how to increase the capacity of agencies and communities to participate in fire planning.  Government downsizing, understaffing and underfunding have diminished the abilities of agencies to conduct rigorous fire planning, and it has not been a priority for line officers despite numerous policy provisions stating its critical importance.  Local communities and non-governmental organizations also lack the resources to send volunteers to planning sessions.  The CS should provide guidance on how to increase the capacity for fire planning among all partners.

3) These FMPs must analyze the ecological and environmental effects of fire suppression.  Specifically, there needs to be a tradeoffs analysis of the safety risks, economic costs, and environmental impacts of fire suppression techniques compared to prescribed burning, wildland fire use, and “no action” alternatives.  This analysis has never been done before in a NEPA document, and is long overdue.  If the agencies fully disclose the risks, costs, and impacts of aggressive fire suppression, it will make the case stronger for proactive fire and fuels management projects to avoid suppression actions.

All things considered- what is the single most significant issue that that the Cohesive Strategy must address?

FUSEE:  The CS must address the Federal Wildland Fire Management Policy as the philosophical foundation for managing fire among all federal land management agencies, and focus on fully implementing its principles, goals, and objectives.  In particular, the CS must implement the Federal Fire Policy’s goal restore the ecological role of fire across the landscape.  It will be a tragic waste of agency time and taxpayer resources if the CS is framed to continue fire exclusion and aggressive fire suppression.  The CS should facilitate the paradigm shift from fire control to fire management in fuels treatments and wildfire operations.  

Closing Comments

In reviewing the range of issues and questions covered during our forum – is there anything we didn’t discuss that you feel needs consideration?

FUSEE:  Yes, according to the Congressional bill that mandated the CS, it is supposed to be consistent with previous Government Accountability Office recommendations.  Of the many GAO reports and testimonies since the 1999 report that disclosed the lack of a cohesive strategy, which reports or recommendations does the CS intend to address?

Also, in the invitation sent to us, we were informed that the new CS will “build on previous efforts such as the 2000 Cohesive Strategy” and other documents.  Why will the new CS build upon the 2000 CS that was exclusively a Forest Service document, and not the 2002 CS that was put together by both the USFS and DOI?  

Other Suggestions/Comments/Perspectives? 

– Or advice to the Strategy Oversight Panel ?

FUSEE:  The Strategy Oversight Panel should make sure that it hears from a broad range of non-governmental organizations.  In the Olympia listening forum, most of the invited NGOs represented private firefighting or forestry companies who were strongly opposed to fire use and the appropriate management response policy.  Involving other NGOs with strong fire ecology education and advocacy programs (e.g. The Nature Conservancy, The Wilderness Society) in the CS listening forums will help get them on board to build public and agency support for including wildland fire use and fire ecology restoration goals in the CS.

Firefighters United for Safety, Ethics, and Ecology (FUSEE) greatly appreciates the opportunity to participate in the Olympia listening forum, and looks forward to additional opportunities to provide input into the development of the CS.  In particular, we are eager to provide feedback (oral and/or written comments) on working drafts of the CS when they become available.

Appendix – Process Overview

Steps to Develop a Cohesive Wildland Fire Management Strategy to Reduce the Increasing Impacts of Large Fires.

The Wildland Fire Leadership Council (WFLC) met on March 16 and 17 to discuss the content, process and timeline for developing the cohesive wildland fire management strategy (the strategy) called for by Congress in the FY 2010 Interior and Related Agencies Appropriations Act.  Agreement was reached that the strategy should be based on the best available science and developed in close collaboration with representatives from State, Tribal, and local governments and key non-government organizations. 

The Legislations calls for the Strategy to encompass seven Elements that provide for:

· the identification of the most cost-effective means for allocating fire management budget resources;

· the reinvestment in non-fire programs by the Secretary of the Interior and the Secretary of Agriculture;

· employing the appropriate management response to wildfires;

· assessing the level of risk to communities;

· the allocation of hazardous fuels reduction funds based on the priority of hazardous fuels reduction projects;

· assessing the impacts of climate change on the frequency and severity of wildfire; and

· Studying the effects of invasive species on wildfire risk.

The Strategy is directed to be revised at least once during each five year period beginning on the date of the submission to address any changes affecting the strategy, including changes with respect to landscape, vegetation, climate, and weather. There is an additional requirement that the Strategy address the recommendations described in recent reports of the Government Accountability Office (GAO) in that it “lay out various potential approaches for addressing the growing wildland fire threat, estimated costs associated with each approach, and the tradeoffs involved.” (GAO-09-877) In addition, the GAO has identified several key areas addressing cost effectiveness of suppression and mitigation, the efficacy of treatments for fuels and fire-adapted communities and establishment of meaningful performance measures that should be addressed by the Cohesive Strategy. 

Two parallel paths will be charted in the process design for developing the Strategy. A Science Track will focusing on synthesizing existing and emerging science, data, and analysis to assembly a risk framework to assess alternatives and tradeoffs among regions and land units. This analytical framework will make use of many of the advanced systems, modeling, and simulation capabilities now available within research (FPA, Landfire, etc).  Top wildland fire scientists, systems experts and other researchers have already met to survey current state-of- the-science knowledge and are crafting possible methodologies with which to analyze short and longer-term effects of potential program and policy decisions that may emerge as part of the strategy.

 A second track will emphasize the engagement of a wide range of government managers (especially state, local, and tribal entities), land resource specialists, conservation groups, nongovernmental organizations, and landowners to ensure that the strategy reflects economic, social and environmental priorities. Leading this collaborative effort will be an intergovernmental Strategy Oversight Committee of federal agency fire and resource program managers, regional and land managers, and state & local & tribal partners. This group had its first meeting in April and is responsible for developing a portfolio of program and policy options for consideration in assembling the Cohesive Strategy blueprint.  

In mid-April and May, they will convene a series of 7 to 9 informal forums to be held throughout the country intended to engage a sample of different groups of stakeholders in conversations to explore a broad range of ideas and issues and core questions that should be considered in formulating the strategy.  Invited to these forums will be regional and local experts in wildland fire and resource management, risk management, habitat and water conservation, county and local fire districts, emergency management coordination, law enforcement, county and municipal planning, and air and water quality. Some of venues for these forums will be national or regional meetings of major agency and partners.   

Planning for the strategy also calls for the creation of a website where the development process and schedule will be posted along with a library of science and policy references, documents that are currently being worked on, and instructions on how to provide comments. The website will be updated frequently as the process moves forward.

The science analysis and panel deliberation/field engagement tracks will converge in the summer to produce a draft strategy blueprint for review by mid August. A departmental review process will follow after September 1st.  It’s anticipated that the final report proposing the strategy will be submitted to Congress around November 1, 2010.

� The agenda is formatted as a comment sheet for participants to write their own ideas on before and during the session as part of an evaluation of the session.
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