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Your Role as the Staff Ride Facilitator 
 

The purpose of a staff ride is to develop leaders. A staff ride puts participants in the shoes of the 
decision-makers on a historical incident in order to learn for the future. Participants are 
challenged to push past the basic question of "What happened?" to examine the deeper questions 
of leadership and decision-making: "What would I have done in this person's place?"  Staff rides 
are not the same as field trips, which look only at what happened.  Staff rides focus on the future.   
 
As the Facilitator, your role is to set the stage for discussions at each stand and lead the group 
through questions designed to get them to think for themselves about the leadership decisions 
they would make. You are responsible for getting the discussion going, keeping it on track, 
asking provocative questions, and opening up new subjects for consideration when appropriate. 
Make sure that all of the participants on the staff ride are involved in the discussions. 
 
If you are not familiar with Region 3, the Flagstaff Ranger District, or the Mormon Fire 
please refer to the Background material on starting page 15 of this guide. 
 
Staff rides consist of three phases:  
1) “Preliminary Study” prior to the ride.  This includes reading materials, maps, videos, photos, 
and other information about the incident and the themes participants will discuss during the ride.   
2) “Field Study” is the field visit to the actual site associated with the incident. 
3) “Integration” is the third phase and examines the lessons derived from the Preliminary Study 
and Field Study together.  
 
The best facilitators ensure participants get involved in all three phases. Without integration, the 
preliminary study is just an independent academic analysis, and the field study is just a historical 
tour. The three phases integrated together generate the best learning. 
 
At each stand, your role will be as follows and you are free to modify as warranted: 

• Bring the group to order, state a time limit, and introduce the situation and dilemma, 
using the maps included in the Participants Guide. 

• Raise discussion questions and guide discussion among participants, managing the 
conversation to adhere with your time limit.   

• Weave in the four sub-themes of communication, trust, relationships, and 
engagement/ownership throughout the discussions. More information on the themes 
can be found on page 16 of this guide. 

• Keep the dialogue focused on key decisions and how participants would make them, not 
on what happened in the past.  Maintaining this focus may be your biggest challenge.   

• Introduce subject matter experts (SMEs) and instruct them only to provide context for the 
situation. Do not allow them to go into storytelling mode. The SME’s role is to set the 
stage for the stand and to serve as a resource person to answer questions about the 
situation, if asked. SMEs almost invariably want to go beyond that role and talk about 
their experience. If an SME veers off course, refocus the conversation on the participants 
and their decision-making practicum.  
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Mormon Fire Staff Ride Basics 
 
Physical 
 
Light/moderate – All walking segments are cross-country in forested and mountainous terrain. 
Driving is on paved, gravel, and native surfacing roads, double to single lane with turnouts. 
 
 
Logistics 
 
Moderate. Flagstaff has ample overnight accommodations.  Access to the site is April to 
December.  Parking space is available alongside roadways. 
 
Hazards 
 
Weather: Be prepared for warm days and cold evenings, and dress appropriately. Bring plenty of 
water and stay hydrated.  Wear a hat and sunscreen; it is easy to get burned in this region, even in 
winter.  Have a hard hat available. 
 
Snags:  Both inside and outside the burn areas dead trees abound in the area.  Be aware of the 
potential for snags to come down without notice. 
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Stand 1 – Initial Decision 
 
Location: Flagstaff District Office 5075 N Highway 89 
Flagstaff, AZ or Mormon Lake Work Center, 4373 South Lake Mary Road, Flagstaff, AZ. 
 
Stand 1 may include an optional Stand 1.5 located at the Mormon Lake Overlook off of Forest 
Highway 3. The suggestion would be that Stand 1 starts in the office and then ends with Stand 
1.5 at the overlook. 
 
Stand 1 highlights the following: 

• When and where this information is received 
• What knowledge/information does your initial response resources need 
• What preseason work has occurred 
• Who makes the Decision 

 

 
Situation: The Mormon Fire, ignited by lightning, was discovered at 1319 on May 15, 2016. 
The point of origin was off the 132A road on the southwest side of Mormon Mountain 
(Township 18N, Range 8E, Section 15). The area has thick vegetation and is flanked by steep 
slopes up Mormon Mountain. On May 16, 2016, your District’s Assistant Fire Management 
Officer (AMFO) provides you an update. 
 
Subject Matter Expert – Mike Elson, District Ranger/Agency Administrator and Preston Mercer, 
District AFMO District AFMO. 
 

Stand 1 – Facilitator Notes: 
 

1) The participants should be highlighting where and when and how the communication from 
fire staff to line officers typically take place. 

2) Discuss what information is necessary for a line officer to make a decision, discuss what 
people/resources are needed to consult on a decision. Emphasize discussion around how 
necessary a team is in making the initial decision. 

3) Weave in the four sub-themes of communication, trust, relationships, and 
engagement/ownership throughout the discussions. 
 

Learning Themes: 
At the end of the Stand 1 discussion, participants will understand: 

• The initial decision and factors that influenced it 
• Preseason, pre-incident work – including discussions around values at risk, (e.g. Life First) 
• Climatic, season, location and weather influences 
• Preparedness levels, availability of resources, District capability (all-hands)  
• Planning area definition and elements used to define it (e.g. LRMP) 
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Preston Mercer describes the current state of the Mormon Fire and why he believes it would be 
appropriate to start to actively manage it. 
 
Mike Elson discusses how/when the information was received regarding the unplanned ignition. 
 
Dilemma: Should this unplanned natural ignition be immediately suppressed, or do you, instead, 
instruct your team to manage the start for Land and Resource Management Plan objectives. 

• During the discussion with the AMFO, what questions do you have?  
• What data would you want from your AFMO to make a decision? 
• Do you need a team to help you make this decision? 

 
Situation (continued): Values at Risk: The ignition is proximal to numerous Mexican spotted 
owl nesting pairs, a large communications site (summit of Mormon Mountain), goshawk PFA, 
and encompasses the headwaters of a critical municipal watershed. 
 
Weather: Seasonal conditions on the Coconino had been significantly moderated by consistent 
spring rain and snowfall. 
 
Regional and National Conditions: National Preparedness Level (PL) is 1, however, regionally, 
the area is at PL 2. The occurrence of fires on the Coconino Forest is normal for this time of year 
with a mix of both human and lightening caused fires. None of those fires have constituted 
problems in terms of control. 
 
Resources: In mid-May 2016, the regional resource commitment is minimal, with 11 hotshot 
crews available, in addition to the vast majority of aviation assets. Five incident management 
teams are available. One is committed on a separate incident. The Flagstaff District has a large 
fire organization due to the large number of fires that typically occur and has a considerable 
depth of resources and experience to manage large and complex fires. 
 
Leader’s Intent: At this point, the Agency’s emphasis on Life First was well underway. The 
Chief’s stated vision for success in the 2016 fire season is to “Implement strategies and tactics 
that commit responders only to operations where and when they can be successful, and under 
conditions where important values actually at risk are protected with the least exposure necessary 
while maintaining relationships with people we serve ”. 
 
Policy: The 1987 Coconino National Forest Land Management Plan and Fire Management Plan 
permit managing natural ignitions for resource benefit in the location of this ignition.    
 
Subject Matter Expert - Mike Elson, District Ranger/Agency Administrator – Describe the 
information that was available on the day of the decision, Describe the process you utilized to 
assess the incident and make the decision (who was involved, if anyone; specific information 
necessary to inform the decision), and Describe any necessary communication to support the 
decision. 
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Dilemma (continued): 
1. With the above information, what strategy will you use for this fire? 

a. Who will be part of the decision making team? 
b. Given the above values at risk, what does the planning area look like? 

2. Given the resources listed above, how would you employ them to most effectively 
accomplish your chosen strategy? 

3. External communications and awareness: 
a. What is your communication strategy, both inside and external to the Forest Service? 
b. Who are you enlisting to assist with communication? 
c. Who is the most impacted audience? What messages do you need to communicate?  

 
Strategic Discussion Points/Discussion Questions: 
1. What work needs to be done to ensure social and political support? 
2. Has your unit conducted preseason scenarios? With whom?  
3. What factors influence the decision? Discuss how variations in these (and others) would have 

changed the course of events or decisions 
a.  Seasonal climate 
b. Available resources 
c. Other fires in the area 
d. Preparedness Levels 
e. External and internal factors 

 
Thinking about your home unit: 
1. Do you know your landscape? What are the values?   
2. How have you approached similar situations? If so, how did it compare? 
3. Who makes the decision on your unit?  
4. What is the current trust relationship throughout your organization: 

a. FMO to District Ranger (and vice versa) 
b. District Ranger to Forest Supervisor (and vice versa) 
c. Forest to Regional Office (and vice versa) 

5. What are the strengths of your unit for making these decisions? Are there opportunities for 
improvement or change? 

 
Decision:  The Agency Administrator decides to manage this fire to meet Land and Resource 
Management Plan objectives.   
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Stand 2 – Collaboration 
 
Location: DP15 on the Forest Road132A Road.  Access: About 34 miles southeast of Flagstaff, 
near Mormon Lake. Take I-40 West and Lake Mary Road south 27.7 miles to Mormon Lake 
Road. Follow West Wiemer Springs Road to Forest Road 132A, about 6.6 miles. 
 
Stand 1 highlights the following: 

• The wildlife values at risk and the need to work across multiple agencies to resolve. 
• The importance of working across disciplines when making fire management decisions. 
• The value of relationships. 

 
Stand 2 Facilitator Notes: 

1) Participants should learn on this stand how to work with resource specialists from 
multiple disciplines and priorities. 

2) Discuss that multiple values are at risk and the line officer’s need to build relationships 
of trust with resource specialists prior to the fire in order to manage multiple objectives 
once a fire incident begins.  

3) Weave in the four sub-themes of communication, trust, relationships, and 
engagement/ownership throughout the discussions. 

 
Learning Themes: 
At the end of the Stand 2 discussion, participants will understand: 

• How to encourage trust and cooperation among staff from different disciplines. 
• How to balance the competing values at risk. 
• Learn measures leaders take to foster relationships and inter-disciplinary teams.   

 
    
 
Situation: The Coconino’s ecology is sensitive with respect to owls in this area.  You learn that 
the fire origin is near a Mexican spotted owl protected activity center (MSO PAC), and there are 
numerous other MSO PACs in the surrounding area.  Many of those PACs are part of a 
monitoring plan developed with U.S. Fish and Wildlife Service to determine the impacts of 
forest restoration treatments, and fire is not desired. You also learn that some PAC boundaries 
cross roads that you may want to use for holding features. Snags pose an additional hazard to 
your fire fighters.   
 
Subject Matter Expert -- Shaula Hedwall, USFWS Wildlife Biologist – sets up the situation 
where mapped PACs cross a road to introduce discussion of PAC boundaries vs fire line. This 
SME should only set the stage for the group to then debate how PAC and fire will be managed. 
Julia Camp, Flagstaff Ranger District Wildlife Biologist describes the established relationship 
between FS and USFWS. 
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Dilemma: Should you continue to manage the fire for multiple values, ecological and otherwise?  
Should you exclude the fire from some or all of the MSO PACs, and should you build fire line 
along PAC boundaries or should you use existing features like roads even if they are within PAC 
boundaries? 
 
Discussion Questions:  
• What values are at risk such as wildlife habitat, other ecological values, or safety? 
• How are these values integrated into fire planning? 
• What information does the WFDSS include that might help you decide what to do? How was 

the WFDSS developed and by whom?   
• Does your team include people of different disciplines in addition to fire?  Is there good trust 

and cooperation among them?   
 

Thinking about your home unit: 
• Do you have an integrated, multidisciplinary team that includes both fire and resource 

experts?  What might you do to establish one? 
• In what ways does your home unit perform advance fire planning for resource benefits? Do 

you use the WFDSS or another platform?   
• In what ways might this planning tool help to balance habitat and fire objectives? 
• What measures can you take, as a leader, to develop trust and cooperation among staff of 

different disciplines?  How might you institute a culture of cooperation that endures? 
• What are your personal strengthens and challenges in this arena? How can you leverage your 

strengths? What support do you need?  
• What relationships can you build beyond your unit? 

 
Decision: Because strong relationships across disciplines on the forest and with partner agencies, 
had been established early on, the team was able to create a WFDSS that took multiple values 
into account, including the Mexican Spotted Owl.  When the opportunity came to manage an 
unplanned ignition for resource benefits, the team knew where it was safe to burn without 
damaging critical habitat.   
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Stand 3 – Exposure to Risk 
 
Location: Forest Road (FR) 133 just up from Forest Road 700 Junction.  
 
Stand 3 highlights the following: 

• Expect that all fire plans will change. 
• The need to balance firefighter safety to achieve management goals. 
• The importance of trust between internal staffs and the external community.  

 
Stand 3 Facilitator Notes: 

1) Participants should learn that changing fire conditions will force them to alter their 
original plan. 

2) Participants will discuss and understand that risk to fire fighter safety and the risk to 
public health are often competing values that require a decision by a line officer. 

3) Participants will understand the importance of building relationships and trust internally 
and externally and how those relationships are necessary to balance decision-making.  

4) Weave in the four sub-themes of communication, trust, relationships, and 
engagement/ownership throughout the discussions. 

 
Learning Themes: 
At the end of the Stand 3 discussion, participants will understand: 

• That the best laid plans will always change. 
• Pre-established relationships of trust with your staff are key to making the necessary 

adjustments. 
• The challenges that arise from adhering to the National Cohesive Strategy’s highest 

priority of responding to wildfire in a safe and effective manner.   
 

 
 
Situation: Now 15 days into this fire, total acreage is 5,000 and your team has accomplished 
40% amount of planned area.  Smoke forecasts have not been accurate, smoking out multiple 
population centers, which has caused tension both externally and internally. Two additional fires 
are now burning on the Coconino NF and producing more smoke in neighboring communities 
within the airshed.   
 
During the WFDDS decision it was identified that FR 133 was a management action point 
(MAP) to cease fire operations and hold the fire. The IC is out looking at the road on the ground 
and field verifying that this is the location to hold the fire and finish managing the growth of the 
Mormon Fire.  
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Subject Matter Expert – Incident Commander, True Brown – describes the fire situation at the 
time, the safety concerns and lays out the two choices for next steps: 
- Choice one is to implement the MAP objective as planned.  The road is unimproved, windy 

with limited escape routes.  This would increase risk and exposure to firefighters and 
personnel, but hold the Mormon Fire to the fire size identified in the MAP objective. 

- Choice two is to back off to the next MAP objective. This decision would increase the size of 
the fire. With the projected prevailing winds, it would also cause significant smoke impacts to 
the town of Sedona and another ranger district. 

 
Dilemma: Should the fire continue as planned? Or should the fire be backed off to the next MAP 
objective? How will you address the impacts of either decision? 
 
Discussion Questions: 
• What tensions does this situation potentially create for you? 
• How do you engage internally during this process?  
• What role would trust play? 
 
Thinking about your home unit: 
• Are your internal and external relationships prepared for this type of situation? 
• Have you had the “What if?” conversations around this topic? 
• Is your unit strong enough to support each other on this type of decision? If so, reflect on the 

characteristics of those strengths. If not, what changes could be made? 
• Are you mentally prepared to articulate the current decision and situation to the public? If 

not, what do you need to get prepared? If so, what are your main talking points? Which 
external relationships can help you? 

Decision: 
The Agency Administrator decides to pull back the FR 133 MAP and moves the containment 
area MAP.  The potential to smoke out Sedona is high as well as increases the strain on external 
relationships.  This was the decision most supported by the fire organization. 
 
What message did the Agency Administrator send to his internal organization? Externals? 
 
From True Brown IC: 
 
“Placing trust in fire staff was a huge deal. No second guessing by the Forest Sup./District 
Ranger Level of trust you give is mirrored in the trust you get. Laura Jo/Mike took full 
responsibility for the work that is done. That resonated” 
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Stand 4 – Adaptability within Decision Making 

 
Location: Stand 4 is located off of Forest Road 240, just east of Munds Park.  A large parking 
area is available along the road.   
 
Stand 4 highlights the following: 

• Discussion about keeping travel corridors open during operations 
• Smoke impacts 
• Preventing fires in high risk area (Munds Park) 
• Linking previous fuels treatments together with this fire 
• Impacts to community of Munds Park, Interstate17, Sedona 

 
Situation: The Mormon Fire is not quite 2 weeks old and as the fire progressed, the weather has 
not materialized as forecasted and the smoke impacts to local communities, both adjacent and 
downstream, have increased. The community of Munds Park and Sedona have been severely 
impacted and the number of public complaints are increasing. Additionally, supporters of 
managing unplanned natural ignitions are beginning to question Forest Service practices. 
 
SME – Brady Smith, Forest Public Affairs Officer 

• Describe the public complaints he received during the latter half of the fire.  
• Read a redacted complaint letter.  

Stand 4 – Facilitator Notes: 
 

1) The participants should be feeling the tensions that would be occurring at this stage of the 
incident.   

2) Discuss why this location was chosen. Point out the features of note: overview of the fire, 
proximity to towns and road. 

3) Participants should start to think about strains on span of control and the conflict of 
bringing in an off-forest team to help manage this incident. 

4) Weave in the four sub-themes of communication, trust, relationships, and 
engagement/ownership throughout the discussions. 
 

Learning Themes: 
At the end of the Stand 4 discussion, participants will understand: 

• How the adaptability and flexibility of leadership influenced the Mormon Fire outcomes, 
especially during the last phases.   

• How to weigh internal and external risks vs. the potential benefits. 
• The communication, both internally and externally, that is needed before and during an 

incident in order to make informed decisions. 
• The tools that are available to agency administrators and Forest Leadership to help with 

initial and subsequent decisions making. How to use these tools for effective 
communication. 
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• Describe the helplessness of not having better tools to describe the expected duration of 
the impacts. 

 
Along with the drop in public support, the relative humidity is dropping and the number of initial 
attack incidents in the region have increased and are now utilizing resources that were previously 
available to you. 
 
In addition to initial attack, the district and forest are managing multiple other Type 3 incidents.  
 
The original plan was that the last block (4b) to be burned would be the area closest to Munds 
Park which would serve as a fuel break for that community and for the other values at risk in the 
area. Treatment of this area is a priority for the district. Future prescribed burns or mechanical 
treatments will be difficult, however, because of the wildland urban interface.  
 
SME: Debra Mollet, Deputy District Ranger and Agency Administrator 

• Set the stage with what had been happening with the weather forecasts and the 
subsequent smoke production? 

• Describe what was taking place with the initial attack and other Type 3 incidents. 
• Describe the complexities of treating the area around Munds Park at a future time. 

 
Dilemma: The IC informs you that you’re at the decision point for burning block 4b. Do you 
proceed to burn the last block, taking advantage of the opportunity to reduce the fuels around 
Munds Park or do you cease operations and thus eliminate the continued smoke impacts on the 
public? 

1. Given the above information, what questions do you have for your IC?  
2. What tools or communication do you wish you had put into place earlier in the incident? 
3. How do you weigh the risk vs. reward when two values are in conflict with each other? 
4. What decision would you make? Would you burn block 4b? 
5.  How will you communicate, both internally and externally, the why of your decision? 

 
Discussion Questions:  
1. In similar circumstances, what information would you consider in order to determine whether 

to continue with operations vs. shut them down?  
2. During an incident, what tools do you use to make subsequent decisions once you’ve set the 

direction with the initial decision?  
3. Concept of risk management – how do you weigh risk when two values are seemingly 

competing? Risk now with ongoing impacts to the community vs. risk later with unburned 
fuels near a community. 

 
Thinking about your home unit:  
1. As Agency Administrators, how do you prepare to have to make decisions without always 

having all of the information you would like?  
2. What does your communication plan look like? Is it adaptable to the way incidents and the 

initial decisions change over time? 
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3. Given the suite of choices, how do we make the decision to change the course of an incident? 
4. Were the uncertainties and consequences of the Mormon fire unique? How would these 

relate to your district? What are “take homes”? 
 
Decision: The Agency Administrator elects to not burn Block 4B. 
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Integration 
 
Facilitator’s questions for full group:  
1. Having had time to reflect and sleep on the experience we went through together, what did 

you struggle with? 

2. How will what you experienced yesterday influence how you think about things and make 
decisions tomorrow? 

3. What value added did you get out of this staff ride? 

4. Did the themes of communication, trust, relationships, and engagement/ownership resonate 
with you? In what ways do you rely on them in your leadership role? How did this staff ride 
experience expand your awareness of their importance to leadership, decision making, and, 
specifically, to decisions to use natural ignitions for benefits? 

 

Additional questions for self-reflection or for group discussion: 

• What parts of this staff ride most inspired you?  What made you uncomfortable? 

• How prepared did you feel as a leader about managing a natural ignition for resource benefits 
before this staff ride? How prepared do you feel now? 

• As a result of this staff ride, what changes would you like to implement on your home unit?  

• What are the obstacles, real or perceived, on your home unit? 

• How do you think the Agency should work to change the conversation around managing 
ignitions for resource benefits? 

• What might Agency leadership do to communicate this strategy or approach to the public? 

• What is needed to support managing natural ignitions for resource benefits in Region 3, 
where appropriate?  How about in other regions of the country? 
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Background 
 

History of Fire Management in the Area 

The history of fire management in the Southwest, and northern Arizona in particular, has been 
well-researched and well-documented.  Prior to Euro-American settlement frequent surface fires 
in the ponderosa pine zone kept forest conditions open and ground fuel accumulations low.  
These forests were often described as savannahs, with 2 to 40 mature trees per acre, arranged in 
groups or clumps, with a grassy understory.  Ponderosa pine is well-adapted to frequent surface 
fires, with thick bark and natural pruning of lower branches, mature trees rarely succumb to 
surface fires.   

With the arrival of Euro-American settlers this frequent fire regime was interrupted by the 
introduction of vast herds of sheep and cattle, which heavily grazed the grasses which carried the 
surface fires.  Later, active fire suppression further interrupted this fire regime even after 
livestock numbers moderated.  Fire scar records from trees show an immediate halt to the normal 
fire return interval in the 1870’s with the arrival of settlers, resulting in numerous missed fire-
return intervals until today.  As a result, tree densities are now much higher, with hundreds or 
thousands of trees per acre, and the accumulation of ground fuels and ladder fuels lead to 
catastrophic crown fires during dry and windy conditions.  These changes in conditions have also 
resulted in drastically different habitat conditions for plants and animals, and the resulting high-
intensity fires can lead to severe flooding, loss of soil, and impairment of watershed functions.  
Ponderosa pine forests recover slowly after fire, and may not return to pre-fire conditions for 
hundreds of years, if ever.  Several large fires in the Flagstaff area and throughout the 
Southwestern Region have illustrated the risk posed by these conditions and the urgency of 
addressing the situation.  Restoring more natural conditions and reducing hazardous fuels has 
become a major focus of land managers in the area.  Mechanical removal prior to burning is used 
when possible, but the limited value of the material has made landscape-level mechanical 
treatment infeasible.   Prescribed fire and management of natural ignitions is currently the only 
way to improve conditions across significant acreages.  

The Flagstaff Ranger District managed a natural ignition for resource benefit for the first time in 
2009.  The Coconino National Forest Land Management Plan and Fire Management Plan permit 
this management approach outside of designated Wildland Urban Interface (WUI) areas and 
congressional designated wilderness areas, where more restrictive standards apply.  Over the 
succeeding years, the district became more and more experienced and active in using this tool, 
with increasing numbers and sizes of fires as conditions and locations allowed.  In 2015 the 
Camillo Fire, a natural ignition managed for resource benefit, became the largest fire, not only on 
the district, but the Coconino National Forest to that time (23,866 acres), which represented a 
significant increase in the size and complexity of fires managed for resource benefit.  It is within 
this context that the 2016 Mormon Fire occurred.   

The district has a large fire organization due the large number of fires that typically occur 
(approximately 200 per year), and has considerable depth of resources and experience to manage 
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large and complex fires.  Prescribed burning is common during the spring and fall, and the 
community has a relatively high tolerance for light smoke during those time frames.  Smoke in 
this area has a tendency to drain into the Verde Valley if not pushed out of the area by wind, and 
residents of the Verde Valley tend to be less tolerant of smoke due to average age, health 
conditions, spatial separation from the forests being treated, and the risk to property associated 
with heavy fuels.  

Conditions at the time of the Mormon Fire 

The Mormon Fire was a lightning ignited wildfire that began on May 15, 2016, and was located 
on the SW side of Mormon Mountain.  Mormon Mountain is a concern from a fire-management 
perspective due to steep slopes, thick vegetation, numerous Mexican spotted owl nesting pairs, 
the headwaters of a critical municipal watershed, and a large communication site on top.  Large 
fires are typically wind-driven events, with a southwest/northeast orientation due to the 
prevailing southwest winds.  At the time of ignition, resource commitment within the region was 
minimal with 11 Hotshot crews available in the region along with the vast majority of aviation 
assets. All but one of the Incident Management Teams were also available within the region at 
this time.  These facts indicate the light initial attack activity as well as limited large fires in the 
geographic area, which was at Planning Level 2.  Nationally, activity was also very light, at 
Planning Level 1.  An indicator of this was that the National Situation report was only being 
updated weekly instead of daily. On the Forest, initial attack activity had been normal for this 
time of year with a mix of both human and lightening caused fires, none of which had constituted 
problems in terms of control.  The lack of significant incidents was due in part to the moisture 
received over the winter and the storms that continued to occur throughout the spring, keeping 
indices low and high resource availability locally.   

Themes to watch for in this incident 

Managing natural ignitions for resource benefit is at the same time the riskiest and the most 
effective way to accomplish fuels reduction and some level of ecological restoration at the 
landscape scale.  It is risky because it occurs outside of the normal planning process. The fires 
occur when and where they do with a lightning strike, and all detailed planning begins at that 
point. Typically, these strikes don’t occur during the normal prescribed fire burn seasons in the 
spring and fall, but rather during the summer, when conditions can be more volatile and 
unpredictable.  Weather and resource availability can change quickly, and the public may 
perceive these fires as being particularly risky.  There have been examples on other Forests of 
natural ignitions that were being managed for resource benefit that escaped planning area 
boundaries, and caused significant damage or threatened communities.  For a line officer or fire 
manager, these fires represent significantly more risk than a full-suppression strategy or a 
prescribed fire. 

However, natural ignitions are also the best tool available to managers at this time to treat large 
landscapes.  Prescribed fire can be effective, but requires years of NEPA analysis, consultation, 
and preparation of a detailed burn plan, making them more expensive and time-consuming to 
implement.  Mechanical treatments can be very effective at achieving desired reductions in tree 
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density; however, the limited market for the material removed results in an agonizingly slow 
pace of restoration, or very high costs to pay for the removal of material.  Natural ignitions can 
be used to achieve fuels reduction and typically a level of restoration that points a landscape 
towards a desired future condition with relatively little investment of time or money.      

As a result of this risk/benefit trade-off, managing natural ignitions for resource benefits presents 
a challenging management scenario.  The manager needs to gain support from levels above and 
below, and from key stakeholders and the communities affected.  The manager needs to establish 
mutual trust and cooperation with their fire organization and their resource management team.  
Objectives and sideboards need to be clearly communicated, and decisions often need to be made 
quickly with incomplete information. As with any fire management action, safety is always a 
concern. 

As you learn more about the Mormon Fire, look for these key themes: 

-Trust 
-Communication 
-Relationships 
-Engagement/Ownership 

These principles were mentioned throughout interviews with those who had a role in the 
management of the Mormon Fire.  As you learn more about the challenges encountered and the 
decisions made during this incident, think about how these principles influenced the outcomes. 

Discussion Questions: 

1. What is at stake if managers don’t address the condition of forests in the Southwest? 
2. What is the risk of taking action? What is the risk of not taking action? 
3. Who should bear that risk?  How can it be shared? 
4. How do we engage our stakeholders and the public to understand the risk? 
5. How should we protect ecosystems for all their values throughout a process like this? 
6. How would you weigh risks vs. benefits when the stakes are high? 
7. How would you approach a natural ignition differently than a prescribed fire? 
8. What role should the public play in making these decisions? 
9. How do you build trust and positive relationships in an organization? 
10. How do you communicate effectively when situations are rapidly changing and there are 
many interested parties? 
11. Why does engagement and ownership matter? 

 
 


