Assessing Risk
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Objective: To determine when Wildland Fire Use is an appropriate response to a naturally ignited fire.
Why is this important? In order for fire managers and unit administrators to optimize their opportunities for wildland fire use projects, each event must be considered for both its benefits and other factors.   
Many units make use of the Wildland Fire Implementation Procedures (WFIP) 2005 Reference Guide not only because it provides direction and assistance in implementing the Federal Wildland Fire Management Policy for wildland fire use, but also because its framework lends itself to pre-seasonal planning efforts. This is important because it is during the pre-seasonal planning that many of the informational elements comprising risk assessment are compiled. For example, in WFIP’s Stage 1 a Strategic Fire Size-Up is required. Foundational to the strategic size-up is the fire’s location in regard to the fire management plan’s Fire Management Unit (FMU). In order for staff to consider a natural ignition fire as a WFU candidate, they must have a plan in place for what fires can be considered for this management option. 

The WFIP supports other planning criteria by encouraging staff to consider the relative risk of a fire in their FMU by considering values, hazard and probability in independent steps. Values are those ecologic, social and economic resources that could be lost or damaged. Hazard is made up of the conditions under which a fire occurs and exists, its ability to spread and circulate, the intensity and severity it may present and its spatial extent. Probability refers to the likelihood of the fire becoming an active event with potential to adversely affect values. All of the elements are rated in low, moderate and high categories with all of the components added to the summary of the fire’s risk.
Clearly there is more to the evaluation of risk than whether an event could be classified as a “good” fire or a “bad” fire. Risk assessment, according to the WFIP, is not a static one-time process but an ongoing periodic process which affirms continued management of the fire to meet resource objectives or provides rationale for conversion to a suppression response. Through periodic assessment fire managers confirm and document their decisions to establish, remain at, or move up to the next stage of planning and they validate their planning and implementation qualifications.
Because the WFIP risk assessment process is established immediately at fire size-up and continually reinforced through the whole of the event, administrators can be assured that the involved decision-makers will be invested and engaged until its conclusion.

Attached to this section is the 2005 Wildland Fire Use Implementation Plan Reference Guide. There are also numerous other documents available to help units in their risk assessments especially applicable in the pre-seasonal planning process. The documents listed below are easily obtained by browsing the Lessons Learned Center library:

The Understory Response Model,

The Wildlife Habitat Response Model,

Fuel Treatment Principles for Complex Landscapes,

My Fuel Treatment Planner,

Water Erosion Prediction Project (WEPP) Fuel Management (FuMe) Tool,
Smoke Impact Spreadsheet (SIS) Model, and
Fire Emission Production Simulator (FEPS) Factsheet, among others.

