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Date:   June 29, 2007
Topic:  Emphasis on risk management in wildland fire operations for 2007
Background:  Over the past week, there have been several accidents and near misses in various parts of the country involving Forest Service wildland fire personnel.  They include:
· Serious injuries sustained by a smokejumper during a fire jump in New Mexico

· Two fire shelter deployments on a fire in California, no injuries
· An engine rollover in Utah resulting in two injured personnel and property damage

· An entrapment situation in Montana involving three vehicles and seven people, no injuries
A report is currently being drafted by the Missoula Technology Development Center analyzing wildland firefighter fatalities for the period 1990 – 2006.  During those seventeen years, 310 people nationwide from all agencies, including contractors, were killed during wildland fire operations.  The report portrays the four major causes of death, responsible for 275 or 89% of those deaths, as follows:

1. Aircraft accidents, 72 people, 23% of total

2. Vehicle accidents, 71 people, 23% of total

3. Heart attacks, 68 people, 22% of total

4. Burnovers, 64 people, 21% of total
Luckily, none of the incidents that occurred in the past week resulted in a fatality, but all of them could have easily had such a result.  Given the fact that it is only late June and an already difficult 2007 fire season doesn’t appear to be slackening, it is time to focus on effective risk management.

Key Points:  We know what kills us on wildland fire operations; the causes of death do not change over time, just the numbers of people.  We also know the mitigations for these hazards:
Aviation operations:  ensure that the mission is necessary and that everyone on board is essential to the mission.  Preplan flights, identify known flight hazards and take action to mitigate risks.

Vehicle accidents:  use seat belts and adhere to agency driving policies to avoid driving while fatigued.  Use caution on narrow dirt roads and when environmental conditions are unfavorable, e.g., night time, dust, smoke, wildlife.  Use caution on steep roads when driving a heavily loaded vehicle or one where the load can shift.

Heart attacks:  maintain a high level of physical fitness and a healthy diet; monitor your health with the help of a physician.

Burnovers:  use LCES and the Standard Firefighting Orders to identify hazards and mitigate risks; use the Watch Out Situations to detect hazardous situations early and avoid or mitigate them; maintain situation awareness and crew cohesion at all times.
These are but a few of the mitigations for some of the hazards that wildland firefighters confront each day.  Wildland firefighters have many more risk management methods in their repertoire; many of these are contained in the Incident Response Pocket Guide (IRPG) which should be carried and referred to frequently by all firefighters regardless of experience level.  Other tools such as 6 Minutes for Safety and reporting of safety concerns via the SAFENET system are available and their use is strongly encouraged.
Line officers also play a crucial role in ensuring good risk management in wildland fire operations.  Now is the time for managers at all organizational levels to engage firefighters and subordinate line officers on the subject of risk management.  Leaders at all levels need to lead.  Personal attention and conversation indicates your level of commitment to keeping firefighters alive and healthy.
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