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FLAME Act Lights Up the
Senate Interior Appropriations Bill

Last week the Senate Interior Appropriations Committee unanimously
passed the FLAME Act (Federal Land Assistance, Management, and
Enhancement Act) as an amendment to the Interior Appropriations Bill that
funds the fire management programs of federal land management
agencies.

The FLAME Fund is intended to pay for the kind of large-

scale, uncharacteristically severe wildfires (a.k.a."megafires") that have
busted the budgets of the fire services, forcing the U.S. Forest Service to
transfer funds out of other land management programs such as the
Hazardous Fuels Reduction program in order to pay for suppression
expenses. The FLAME Fund would provide a separate account to pay for
these suppression operations following an emergency declaration by the
Secretaries of Agriculture or Interior.

All of FUSEE's Senate champions co-sponsored the bipartisan amendment to allocate $834 million to
establish the FLAME Fund. This number reflects the average annual amount spent on emergency wildfire
suppression activities over the last 5 years by federal land management agencies. Congress also
appropriated $905 million for DOI and $1.8 billion for Forest Service to fund normal suppression operations,
which reflects the 10-year average for "characteristic" wildfires. The Interior Appropriations Bill with the
FLAME Fund added will now total $3.57 billion for suppression operations in federal agencies.

The House version of the Interior Appropriations Bill contains a similar suppression contingency fund that was
proposed by the Obama Administration, but since the full House passed the FLAME Act last March by a
whopping 412-3 vote, when the Bill goes to the conference committee to hammer out differences between the
two versions, the language of the FLAME Act adopted by the Senate will likely prevail. If Congress gets its
work done on time (it failed to pass most Appropriations bills last year during the general election season),
then the new FLAME Fund will be available for next wildfire season.

FUSEE joined a large and diverse coalition of conservation and natural resource groups ranging from The
Wilderness Society to the American Forest and Paper Association to advocate for passage of the FLAME Act.
However, FUSEE raised concerns with members of Congress over some of the potential loopholes in the
proposed legislation. For one thing, the threshold to trigger access to the FLAME Fund - a fire must be a mere
300 acres in size or greater - is much too small to filter out most wildfires. The intent of the Actis to provide
emergency funding for the largest budget-busting "megafires."

Secondly, while the Act goes a long way toward gaining fiscal accountability and authenticity in budgeting for




wildfire suppression, there is no real mechanism or incentives in the Act to help contain suppression costs on
specific wildfire incidents, limit total spending or operate within fixed budgets for suppression, which is the real
issue fueling the need for the legislation. Thus, the agencies can continue to fight fire through de facto deficit
spending, seeking emergency supplemental appropriations from Congress after their normal suppression
budgets and the FLAME Funds have been exhausted. What formerly was a one-step process to get extra
money from Congress will now simply become a two-step process.

Finally, in light of the Obama Administration's authorization of new guidance for implementation of the Federal
Wildland Fire Policy (a.k.a. the "AMR Policy"), Congress is essentially setting up a special "slush fund" for
emergency fire suppression when it really needs to make targeted investments in staffing, training, planning,
and infrastructure to improve the agencies' capacity for proactive fire management. One of the most essential
of these investments would be funding the development of robust, ecologically-based Fire Management Plans
(FMPs) that utilize the best available science and informed public input.

Fortunately, the FLAME Act does make an important step toward developing these future FMPs by requiring
the agencies to submit a "Cohesive Wildfire Management Strategy" to Congress that utilizes recent
recommendations made by the Government Accountability Office, and employs the Appropriate Management
Response to wildfires. This added requirement for a Cohesive Strategy was a major reason FUSEE endorsed
the FLAME Act despite its flaws described above. FUSEE will work in the year ahead to ensure that this
Cohesive Strategy is as visionary a strategy for implementing safe, ethical, ecological fire management as it
can and must be.

With proactive investments in fire management, as opposed to reactive spending on fire fighting, this will
hopefully lead to the professionalization of fire crews, converting them from low-wage, low-skill seasonal
workers into a high-wage, high-skill, full-year workforce that works with wildland fire as a major tool for
community protection and ecological restoration. This is FUSEE's long-term vision: to make proactive fire
management the norm and reactive fire suppression the exception. We support the inclusion of the FLAME
Act in the Interior Appropriations Bill as a necessary first step toward gaining fiscal accountability for wildfire
suppression, protecting the integrity of other non-fire land management programs, and enabling agencies,
communities, and citizens to collaborate on a long-term cohesive strategy for working with - and living with -
wildland fire.
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FUSEE offers fire management workers from federal agencies a safe, legal,
confidential means of educating Congress and the Administration about policy and
legislative issues through our collective voice. Join FUSEE today and lend your
voice to the cause of progressive fire management.
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and policy advocacy work to improve the environmental and working conditions of

fire management workers and the citizens they serve.

FUSEE supports a growing network of progressive fire professionals who envision a
new fire management paradigm that interconnects firefighter safety with professional ethics and ecological
restoration.






