Innovation and Organizational Learning | July 2022 | FS-1197

Wildland Fire Metareview,
2007–2016
“We’ve made huge improvements in how we address firefighter safety. It has been painfully
slow, though. All things are doable over time; it’s just the speed of change that is difficult.
We will change over time, but do we want to wait 20 years and sustain the 20 firefighter
deaths per year and increasing public deaths?”
—Type 1 Incident Commander, Society Focus Group

A 10-year review of accidents and incidents within the
USDA Forest Service wildland fire system.

USDA Forest Service photo by Jace Jacobs.

Abstract
This document seeks to describe the wildland fire system and culture within which U.S.
Department of Agriculture, Forest Service employees operate. To do so, this review presents a
narrative of the Forest Service’s wildland fire system based on the opinions, experiences, and
perspectives of those who operate within it.
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Chapter 12. An Exercise in Envisioning
While focus group conversations were filled with differing perspectives and challenging ideas,
there was a unifying theme throughout: nearly all participants, whether from an ecological or
a suppression perspective, agreed the national forests
are unhealthy and the fire organization has a role to
play in both the cause as well as the solution.
In discussions about what the wildland fire system
might look like in the future, many noted their “white
whale” scenario as one that would shift fire operations
away from suppression and move it to one where forest
and ecosystem health are the priority. Using the goals
set forth in the Cohesive Strategy (safe and effective
wildland fire response, creating resilient landscapes,
and creating fire-adapted communities) is offered here
as a lens through which the agency can self-reflect on
how current actions, and the incentives which influence
them, could be bringing the agency closer to, or farther
away from realizing a new vision for wildland fire
operations.

Wildland firefighter lighting a prescribed
fire. National Interagency Fire Center
photo.

Safe and Effective Wildland Fire Response
“[The] Governor, said, ‘We’re tired of it. Get rid of the smoke.’ [As a result] we were dropping
mud (retardant) in the middle of the Gila Wilderness.”
—Area Coordinator, Fiscal Incentives Focus Group
The Cohesive Strategy acknowledges fire needs to be suppressed when life is threatened,
when values are at risk, and when conditions lead to destructive fire in fragile ecosystems.
Recently, though, some have begun to question if “safe and effective wildland fire response”
could mean something entirely different if the focus shifted to ecological resilience. Several
participants and facilitators suggested during discussions that if the focus was on landscape
health rather than value protection, less people would inherently be asked to set foot in the
time-compressed, risky fire environment. In “Rethinking the Wildland Fire Management
System,” the authors ask: “What does effective response look like? How would we know?”22
One participant in the ecological soundness focus group, an emeritus professor, attempted to
dive deeper into this question, agreeing the metrics of wildland fire response success needed
to change, and proposed the following:
“What we have is a fire management [system] designed for fire control. It’s about fire
behavior. It’s about the only metric that matters is fuels. What about biodiversity?
What about ecological integrity? Do we even have metrics that allow us to say, ‘Are
we advancing those?’ Currently, success is based solely on fire behavior and values at
risk.”

Wildland Fire Metareview, 2007-2016

Page 1

Whether or not you agree with the professor’s thoughts or those of the participants, it would
appear the time is ripe for us as an agency to reevaluate and then communicate what success
looks like, so all levels of our agency understand why we do what we do and how that equates
to a safe and effective wildland fire response.

Creating Resilient Landscapes
“You have these competing issues and that’s where we need to use ecological science to say
‘Here, if we want to create this kind of habitat in the end, here’s these tools that we need in
order to get there.’ So, let’s start with that end goal in mind, then figure out the tools to get
there.”
—Forest Supervisor, Ecological Soundness Focus Group
While the agency approaches naturally occurring fire with a range of management options,
external social and political pressures often push decision makers toward aggressive
suppression even when other options might move them closer to the goal of more resilient
landscapes. Things like smoke impacts, a fear of an escaped prescribed fire, an unusually long
fire season, or a struggling timber industry were all listed as socio-economic influences that
elicit pressure upon land managers, pushing them away from letting fire play its natural role
in the environment.
If those socio-economic pressures continue, what other aspects of the wildland fire system
could be altered to allow easier access to strategies that promote creating resilient landscapes?
One suggestion from participants focused on changing the way the agency collectively
discusses the value of the land it manages. A deputy forest supervisor in the fiscal incentives
focus group summed up the discussion well when they asked:
“What’s the value of the land that we are treating? What’s the value of the land
between a nonhealthy state and a healthy state? How much money are we putting in
to get there and what is the difference in the value as compared to whether we do it
through a natural fire management, prescribed fire management, or other ways?”
To create resilient landscapes, fire must be reintroduced back onto the land. Yet, after several
intense fire seasons necessitating predominately full suppression strategies, focus group
participants questioned if agency personnel are losing the skills necessary to manage fire
when conditions allow. Participants also
noted that tools already exist to help
incident management teams and agency
administrators manage fires in abundance
and are largely being built and produced
at the Forest Service’s Fire Lab. These tools
can help managers better understand
short- and long-term risk, fire effects, and
predicted severity allowing them to make
more informed decisions. Putting these
products to use more regularly might just
A burned area after a low-severity prescribed
reinvigorate the use of fire as a tool for
fire. National Interagency Fire Center photo.
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creating resilient lands, but the question remains: How do you get those tools into the hands
of the implementers?
Another suggestion was to consider how the fire organization could work together with other
departments within the agency to take the lessons learned and skills developed through
wildland fire response and adapt them in a way that contributes to creating more resilient
landscapes. For example, could some of the methods used by National Incident Management
Organization (NIMO) teams be modified to provide support to local forests in preparing and
implementing large-scale burning? Is there something to be learned from the success behind
our incident management teams and resource mobilization that could be implemented by
other departments? What would have to change in the system to make these a reality?

Fire-Adapted Communities
“I started my career in fire in ‘95. I was living in Chico, California. I remember going through
my first S-130/190 [class]. People who were putting on the course talked about how someday
there was going to be a catastrophic fire that burned up the town of Paradise.”
—Risk Management Officer, Fiscal Incentives Focus Group
Focus group participants echoed the sentiments expressed in the Cohesive Strategy: there are
many communities at risk. Throughout all the discussions, questions around creating fireadapted communities abounded. “But what do we do about it?” was asked many times. What
is our role as an agency in community planning and building codes? How well is wildfire risk
understood by community members and local government officials?
As with efforts to build resilient landscapes, creating fire-adapted communities requires
significant investments in time and effort, and therefore, funding at the local level.
Participants agreed, it is necessary to carry out community engagement, interagency
collaboration, and implementation of mitigation projects before there is smoke in the air.
How are these efforts prioritized against the rest of the agency mission? How could a different
funding structure lead to greater effect?
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Learning Challenge
Gather your work group to discuss each member’s role in carrying out the Cohesive Strategy.
Q How does your work connect to one or more goals in the Cohesive Strategy? Was it easy
to identify these roles or did you have to stretch?
Q Is there anything standing in your way of carrying out this strategy and following the
Chiefs Letter of Intent?
Q The Cohesive Strategy calls for “safe and effective wildland fire response.” What does a
“safe response” look like? What are our measures of “effective”?
Q How resilient are the landscapes on your unit? What can you do to improve their
resilience?
Q How fire adapted are the communities in your area? What can you do to help them
improve their ability to live with fire?
Q Are there ways you are currently using workarounds on your district or unit to
overcome these roadblocks?

Image from the Wildfire Risk to Communities website, a free, easy-to-use website with
interactive maps, charts, and resources to help communities understand, explore, and
reduce wildfire risk. Wildfirerisk.org photo.

Tell us about your experience participating in this challenge at this team learning link!
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