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The Wildland Fire Lessons Learned Center actively promotes a learning culture to enhance and sustain safe and effective work practices in the wildland fire community. The Center provides opportunities and resources to foster collaboration among all fire professionals, facilitates their networks, provides access to state-of-the-art learning tools, and links learning to training. Our main website, www.wildfirelessons.net serves as an information portal for lessons learned, online videos, incident reviews, analysis of After Action Review Rollups, incident toolbox and more, all geared towards the wildland fire community. Other websites we maintain:  www.MyFireCommunity.net, www.IMTcenter.net, and www.MyFireVideos.net. 
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Part 1. Contractors in Firefighting – past and present

1.1. Their involvement is increasing and this is intentional

●  Contractors are now one third of the entire national wildland fire community.

Source:  Jim Wills, Private contractor, owner Firestorm in California
●  Use of Contracted resources by agencies has doubled in the past 20 years in the Northern Rockies Coordinating Group (<25% in 1988, 50% in 2008).  This is mostly for equipment vs. crews.
Source: Tim Murphy, NRCG Contractor Liaison for the Northern Rockies Coordinating Group. 
●  Engine contractors in the Northern Rockies (Forest Service Region 1) make up about 60% of all agency resources.
Source:  John Bennett, private contractor
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Number of Contract Crews based in the Pacific Northwest (PNW) grew from 150 in 1993 to almost 300 in 2004-5.  Now Best Value has made numbers decline in most recent years but results in quality vs. quantity changes.
Source: Bob Young, Oregon Dept. of Forestry
History 
Private sector firefighters have been in existence since the 1940’s through the use of Emergency Equipment Rental Agreements (EERA) used for crews and equipment sourced from logging companies and mills primarily in the Pacific Northwest (PNW).  This has evolved to the use of contracts now due to:

· Rise in Workers Compensation claims

· Decline in resources from timber companies due to spotted owl issues in the northwest
The first crew contract was in 1988 but equipment was still under EERAs.  PNW started this effort and now it is becoming a national template.  Evolution has resulted in less EERAs and more contracts being used.
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This evolution is intentional on the part of national agency leaders and contract resources are becoming a vital part of the National Fire Plan. 
Recently, a Blue Ribbon Committee in the Pacific Northwest (USFS Region 6) calculated resource requirements based on ten-year fire activity averages and resources used. They found that the region would need to supplement agency resources by contracting another 400 engines, 250 tenders, and 200 crews in the coming decade.

Source: LuAnn Grover, Contract Operations Assistant, R6 Interagency contract liaison office

WHY?
· Increase in consistently bad fire seasons – more need. 

· Decrease in federal and state agency personnel to commit to firefighting. Causes include reduction in staffing, compensation issues, training issues, and changes in agency priority from suppression to landscape management. 

· 2005 QFFR called for reducing the dependency on federal agencies, through training state and local agencies as well as “competitive sourcing and contract management”
Source: QFFR Final Report July 19, 2005
· Increased need means more contractors can remain steadily employed, and therefore more are available. 
Source: Tim Murphy, USFS Contractor Liaison for Region 1
· More economical in the long run due to using contract resources only when needed.
1.2. What are they and where are they?
Incidents and agencies contract equipment more than crews. 

The chart below shows the use of non-aviation resources in 2008 prior to August. 
Source: Debbie Miley, National Wildfire Suppression Association report, August 2008.
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An even larger percentage of aviation resources come from private contractors. The 2005 QFFR reported: “Local contract aircraft services are extensive (the Forest Service alone has over 500 contractors and over 1000 aircraft under contract) and are present in all phases of current aviation support strategies in fire management, from aerial delivered prescribed fire treatments, to initial attack and large fire suppression operations.” 
Source: QFFR Final Report July 19, 2005, p. 41
Where are the contract crews?
Much of the contract firefighting originated in the Pacific Northwest from milling or logging crews. The industry developed from there, and now there are many companies dedicated to fire and re-forestation. Source:  Debbie Miley, NWSA

Predominant Use of Contract Crews in 2007 was in the Pacific Northwest.  2007 Extension Interagency Firefighting Crew Agreement (Bob Young, Oregon Dept. of Forestry) via NWSA

Predominant Use of Contract Crews is in USFS. Source: 2007 Extension Interagency Firefighting Crew Agreement (Bob Young, Oregon Dept. of Forestry) via NWSA

1.3. Who are they?  -- About Contract Firefighting Companies

There are hundreds of contracting companies throughout the U.S., representing over 10,000 employees.  Contract personnel provide a wide variety of resources including:

· Human resources

· Fire crews, Type 2

· Resource and technical specialists

· Timber Faller modules

· Suppression equipment


· Engines, Tenders, Dozers, Excavators, Skidgines, heavy equipment, trailers, etc.

· Aviation equipment and services

· Air tankers, fixed-winged aircraft for use as lead planes, reconnaissance, smoke jumper delivery, helicopters, retardant, mechanics, ground support, communication trailers, etc. 

· Incident support 

· Catering services, clerical trailers, shower facilities, hand-washing stations, toilets
Many contractors join associations that provide education, ethics guidelines, and other support to member companies. The associations help vendors share costs such as training and insurance. Other benefits of associations include:
· Larger groups have a common voice with the agencies.

· Agencies favor associations because they necessitate fewer contacts and can provide answers to common questions from fewer individuals.  The association will help to disseminate new information.  This also benefits agencies because they know associations help establish high standards in training, equipment and professionalism.

· Members often have higher standards due to association bylaws.

Associations like the National Wildfire Suppression Association (NWSA) have memoranda of understanding (MOU) with the National Wildfire Coordinating Group to formalize training and safety requirements and other qualifications. 

Some of the associations include:

NWSA

· Approximately 250 member companies nationwide

· MOUs with Northern Rockies, Great Basin, Southwest, and Pacific Northwest geographical areas.

· Sponsors a qualification database similar to the agency Red Card system, where IMTs can look up a firefighter’s training qualification card, certification letters, and picture.

Western Forest Fire Suppression Association (WFFSA) - Represents 21 different companies that supply services and equipment such as:
· Food preparation units

· Lighting systems

· Generators

· Portable water trucks, restrooms, showers, hand wash sink, and gray water units

· Mobile Laundries

· Refrigeration Trailers

The American Helicopter Services and Aerial Firefighting Association (AHSAFA)
· 14 member companies nationwide

· Comprehensive airworthiness monitoring program

· In addition to firefighting in US, several members (large helicopter companies) contract to provide aerial firefighting services to foreign governments in Europe, Asia, and the South Pacific.  

Northern Rockies Wildfire Contractors Association
●  
About 50 members in Northern Rockies (USFS Region 1)
Standards 

Members of associations adhere to strict bylaws and code-of-ethics making them a  responsible, professional and ethical resource.
Contractors in wildland fire are required to comply with U.S. Dept. of Labor laws like these Wage and Hour Laws:

· Fair Labor Standards Act – minimum wage, overtime pay, child labor, recordkeeping

· McNamara-O’Hara Service Contract Act – prevailing wage, fringe benefits, safety and health provisions. Ineligible contractor list available online at http://www.epls.gov
· Migrant and Seasonal Agricultural Worker Protection Act – registration, disclosure in workers’ language, safe transportation, safe housing. Ineligible contractor list is available online at http://www.dol.gov/esa/whd/regs/statutes/mspa_debar.htm 

· Field Sanitation provisions of the Occupational Safety & Health Act – toilets, drinking water, hand washing facilities, hygiene

Source: Presentation by the US Dept. of Labor, “Wage & Hour Laws Applicable to Reforestation Work”

1.4. Agency approaches to management

Agreements
There are many types of agreements:

· NIFC crew contracts (National Type 2 IA Crew Contracts)
· State interagency agreements, such as Oregon Crew Agreement (Currently using a Best Value Contract)
· USFS Interagency water handling agreements (based on national template starting in 2007)
· Emergency Equipment Rental Agreements on incidents

· Pre-season agreements for competitive (“Best-Value”) sourcing. 
Examples: Timber Fallers, Service Truck/Mechanics, GIS Units, Mobile Laundry, Office/Clerical Support Modules

(Note:  Most of these are “at will” agreements and not actually work guarantees.  They do not become contracts until dispatched.)

These are the resources currently contracted through national agreements:
· Aircraft Maintenance 

· Air tankers 

· Firefighter Crews, Type 2 

· Fire Retardant 

· Helicopters – Call When Needed (CWN)
· Helicopters - Exclusive Use 

· Mobile Food Services  

· Mobile Shower Facilities 

· Smokejumper Aircraft  

Example: 

Northern Rockies (USFS Region 1) has over 450 pieces of water handling equipment on Best Value contracting agreements. 

Benefits to using contractors

· Can be more economical

· By contracting services and equipment, agencies avoid the long-term costs of procuring, maintaining equipment and/or hiring and training personnel.  

· More widely available

· Diversity of resources

· Additional standards for training and employment

· No long-term costs

· No overhead (i.e. benefits, insurance)

· No state or federal workers’ compensation claims

· As contracted personnel and not agency employees, responsibility for workers’ compensation or other work related liability claims remains with the professional wildland fire contractor.  

Agency chain of command
Fireline Supervisor of the Crew/Equipment (includes DIVS, TFLD, STL)

>  Contractor Representative – If Available



>  Procurement Unit Leader – If Available




>  Finance Chief





> Host Unit Contracting Officer





      >   Signatory Contracting Officer
Fireline Supervisor Responsibilities:

· Verify qualifications of the crew or equipment
· Get training in the terms of the contracts/agreements you are supervising. For example, do not make promises – you will be reimbursed, you will be paid during the break – until you know the contract allows those promises.

· Ensure shift tickets or time reports are filled out properly and accurately, signed by both contractor and supervisor, and submitted to proper procurement unit leader

· Ensure daily performance and behavior is acceptable – helps protect the government against potential claims

· Fill out incident performance evaluations (ICS-224)
There is a Job Aid for this role available from the USFS Pacific Northwest Interagency Fire Liaison Office.
Source: “Managing PNW Contract Water Handling Equipment and Type 2 Crew Resources during Interagency Incidents” (Task_order_5_2008_Presentation.ppt). Contact Willie Begay, wbegay@fs.fed.us.

1.5. Contractor/Agency Lessons learned from the Pacific Northwest

The Pacific Northwest is on the forefront of contractor relations. Why?

The PNW Coordinating Group saw the timber industry declining, and the PNW had tons of experienced people looking for work. Contract fire crews put these people back into forestry-related jobs.

The PNW Contract Working Team (CWT) has developed good relations with vendors.  They use multiple approaches including:
· Communication

· Annual public meetings with contractors (associations or independent) in four locations around Oregon and Washington to give them advanced notice on policy changes (2008 new standards, 2010 new shelters, 2014 radios).

· Biannual meetings with the associations.
· CWT conducts annual meetings with agency administrators to obtain feedback on their experiences with contractors.

· PNW recently added a module in the Division Supervisor training course on “financial responsibilities of supervising contractors” (i.e. help with shift tickets, recording time worked). They also published a Job Aid.

· Mutual Respect Letter sent out by Pacific Northwest Wildfire Coordinating Group to agency firefighters and contractor associations.  

· Dedicated Representatives

· Contractor Representatives (CRNWs) dedicated to representing crew needs within the agencies, trained by the CWT. CRNWs are mainly contractor representatives to the IMT. They monitor the agreement in practice on the incident. They do not have to be federal agency employees – can be ADs (i.e. retired employees), state, other.

· Other geographical areas use a similar position; Interagency Resource Represenatative (IARR). However this position is not contractor-specific, representing all crews.

· CRNWs do inspections of the vendors and their equipment every year, before any incident. (Note - agency crews are not subject to these inspections.)
· Cost Sharing

· CWT Pays 20% of inspections and records reviews

· Provides increased reliability

· Increased qualifications

· Has increased caliber of everything in PNW
· They also have a Language Skills Assessment required for anyone at squad boss/crew boss level. Agency pays $100 for crew bosses to get tested.  Also had one of their vendors working with NIFC to do S130/190 Basic Firefighter class in Spanish.

· Innovations in Contract Management

· PNW implemented a “Choosing by Advantage” approach to awarding Best Value contracts (which has now been adopted nationally by the USFS as well as in some other state and federal agencies).
· Different items have key criteria (advantages) they are looking for, and when the item in question meets the criteria, it is awarded points that favorably adjust the price

· Engines get points for 4-wheel drive, mechanical condition, foam proportioning system, and model year less than 10 years old. (The most visible improvement since this was implemented has been a decline in older engines.)

· Same with tenders for features such as spray bars, 4WD, mechanical equipment, and gallons.

· Performance Evaluations also were implemented in 2006 as part of Best Value system.  Increased from 50 to over 500 each year since.

· Developed the Equipment and Training Inventory System (EATIS) as a web-based application that vendors can update themselves. They enter the results of their own inspections and employee certification records. The contracting officer then reviews. 
· Once PNW went to a vendor-entry system, their error rate went down and phone number accuracy increased by more than 50%.

· CWT credits the EATIS with keeping prices down. Crews can see what others are charging and this fosters competitive pricing. 

· EATIS also makes the dispatch priority list public, so crews know their likelihood to be called up (also fosters competition and self-policing). This reduced the number of questions they received from the contracting companies.
Source: Willie Begay and LuAnn Grover, USFS R6 Contract Liaison Office
Part 2:  Future Developments in Agency/Contractor Relations

2.1. National standardization and web-based procurement

· The agencies are moving toward Best Value methodology for resource acquisition. Best Value means that contracts can be awarded based on performance across a variety of dimensions that the agency deems important – not just price.

· PNW used the “Choosing by Advantage” approach to Best Value contracts which was developed by a multi-region committee of USFS fire and acquisitions personnel.  It involves scoring resources differentially based on features and compensated accordingly. 
· Northern Rockies State and federal agencies saved over $1 million after changing to Best Value system.
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Source: Tim Murphy, NRCG Contractor Liaison for the Northern Rockies Coordinating Group

· Performance evaluations started in 2006 as part of Best Value system.  Completed performance evaluations increased from 50 to over 500.
· Water-handlers agreement under national template is evolving toward an all-hazard type. They can take the ICS-700 Department of Homeland Security course on the Internet.

Agencies are moving toward a national Virtual Incident Procurement (VIPR), starting as early as 2009 in the USFS.  
What is VIPR?

· This is a web-based system being developed by the Acquisitions Management Systems group in Fort Collins, CO. The goal is to manage and automate preseason incident agreements following web-based structure developed by EATIS – initially in the Forest Service but eventually in other agencies as well. Multi-state contractors will appreciate this the most – they will not have to deal with different processes, rates, etc. in different geographical areas.

· Standardizes Best Value and promotes competitive pricing  

· Incorporates solicitation, evaluation, and award of agreements all the way through the e-signature process 

· Manages modification of agreements as needed

· The national office considered EATIS when starting VIPR project, but EATIS was not developed in a way that it could scale up to the national level. They used EATIS as a prototype, though.

· Big iron (dozers, excavators, transports, etc.) will be beta-tested using VIPR in the  Southeast geographical area beginning in 2009 and through 2011 when rolled out nationally.

VIPR will be used in 2009 for new solicitations, existing agreements and non-competitive solicitations which could include:
· For more information, visit the USFS Incident Procurement page, which will be the portal for delivering all the information about the new IBPA process and VIPR: http://www.fs.fed.us/business/incident/ 

Sources: Cheryl Emch & Larry Bowser, USFS Acquisitions Management System; Dan Olsen, Reg. 8 Acting Fire Director
2.2. Issues for Agency Managers

· There is an appropriate role for both agency and contract resources in handling the fire suppression workload in order to meet agency objectives.  Before the type and numbers of contract resources can be identified, the roles need to be defined and the appropriate mix of agency and contract resources should be determined.  A key consideration in identifying the right mix will be to provide work opportunities for agency personnel to pursue their chosen career path. 
Source: INTERAGENCY STRATEGIC PLAN FOR FIRE SUPPRESSION CONTRACTING IN THE PACIFIC NORTHWEST. Report Prepared for Pacific Northwest Wildfire Coordinating Group By BLUE RIBBON TASK GROUP FOR FIRE SUPPRESSION CONTRACTING. p. 8
· Currently, contract resources are dispatched by the existing initial attack dispatch organizations following established dispatch procedures.  This imposes a workload that many believe adversely impacts the effectiveness of initial attack when contract resources are being mobilized simultaneously. 
Source: ibid, p.9

· There is a need for an organized method for how and when to use contractors; more clear-cut guidelines.  
· Training covering basics of how to work with contractors on:
· How to resolve issues
· More orientation
· Encourage professionalism
Source:  Neal Hitchcock, Deputy to Asst. Fire Contractor, NIFC

2.3. Pressing Issues for Contractors
· Rising cost of insurance

· Lack of reciprocal agreements across state lines for worker’s compensation. If a worker who lives in state A is injured in state B, state B may not recognize the worker’s insurance coverage from state A. State B might require the company in state A to purchase additional insurance to work in their state, so the company is paying double premiums. Legislation is needed to promote state reciprocity agreements.
· Emergency-only contracts make it difficult to guarantee enough work to stay profitable. More stable contracting vehicles such as national agreements are needed. 
· Expanding the use of contract companies into areas such as fuel treatment would also help promote a more professional, higher-quality workforce. (Some vendors in PNW are already doing prescribed fire and re-forestation. This is a big qualification burden, but private companies can mandate that trained employees remain for a certain length of time after training; agencies cannot do that.)

Source:  NWSA

· EATIS (and soon VIPR) require contractors to have some computer skills to navigate the system. This has caused some contractors to give up, thereby decreasing the overall number of contractors in the system. But as the agencies see it, the ones who persevere are the best of the best, so they are happy with the quality of the contractors who stick with it. 

Source:  Doug Bolender, Kalispell MT PTAC office
●    Contractors are sometimes seen as a threat to agency jobs when in reality they are complimenting agency resources.
●
Mis-interpretation of Best Value Agreements amongst contracting officers.  They are often just looking at lowest dollar amount and overlooking other important factors.


Source:  Jim Wills, Private contractor, owner Firestorm in Reg. 5

2.4. Help for Contractors, by contractors
PTACs

Agency Procurement Technical Assistance Centers (www.aptac-us.org) were created by contractors for contractors. They have offices around the country to assist people with all types of government contracts -- fire is just one type.

PTAC services help: 

· contractors navigate through the new web-based methods

· people find solicitations

· contractors do a page-by-page review of the solicitation, to understand the requirements in detail

· contractors fill out paperwork and get proper authorization

Source:  Doug Bolender, Kalispell MT PTAC office
“Contractors in Fire” Blog
The site, http://www.contractorsinfire.blogspot.com, was created as a clearinghouse of information for those involved in wildland fire suppression and emergency response. The site contains news relevant to wildland fire contracting and many links to relevant resources on other sites.
National Trade Associations 

Provide services to members including tradeshows, educational conferences, agency representation, training opportunities and more.  Examples include:

● The American Helicopter Services and Aerial Firefighting Association (AHSAFA) Aviation Resources)

● National Wildfire Suppression Association (Ground resources such as crews, engines, tenders, dozers, timber fallers, transportation and specialized equipment)

● Western Forest Fire Services Association (National Shower, catering, laundry and hand washing unit contractors)

● National Wildland Fire Services Association

3. Sources

This report was compiled after numerous interviews with the following private contractors and agency liaisons. The Wildland Fire Lessons Learned Center and its contractors would like to thank all those listed for their time and review efforts.

· Willie N. Begay, Jr. , Fire Operations Specialist for USFS, Reg. 6

· John Bennett, Private contractor in Reg. 1 

· Doug Bolender,  Kalispell PTAC Office

· Cheryl Emch, WO Acquisition Management Fire Equipment, Services & Supplies Acquisition Analysis (FESSAA) Team, USFS

· Larry Bowser, Branch Chief, Acquisitions Mgmt. Systems for USFS, Ft. Collins, CO 

· Ben Drummond, filmmaker working on a documentary called “Fire in America”

· LuAnn Grover-Pugh, Contract Operations Asst. For USFS, Reg. 6

· Neil Hitchock, Deputy to the Asst. Director for Fire Operations, Forest Service, NIFC

· Joe King, Private contractor in Reg. 1, President, N. Rockies Wildfire Contractors Assoc.

· Debbie Miley, Exec. Dir. For National Wildfire Suppression Assoc.

· Tim Murphy, Reg. 1 Contractor Liaison for USFS

· Dan Olsen, Reg. 8 Acting Fire Director for USFS

· Jim Wills, private contractor and Chair of Reg. 5 Chapter of NWSA 

Additional Sources
· Interagency Strategic Plan for Fire Suppression Contracting in PNW, prepared by Blue Ribbon Task Group for Fire Suppression Contracting 

· www.fs.fed.us/business/incident
Overview





Issue:  The use of contractors in firefighting is increasing for many reasons.  Some have embraced this change and see the benefits while others have not and see contractors as a threat.  These differences can ultimately create animosity and potentially cause safety issues on fire incidents.





Solution:  This issue is something that most likely cannot be solved with a simple solution.  Some attitudes will only change with time.  However, creating more awareness amongst both agency and contractor personnel regarding the importance and benefits of contractors in the fire fighting industry, can help.  Some regions such as region 6 have pioneered the contractor/agency relationship and lessons learned can be passed on to other regions.





This piece is intended as a general summary of the involvement of private contractors in wildland fire suppression and was developed based on conversations with both agency and contractor personnel. It is not intended as training for contracting officers, or to explain the many contracting requirements for suppliers. The goal is simply to promote understanding of both agency and contractor perspectives on the current state of affairs and to publish lessons learned.





There are multiple types of contractors that might be on or around a wildland fire incident. A simplified breakdown of the types would include:


Equipment contractors – e.g., engines, water tenders 


Contract personnel hired by the agency or IMT


Contract personnel hired by private insurance companies or homeowners (as in recent southern California fires)


This document is about types 1 and 2, not 3.
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Issue:  The use of contractors in wildland firefighting is increasing for many reasons.  Some have embraced this change and see the benefits while others have not and see contractors as a threat.  These differences can ultimately create animosity and potentially cause safety issues on fire incidents.





Solution:  This issue is something that most likely cannot be solved with a simple solution.  Some attitudes will only change with time.  However, creating more awareness amongst both agency and contractor personnel regarding the importance and benefits of contractors in the firefighting industry can help.  Some geographic areas have pioneered the contractor/agency relationship and lessons learned can be passed on to other geographic areas.





This piece is intended as a general summary of the involvement of private contractors in wildland fire suppression and was developed based on conversations with both agency and contractor personnel. It is not intended as training for contracting officers, or to explain the many contracting requirements for suppliers. The goal is simply to promote understanding of both agency and contractor perspectives on the current state of affairs and to publish lessons learned.





There are multiple types of contractors that might be on or around a wildland fire incident. A simplified breakdown of the types would include:


1. Equipment contractors – e.g., engines, water tenders 


2. Contract personnel hired by the agency or incident management teams (IMT)


3. Contract personnel hired by private insurance companies or homeowners (as in recent southern California fires)


This document is about types 1 and 2, not 3








“25% of all contractors are previous agency employees”





Source:  Joe King, private contractor in Reg. 1, owner FireWorld, Inc. and Wildfire Defense Systems, Pres. Northern Rockies Wildfire Contractors Assoc.








“Contracting is very important to federal wildland fire management. Contracts for activities in prevention, initial attack, large fire suppression, fuel treatment, and other fire management programs account for a significant portion of the expenditures. Without the use of contractors and other partners, the agencies would not be able to meet public expectations for protection, treatment, and restoration.”


Source:   2005 Quadrennial Fire & Fuels Review, final report
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