My name is Shawna Legarza and I will be discussing how hotshot crews are being regarded as High Reliability Organizations.  Currently, I am the superintendent of the San Juan Interagency Hotshot Crew based in Durango, Colorado.  I have worked in the wildland fire agency for 18 years now, with the majority of my experience being on hotshot crews.   I started my career in Nevada, then moved to Alaska and have been in Durango for 5 years now.  I have a somewhat diverse background with a Bachelors of Science Degree in Education and Physiology, a Masters of Science Degree in Kinesiology and am currently pursuing my doctorate degree in Human and Organizational Development.
Throughout my career, I have worked as a hotshot on fires in all the Western, Southern and Rocky Mountain States, Alaska, and Canada.  I have also worked on fires in the states of Tennessee, West Virginia, South Carolina, and Florida.  I even had an opportunity to work at the World Trade Center Recovery efforts where I met my husband Marc.
As a hotshot crewmember, and as a superintendent, I have been involved in many complex situations including daily operations on the fireline and daily operations dealing with human factors intertwined with managing and leading a hotshot crew. When reflecting back on these times, I am confident to say, that dealing with any type of crisis or complex situation is best handled by being prepared ahead of the time when crisis may occur.  This is what mindfulness is all about as you move through your career.  Sooner rather than later, you may find yourself leading in times of uncertainty and difficulty, and hopefully you will be prepared to handle the outcomes - not the outcomes handling you.
I have been in the position as a crew boss for seven years. In my times of leadership development and learning to be prepared, I have orchestrated what is called the Field Fire Exercise.  This exercise takes place during the initial two week training and consists of almost all the elements you may find you and your crew involved with during a fire situation, except the fire.  It is a two day event of long arduous hours spent hiking, cutting and digging line, talking to simulated aircraft and role players, dealing with accidents, ordering logistics, calculating your finances, commanding the fire, working through escape routes and safety zones, mapping, deploying your shelter and spending the night without your gear.  Each year the simulation has been modified somewhat depending on the experience level of the crew and the number of crew members returning from the previous season.  I have learned that this type of real life scenario has been very beneficial to the crew and its preparation for the season.
As a superintendent my utmost goal is the safety of my crew.  You could say I am preoccupied with failure.  Preoccupied in a positive way so that I am totally prepared for the unexpected on a daily basis.  My overhead and I make plans for all the options that could happen during a specific event for any given situation.  These plans are incorporated in daily briefings, daily training, constant evaluations and debriefings, and AAR’s.  Hotshot crews brief all the time - daily, before, during and after the assignment.  I believe briefings are the fundamentals of communication, it is a time when you can get your crewmembers involved, make them feel a part of the team, responsible for their actions and those of the crew.  I encourage others to facilitate the AAR’s.  Based on the events of the day, I defer the expertise to someone else on the crew.  This happens often on hotshot crews, as we have a chain of command to follow, and each person on the crew has a specific responsibility, of which is their area of expertise.  I believe the strongest and most highly reliable crews are the ones where the overhead has not forgotten what it is like to be a crewmember. 
Leaders set a professional example by remembering how events of the past can better prepare them for the future. Not a season has gone by where I have not thought back to different events that have occurred and the lessons I learned from them, and how I can apply them my crew. We teach our crewmembers to let us know when something is not going right or as planned.  They are encouraged to speak up, ask questions, and receive feedback and to let the overhead know their thoughts.  In my opinion, this is an area that has drastically changed in the last 20 years on hotshot crews. 

In closing I must say, to me this is the best job in the world.  I know my parents are still wondering when I will get a real job and my husband is wondering when I will settle down behind a desk.  I love this job because I get to work with fascinating people in complex, often chaotic situations, on a daily basis.  The hazards I faced as a crewmember are still the same hazards I face as the superintendent - but on a different level.  My overhead and I must be highly prepared to deal with the events as they arrive.  Highly reliable organizations are good at managing a crisis through the chaos. This means you can never let your guard down and to enjoy continued success, you have to give power to get power.  You learn to simplify your thoughts, actions and feelings about others.  
Hotshot crews enjoy both physical and mental challenges in daily operations. We strive on uncertainty and chaos and want to be in charge to make things work properly.  We tend to focus on what is happening here and now, and what could happen.  We do not get caught up in the unknown.  We instead wait and gather situational awareness before making decisions.   We think, act, listen, look and feel when things may go wrong, and we prepare for the disaster before it happens. 
