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Introduction

In November 2006, a gathering of wildland fire managers assembled to review that season’s Wildland Fire Use activities and incidents.  Participants included national level program leaders from the federal wildland agencies, regional and geographical managers, Agency Administrators, members of Interagency Fire Use Management Teams, and experienced interested practitioners.
This collection of experiences was compiled in an After Action Review setting and documented below.  It is important to note that even though every participant did not have the opportunity to experience the same events during the summer, each had their own personal exposure to fire events, from which similarities can be drawn.  Some of these similarities may have occurred more frequently and some may be more isolated.  Plans are in motion to develop an action plan which addresses the lessons learned and recommendations as a follow-up to the question, “What can we do next time?”   

1.  What was planned?
To a large degree, the expectations expressed by the group were that of optimism toward implementing and advancing a successful Wildland Fire Use program for the upcoming season.  Increases in opportunities to expand the program throughout the agencies, as well as some areas of private land, were seen as a way to continue taking incremental steps to restore fire to the landscape in fire adapted ecosystems.

Support and coordination for the program was expected from the national and geographical leaders and local Agency Administrators, at all preparedness levels, and that the mechanisms, guides and protocols were in place for sound management decisions to be made.  Fire Use Management Teams and other specialized resources, although recognized as being limited in numbers, were pre-identified with standard configurations and coordinated (geographically and nationally) with the expectation that additional resources would be allocated on an equal basis depending on the priority mix as conditions dictated.  Local units would be better able to manage their respective incidents due to increases in training and qualifications.
With the continuing effort to promote a consistent understanding of the Federal Wildland Fire Policy, the revision of the Interagency Wildland Fire Use Implementation Reference Guide, an issue identification/problem solving workshop was held in Albuquerque in January 2006 along with several multi-agency coordination meetings. There was the expectation that all wildland fires would be managed based on the objectives (safety, values, cost, etc.) utilizing the full range of available options.  Regardless of the label associated with the fire, all appropriate management actions would be implemented managed by the organizations delegated to perform that function, whether it be the local unit, pre-established Type I, Type II, or Fire Use Management Teams.
2.  What actually happened? 
Program Advances and Management Support

From a programmatic standpoint, great strides were taken in expanding the management of fire for resource benefits into areas and units for the first time, including units in Northern California, the Pacific Northwest, the Southeastern Area, and others.  Hundreds of fires were successfully managed with tens of thousands of acres of landscape being affected under varying conditions.  These fires were managed on public and private lands both inside and outside of designated wilderness and under a wide range of complexities.  There were also numerous units which simultaneously managed multiple incidents, with a full range of objectives from aggressive suppression to wildland fire use to management ignited prescribed fire.
Sound, science-based decisions were made on units with the available expertise.  On some units with low capacity, fire use events were accepted with the knowledge that assistance was available from other units, while in other cases, units chose not to take on the commitment without the appropriate mix of resources.
Tremendous support consistently occurred nationally, regionally and from local line officers even when outcomes were less than desirable, such as communities being evacuated or strategies needing to be changed to suppression.  Community members affected by evacuations also maintained their support.  However, one participant mentioned that one incident with a less than desirable outcome resulted in no discussions between the Region and the Incident Management Team.  Management support was also utilized when the costs were higher than normal, but was appropriately justified.
Fires were approved to be managed for resource benefits at all preparedness levels.  Some participants noted that the review/approval process delayed affirmation on decisions causing fires to be placed into a suppression strategy or causing misallocation of resources.

During the fire season there were interagency briefs, memos and communiqués addressing together the topics of fire suppression and fires managed for resources objectives, not attempting to ignore or separate fires into different types or kind of activity.  Some even stressed the importance for continued support and the allocation of resources in identifying critical skill shortages needed for successful management of Wildland Fire Use events.

The Wildland Fire Use Workshop held in Albuquerque was deemed very successful and resulted in many positive efforts by the workgroups with inspiring discussions, and in some cases, producing actions to be accomplished.  However, there was a lack of dissemination of results and/or status of the follow-up actions, which left people wondering if anything was being done.  
There was an increase in the use of newly developed technology, which was put into practice to aid predictive services, long range planning, information transfer, data storage, mapping and other decision support tools.  Participants commented on the improved usefulness and beneficial revisions in the 2006 Wildland Fire Use Implementation Reference Guide.  It was also mentioned that the guide required further interpretation and that distribution of the revisions did not make it to all units, especially those without a Wildland Fire Use program.

Policy Interpretation and Implementation     
Misunderstanding, confusion, and differing interpretation was experienced at all levels regarding implementation of the Federal Fire Policy specific to the management options that range from aggressive suppression to managing fires for resource benefits, and what some people are now labeling  “appropriate management response” (AMR) as being any action in between the spectrum.

The 2006 season provided many opportunities for discussion, implementation of tactics not experienced by some, and yet another attempt at categorizing wildland fire into unique types, which resulted in some managers establishing the term AMR as a separate type of incident.  Where these discussions may have confused many, there were also many conversations that assisted in clarifying concepts for others. 
Efforts were made to communicate differing strategies and terms to community members, air regulators, local and state officials, and other outside groups with varying degrees of success.

Some Incident Management Teams and ground resources struggled with concepts, terminology and tactical implementation actions if the strategy was that of longer term management with few available resources.  Acceptance of this change in management strategy of direct suppression came only after there was a realization that no other resources would be made available.  Difficulty in obtaining pre-established IMTs to mobilize with less than the full compliment of positions (long teams) occurred on some occasions. 
That being said, there were also numerous examples of Incident Management Teams and resources which fully understood developing strategies and implementing tactics based on the objectives. They were willing to adapt and modify traditional suppression actions or scale back on resource commitments.  Type I and II IMTs successfully managed WFU incidents and long-term events and again, over 50% of Fire Use Management Team assignments were fires not managed for resource objectives, with the majority of the remaining incidents a combination of suppression and beneficial strategies.
Incident Management
As in previous years, overhead personnel continued to manage incidents without always having the resources they would have preferred.  Resources such as aviation personnel and aircraft, Fire Use Modules, Long Term Fire Analysts, Fires Use Managers and full compliment Fire Use Management Teams, were in very high demand and often unavailable to fill needed orders. 
Fire Use Management Teams were again a critical skill shortage and were not able to fully meet the number of resource requests.  Duration and number of assignments affected their ability to provide consistency in filling positions with the pre-identified rosters and to meet Mobilization Guide standards.  This did not, however, raise any problems in the team’s capability to perform as expected once they were assembled.  Orders for FUMTs were filled with the expectation to manage incidents at all complexity levels.  This proved very challenging for some teams mobilized with the standard configuration, if the needed additional skills were not readily available for rapid ramp up.
The combination of fire complexity, available skilled resources and team configuration brought situational awareness to the forefront and even stretched it on some incidents.  Some Fire Use Team members relayed that incident workload reached a point where they were having difficulties balancing day-to-day operations, short term planning efforts, long term assessments and implementation plans, etc. while still maintaining the oversight necessary under the burning conditions experienced.  This recognition combined with the high degree of competency of Incident Management Teams enabled them to professionally admit when incidents had exceeded their capacity.

Fire Use Modules were in especially high demand and consistently a scarce resource due to the skills they provide to incidents and the accomplishments they are expected to provide to the home units.  Knowing the upcoming availability and to be able to plan for replacements proved challenging or impossible without calling around to each of the local units, or through Fire Use IC conference calls.  Coordination and prioritization of these scarce resources did not occur and occasionally modules were mobilized that did not meet all standards.
In some cases, the shortage of resources provided the opportunity, and sometimes the necessity, for local units to develop their own organizations.  Several Type III IMTs were formed to manage WFU events.  Fire Use Modules were formed for specific incidents and then disbanded.  Other pre-established, ten person crews were assigned to shadow and learn from experienced Fire Use Modules.

Difficulties arose when Incident Status Summary Reports (ICS-209) were changed or ignored in production of the Incident Management Situation Report – a tool which is widely used for disseminating information to all levels of government, as well as the public sector interested in or affected by wildland fire events.  This was especially confusing during public meetings or media contacts when information on the Situation Report was inconsistent with what was being presented, provided through InciWeb, or otherwise displayed.  On several occasions efforts to correct this situation by IMTs were unsuccessful.  

Assessments of some long duration fire events suffered from a shortage of available specialized skills to deliver sound, quantitative data for decision makers.  IMTs at all levels found it difficult to locate this resource consistently and often were required to share personnel.  Units who have had prior opportunity to manage long duration fires were much better prepared than those that had not.

Some felt that there were missed opportunities where information and knowledge could have been gained from a timely Initial Impressions Report, peer review, AAR rollups or similar tool, generated from incidents such as the Warm Fire, Little Venus or incidents on the Gila National Forest.  This may have been valuable for managing other incidents with similar conditions, or helping to curtail rumors.
3.  Why did it happen the way it did?

Program Advances and Management Support

The expansion of the program to certain areas was partially a result of additional units completing the necessary planning requirements, commitment of Agency Administrators and Fire Managers, and opportunity - ignitions that were manageable.  As stated by one participant of the review “…things came together with the right folks at the right time.” 

For the units with only recent opportunities and for others participating in the review, it was recognized that the efforts to gain the benefits of having fire over large areas of the landscape have been evolving for over thirty-five years.  As mentioned in the previous section, numerous meetings, workshops, discussions, policy changes and written correspondence also occurred in 2006.

Managers at the national and geographical areas continued to support local areas and incidents, not wavering from established procedures and protocol.    
Deficiencies in the distribution of the revision of the Wildland Fire Use Implementation and Reference Guide may have occurred due to lack of a centralized distribution method, resulting in an informal process and an emphasis to get them to the units with an established WFM program.

Where expectations on follow-up activities stemming from the Albuquerque WFU Workshop may not have been fulfilled, workload and changing demands of program leaders was recognized.

Missed opportunities for timely peer reviews, Initial Impressions Report, AAR rollups, internal information sharing, etc., where less than favorable results may have occurred, may have also been a result of a lot going on at that same time, as well as no established point of contact to assist in initiating such activities.

Policy Interpretation and Implementation     

Confusion or misunderstanding of Appropriate Management Response (AMR) is occurring due to numerous reasons.  This AAR group identified some of the reasons as follows:

· Cultural differences – resource type, mission of agency, land allocation values, career goals, acceptance of concepts, etc.
· Communication – needs to be clear, concise and repetitive.
· Training – discussions of AMR or strategies other than immediate suppression is lacking until the 500 level (S-580).
· History of program evolution – previous decision trees, changing types of fires, funding support, experience and qualification path from the prescribed fire arena.
· Federal Fire Policy – 1995 and 2001 policy revisions contain broad direction whereas the Wildland Fire Use Implementation and Reference Guide, in some instances, resulted in an attempt to fit new direction under the structure of existing procedures, such as fiscal and accomplishment separations.

· Decision Process – two separate decision processes and implementation protocol – WFSA and WFIP.

· Generally, Wildland Fire Use is organized under the fuels management and prescribed fire program area, separate from suppression operations.

Incident Management

Resource shortages experienced in 2006, similar to previous seasons of managing fires for resource benefits or long duration suppression events, were caused by reasons that have been identified many times before.  The reasons highlighted during this review include:

· Time commitment conflicts in balancing home unit workload, family and personal needs, fatigue management or a host of other demands, with the length and intensity of the season that skilled resources are needed.
· Shortage of certain skills required to manage long duration fires such as Fire Use Managers, Long Term Analysts and Fire Use Modules.

· Non-availability of some state and local government resources on fires managed for resource benefits.

· AD pay scale for some positions is inadequate.
· Difficulty in honoring name request orders at some coordination centers.
· Problems and failures with ROSS, due to technical irregularities or training deficiencies.
· Some Agency Administrator’s opinion and adherence to follow the traditional letter from regional and/or national levels stating the need to free up personnel to support on-going incidents.
· Competition for resources with simultaneously occurring suppression events deemed a higher priority without the pressure to make un-needed resources available, i.e. – hording or staging excess resources in case there may be a need on new incidents.
· More units implementing a Wildland Fire Use Program each year.

· Shrinking workforce – just not enough folks to go around.
· Lack of training and experience opportunities required for some positions specific to WFU and/or Prescribed Fire.
· Excessively large amounts of resource commitment on some incidents or complexes, simply due to the size and not based on implementation needs of the selected strategy.

· Cultural perception that low cost alternative strategies do not require expeditious deployment of resources.

· Some incident management personnel have been engaged with teams longer than others and have developed extensive contact lists of resources they have worked with on prior incidents, enabling them to better locate and name suggest the filling of needed positions.

· Reluctance of some coordination centers and IMTs to mobilize, other than in a long-team configuration, even when all positions are not needed.  This fails to meet the ordering unit’s need, generates excessive costs and can tie up many resources that could be used elsewhere. 
The complexities of managing beneficial and long-term fires have been increasing in many aspects when units and areas are added where this type of management has not been experienced before.  The absence of fire’s presence on the landscape and the missed opportunities of learning from their management can greatly add to complexity in many ways.

The quantity and quality of needed reference data GIS layers, pre-planned action points, historical analysis and available, skilled, local resources can have a major effect on the kind, type and number of planning and assessment personnel needed.  These personnel may not always be available in a timely manner when rapid ramp up is needed.  This can cause a strain on situational awareness when multiple or resource intensive management actions are required at the same time as the need for longer-range plans.  Some participants indicated that the Fire Use Management Team core configuration may be part of the issue.  Additional examples of why some of these fires may become more complex include:

· More non-wilderness events including fires nearer to the wildland/urban interface.

· Increasing number of Agency Administrators willing to take “risks.”

· Increased emphasis in administrative requirements such as cost accounting, accruals, documentation, etc.

· Greater awareness of natural resource needs.
· Increase in public interaction and the need to provide this information transfer in numerous ways.

· In some less experienced units there is an expectation and need for teams to aid in training, mentoring and coaching of local administrators and other unit personnel.
4.  What can we do next time?

Program Advances and Management Support

Continued assistance/support for units preparing or revising land management plans and/or fire management plans to identify areas where fire may be managed in a manner that is beneficial.  Evaluate levels of success in performance and preparedness reviews.

Information meetings, workshops, AARs, peer reviews, Initial Impressions Reports generated by Information Collection Teams, rollups, etc. have proved very beneficial, but only when they are conducted in a timely manner, and the end product is acted upon and disseminated so that improvements can be realized.

Mentoring and shadowing opportunities for line officers, fire managers and Incident Management Teams are extremely valuable for gaining experience and insight and should be expanded.

Policy Interpretation and Implementation

The clarification of Federal Fire Policy and the development of common understandings, terminology, definitions and concepts are urgent and critical for substantial improvements to be made in the efficient management of wildland fire.  This effort will require consistent communication at every level of the organization, the public and our cooperators.
The following is a list of ideas generated by the participants of this review that may be valuable in avoiding continued misconceptions:
· Agency policy makers emphasize and reaffirm the 1995/2001 basic concept regarding wildland fire management options.
· Consistent interagency definition of Appropriate Management Response – emphasizing what it is and the direction to implement it.

· Develop and implement a communication plan to reach all levels including cooperators and partners.

· As part of a long term strategy, review and identify current agency specific requirements that promote the classification of wildland fire into separate categories of incidents.  The intent would be to remove any barriers that prevent eliminating differing sets of management requirements and protocol – accounting, decision process, plans, organization, skills and qualifications, etc.

· Incorporate instruction into all training packages (100-500 levels) insuring fire policy definitions are clear and examples of the full range of incident management options are utilized.

· Increase S-580 or similar sessions at the geographic level.

· Review National Mobilization Guide (Preparedness Level 4&5) and assess the validity of any regional or national level review/approval requirement.  Is it value added?  Can it be eliminated or modified?

· Develop and implement a WFIP and WFSA into one comprehensive planning process (Wildland Fire Decision Support System).

· Full discussion of AMR and flexibility at line officer meetings.  Incorporate the AMR message pervasively throughout all appropriate courses, public meetings, education opportunities, etc.  Organize and evaluate existing web-sites and utilize MyFireCommunity and other Lessons Learned Center products.

· Explore Alaska type definitions and pre-mapped areas which provide for a common expectation on what the response will be.

Incident Management

A shortage of resources has become a common theme for the past several years.  An increase in quantity is not likely in the near future.  However, there may be some opportunities to increase efficiencies of the personnel that are available, as well as possibly adding to the skill pool of some of our critical positions.  The following are some possible options considered during the review:
· Design and build skilled, generic IMT’s based on the needs anticipated at the time of the order.  Use a pool of resources with the knowledge that not every person will be mobilized.

· Incorporate long-term assessment and implementation skills into existing teams – FUMA, LTAN, OSC with WFU experience and eliminating Fire Use Management Teams.

· Revisit prior studies regarding incident management such as; Meeting Organizational Needs Associated with Managing Wildland Fire to Accomplish Resource Objectives – January, 1999, Quadrennial Fire and Fuels Review – June 2005 and National Incident Management Organization – Implementation Task Group Final Report – October, 2005.
· Adhere to mobilization guides regarding dispatching of short teams making remainder of team available for other assignments.

· Sustain S-580 but supplement with additional courses at the geographic level.  Allow task book to be initiated for FUMA prior to attending S-580.

· GAAC and NICC monitoring the amount of resources (especially aviation) assigned to extremely large incidents and evaluate the need compared to the accomplishment of the strategy and tactics.  Enforce the direction to free up and reassign resources to other incidents.

· Increase local capacity to manage fairly complex WFU events and long duration incidents.

· Incorporate management of long duration and WFU incidents into

     S-420/520/620.

·  Assign FUMA to T1/T2 teams during long duration fires.
· Revisit AD pay scale and/or streamline the mechanisms for hiring contractors in critical skill positions such as LTAN and FUMA.

· Pursue establishing additional Fire Use Modules by expanding the specialized skills and equipment these modules possess to all organized hand crews.  Begin with 10-person crews first.
To assist management teams and local units with adjusting to the increasing complexities of long duration fires, continue development and awareness of tools for assessment and implementation activities.  Training and exposure of these tools is necessary in all levels of instruction.  This training and experience may provide for skill levels during escalation of management actions and will allow time for ramp up or a change in implementation activities.

Expansion of planning data and up front analysis efforts by the local unit can pre-load needed information making rapid assessments of risk and potentially undesirable situations easier to identify early in the event.  This could reduce the number of LTANs needed on incidents and give decision makers information in a shorter period.  Additional national guidance and assistance in this field is warranted.
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