Fighting Fires and Saving Property and Lives: The Siege of 2003 in Southern Calfornia
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Topic:  Safety Protocol Review – Southern California Fire Siege of 2003
To:  Chief

From:  Michael T. Rains
CC:  Kent Connaughton
Date:  June 27, 2004
Re:  Some personal reflections
“…While today’s fire fighting is more complex, it remains a high-risk, extremely dangerous endeavor with a basic goal of protecting lives and property.  The people who do this are indeed a special breed.  Most of us can only visualize what they do.  We do not feel what they feel.” 

Foreword.  I would like to take this opportunity and try to express some of my feelings regarding the recent presentation by Deputy Regional Forester (R-5) Kent Connaughton at the National Leadership Team Meeting, June 24, 2004.  I wanted to speak up and out during the presentation but I lacked courage.  I felt terribly conflicted.  I was angry and sad that we were questioning the outcomes of our warriors.  Yet, it seemed altogether fitting that a review to improve was conducted.  I felt inept, since I could only visualize what those fire fighters during the Siege of 2003 must have gone through.  I felt we were talking about hallowed ground and I was afraid I might come across as less that completely respectful.  So, with more time to reflect, I would like to share some of my notions.
The Report.  I re-read the “Safety Protocol Review: Southern California Geographic Area Fire Siege of 2003.”  I still feel the report is well written and holds my support.  I do not believe the words in the report’s recommendations suggest in any way that we should adjust our firm stance on safety; to the contrary.  What it does say is that greatly trained professionals should have the flexibility, in critical circumstances, to exercise reasoned, thoughtful choices to conduct what they do.  Guidelines are not laws.  They are not orders.  They should provide for escape routes, especially when lives are at immediate risk.

I was especially proud of Kent’s presentation.  There are giants among us – he is one.
The Moment of Decision.  As you know, this year was the 60th Anniversary of D-Day.  One of the celebrated units of that Campaign was “Easy” Company of the 506 Parachute Infantry Regiment, 101 Airborne Division.  E. Company was highlighted in the recent series, “Band of Brothers.”  One member of Easy Company is Mr. Bill Guarnere.  Mr. Guarnere lives in South Philadelphia.  Recently I visited him.  My goal was to express my appreciation and have him sign my book (“Band of Brothers”).  We talked.  He described one incident where part of his Company, on June 6, 1944, took out a four-gun battery of German 105 mm cannon that were sighted directly onto Utah Beach.  Specifically he spoke about the quick decisions of his Captain, Richard D. Winters and the untold lives their actions saved. 
During the discussion period after Kent’s formal presentation, my mind drifted to Bill Guarnere and the time I spent with him in his small row-home on Winton Street.  I wondered if Captain Winters adjusted any guidelines in order to save the troops rushing the beach that day in 1944.

I am not suggesting that the Siege of 2003 on Southern California was comparable to the Normandy invasion; certainly not.  I am suggesting, however, that when the stakes are huge and people are called upon to do extraordinary things, some inherent flexibility is paramount.  I can only hope that if I were faced with the decision to keep going, for example, after a 16-hour shift in order to save my friends, a community, or people I serve, I would not hesitate but to keep going.  I think I would know my limits and further, be able to sustain a sound decision-making process within those limits.

The Best in the World.  Mr. Connaughton continually referred to our seasoned fire fighters during the Siege of 2003 as the “best in the world.”  I believe this.  This Sunday (June 27, 2004) in the PARADE™ section of The Philadelphia Inquirer was a report by Micah Morrison entitled, “We Can Stop Killer Fires.”  The article includes a picture of Richard Hawkins, “Fire Chief” on the Cleveland National Forest.  Mr. Hawkins is referred to in Cannaughton’s report; he was the Initial attack Commander on the Cedar Fire.  
I do not know Richard Hawkins.  But, looking at his picture, I would guess he is a person of decisive action and keen wit.  My guess is that he was able to size things up pretty well and make reasoned risk determinations that would not compromise core values.  Mr. Hawkins is probably like Richard Winters.  Knowing Fire and Aviation Management as I do, there were and are many of the ilks of Hawkins and Winters in our agency.  We are lucky to have them.  We need to establish a forum and climate where many like them are able to follow and be nourished.

I can hardly imagine the skill level it must take to evacuate 70,000 people without nary a hitch; unbelievable.

After Action Review.  I am continually impressed by the level of oversight and review of our fire management program.  This is as it should be.  The program is high risk and expensive.  We will always need to seek ways to make it better, to make it right.
Over the years, in my talks with Mike Edrington, Jerry Williams, and Tom Harbour, as examples, I have been equally impressed by their willingness to be “Chief Worriers” for the fire program.  They not only welcome oversight, they insist on it.  Oversight is not “second-guessing.”  It is a way to ensure that actions taken are the most effective.  This means laws are maintained, orders are implemented and guidelines are followed as much as humanly possible.  If we find that laws and orders and guidelines are consistently compromised, it is probably a good indication of improper laws, orders, and guides.  While I see courage in the fire management program, I see very little “cowboying.”  
Nevertheless, if I were in the business of fire protection in the USDA Forest Service, I would know that my actions WOULD be reviewed.  Accordingly, I had better exercise my professional skills to the utmost.  I would know there are some “lines I would never cross.”  I would know that making quick decisions, while exercising prudent choices based on years of experience, would be basic to my calling.  I would know that working on this noble calling called fire fighting would not grant me the immunity of a “pass” if I became careless.  I would know that sometimes my choices could have huge consequences and this fact would always require my best.  

Our fire fighters are the best.

Conclusions.  First, let me say thanks for allowing the forum for me to express my views.  I wish I could have done this more directly at the NLT.  Like I said, I had mixed feelings and my fear is that I would have let my mouth quickly overload my brain.  If I were asked, “what would you do,” I think I would conclude the following:

· Endorse the “Safety Protocol Review: Southern California Geographic Area Fire Siege of 2003.” 
· Send a letter to the field stating your endorsement, with some qualifications.

· These qualifications could be in the context of the overall review of safety management.

· Reconfirm the inviolate – laws and orders.

· Reconfirm that guidelines should be followed and adjustments will be based only on extraordinary circumstances after careful thought and professional judgment.
· Reconfirm that we are all accountable, especially in fire control.  Accordingly, expect “After Action Reviews.”

· Reconfirm that skilled professional choices will be supported and that careless behavior will never be accepted and if it does take place will be addressed harshly.

Very respectfully,

/s/ Michael T. Rains
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� From “Policy Implications of Large Fire Management: A Strategic Assessment of Factors Influencing Costs” (January 2000).
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