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Flying here into Missoula from the east, the plane comes over Helena.  To the north, you can see Mann Gulch.  As a wildland firefighter, you cannot see that place or hike it, or read stories of it, or study it and not see into our traditions; our culture and understand who we are, and see what yet challenges us.

Other fires, in other places; with names like Dude, Glenn Allen, South Canyon, Island Fork, and now Thirty-Mile were like Mann Gulch – fatality fires.  These more recent incidents beg that we see a connection to Mann Gulch and act on it.

As your keynote speaker today.  I want us to recall those fires and then share my perspectives on what makes us strong and what may make us vulnerable in policy and in our values.

These fires we are talking about were all transition incidents … they became fatality fires as they grew from something we thought we were controlling on our terms to something different that, under compressed time frames, overwhelmed us.

In most cases, we did not recognize the full gravity of the situation until the outcome was suddenly upon us and there was nowhere to escape.

In terms of policy, we have solid anchors at the ends; with initial attack strategies and large fire management.  That is what preparedness planning (NFMAS and MEL) and large fire option analyses (Wildland Fire Situation Assessment or WFSA) provide.

It is the fires in-between where we are without clearly established attack procedures and may be especially vulnerable.  A policy that blurs the line between acceptable and unacceptable fire only amplifies this vulnerability.

These “in-between” fires only account for a few of the total fires, but their small number belies their significance. And, probably, it is because they occur so infrequently that we are sometimes not ready for their potential consequence.  Let me put these transition or extended attack incidents in context … 

The U.S. Forest Service deals with about 10,000 fires every year, on average.  Of these, about 90 percent are controlled quickly, with little notice, relatively little effort, and little cost or loss or damage.
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On the other end of the spectrum, approximately 2 or 3 percent of all our fires are “over-the-hill” from the get-go.  Only rarely do volatile fuels, drought, and wind combine to result in the second dispatch order being an incident management team.  By the way, these 2 or 3 percent of our fires account for nearly 70 percent of our total suppression expenditures.

Now, what of the other 5 percent of all our fires?  It is these fires in-between rapid, successful initial attack and quickly recognized, almost immediate large fire mobilizations where we stumble.  It is the fires where we are trying hard to maintain the upper hand but inexorably transitioning from offense to defense.  We get into trouble when we maintain offensive tactics in a situation giving us little more than a defensive chance.

This is where people get hurt … this is often where we lose people.  These are, with few exceptions, our tragedy fires where most of our entrapments and deployments occur.

In terms of policy, the question is left begging:  What is our strategy for dealing with these fires?

· What predictive models do we have in place to see them coming and how do we use these models?

· Operationally, how do we adjust to mitigate these risks of a rapidly expanding incident?

· In terms of management oversight, supervisory control, and crew leadership … what do we do differently on these kinds of fires … where the rapid tempo requires astute situational assessments and fluid operational control?

My perception is that we don’t have a coherent strategy for what are arguably the most important fires we deal with.  I’m afraid we find ourselves doing the best we can with what we have, hoping that it all turns out okay.  The good judgment to dis-engage and re-group happens on the back of experienced leadership, but perhaps more by chance than by design.

It is time we develop and adopt a more formalized approach to anticipating transition fires and positioning ourselves to be less vulnerable and safer.  At the National Wildfire Coordinating Group’s (NWCG) fall meeting, the interagency leadership committed to this goal.  Now, the interagency wildland fire community, as well, needs to support the effort.
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Let me change gears and share some thoughts that deal with our beliefs, our behaviors, and values.  They are, I believe, a remarkable strength that, if left unattended, can turn and jeopardize safe practices.

One of the images that I carry from the World Trade Center attack on September 11 is from a newspaper photograph taken in a stairwell.  As people were trying to stream down and escape, a New York City fireman was humping hose and gear trying to go up.  It was his expression that caught my attention.  His eyes were bright and he had his “game face” on.

It is that look, that attitude, that spirit that defines the firefighter.  I see it every season as I have every year since I began.  I know that you have seen it also.  We will all admit that a little shine comes off that look as the season wears on, but it is always there.  It projects a “can-do” sense of our character.  But it is a strength that can defeat us … if left untempered by those who know better.  If left un-tended, “can-do” sometimes devolves to “make-do” and “make-do” to tragedy.

The role of management supervisors and crew leadership is to instill the sense that the biggest part of getting the job done is getting it done right … that doing the job against established orders precludes “can-do” from slipping toward tragedy.

Our “rules of engagement” are the 10 Standard Firefighting Orders.  They are simple but sometimes easy to overlook or ignore.  Our “can-do” orientation sometimes wants to put operations ahead of safety.  The 10 orders remind us that there is a “right way” and they guide that way before we engage, on the fireline, and in our after-action reviews.  The 10 orders are not an obstacle to getting the job done … they are the way to get the job done right …

· When consequence matters,

· When we are tired, when we’re getting fooled by a deceptive fire, when we’re preoccupied, when we become complacent,

· When managers and supervisors sometimes do the human thing and miss something they should have noticed or somehow forgot.

Our “rules of engagement” – the 10 standard orders don’t find value so much in the controlled environment as they do in an uncertain environment …

· Equipment fails,

· Weather changes,

· We get tired and our thoughts drift,

· Somebody that knows better lets us down.
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These things happen in our world … maybe not very often … but when they happen that five times out of 100 during a transition fire, their consequence can be enormous.  It’s during these times – when we cannot be soft or “making-do” that the 10 Standard Orders assume their real value.  We must be disciplined in observing them … day in, day out.  It is because the unexpected or un-anticipated happens without warning in that business that:

· Safety comes first on every fire every time,

· The 10 Standard Orders are firm … we don’t break them, we don’t bend them, and

· We don’t jut do the job … we do it right.

When we speak of accountability, these 10-Orders provide the measure against which our performances as professionals should be judged.  It is time we use them as criteria for performance as much as guides for safe practices.

