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OPERATIONS
Training on Live Fires
As Incident Management Teams are increasingly dispatched to all-hazard assignments, a legitimate question is, “How effectively will other cooperators function within the Incident Command Structure?” 
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Lessons Learned: An IMT can use a live fire as an opportunity to train local and state agencies in all-hazard assignments. In 2006, Fire Department of New York and National Fire Administration employees were invited to participate as all-hazard trainees on the Cavity Lake Fire Incident. The IMT reported that the live training exercise provided an excellent opportunity for cooperators to witness and experience the Incident Command System in action, and for the team to build important partnerships with state and city agencies. 
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As an added benefit, the training also attracted local and national media attention to the wildland fire community’s involvement in all-hazard response. Pleased with their success, the IMT believes that this type of training “will ensure a more effective and efficient response on future all-hazard incidents.” 

Coordinating with Multiple Volunteer Fire Departments

On especially large fires, it can be challenging to coordinate operations and resources with multiple local volunteer fire departments. They may not be used to working on large areas or coordinating with other incident management teams; or they may be used to calling in mutual aid resources in emergency situations rather than coordinating additional resources through the centralized Incident Command. One Incident Management Team faced both of these challenges on a fire in 2006, and found that even well meaning actions created added safety concerns when the fire blew up twice.

Lessons Learned: After an IMT assumed command of a fire in the Northern Rockies, a significant portion burned onto private lands, resulting in private land owners and local volunteer fire departments becoming involved in the suppression efforts. Unfortunately the volunteer fire departments were not used to working on such large areas and did not seem to coordinate with the Incident Management Team (or even with other volunteer departments). Thus, the first time that the fire blew up, the IMT spent most of their efforts trying to locate the landowners and volunteer fire departments simply to determine if they were safe. 

Once all of the resources were accounted for, the team tried to develop a coordinated plan for the next day. These efforts were only partially successful because after the fire blew up again the next day, volunteer fire departments started calling for mutual aid rather than coordinating with the team. Resources began to arrive at camp and onto the fireline without the IMT’s prior knowledge. At this point, according to the IC, “directing and tracking their actions became impossible.” The IMT had anticipated this situation and had recruited representatives from the various volunteer fire departments to be located at the fire camp in order to help with communication and coordination of efforts. In some cases the IMT was successful in doing so but found that there was still room for improvement.
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Additionally, the IMT also noted that the time required to mobilize a federal team can pose significant safety concerns in the form of exhaustion for local and volunteer firefighters and lack of coordination for local landowners. One IC estimated that in general volunteer firefighters are effective for about 24 to 36 hours, while it takes about 48 to 60 hours to mobilize an IMT and get resources into place, leaving a 12-to-24-hour critical period where landowners may be working alone to control a fire. On the same fire described above, after volunteer firefighters left the fire but before the IMT arrived, local ranchers were the only ones left fighting the fire, without a supervisor, communication, or a plan. The IC warns that this is potentially a very dangerous situation that could result in major injuries or death if it is not addressed adequately.

 Benefits of Cooperative Fire Programs
In some areas of the country where initial fire protection is provided by county jurisdictions, Cooperative Fire Programs like those found in Eastern Montana represent an important source for resources for Incident Management Teams, provided all of the right parties are included in the planning process. 

Lessons Learned: One Incident Management Team assigned to a fire in Eastern Montana in 2006 benefited from resources available through the County Cooperative Fire Program with Montana Department of Natural Resources and Conservation (DNRC). Through this program, Counties can make formal requests to the DNRC Land Office for assistance. In turn, the DNRC will typically provide assistance by ordering and paying for various resources that may include: aviation, engine, crew resources, and other IMTs.

Obviously, the team must work closely with the local County Fire Warden who initiates the requests. The IMT reported that by including the County Fire Wardens, and the local county Office of Emergency Management coordinators in the planning processes, “we were able to work together extremely well.” 

COMMAND – LIAISON OFFICER
Liaison Officers Communicating with Multiple Cooperators
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Incident management teams often find themselves working with multiple cooperators not only in the wildland urban interface but also on very large fires in rural areas that are normally protected by smaller local and volunteer fire departments. Coordinating and communicating with multiple kinds of cooperators adds complexity to the Operational and Information tasks of Incident Management Teams.

Lessons Learned: The use of the Liaison Officer (LOFR) position is becoming increasingly popular among Incident Management Teams who find themselves working with multiple cooperators that may include land management agencies, state and local governments, multiple local and volunteer fire departments, and law enforcement. Some IMTs find the use and availability of a LOFR to be extremely valuable and even indispensable, and are adding this position to their permanent rosters. 

Unlike Public Information Officers who generally deal with the media and the general public, the Liaison Officer is the immediate point of contact with the IMT for agencies and cooperators. The LOFR not only represents the team’s perspective to those other agencies, but also assists them, ensuring that their interests are being addressed by the team. For example, the Liaison Officer can help to overcome challenges that arise when in-briefings turn out to be too brief. .If the IMT needs additional assistance on technical issues, the Liaison Officer already has established relationships with line officers and designated contacts for other agencies, which provides a ready conduit for communication on issues like utilities, evacuations, and roadway closures. 

The Liaison Officer can also help the team to make sense of and to navigate the local political environment. According to one IMT, immediately upon mobilization, their Liaison Officer used the Internet to research information about local government and elected officials, which proved to be very beneficial while establishing a rapport and developing relationships when the team arrived in town.
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The LOFR can also help to develop positive relationships with local fire departments and counties in rural areas. One IMT reported that when they assumed command of an incident, the relationship with the local government was poor, but it improved with the help of the Liaison Officer. As a result, the cooperation and use of limited resources improved tenfold. 
If the team returns to the area in the future, the Liaison Officer can also quickly reestablish contacts among local law enforcement, county commissioners, etc., making the assignment feel, as one team put it, “like coming in as neighbors as opposed to ‘outsiders.’” In addition to serving as the actual point of contact for the team, the IMT’s willingness to use and staff the Liaison Officer position may communicate an important symbolic message as well: The use of the Liaison Officer position to make contact and to coordinate with cooperators demonstrates the IMT’s commitment to keeping all participants informed and involved.

Liaison to Private Landowners

Not wholly civilian and not entirely integrated into unified command, local landowners can pose unique informational and tactical challenges for incident management teams. Numerous fires from the 2006 season experienced challenges from local landowners who did not understand or did not support fire strategies. In one case, daily confrontations between landowners and fire personnel required the intervention of local law enforcement for operations to proceed. Even where private landowners did understand and support suppression strategies, teams witnessed ranchers employing questionable practices, such as using equipment to cut lines around their property without tying them into anchor points.

Lessons Learned: Because the private landowner is a blend of civilian and cooperator, some Incident Management Teams have discovered that the best strategy for reaching and working with this unique group is to appoint a team liaison who is also a blend of both. , Someone who is a knowledgeable cooperator in fire operations but who is also a well respected member of the local community is optimal. According to one team, “Having a well respected rancher designated as a local community liaison to the IMT was invaluable and certainly contributed to our success.” 


On another fire, ranchers had felt frustrated that crews were not helping to save islands of unburned grass because they were interior to control lines. The Incident Commander met with the ranchers to explain that once the fire perimeter and structures were secure, crews would assist with securing the islands of grass.
The IC noted, “Once the ranchers understood our priorities they agreed and seemed to be less frustrated.” In turn, crews later assisted the ranchers wherever they could, such as by helping to repair fences, which also helped to restore goodwill. 

Dealing directly with the landowners also helped the IMT to learn that in some areas, unburned islands of grass can be a valuable resource and should be protected as soon as possible. However, this was an added burden for the IC. The IC reports that now, before mobilization, he will always ask the agency representative if the fire has the potential to be fought on private land. If so, he says that “With permission from the Agency Administrator, I will consider giving one or two of the major landowners a flight with our Operations Section Chief so they can see the big picture and understand better why we are doing what we tactically must do, and ask that they pass this along to other landowners. If these folks are credible in their local community, this can prove to be invaluable for relationships, and allow the team to do what it must to contain the incident.” 

Other IMTs report that sometimes a stakeholder group will actually identify a community member who can function as the liaison to the team. In one case, private permit holders identified a local liaison that the team found to be very knowledgeable regarding fire behavior, fire history, and topography and who offered much needed perspectives from permit holders. The relationship with this liaison helped to “head off conflicts between permit holders and the team because adequate information was continually being passed back and forth regarding tactics, available resources and objectives.” 

It is important to emphasize that once a landowner liaison is established, the host agency must allow that person to remain the point of contact for landowners regarding the fire. One IMT noted that this led to the “rapid resolution” of any conflicts that emerged.

PLANNING
Host Agency Involvement in Daily Planning Meetings
It is a common refrain that the working relationship an Incident Management Team establishes with a host agency is critical to the team’s success. But the relationship is a two way street and involves expectations on both sides. Involving the host agency in daily Planning meetings can be critical to incident success, but it can also be beneficial to the agency in various ways.

Lesson Learned: One incident management team reported that it was helpful that the Forest Supervisor, District Rangers, Fire Management Officers, and Resource advisors always attended daily planning meetings and stayed current with daily operations. In addition, the team appreciated that these agency contacts were readily available each day to answer questions and to give advice.

Incident management teams also appreciate when host agency resource advisors and fire staff supply important present and past local knowledge including local fire weather, fire behavior and past fuels treatments in the area. Says one IC, “their information and assistance was extremely important for successful suppression operations.” In another case a team reported that the availability of skilled resource advisors with local knowledge regarding cultural resources and threatened and endangered species was critical to communications and overall team success.

From the agency administrator’s perspective, it can be equally important to be actively and fully engaged in the fire planning process and to have daily interactions with the team. One agency administrator noted that “if we hadn’t been involved in planning we would have missed an opportunity to learn about fire as well as possibly endangering our natural and cultural resources.”

Collaboratively developed plans can also stay with the host agency for use on future operations. One IMT noted that plans for contingency firelines were documented and shared with hosting and adjacent units, including resources that would be required and other action plans. Several weeks after the team departed, a different Incident Management Team utilized the plans to quickly develop operational options, which saved several days of effort.
Host Community Relations with the Local Community

An Incident Management Team arriving in unfamiliar territory must build goodwill from scratch. However, the quality of the host agency’s existing relationship with the local community can work for, or against, the team in doing so. In some cases, when the host agency has a strained relationship with the local community, a unique relational challenge exists for the team.

Lesson Learned: In 2006, several AAR rollups commented about the benefits that accrue to an IMT when the host agency already enjoys a good relationship with the local community. One IMT attributed the success of their incident, in part, to being able to set up an Incident Command Post quickly, which was made possible by strong partnerships between the host agency and the community. Another team reported that when they arrived on assignment, it was immediately obvious that the Sheriff’s office and the agency were ready to cooperate with one another. This emergency preplanning became the cornerstone for success for the IMT’s own relationship with the community. 

In yet another case, the host agency had been in the process of mending a previously strained relationship with the County when the team arrived. To continue to demonstrate goodwill toward the community, the agency encouraged the team to patronize local business and to utilize government resources whenever possible. As a result, county equipment was used for road maintenance, local deputies were hired for security, and equipment, such as water tenders, was used for engine support. The team also contracted with local vendors for fuel and supplies. Additionally, the Incident Commander appeared regularly at County Commissioner meetings to report on incident progress. 

In the end, the team was very pleased with its own positive relationship with the community and also felt they helped to enhance the efforts of the agency to improve its relationship with the community as well. 

Transfer of Command: Back to Back Fires

Sometimes the ideal Incident Management Team is not available through dispatch – because it’s already in the agency’s own backyard. One Type II team reported a positive mid-shift transition from one fire to another within the same jurisdiction, by using a process that adequately provided for safety and leadership during the transfer of command.

Lesson Learned: A Type II Incident Management Team was demobilizing from one fire in the Northern Rockies and heading back to their home unit when another fire started about 30 miles away in the same agency’s jurisdiction. After the IC negotiated with the host agency and the team, the IMT was ordered to this new fire. Operations and transfer of command on the first fire had been completed and that assignment was in the process of being closed out. As a result, the entire Operations section, two Safety Officers, and a Fire Behavior Analyst were sent to the new fire.

One Operations Section Chief assumed command of the Type III organization from the exhausted initial attack forces as the fire transitioned into extended attack, but before the IMT assumed command of the fire. Divisions were established, and Division Supervisors got up and running to gather intelligence and to identify values at risk. This allowed the team to safely assume command mid-shift during a critical burning period. 

The team reports that it is easier to transition between back-to-back fires in this way because the group is already familiar with the situation, the agency, the resources at hand, and the critical needs for completing the assignment. This action mostly eliminated safety concerns regarding leadership in transfer of command, and modeled a new method for teams to safely assume command of a large fire during mid-shift.
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