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A flare up of emotions can be expected from people affected by an emergency, especially when a fire threatens homes and lives, or brings to life long standing complaints with an agency. Anxiety and fear are among the emotions conjured up when uncertainty abounds. Anger is not far behind these two. Access to credible information creates a greater degree of certainty and the wild imaginations of frightened people tend to be calmed. That is unless people have lingering negative attitudes about an organization that ignite when a fire starts. Reality becomes colored by attitudes and perceptions of the facts take on a personalized and perhaps negative appearance.


It is important to be aware of how meetings can move from general appreciation and understanding to a mix of other reactions and emotions. Anticipating the ups and downs of public meetings during an emergency will aid in creating an environment for success. 

Everyone in an audience comes with their own agenda, and some come to bring up old issues.  For example, a few people who attended a public meeting in Winnemucca, Nevada perceived that a fire became large because air tankers that are normally stationed near the initial attack area were not used, causing some people to believe they were not used because the agency didn’t want to put the fire out.  Feelings festered and anger built.  

The real story in this case was that neither of the air tankers was at the airfield when the fire started – they were committed to another fire. Once the fire got established an air tanker was redirected to the incident and the fire was exploding due to weather and fuel conditions. It turns out that the air tanker could only make a small dent in the fire and probably wouldn’t have made much of a difference if it was at the home airfield when the fire began. 


Some people understood the situation and were grateful to know the true story while others disbelieved the messenger and diverted the attention of the meeting to the topic of why there were so few air tankers.

Other examples of where the attention of a meeting was diverted to other topics include: questions about the effect the Tahoe Regional Planning Agency’s regulations had on homeowner’s ability to clear around their houses; why local equipment operators aren’t allowed to work on the fire; and why the Forest Service wasn’t removing dead trees in San Bernardino National Forest. Sometimes people become disrespectful of other organizations such as environmental and regulatory and the need to rebut statements arises. 
 
Regardless of the situation, the moral of the story is to meet with people and provide accurate information anyway – because it is the right thing to do. 

Manage Your Expectations


One key to a successful public meeting is to manage your expectations. The ideal situation is that everyone appreciates your work. The reality is that some people will express this appreciation and others may not. You should expect that most people will benefit from the meeting and others will put you on the defensive. I have, however, managed meetings where everyone was upbeat and appreciative when they left the meeting. 

There seems to be a pattern to how some people react during some public meetings. The meeting generally opens in an atmosphere of appreciation for the firefighters or rescue workers. Current and near future information is presented and the situation is clarified. Presenters talk about the benefits of working together and then the questions and answers period begins. Questions about the incident are generally raised first and then questions pop up about agency policies and past actions.


Questions soon include statements. Statements move the meeting further away from its primary objective of updating the current situation and plans for the immediate foreseeable future. Some people make statements which in turn cause some participants to raise their hands so they can rebut the extreme statements. Others decide they don’t want to wait to be called upon and blurt out their statements/questions.

My experience tells me that we should expect this pattern to show up in many of our incident related public meetings. As a facilitator I’ve worked hard to manage this pattern many times during emergencies. And each time the questions diverge into statements I struggle with how I could do a better job. In all cases, however, I was able to keep the meetings under control and conclude them on time. But, occasionally a land management administrator has been put into a defensive mode. This bothers me every time. 

I think managing our expectations through preparation is a good way to go.


Prior to a public meeting presenters should think about potential issues that may come up and decide how they will be addressed and who will do it.  The right people need to be available at the meeting and they may not be just the people on the agenda. They may include specialists of some kind. For example, in one meeting the agency administrator was on the agenda and the Fire Management Officer was available to answer specific questions. The presenters should be careful not to be tied up in chasing rabbits such as: “What will you do if you have more funding?” “Why do you have such difficult permitting processes?” “Why did you prevent people from clearing around their houses?” 

Perhaps ground rules need to be established before any presentations are made. Among these are civility, how to ask questions and not make statements, respect, how people will be called upon to speak, and when the meeting will end. People can be reminded that the purpose of the meeting is to provide an accurate picture of what’s going on now and in the foreseeable future. The meeting is not about solving long standing differences. Don’t be surprised, however, if someone doesn’t want to play by the rules. 

In some cases you might be able to ask the audience to write down their questions and then collect the questions, group them and answer similar questions all at once. 

It is important for all the presenters to be respectful toward the people in the audience and not to take angry comments personally. They are often speaking to you as citizens addressing their government. It will be up to the facilitator to keep personal verbal attacks to a minimum.


Most meetings are conducted while the emergency is still in progress. I have found that people are willing to end a meeting at a set time so the fire managers can return to managing the incident at a reasonable time. The facilitator can always thank the audience and announce that the meeting will need to end. 

If a meeting is needed, and the agency administrator and IC know when it is ripe to hold one, a meeting should be held – regardless of the risks of other issues coming up. The key seems to be to preplan for the meeting as much as possible and to respectfully manage it to a successful conclusion. 
