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Date:  12/29/2008
2009 Quadrennial Fire Review (QFR) Final Report Draft
Please accept these comments on the 2009 QFR on behalf of the members of the National Wildfire Suppression Association (NWSA).  The NWSA has been in existence since 1991 and represents over 200 contractors with members in 17 states throughout the United States.  In addition, it has affiliate members including the Northwest Contract Firefighters Association, the Oregon Firefighting Contractors Association, and the Western Forest Fire Services Association.

NWSA’s members provide fire crews, engines, water tenders, showering units, catering units, tree fallers, dozers, and other specialized equipment to help battle wildfires across the United States. NWSA members have provided other All Risk Resources which have  been used by the Federal Emergency Management Agency, U.S. Departments of Interior, Agriculture, and Homeland Security, Bureau of Indian Affairs, National Aeronautics and Space Administration, U.S. General Services Administration, and a multitude of state agencies for other emergencies such as the Shuttle Recovery, hurricane clean up, and other disaster relief.

Over the years the private fire industry has become a professional, efficient and increasingly vital resource to federal, state and local wildfire suppression officers and public land managers. This is evidenced in the expansion of national “Best Value” engine and crew contracts, which represent a more formalized relationship between the government and the fire suppression contractor.  A key feature of these contracts is clearly defined standards and inspections.

NWSA’s primary goal is to support and assist its members to be successful in their areas of contracting expertise and provide professional resources that meet or exceed national standards. NWSA has worked to achieve national recognition by developing relationships as a cooperator with many agencies.  

We have always maintained that NWSA’s role is to supplement—not replace—state and federal resources.  Obviously as budget priorities and other challenges have resulted in diminished agency resources, NWSA’s members have been able to help fill that gap with professionally trained cost effective resources on an as needed basis.
We strive to continually maintain the highest standards of training, safety, and ethics of NWSA’s members.  For example, in 2009, NWSA will initiate its Professional Contractor Certification Program in partnership with the U.S. Departments of Labor and Transportation.  This program is voluntary and consists of training in U.S. Department of Labor Regulations; U.S. Department of Transportation Regulations; A Guide to Critical Management Practices; Basic Business Ethics; and Cross Border Workman's Compensation Issues.

I have enclosed additional materials explaining what NWSA is and would also direct you to our website:  http://www.nwsa.us/ . 

Comments by Section of the 2009 QFR

I.   Introduction 

This section does a good job explaining the purpose of the QFR and the fact it is not a plan or policy document.  Rather it is purely advisory.  Perhaps the authors could elaborate here by explaining who the intended audience is and how was the 2005 QFFR used.  Were there any tangible or measurable results from the 2005 QFFR?

The discussion about cost management issues here is also very helpful.  Not only does it summarize the issue well, it also presents the various reports over several years and their collective recommendations.

The “Looking Forward-Emerging Threats & Risks” section (pages 7-9) is quite thorough.  The tie-in with the 2005 QFFR’s prediction about increased activity and scope is useful to provide context and a description of the current situation.

Starting on page 10, the “Driving Forces for Future Change” is also a well thought out discussion.  One thing of note here is the discussion under “Cumulative Drought Effects and Fuels” calls for increased use of wildland fire use (WFU).  Indeed there are several points throughout the 2009 QFR calling for increased WFU application.

However, nowhere is the question even raised of this practice’s effect on air quality, greenhouse gas emission, carbon sequestration, resource damage, or liability if a WFU fire were to escape.

Though Driving Forces 1-3 (climate change, drought and fuels, and WUI) are valid issues, NWSA is more focused on the remaining two driving forces.

Escalating Emergency Response Demands (page 15)

NWSA strongly supports the language under this heading.  The All Hazard or All Risk approach is clearly warranted given the experiences in the recent past.  In fact, NWSA member companies have devoted thousands of personnel hours to support emergency services throughout the nation during times of crisis.  We would welcome the opportunity to work with our partners in the fire community to enhance this service.

Fiscal Stress & Budget Realities (page 15)

This driving force is perhaps the most immediate and significant factor that will drive fire management in the foreseeable future.  A lot of attention has been paid to this including the House passing the FLAME Act (H.R. 5541) earlier this year.

Though how these costs are paid for is important, we must not lose sight of the real problem. That is how does the fire community organize itself to provide the most professional, efficient and effective resources possible?

II. Mission Strategies: Fire Management’s Next Decade (page 18)

NWSA could not agree more with the statement, “Looking ahead, fire management’s approach to confront greatly increased and still escalating risks and threats and remain within budget realities will be a challenge.”  (Page 18)

The four core strategies and two cross-cutting strategies discussion (pages 18-30) is not very clear.  It’s not clear just what the core strategies and cross-cutting strategies are until the reader gets to the table on page 30.  It would be helpful to identify them at the beginning—perhaps move the table on page 30 to page 18.  Also, it would be helpful to be consistent throughout this section on the names of the six strategies.

For example, the table on page 18 has “Moving to Strategic Management Response Within Asymmetric Fire” listed as a Mission Strategy.  Is this mission strategy a core strategy?  Then on page 19, it is referred to as “Asymmetric Fire and Strategic Management Response”.  Then in the table on page 30 it is titled “Suppression Strategy within Asymmetric Fire Moving to Strategic Management Response”.  

Also, the table on page 30 shows five core strategies yet the section starting on page 18 says there are only four.  Though it becomes apparent after reading this section several times, it would be helpful to better organize this section and be consistent to aid the reader.

That editorial comment aside, the premise for the four core strategies presented on page 18 is worthy of comment.  It states these core strategies are designed to:

1. Minimize risks to public and firefighter safety,

2. Maximize the re-establishment of fire adapted ecosystems, and

3. Include all stakeholders and public in protecting communities and WUI while recognizing that fire belongs in these landscapes.

Certainly item 1 above, public and firefighter safety is paramount and a valid premise for the strategies.

Item 2 however, does raise some policy questions.  Maximizing the re-establishment of fire adapted ecosystems may be an objective for some land owners but not necessarily all.  Even public lands (primarily National Forest System and BLM lands) have land and resource management plans that set desired future conditions, goals, and objectives.  Is this premise consistent with all these plans?  How would it apply to other land ownerships?

The third premise is valid as so far as the including stakeholders and affected public in protecting communities and residents in the wildland urban interface.  In fact this is one of the underlying goals of the 2000 National Fire Plan, the Healthy Forests Initiative, and the Healthy Forests Restoration Act.  But the premise goes on to say “recognizing that fire belongs in the landscapes.”  From a purely ecological perspective, one may agree with that statement.  But from a societal perspective, this may not have broad support—particularly in the interface or intermix.

Core Strategy-Asymmetric Fire and Strategic Management Response (page 19)

What is ‘Asymmetric Fire’?  The word asymmetric means not symmetrical or lacks proportion.  Perhaps a better word would be more suitable.

Also, the first sentence in this section says “penultimate objective”.  The word penultimate means next to last.  Is this the next to last objective or the primary objective?

Either way, this objective of allowing fire to play its natural role in ecosystems sustainability also raises some policy questions.  For one, how broadly would this be applied?  Would it apply to all ownerships?  This objective, and for that matter, this core strategy is further institutionalizing WFU—a practice that has become controversial over the last two fire seasons.

Two years ago, with the implementation of Appropriate Management Response (AMR) in Montana, the results caused a lot of people to ask what happened.  This includes elected officials, policy makers, and the public.

This past year saw the same in other states.  In Oregon some WFU fires escaped and resulted in private property being destroyed.

It seems the fire community ought to let the policy makers address issues surrounding WFU before it is put into wide use.  In Oregon claims for damage have been filed and it is not clear to what extent the public land management agencies may be liable for damages.

In those instances where WFU may be warranted, e.g. wilderness areas, the principles under this core strategy make a lot of sense.  This is particularly the case with ensuring “a higher level of transparency, accountability, and support for specific fire decisions.”  (Page 20)

Core Strategy-Reshaping Emergency Response within Fire Leadership (page 20)

An editorial comment—this starts by stating “The last strategy…” but it’s only the second of four presented.

NWSA supports this core strategy.  In fact, NWSA members have provided other All Risk Resources which have been used by the Federal Emergency Management Agency, U.S. Departments of Interior, Agriculture, and Homeland Security, Bureau of Indian Affairs, National Aeronautics and Space Administration, U.S. General Services Administration, and a multitude of state agencies for other emergencies such as the Shuttle Recovery, hurricane clean up, and other disaster relief.
Core Strategy-Fire Governance: Building a National Intergovernmental Wildfire Policy Framework 

The 2000 National Fire Plan
 (NFP) addresses five key points: firefighting, rehabilitation, hazardous fuel reduction, community assistance, and accountability.

This core strategy suggests a major policy shift from the NFP.  In the September 8, 2000 report to President Clinton
, the Secretaries called for the Departments to “continue to provide all necessary resources to ensure that firefighting efforts protect life and property.”  In addition, the Secretaries called for investments in landscape-level fuel treatments to reduce fire risk and working with communities to restore damaged landscapes and reduce fire hazards near homes and communities.

This 2009 QFR core strategy proposes to change these policies by “recalibrating public expectations” and “moving the consensus about why fire-adapted communities are important making them a great reality, and ultimately define success by switching the role of fire management from the ‘communities at risk-protect at all costs’ to ‘foster self-reliance and increase resiliency’.”  

Not only does this appear to be a change in national policy, it also is a significant cost shift.  Local communities and states are already pursuing ordinances, improved development and building codes, and aggressively reducing fuels.  But to “foster self-reliance” sounds like the entire responsibility, including cost, will be passed to states and local governments.  Is this a widely accepted notion particularly in light of today’s economic and budget climate?

III. Core Capabilities, Force Structure, and Workforce Preparedness (page 32)

This section presents a very good description of the current workforce and problems we collectively face.

IV. Operations, Capital Resources, and Technologies (page 39)

From a practical business perspective, this section is of greatest interest to NWSA’s members.  On page 39, the QFR states that fire management is “increasingly supplemented by contractor resources.”  It continues on the same page, “As some fire seasons have extended and wildfires have gone to longer term management efforts, resource contracts have also gone to longer terms or exclusive use to reduce costs and ensure continuity of resource availability.” (Emphasis added)
NWSA agrees with this assessment and wishes to emphasize that word ‘supplement’.  It has always been our position that we supplement federal, state, and local resources and support this continued working relationship.

Under “Improving Strategic Sourcing” on page 42, NWSA would like to see a link to the 2005 QFFR.  In the 2005 report it said:

“[C]ontracting is very important to federal wildland fire management.  Contracts for activities in prevention, initial attack, large fire suppression, fuel treatment, and other fire management programs account for a significant portion of the expenditures.  Without the use of contractors and other partners, the agencies would not be able to meet public expectations for protection, treatment, and restoration. … The future for the fire organization outlined in this QFFR assumes that contracts, agreements, grants, and emergency procurements will be a part, and probably a significant part, of the program.” 

(Page 42 of the 2005 QFFR Final Report)

In the 2009 report on page 42 it says:

“Contracting is a critical component of the wildland fire program.  Without the option to procure a wide range of products and services, the fire agencies would spend a significant amount of money and energy to purchase equipment and supplies and hire additional employees.  Over the past decade, considerable effort has been expended examining contracting options for the array of work performed within fire management. … An alternative to competitive sourcing, fire management has been moving to strategic sourcing in an effort to provide goods and services to the public for all fire management activities through an effective and cost efficient mix of agency, partner and contracting. … The term strategic…looks to increase options by involving all potential stakeholders.”

NWSA wants to make two key points here.  First, whether it’s referred to as competitive sourcing or strategic sourcing, it doesn’t matter.  NWSA has not, and does not intend to, engage in the competitive sourcing issue.  Instead, and this is the second point, NWSA has and continues to view the relationship as cooperative and supplementing rather than competing with agency resources.

On page 43 of the 2009 report, it says, “The need to engage agency leaders, partners, and industry in a strategic dialogue about the demands and innovative and efficient ways to meet those demands is critical.”

NWSA strongly supports this statement and makes itself available to actively participate in such a strategic dialogue.  In a November 2008 presentation
 by the Wildland Fire Lessons Learned Center, this cooperative relationship was the focus.  In its presentation, the Center said:

· The use of contract personnel will continue to grow as agency resources and budgets are tightened and fire seasons expand,

· Safety on incidents will continue to be threatened unless resources are seen as one cohesive community with same goals, and

· There is a need to continue education and awareness to promote this and eliminate lines of diversity.

The Lessons Learned Center also outlines some specific measures agency administrators and contractors must work to address.  NWSA believes these could provide a good starting point for this strategic dialogue.

In closing, NWSA appreciates the extension of time to allow for additional comments on the 2009 QFR.  We believe this is a very valuable process and look forward to a strategic dialogue in an effort to chart the future of the fire community.

Yours truly,

Debbie Miley

Executive Director

P.O. Box 330
Lyons,OR  97358

Ph:  1-877-676-6972

Fax:  1-866-854-8186

Email:  info@nwsa.us
Web:  www.nwsa.us
Cc:
 Tim Murphy


 Brian McManus

             Dan Smith

             Don Artley

             Mike Hilbruner

             Rich Lasko

Attachments:


NWSA Information Packet

            Wildland Fire Lessons Learned “The Changing Composition of Firefighting Resources”

� According to GAO testimony before the Subcommittee on Forests and Forest Health, Committee on Resources, House of Representatives, July 31, 2001, “the National Fire Plan is not a single, cohesive document.  Rather, it is composed of various documents, including (1) a September 8, 2000, report from the Secretaries of the Interior and of Agriculture to the President of the United States in response to the wildland fires in 2000; (2) congressional direction accompanying substantial new appropriations for wildland fire management for fiscal year 2001; and (3) several approved and draft strategies to implement all or parts of the plan.”


� “Managing the Impact of Wildfires on Communities and the Environment: A Report to the President In Response to the Wildfires of 2000”, September 8, 2000


� “The Changing Composition of Firefighting Resources: Agency/Contractor Relations in Wildland Firefighting”, November 2008, prepared as an educational resource for agency and professional wildland fire contractors by the Wildland Fire Lessons Learned Center.
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