Thoughts for Fire Information on a Prescribed Burn
If you won’t have a PAO to help you out, give information to your Dispatch Center.  Media always needs a number to call, so pick someone who can answer calls and let Dispatch give out that number.  If you don’t have a PAO you might be able to find a VIS person, a laid-up Hotshot, prevention tech, or someone else who could answer questions, whether its in a district office, along the highway, or via cell phone.

I don’t have a lot of other thoughts about what to do if there is no PAO available.  The rest of this is more just good business in dealing with the media.

Prep the media and public as best you can prior to the burn occurring. Use news releases, public service announcements, flyers, notices on local community access TV stations. We send flyers out to the nearby homeowners ahead of time saying when we think we might be burning, talk about where smoke might travel to, what road closures might be expected, etc.
Plan on media interest when there is smoke in the air. Pick a time of day when you would be willing to do a media tour or might have time to give them more details – accommodate their schedules when you can, but you can control the timing – don’t invite them for the warmest part of the day when you might be having flare-ups or really active fire.  

Arrange ahead of time to get your media outfitted in Nomex so you don’t have to bother with that the day of the burn when you have more important things to do.  Insist that they wear leather boots, hardhats, etc. – it makes it easier on everyone when in a wildfire situation.

View the media as your partner in helping to get the public to understand the need for and benefits from prescribed fire.  They are curious – they want to know what the lighting fuel is and how far apart the lighting strips need to be. Talk to them about the variables that influence what you do.  Give them some ecology of the area if you know it.  Talk about restoring fire to fire-dependent ecosystems. Talk about the need to thin before burning in areas of really dense fuels.  Educate, educate, educate.
If it’s an aerial ignition, set up a time for them to view the PSD dispenser and give them an opportunity to talk to the helicopter folks.  They eat that type of thing right up.
If you are in an area that you really can’t get media to due to lack of access, offer to share photos with them.  Digital photos work fine for newspapers these days, and most papers and TV stations like to have a photo(s) to go along with the story.  Showing cooperation and a willingness to work with the media can go a long way.
Above all – be honest about what is happening.  If the fire does escape your planned perimeter, talk to the media about how you have a maximum manageable area (fire escape area or whatever terminology you might use).  It’s not really an “escape” until it gets outside that perimeter.
For your own personal growth – think about taking the Information Officer training or a Meeting the Media class.  There are lots of good tips about how to get your message across, how to respond to off-the-wall questions, how to keep an interview on track, etc.  The reality is that the media doesn’t always want to talk to the PAO anyway – they want to talk to the folks doing the work and if you are a burn boss or an IC that responsibility may fall to you – especially if anything goes wrong.  So take some training, become more comfortable with interviewing, and learn the tricks of the trade.  Media experiences can be fun when you learn how to be in control of the situation. Remember, if you work with the media and give them good stuff they are a lot more likely to give you good coverage and not try and trip you up or not sell your story.
