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Introduction

In the last several years the USDA Forest Service has come under enormous scrutiny of its performance in meeting the fire suppression mission.  Fire and aviation operations safety, fire suppression expenditures, and accountability for decisions and procedures have all been brought into question.  Agency responses have largely been tactical, and the unintended consequence of confusion has been the result.  This confusion may be traced to disparate perceptions of the agency’s mission and doctrinal principles that guide its accomplishment.  This paper proposes to provide remedy by addressing the underlying causes of the problem, to define and amend the doctrine that guides agency actions in the accomplishment of its mission.

This paper was prepared by the USDA Forest Service’s National Fire Operations Safety office, but is the culmination of effort, comment, review, and experience of a host of respected operators, managers, line officers, and consultants too numerous to mention. 
A Case for Change
At the turn of the century a sociologist named Max Weber began to study the new forms of organization being developed for managing large numbers of people in far-flung and complex activities.  Weber concluded these new large-scale organizations were similar, each was a bureaucracy.  Weber emphasized bureaucratic organizations were an attempt to subdue human affairs to the rule of reason in order to make it possible to conduct the business of the organization “according to calculable rules.”  But he also warned they tend to become inefficient and officious when authority is highly centralized. 1/
In earlier times the purpose of the USDA Forest Service, though “far-flung and complex” was new, and not yet well defined, with one notable exception… its mission to eliminate forest fires.  The agency was born and grew during a period when Max Weber’s theory of bureaucracy was thought to be the “Holy Grail” for organizational efficiency.  Weber’s theory advanced the notion that “rational bureaucracy” depended upon four key items: (1) functional specialization, (2) clear lines of hierarchical authority, (3) expert training of managers, and (4) decision-making based on rules and tactics developed to guarantee consistent and effective pursuit of organizational goals. (loc.cit.)  The reader will recognize these characteristics as forming the organizational principles upon which the Forest Service operates today.  While much of the work we do today is conducive to their application, fire suppression operations require a modified approach.

The complexity of the work in fire suppression management has increased exponentially, but operational doctrine has not evolved to keep pace with that change. The environment in which the fire suppression work is performed is dynamic, high-risk, and high-consequence.  It is among the most visible work the agency performs.  Public expectations of agency performance in fire suppression are at odds with the realities of it, and the agency’s ability to explain the reality is
1/  Weber, Max “The Theory of Social and Economic Organization”, The Free Press, 1947

stymied as the context of that explanation is confined to the characteristics of bureaucracy.  In a word, the fire suppression mission requires doctrine that is at odds with these bureaucratic operational principles:
1) Functional specialization (specified jobs with detailed rights, obligations, responsibilities, scope of authority) 

a) Fire suppression training is consistent with this principle.  However, on-scene fire suppression personnel require the ability to flex their roles and authorities within this dynamic environment.  The exercise of initiative at all levels, notwithstanding individual errors in judgment, offers the best chance for safe and effective fire suppression mission accomplishment.  Under the current system, limitations on decision-space and authority imposed by policy do not support the need.  This overflows to artificial measures of performance that are often steeped in how one adheres to or departs from the confines of prescriptive policy, position, role, and rank.  It is incumbent upon leadership at each level to articulate their expectations and to define the latitude to meet those expectations available to the level below (leader’s intent).
b) In order for the benefits of initiative and on-scene decision-making to be realized, the basis for performance evaluation and the exercise of authority must be expanded.  Inaction, indecisiveness, or decisions clearly outside safe operating standards or the leader’s intent (driven by doctrinal principles) should be reproved… regardless of the outcome.  Responses to errors in judgment should be focused on improving the individual’s knowledge, skills, and abilities rather than fixing blame.
2) Clear lines of hierarchical authority (system of supervision and subordination)

a) Clear lines or levels of authority are necessary for discipline and a coordinated approach to the mission.  Each level of authority has the responsibility to clearly describe the goals, objectives, and parameters in which the mission will be accomplished to the next level below, and expect initiative at that level in the execution of their assigned tasks.

b) The attributes of wildland fire require decision-making at all levels.  Responsibility for crucial decisions invariably filters down to lower ranks in such operations.  There must be a new emphasis which recognizes and expresses the importance of initiative at relatively low managerial levels.  Agency leadership must establish the expectation that tactical leaders at all levels demonstrate a willingness and ability to carry out the intent of upper level leadership through the exercise of initiative that is consistent with the fundamental doctrine of safe and effective operating practices.

c) Leaders at all levels must be accorded considerable leeway for initiative.  This runs counter to a hierarchical system of command and control.  Given this latitude, however, fireline leadership can generate the speed of response critical to success in initial attack, and on critical portions of major incidents. The fog and friction of fire suppression may invalidate the carefully wrought plans of higher authority, leaving the individual leader the best judge of the immediate tactical situation.  It should be the expectation of the higher authority that he do so within the confines of clearly described intent.

3) Expert training of managers (organizational processes, job requirements, and skills)

a) Training of agency and fire program leaders must be focused upon mission accomplishment, rather than performance processes.  Thinking leaders, displaying individual initiative and reaching tactical decisions on their own accord, must become viewed as valued commodities.  Leaders at all levels must learn how to clearly express their expectations (intent), identify operational margins, and become comfortable with specifying to subordinates what to do, not how to do it.   In order to realize this aim, training of agency and fire program leadership must be endowed with more substantive philosophical underpinning, reflecting a better appreciation for individual initiative, risk management, and the assumption of responsibility as crucial facets of fire suppression operations.

4) Decision making based on rules and tactics developed to guarantee consistent and effective pursuit of organizational goals (prescriptive policy, rules, check-lists)
a) Prescriptive policies do not assure firefighter safety or performance.  Attention focused on the letter of direction distracts and deflects critical thinking from maintenance of accurate and timely situational

awareness, and slows reaction to critical changes in the environment.   Decisions of on-scene leadership formulated and based upon sound doctrine and leader’s intent influence outcomes on the fireground.

b) Skillful fireline leaders, guided by doctrinal principles and the intent expressed by command above rather than by prescription should be expected to develop and exercise appropriate initiative to accomplish mission objectives in a safe and effective manner.  Freedom to operate within clearly stated intent (reflecting doctrinal principles) allows these leaders to adapt to changing circumstances, exercise flexibility, demonstrate initiative, anticipate events, and take advantage of opportunities that may be presented.

c) As federal and state wildland fire agencies are increasingly called upon to manage “all-risk” incidents, the uncertainties of these new environments pose unprecedented challenges. One-size-fits-all prescriptive policies do not encourage creative problem solving in these environments, and the intent of doctrine is lost in the attempt to “color within the lines.” 

Present day issues that hamper efficient management of fire suppression response in the USDA Forest Service may be traced to the characteristics of bureaucracies.  There is an absence of clearly illuminated doctrine and guiding principles supportive of the fire suppression mission.  This is not to say that doctrine and principles don’t exist; they simply do not exist in a manner that is easily discerned, commonly understood, and consistently applied in managing the issues surrounding wildland fire suppression.
A Case for Self-Examination 

The Myth of Control
It is intuitive to believe command flows down and results in control of on-the-ground operations, even in highly chaotic environments.  When in reality control of on-the-ground operations is in the hands of the ground forces, and fed up to command.  Operating within this myth leads to the assertion that negative outcomes may be avoided by asserting more control, by establishing more rules. 

The myth of control is played out when, despite increased imposition of control measures on ground operations, bad outcomes still occur, efficiencies erode, and command is progressively more frustrated.

The agency response in the aftermath of the South Canyon and Thirtymile tragedies, in particular, has been to develop and promulgate additional policies, or rules of engagement.  Several among these conferred responsibility for operational safety oversight on line officers and incident commanders.  Though well intended, this approach cannot work as the realities and complexities of fire suppression are resistant to centralized control of on-the-ground actions.  Line officers and incident commanders alike have been frustrated by loss of momentum made necessary to meet the intent of prescriptive policy, even though the safety of personnel was not at issue.  Line officers also express doubt regarding their ability to meet the expectations expressed in policy, and exasperation at their inability to personally maintain effective oversight of the actions of forces on the ground, though policy requires it.

Effective command relies on the expression of clear intent, confidence in subordinate capabilities, acceptance of mutual responsibilities, a specified objective, and freedom to act… all firmly rooted in shared and understood doctrinal principles.
The Measure of Success
A rules-based system is focused on compliance of things and not behaviors.  Within a rules-based organization “success” and “failure” are measured by the adherence to or deviation from rules.  As control measures are increased, the ability to succeed is confined to an ever shrinking playing field.

The only real measurement of success in a rules-based system is the absence of bad outcomes.  Since this absence is impossible in the high risk world, when bad things happen more rules get made – an impossible cycle.  The environment and the mission require agility in decision-making, but the operator’s ability to adapt and react to them is more constrained, and the probability of “failure” increases proportionally.
There have been numerous examples of supervisors reviewing fire time sheets (as required by policy) and meting out discipline when the 2:1 work rest ratio is “violated”.  This is but one example of a misguided measure of failure.  OSHA, too, simply reviews agency policies and finds reason for violation when actions don’t “measure up.”  So long as prescriptive policy is the expression of agency doctrine and its measure of success, the agency is vulnerable to criticism and notice of violation. 

Performance expectations founded upon shared doctrinal principles and focused on leader’s intent are meaningful and contribute to effective and safe mission accomplishment.
Transparent Accountability
Agency accountability in a rules-based system is opaque, and most often reactionary.  The public, politicians, and oversight agencies like OSHA hold the agency accountable and measure success and failure in terms of the control measures it places upon itself.  No longer is “professional judgment” a defendable basis for actions taken.
Currently, accountability in the agency is a non-iterative process and effort.  The behaviors and skill deficits of individuals are not truly addressed until a bad outcome occurs.  It was known long before the Thirtymile fire that an individual key to that tragic outcome was not suited for leadership.  It is fair to say through consistent and continuous review of individual performance and abilities, in context with agency principles rather than artificial, quantitative measures, a potential problem can be reconciled before it becomes a bad outcome.

The important context of this element is the reclamation of professional judgment as the measure of performance.  Policies that require decisions and initiative based upon foundational principles applied with expressed intent will yield better results, and shrink the target for criticism.  

The nature of an organization guided by well stated doctrinal principles is to be transparent in its accountability.

Form Over Function

Those that “succeed” in the rules-based organization are driven by process rather than product.  It becomes form over function.  Highly prescriptive management environments breed this kind of thinking, mission focus is lost, and the organization is vulnerable to becoming irrelevant.
An unintended consequence realized since the promulgation of policy following the Thirtymile fire has been the rise of “risk aversion.”  There have been numerous examples across the west where initial action was inappropriately timid, and resulted in larger fires and increased exposure to a far greater number of firefighters.  There are spin-off consequences of this behavior: larger fires and higher suppression costs, strained relationships with cooperators, and an unwritten acceptance of risk avoidance.  Risk aversion is not complimentary to the agency mission in fire suppression, yet there is currently reward for those that practice it. 
An organization focused on accomplishing a worthy mission within clearly articulated doctrine and principles is agile, effective, and enduring.

Realistic Core Values
Desires are often expressed as core values.  “All firefighters have the right to a safe assignment.”  “Firefighter and public safety is our first priority.”  “The Standard Firefighting Orders are firm.  We don’t break them, we don’t bend them.”  These statements express our sentiments, our desires, but have little to do with accomplishing the agency’s legally mandated mission of fire protection.  They ignore and downplay the nature of firefighting as hazardous, risk filled, chaotic, and dynamic, and the importance of the mission to protect natural resources.  Yet they raise the expectations of those who have little understanding of this environment that we can operate in that manner, and it is to that measure they hold us accountable.
NASA Administrator Sean O’Keefe, in a speech honoring the crew of the Columbia Space Shuttle, remarked “But from this experience, we resolved to find the cause of the accident, fix the problems, and continue the work that their loved ones committed their lives to.”

Core values represent the reality of the work, the environment, and the intention of the agency to meet its mission within that environment.
Current Doctrine is Incomplete
The purpose and need for the Forest Service in earlier days were simpler and better defined.  Over time the mission, and physical, and political environments changed and increased in complexity, but there was little effort to iteratively validate and modify doctrine to keep pace.

The methods the agency employed to cope with change have left it open to challenge.  The layering of prescriptive policy, checklists, and a variety of “dos” and “don’ts” have done little to validate the doctrine that guides Forest Service fire suppression management, but left it more vulnerable to outside scrutiny and challenge with no defense left to the agency when a checklist is “violated.”

Current doctrine is fragmentary, confused and combined.  If we separate doctrine from policy, we’ll be held accountable for policy, but the realm of doctrine will be defendable by professional judgment; “How did you use doctrine to arrive at your decision?”, and “How was your decision consistent with the leader’s expressed intent?”
Current doctrine is intuitive, rather than explicit.  It is found in any number of guides, manuals, and handbooks: IRPG, Red-Book, FSM 5130, FSH 5109.17, Fireline Handbook… and the list goes on.  Ask any firefighter, fire program leader, or line officer what the doctrinal principles are that guide fire suppression activities, and one will get as many answers as people asked.  This is an issue for the agency as it has the inability to clearly articulate these values, and thus is held accountable to capricious measures rather than behaviors and decisions that are concentric with the agency mission and doctrinal principles.
Well developed doctrine allows us to reclaim “professional judgment” as a legal basis to defend our actions, to reestablish our relevance as a contributor to the quality of American life, and to be consistently better prepared to meet the challenges of change.
The Framework
Development and Validation: 

Doctrinal principles of wildland fire suppression will be based on well defined values of the agency, and turn assumptions of what those agency values are into facts.  From the principles will come the strategies and tactics, the tools and techniques for executing them, and define the behaviors that we expect.
Experts will be engaged early in the process to discuss legal implications of various courses of action.

Historical examples will be used to test new doctrine in a risk free environment and explore how our response to accidents might have been different.  (i.e. Agency response to Thirtymile created unintended risk aversion.  What would be different before, during, or after such a tragedy?)
End State

Forest Service FAM is an organization guided by well stated doctrinal principles, which represent the reality of the work, the environment, and the mission.  They are understood and meaningful to every employee and the public at large, and are the heart of safe and effective mission accomplishment.

The effort may spawn interagency interest in comparing and contrasting individual agency doctrine to find the overlap… which then forms the basis for true interagency operating doctrine.  The “Red Book” would then fulfill its intention.
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