Thoughts from the Regional Forester

It is no surprise that we are in the midst of yet another challenging fire suppression year. Large, destructive fires that were once unusual have become the norm. The good news is that as a Region we are focused on the root causes – restoring forest health, addressing invasive species that are changing fire behavior, and allowing naturally ignited fires to burn where and when we can. Over time, this focus will once again enable fire in the Southwest to play a more natural role as “restorer” rather than “destroyer.”  Unfortunately that won’t happen over night and until it does we will continue to have challenging fire suppression years.

Based on everything I’ve heard from the “boots on the ground,” it is time for us as an agency to rethink our approach to fire suppression. The first week of June, I was invited to join 39 other participants in taking a clean slate and drafting “doctrine” – or a body of principles – that would guide our agency’s fire suppression activities and actions. A number of factors provided impetus for the “Pulaski Conference.” Over the past several years we have seen a tremendous increase in both the complexity of the wildland fire suppression environment and the expectations placed upon our wildland fire fighters. At the same time the layering of rules and processes resulting from tragedy fires do not ensure, and in many cases are working against, the necessary situational awareness to safely accomplish our fire suppression objectives. 

Over the course of the week the group drafted principles related to our fire suppression mission, roles, operations, leadership and accountability, cost management, and risk and risk management. The doctrine answers some of the most salient issues before us today. Some aspects of the doctrine represent a significant departure from the current point of reference. Let me share a few examples, in hopes of whetting your appetite to review the draft posted on the Black Hills National Forest Web site at: www.fs.fed.us/r2/blackhills/news/vnr/releases/doctrinefinala.pdf .
The draft doctrine:

· Declares fire management (and therefore fire suppression) as critical to accomplishment of our agency mission, and envisions that agency employees will have a basic understanding and role in supporting fire suppression. 

· Accepts responsibility to support other national emergencies and empowers employees to respond to local emergencies where they can safely help. 

· Acknowledges fire suppression as inherently dangerous work where fire fighters working within agency policy and rules and applying the best available science, equipment and training can still be seriously injured or killed. 

· Adopts a risk management approach to minimize the exposure and affects of the inherent hazards. 

· Embraces principles critical to the success of a risk management approach that include: 

· Less reliance on rules and processes and greater reliance on enhanced situational awareness and decision-making. 

· Demonstrated fitness for command in fire leadership positions. 

· Enhanced monitoring of performance and a duty to take action when there are performance problems or exceptional performance. 

· Accountability based on behavior relative to known expectations – not just outcomes. 

· Fostering organizational learning by treating as confidential employee statements provided in the context of safety investigations.  

This brief summary doesn’t do justice to the doctrine drafted at the Pulaski Conference, but I hope it serves to give some sense of the direction and magnitude of the changes being proposed. If after reviewing the document you’d like to share your perspectives I’d welcome your e-mail comments.

Let me close by sharing a quote from Kelly Close – a fire behavior analyst that served as a member of the Cramer Fire Accident Investigation Team:

“If no one does anything, if we continue on the current course…we will repeat Cramer, South Canyon and other tragedies over and over…If, on the other hand, we face the hard issues from Cramer, work to understand the interaction between fire behavior and human behavior…we can begin taking steps toward preventing many future tragedies.  It’s not too late.  We…can alter the course of the future in profound ways.  It is absolutely worth the time and effort, and is vital.  And it all begins with that all-important first step: the commitment to start.”
We are committed to start…and finish!

 Harv Forsgren
Regional Forester

