DECISION MAKING FOR LARGE WILDLAND FIRES

I.  THINK BIG!

Most of us don’t like the idea that we will have to manage large fires.  We’ve been taught to choose the smallest alternative.  We have learned that the smallest alternative must have “the least cost and least damage and least firefighter exposure”.  THESE PERCEPTIONS ARE OFTEN NOT TRUE.

II.  CONSIDER THE CONSEQUENCES.
If this wildland fire gets very large, so what?  Are there serious resource damages, structures lost or high degree of firefighter exposure?  If not, consider the alternative of following the fire and flanking to reduce firefighter exposure, costs and damages.

III.  WHAT ARE THE MOST REASONABLE ALTERNATIVES?

Is this fire burning toward high values, or resources or structures?  If so, try to reduce the risk by concentrating actions to the highest possibilities of success with the least exposure to firefighters.  If fire is burning away from values at risk, consider actions that will reduce exposure and costs by flanking actions of protecting structures from the backside of a fire.

IV.  SELECT THE MOST DESIRABLE ALTERNATIVE.

When fires exceed extended attack they are considered to be “out of control and are perceived to threaten our values”.  Therefore, we start at the smallest possible size and when we fail to control at that size, we all feel a sense of failure.  We select the next smallest possible size, even though the probability of success is less than 50%.  When that fails, we have a greater feeling of failure.  This process may continue through several iterations.

V.  SUCCESS!
When we work from the approach that fires will burn to whatever size is predetermined by factors such as drought and fuel buildup, we recognize those factors beyond our capability to influence the outcome.  We are more willing to accept the consequences and feel success for firefighter safety and the reduction of possible losses of values.

Steps to Decision-Making Process for Wildland Fires:
1. Develop alternatives on a map starting with the one of greatest size (this may become the least cost alternative where the potential consequences are acceptable). Use a ½” to the mile map or similar large map scale ratio.

2. Identify the important evaluation criteria that must include firefighter and public safety and the values at risk (as identified in the unit’s land management plan and fire management plan). 

3. Determine the relative cost of each alternative.

4. Evaluate each alternative against the evaluation criteria (see above).

5. Estimate the probability of success for each alternative considering safety, availability of resources, fire behavior and any other important factors.

6. Select the alternative that best meets the evaluation criteria considering the probability of success.

7. Document this initial decision utilizing the Wildland Fire Situation Analysis paper format. 

8. Update with the above process when required. If and when the fire size and/or complexity requires more in-depth analysis (to make a more informed decision), utilize the electronic version. 

