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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 6. Telling Our Story—Consistently Inconsistent
Overwhelmingly, participants valued the ability to provide cohesive, accurate, and compelling
messaging to the public they serve as well as their partners and cooperators. The importance
of having this ability stemmed from a desire to tell their unit’s story in a way that is open,
honest, and most of all, easily understood. Yet, the actual lived experience of most participants
was very different. Participants spoke of efforts they made to get their story out having
been clouded by a variety of agency protocols and a lack of support for, or the capability
to offer, transparency. From these discussions, two major themes emerged as barriers to
communicating the agency fire organization’s story to partners and the public: (1) constantly
changing terminology for wildland fire management and (2) mixed messaging on whether fire
is good or bad.
Why Are We Constantly Changing Our Terminology?
“The terminology we have been using over the last 20–30 years has been inconsistent.
Once the public understands what we are talking about, we change the terminology again.
I’ve lived through ‘full suppression,’ ‘natural ignitions,’ ‘prescribed natural fire,’ ‘fire use,’
‘wildfire for resource benefit,’ etc.”
—Public Affairs Officer, Society Focus Group
Wildland fire use. Appropriate management response. Fire managed for multiple objectives.
Full suppression. Other than full suppression. The list goes on. Over the years each of these
policy terms, along with many other informal ones, have been coined, shared, adopted,
implemented, rejected, and replaced. Some are still occasionally used, either out of habit or a
lack of awareness that the term has been replaced. Some people continue to use outdated or
revoked policy names because they feel the new, accepted terminology does not allow them
the ability to articulate the story they are trying to convey.
What are we as an agency trying to accomplish by requiring specific language that never
seems to stick around for long? Participants acknowledged that sometimes these changes
reflect a healthy desire to stay current with the most recent developments in science
and policy, such as the 2009 “Guidance for the Implementation of Federal Wildland Fire
Management Policy.” At other times, participants recognized that the changes were attempts
at simplifying the language to make fire management decisions easier to explain to the public.
While the reasons may be well-intended, focus group participants said the frequency of
changes to terminology is actually making things more complicated, undermining the efforts
of employees to tell the agency’s story to the public in a way that is consistent and builds trust
and understanding.
“We are very inconsistent with terminology and how we talk about fire, not just region-toregion, but forest-to-forest, and person-to-person. And that inconsistency feeds this distrust,
uncertainty, and public angst about what it is we’re doing.”
—Regional Fire Director, Society Focus Group
The Complexity of a Simple Question
The simple question “is fire good or bad?” has anything but a straightforward answer. Decades
of promoting the clear and simple message that all fire should be suppressed has been hard
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to replace with a more nuanced conversation as the Forest Service mission has evolved.
The question is now complicated by the complexity of competing values, perspectives, and
priorities; altered environmental conditions; risk management processes; and ever-increasing
socio-political pressures. Unfortunately, when asked by the public, the question often results
in a simple response of a shrug and “it depends.” Though it is an accurate statement, it also
highlights the challenge agency employees have in answering that question, especially when
they feel they don’t have the vocabulary to support a more transparent and reasoned answer.
This struggle is nothing new but still requires a more involved conversation than is often
allowed for.
“The categorization of wildland fire as ‘good’ or ‘bad’ may imply absolutes, but this review
acknowledges that the desirability of any fire depends on the conditions at the time of its
occurrence and that the entirety of a fire, or parts of it, may transition from ‘good’ to ‘bad’
or vice versa throughout its existence.”
—2014 Quadrennial Fire Review, USDA Forest Service, Fire & Aviation Management
and U.S. Department of the Interior, Office of Wildland Fire
Focus group participants acknowledged the complexity of these conversations and told
stories of both success and strife. Focus group participants felt that entrenched suppression
organizations (both within the Forest Service and external entities) that value fast,
overwhelming initial attack, are often at odds with a strong scientific understanding
that fire has a natural role in healthy ecosystems. These competing approaches influence
discussions with the public, and examples on either side are often presented simultaneously
in the communities the agency serves. As a result, participants have found communities
who embrace fire-adapted communities, those who view fire as an enemy to be fought, and
everything in between.

Changing the Story
“…one of the things that I think we’re missing is having that dialogue with the public.
Because I think sometimes too often, we’re trying to have that right during the fire. And I
think that’s critical that we do have those conversations during the fire, but I think we also
need to have those conversations ahead of time before the fires start.”
—Public Information Officer, Ecological Soundness Focus Group
During an incident, identifying fire as good, bad, or both is a topic in the forefront of the
public’s mind and the resulting conversations can be rich and immediate. However, there
are also increased tensions and time pressures that often inhibit dialogue. Focus group
participants acknowledged the complexity of these conversations and told stories of both
success and failure. The following examples (see inset box on page 31) from the same area of
southwestern Oregon illustrate the dynamic tension within which employees often operate,
and how communities have partnered with diverse groups and organizations, including the
Forest Service, to help people learn to live with fire.
Participants suggested that conveying context and engaging in interactive dialogue with
the public is key to ensuring the message is effective and multiple perspectives are heard.
Research indicates that when these efforts are skillfully undertaken, public support of fire
management increases.15
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Learning to Live
with Fire
The following examples from the
same area of southwestern Oregon
illustrate the dynamic tension within
which employees often operate and
how communities have partnered
with diverse groups and organizations,
including the Forest Service, to help
people learn to live with fire.
“Ashland residents live in a fire-prone
environment and need to prepare
for wildfire every year to protect our
community and our health.”
—Ashland Forest Resiliency
“The purpose of the workshop was
to help guide business owners to
better prepare for smoke impacts to
their business. Given how negatively
our community was impacted by the
smoke from the fires of last summer,
we realized we needed to research and
provide more information for businesses
to plan ahead for possible smoke
impacts to their building, employees, and
customers in the future.”
—Ashland Oregon Chamber of
Commerce
The article below shows the challenges
faced when a fire impacted several
communities.
“ ‘The U.S. Forest Service’s [let burn] fire
policy is resulting in catastrophic fires,’
Josephine County Commissioner Lily
Morgan said. ‘We would like a change in
their policy.’ ”
—Josephine County Board of
Commissioners Declare No-Confidence
Resolution with U.S. Forest Service.
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The “2014 Quadrennial Fire Review” outlined
possible future outcomes and highlighted
strategies to best achieve a coherent public
communication campaign, suggesting that
public engagement through an “evolved
communications approach” and “grassroots
efforts” is critical.16 Ventures such as those
illustrated by the Ashland Forest Resiliency
and the Ashland Chamber of Commerce in
the inset box to the left are examples of such
efforts already underway. This evolution
in communication isn’t limited to outreach
techniques; the review also calls for a narrative
that compliments Smokey Bear’s message and
is focused on fire-adapted communities and
resilient landscapes where fire is portrayed
as a “natural, necessary, and productive
occurrence.”
Identifying the strongest aspects of effective
communication campaigns could help inform
what a coherent organizational approach might
look like for the agency. Incident management
teams are now routinely broadcasting situation
updates on social media, but can these
platforms also be used to share products that
help tell the agency’s story by creating learning
opportunities about fire’s role in a healthy
ecosystem? How can existing products, like the
Lolo National Forest’s StoryMap about reforging
its relationship with fire (created by the Rocky
Mountain Research Station) or “A Better Way
to Think About Wildland Fires” (produced by
Untamed Science in cooperation with State and
Federal fire agencies), be incorporated into
these efforts?
Living with fire is not unique to the United
States, and other countries can offer examples
of success as well. Australia approaches this
complex issue through a multifaceted strategy
addressing immediate public safety needs,
enhanced public outreach, and long-term
change through legislation. Of course, even with
the best-laid plans, conditions can change as
the unprecedented 2019–2020 Australian fire
season showed.
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Telling the agency’s story, and that of fire’s role on the lands they manage, in a cohesive and
compelling way was viewed by focus group participants as essential to regaining the trust of
both employees and the public. The Nation’s most famous fire spokesperson, Smokey Bear,
is an example of an incredibly effective strategic communications campaign. Much of this
success stems from the simple, clear, and memorable tone of Smokey’s message. As we look
to develop new messages in the future, how can we harness these same characteristics that
made Smokey’s message so effective?
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Learning Challenge
Gather your work group and discuss the following scenario:
Your forest has recently committed to managing fire when conditions allow so that it can play
a more natural role on the landscape. This is a departure from the full suppression strategies
that have historically been implemented on your unit.
Q What steps can your unit take (or has it already taken) to communicate why this
management strategy is in place?
Q What tools are available to you to help convey this complex message to the public you
serve?

Photo of a new lightning fire burning near a wilderness boundary.
USDA Forest Service photo by C. Anabel.

A recent lightning bust has given your forest the opportunity to put this approach into
practice. While most of the starts were suppressed during initial attack, the duty officer and
agency administrator have agreed that one start near the wilderness boundary is a good
candidate to manage. Reports from units on scene say that “it looks like a prescribed burn”
and “it’s doing nothing but good.” There are natural barriers nearby, including an old burn
scar and a logging road system. The fire has remained small for 4 days. The smoke is visible
from town but the activity on the ground is not. You have stopped at the local grocery store to
pick up some items and the person in line behind you notices your fire shirt. They ask, “Why
aren’t you guys putting that fire out?”
Q How do you respond? Do you feel prepared to explain the benefits of fire on the
landscape to someone with a different perspective than your forest’s? If you don’t feel
prepared, where, or from whom, can you get that information?
Q What concerns might this person have? Are you prepared to listen to understand them?
What information do you need to help alleviate their concerns?

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