III. What, exactly, do we mean by “Service First”?

“It all starts with the land and the public.” – One Service First veteran. 

At the broadest level, Service First is a concept of organizing work with an external focus. It’s about the lands we manage and the customers we serve. Rather than focusing primarily on our agency procedures and boundaries, Service First challenges us to look at our work differently than we usually have, in order to better achieve the timeless goals of land stewardship and quality public service.

“When you call us, somebody will answer the phone, ‘BLM – Forest Service, may I help you?’”

To the public, it’s not usually “BLM land” or “Forest Service land” or “state lands,” it’s public lands that the government manages for the people, and they believe it should be used and cared for with their needs in mind, irrespective of organizational boundaries. So Service First is a way of forming partnerships across agency boundaries, in order to deal with the land in an integrated way and provide quality service to our publics.

More specifically, Service First has three broad goals:
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1.  Improved customer service (such as one-stop shopping for permits, maps, etc.)
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2. Increased operational efficiency (such as reduced costs where  two field units collocate under one roof and share costs of rent, utilities and equipment), and
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3. Improved stewardship of the land (which can come when the two agencies’ staff work in an integrated unit, learn together, and deal with the land on a landscape basis. 

Service First was formally introduced on Jan. 7, 1998, when BLM director Pat Shea and Forest Service Chief Mike Dombeck issued a joint letter announcing it.  Service First replaced and expanded on its predecessor, the Trading Post, which had started in two pilot areas. 

And why does it matter?

Service First matters for the best of reasons: it helps us perform our mission better. Through collaboration, we can provide better customer service. For instance:

	One Map or Four?

Before Service First:  You want to backpack, but first you need a map.  You stop at a Forest Service ranger station where you learn you'll actually need four maps, because your trail traverses the corner adjoining four standard USGS quad maps.  It also crosses BLM land, so you might have to go to the BLM office for some of the maps.  As the visitor information assistant rummages through the stocks, you hope she won't come up empty and you wonder about the cost.

With Service First:  In some locations now, you go to a machine and plot the area you want to hike.  Then you print out a single map at a fraction of what four standard quad maps would cost.  It's even on water-repellent paper.



	Need Firewood?

Before Service First:  You want to collect firewood for the winter.  You know some good places on your nearby national forest and also on lands managed by BLM.  But you have to take time off from work, driving hours to get to agency offices during business hours to buy the permits you need.

With Service First:  All you need is a single firewood permit.  You pick it up from your local store while doing your after-hours shopping (or from the closest BLM or FS office, which both sell the interagency permit).


	Got a Small Business?

Before Service First:  You're an outfitter doing business on public lands, and you need a special use permit for an area the crosses both BLM and the Forest Service lands.  As you pull up to the Forest Service ranger station, you resign yourself to a day of travel and paperwork at two different offices many miles apart.

With Service First:  The same employee - you're never quite sure which agency she works for - handles the single permit that is managed by one agency for you.  Within an hour, you're on your way home.



And why should it matter to you?

Many reasons. Some Service First activities help you make better and smarter decisions, like when you can work with “ologists” from the other agency and gain additional perspectives on a natural resource issue. It often improves communications, especially when both agencies are collocated under the same roof. From a national perspective (as one Congressman put it), “it’s the right thing to do; it’s how government ought to work.” And from a career perspective, it can also help. Here’s how one Forest Service veteran put it:

“We work together in many ways, and it’s been helping for years. We have done ESA programmatic consultation with the BLM since 1996; we sometimes attend each other’s wildlife training sessions (where silviculturalists and others also attend). I call biologists from the BLM district office frequently for advice or information. Our joint staff has cooperatively managed the Rogue Scenic River for years. And over the years, we have had quite a few folks move from the FS locally to the BLM locally, and vice versa, to take new jobs and get promotions…”
How exactly, is it structured?

We’ve tried to keep Service First as simple as possible. Almost all initiatives are bottom-up – they come from the ideas of employees on the ground. To support and implement those ideas, most locations form a local leadership team to make decisions and support implementation of Service First collaboration. Sometimes, local staff runs into barriers they can’t overcome by themselves. At such times, they can call the Service First representatives in headquarters.
