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OBJECTIVES:

Upon completion of this lesson, participants will be able to:

1. Recognize the need for establishing and maintaining strong professional partnerships with their state fire suppression peers.
2. The importance of FEMA Emergency Funding and “compact resources” to state emergency response agencies 
3. The State’s need to establish cooperative emergency response cost apportionment agreements that reflect FEMA reimbursement guidelines.

4. Benefit from the “lessons learned” by the primary state and federal agency administrators that successfully suppressed the 2007 Georgia Bay – Bugaboo Mega Fires.
NARRATIVE:

Quick Facts (Frank Sorrells)
· Prolonged drought conditions and record low water levels in the Okefenokee Swamp set the stage for this major wildfire burning into a mix of shrub-scrub, cypress, wetland prairies, peat and long-leaf pine forest.

· On April 16th, a downed powerline start the Sweat Farm Road Fire southwest of Waycross, Georgia.  When it entered the Okefenokee Refuge on April 21, it was renamed Big Turnaround.  On May 5th, a lightning strike in the middle of the Refuge resulted in a second large fire, called the Bugaboo Scrub Fire, which burned south off of the Refuge into Florida (becoming Florida Bugaboo Fire).   Collectively, these fires are called the Georgia Bay – Bugaboo Fires.  

· These two large fires burned together, covering approximately 564,450 acres. This has been referred to in some reports as the Georgia Bay Wildfire Complex. The portion mainly on the Refuge is referred to as the Big Turnaround –Bugaboo Complex. 

· This fire is one of the largest in modern history in the lower 48 states, and is the largest on record for the southeastern United States. Large fires in the east can be significantly more complex to manage than typical western fires, due to denser populations and values at risk, as compared to more sparse populations and large tracts of federal land.
· The fire occurred during prolonged drought, all-time low flow rates for area river systems, record low seasonal water levels in the swamp and 75 days without rain. 
· Public and firefighter safety remained the top priority throughout this unprecedented incident. There were no serious accidents, injuries, or fatalities. Numerous evacuations and smoke advisories occurred as needed to ensure public safety
· Overall suppression costs have been estimated at $70 million or approximately $125 per acre, which is relatively inexpensive compared to the cost of suppressing other large fires.
· This is the most expensive wildfire ever for the U.S. Fish and Wildlife Service (FWS) and its largest ever outside of Alaska. The FWS has been supporting large fires like this on other DOI and USFS lands since the 1980s.
· 18 homes burned in Georgia before fire reached the Refuge. A boardwalk and two canoe camping platforms on Refuge lands were burned, at a replacement cost of approximately $300,000. Many more structures were protected from destruction.
· The Refuge, known worldwide, is a sandbowl layered with peat and surrounded by high-value commercial pine plantation. Private timber companies around the Refuge sustained a loss of 70,529 acre.  The value of the timber lost is estimated to be $65 million and the costs of reforestation $31 million.
· The suppression strategy for the Georgia Bay Complex was to contain the fire within the swamp between the Swamp Edge break and the Perimeter Road (mandated by Congress after the 1954-55 fire here). Firefighters and equipment can be safely positioned in this area to effectively build and reinforce fireline.   

· Fire managers for the Refuge have coordinated suppression efforts with the Georgia Forestry Commission and Greater Okefenokee Association of Landowners (GOAL) representing federal and state agencies, industry and private landowners. These partners support the chosen strategy as the appropriate management response to protect adjacent valuable commercial timber, isolated homes scattered on private land, and critical wildlife habitat for threatened and endangered species.

· There is a long history of success in confining fire within the Swamp Edge Break. This strategy was used during the Blackjack Bay Fire in 2002 and hailed at local, state and national levels as an excellent example of appropriate management response.

· This strategy worked to contain the fires within the swamp for five of the eight sections of the swamp perimeter.    It failed whenever high winds, extreme fire behavior, and long range spotting over ran the narrow fringe of refuge uplands and onto private and state tree plantations with high fuel loads.

· This fire has burned portions of five countries in Southern Georgia and northern Florida. While damage to commercial timber and private lands was unwanted, fire effects within the Refuge are helping improve conditions for wildlife.

· This event has lasted over 170 days and burned over 85% of the Refuge, which is predominately designated wilderness. The fire was reported as contained on October 10, 2007 and was declared out on December 12, 2007.
2007 Georgia Bay Complex Fires

· Fire is a natural component of the Okefenokee ecosystem; since 1937, there have been over 300 fires that have burned thousands of acres here. The plants and animals on the Refuge are well adapted to survive periodic wildfires.

State Agency Administrator’s Perspective (Frank Sorrells)
· The SE Georgia area is noted for its high yellow pine production mostly in the form of pine plantations that produce revenue for landowners in the form of products such as pulp and paper as well as saw timber and poles.
· Due to the high economic value of these natural resources wildfires are aggressively suppressed to hold down size on private timber lands. The normal average fire size is < than 4 acres.
· Due limited personnel and equipment, landowner liability, and the suppressed returns for burned wood due to processing requirements to produce the end products as well as large scale climatic changes, a limited amount of RX burning has taken place in the area in the last 15-20 years 

· Wildland fire occurrence was high in the spring of 2007 due to extended drought conditions and above normal temperatures. In February, 2007 the SE Georgia area experienced 198 wildfires fires, in March, 221 and in April, 205.All fires were difficult to contain. Many fires were requiring extended operations and were being managed under Type 3 organizations. Local, state and SE compact resources were being taxed heavily to staff these fires. 4 fires were being managed that were between 500 and 1200 acres. Many other fires were being mopped up and monitored using local resources.
· Applications for FEMA declarations were submitted on 13 individual wildfires along with an application for an area-wide 21 county declaration. 4 of these eventually were declared which made available national resources and funding reimbursement.
Cost Containment (George Constantino)
· Suppression costs for the portion of the fire being managed by the Refuge was just under $32 million or approximately $98 per acre, which is relatively inexpensive for large fire suppression. 

· Past experience shows that the average cost for fighting fires inside Okefenokee Swamp is extremely high when compared to similar suppression efforts in other habitat types. The less aggressive contain/control strategy (containing the fire within the swamp and controlling it outside of the swamp) is a major contributing factor to maintaining low suppression costs and saving taxpayer money.

· Assistance by private landowners and commercial timber companies using their own heavy equipment and staff to reinforce containment lines has been a significant and as-yet-uncalculated cost savings that has not been borne by taxpayers.

· Incident Management Teams on the Big Turnaround Complex made cost containment an objective in its Daily Action plans. They used refuge facilities, limited the use of rental vehicles, and shared operational resources and intelligence gathering activities with the Georgia Forestry Commission. This included sharing aircraft, fire line supervisors, engines and dozers where appropriate. Transfer of command to a Fire Use Management Team on June 13 and then the transition to a Type III team to administer the fire on June 24th significantly reduced the daily management costs.

Fire Behavior

· Historic drought and low water levels contributed to extreme fire behavior, especially in areas that had not been burned in 50 years. Several feet of exposed peat from the bottom of the swamp carried the fire for miles. Frequent reburns are occurring from needle cast and dried out underbrush.
· Fire in the swamp can burn hot, move fast, and burn down into the thick peat beds for months before flaring up again. At the peak of the drought the National Weather Service estimated it would take 15-20 inches of rain to extinguish this fire in the swamp.
· The May 8th nine-mile run of the Bugaboo Scrub Fire was extraordinary, defying all available fire prediction modeling tools and surprising even seasoned fire managers. It was not possible within the short time span for firefighters to build adequate containment lines.
· Recurrence of seasonal rain patterns and cooler temperatures began on June 2. This weather has helped reduce fire activity and contributed to further progress on containment and control of the fire within the swamp.
Fire Operations

· Past experience has shown that conventional fire suppression tactics do not work well in the swamp. Humans have never been successful controlling a fire in this swamp; only mother nature has done this. Attempting suppression is ineffective, creates unnecessary costs and wastes firefighting resources that could be used elsewhere.
· Okefenokee National Wildlife Refuge typically employs a contain/control strategy to manage fire: containing it within the swamp, and actively suppressing it outside of the swamp in upland forest.
· Fire managers and partners attempted to contain the fire within the swamp by building and strengthening fireline in the long-leaf pine uplands around the swamp. 
· Fire on the Refuge is usually fought by reinforcing fireline along the Swamp Edge Break, including areas of private land, to keep fire contained in the swamp.
· There are very few places where fire equipment or firefighters can operate safely on the ground. While fire in the swamp can be extremely beneficial for the environment, it is very dangerous for firefighters. The swamp’s large size – 25 miles wide and 35 miles long – and its mosaic of habitats makes it largely inaccessible by foot or road. 
· Because most of the Okefenokee National Wildlife Refuge is protected as wilderness, fire managers are required to use minimal impact suppression techniques (MIST). MIST tactics include avoiding the use of motorized vehicles.
· Fire suppression on the swamp interior is attempted using water drops from helicopters or airtankers. When the Bugaboo Scrub and other lightning-caused fires started on the Refuge in May under extremely dry conditions, initial attack to prevent its spread was unsuccessful.
· Initial attack on the Bugaboo Island and Bugaboo Scrub Fires was done within first light on May 6th after the lightning strikes. Suppression tactics included the use of two heavy helicopters for 8 hours dropping a total of 58,000 gallons of water. These efforts were ineffective and discontinued the following day. 
· Regional aviation resources available to support the efforts of firefighters on the ground include: three air tankers based in Lake City, Florida each carrying about 3,000 gallons of fire retardant; two Georgia Air National Guard Chinook helicopters each with buckets holding 2,000 gallons of water, two Blackhawk helicopters each with buckets holding 480-600 gallons of water and a Georgia Forestry Commission Bell 407 helicopter with a bucket holding 180 gallons of water.
· Numerous other fire starts in the area put additional demands on all fire crews.
Partnerships

· Commercial timber land immediately surrounding the Refuge has an estimated value of $190 million. Commercial lands beyond those immediately adjacent are worth hundreds of millions of dollars more. The Refuge has been working with these private land owners on an ongoing basis to reduce fire risk.
· The Refuge’s contain/control strategy for managing large fires is augmented by a unique private/public partnership, which developed in 1995 as a result of past fires in the Okefenokee Swamp. The Greater Okefenokee Association of Landowners (GOAL) is an effective mechanism for ensuring cooperative advance planning, maintaining communication and sharing firefighting resources.
· Among the significant contributions of GOAL members is assisting fire crews in maintaining fire lines around the swamp, maintaining dip-sites on their property for aerial suppression operations, improving operational logistics during fires, and contributing knowledge of forest resources during times of high fire activity.
· Members of GOAL contributed to the effort to keep the fire contained within the Refuge. In addition to on-the-ground efforts to assist crews, GOAL members attended Incident Management Team planning meetings every day of the Big Turnaround Fire.

· Excellent relations between federal and state officials, private landowners, local community members, and emergency cooperators contributed to success in managing the incident, including ensuring safety, containing costs, and minimizing as much as possible the damage caused to commercial timber and private property. 

· Incident Management Teams working for the Refuge, the Georgia Forestry Commission, and the Florida Division of Forestry have worked together during these events to ensure firefighter safety and facilitate an efficient use of resources.

Smoke

· Smoke from this fire impacted parts of Georgia, Florida, South Carolina, North Carolina, and Alabama. Managing smoke to ensure the safety of motorists and boaters along roads, highways and waterways is a major consideration.
· Roads, including state and U.S. highways, and two major railroad lines, were closed as needed during this fire to ensure safety of motorists when visibility was impaired. 
· At the request of local health officials, U.S. Fish and Wildlife Service worked with the State of Georgia to position smoke monitoring equipment in nearby communities to accurately assess potential health risks and provide this information to the public.
Wildlife Habitat

· Fire enhances the health of the Okefenokee ecosystem and is a force of nature that sustains the diversity and richness of a wide variety of species that makes the Okefenokee a world-famous ecosystem and natural area.

· Wildlife populations were not adversely impacted by the fire. Some animals were seen returning to the burned areas days after the fire had passed. Regrowth of plants in burned areas was also seen shortly after the fire.

· Fire is necessary on the Refuge to maintain a mosaic of habitats that many fire-adapted species need to survive, both the Okefenokee Swamp and its surrounding uplands, sustaining its plant and animal communities. 

· Ash from the fire is reversing acidification of water in the swamp, improving water quality and conditions for fish and amphibians at Okefenokee.

· Habitat for endangered red-cockaded woodpecker is protected by raking duff and needle cast from the base of trees prior to annual burning or wildfire season. All trees on the Refuge containing nests are clearly marked by a stripe of white paint, to facilitate their protection during fires and fire management operations.

· Fire in the uplands around the swamp sustains rare natural and fire-tolerant longleaf pine forest, burning out competing shrub understory. The Refuge contains 33,000 acres of upland forest, once dominated by longleaf pine extending from Virginia to south Florida and from the Atlantic Ocean to mid-Texas, about 60-90 millions acres in all. Today, only 4-5 million acres of this native habitat remains. 

· While virtually all 33,000 of refuge forest were burned over during these fires, less than 70 acres of forest, in a dozen small tracts, will need to be replanted.  This is largely due to the refuge’s program to restore the historic old growth older long leaf pine forests on their lands and the success of their annual prescription burning program.

· As the shrub understory in the upland forest has been reduced, native plants such as wiregrass, ground oak, blueberries and others are making a comeback.

Constantino’s Advice to FWS Agency Administrators

Do Right Now

· Do candid assessment of your Agency Administrator and Fire Mgt Officer’s Knowledge, Skills, & Abilities and then get the additional training and experience they’ll need to administer a fire much larger than your “normal”
· Have your staff trained and ready to be fully utilize as your agency representative and/or agency resource specialist

· Encourage and support your deputy and FMO for stepping up to Incident Mgt Team (IMT) leadership roles

· Update your fire information and communication plans and get public information officer training for your visitor service-outreach staff

· Ensure your Fire Mgt Plan can generate solid Wild Fire Situation Analysis (WFSAs) documents and draft Delegation of Authority (DAs) that reflect both FMP & WFSA Goals, Objectives, Strategies, as well as , Constraints on federal and adjacent lands 

· Order WFSA expert(s) as needed if the fire exceeds “normal” fire-behavior
· Meet with local and state Emergency Management Coordinators, DOT-DPS, County Fire Marshals, Sheriff’s and others

· What are their roles and responsibilities – what do they traditionally do? 

· What services can they bring?

· Do they have adequately Incident Command System (ICS) experience?

· Work out communication & cooperation protocols :  How and with whom?

· Establish Agreements and Process to Quickly Establish Unified Command

· Have Cost Apportionment – Cost Share Agreements in Place before or within 5 days of the start of a Fire with multi-jurisdictional issues

· Set up fire naming and cost accounting protocols that are Federal Emergency Mgt Agency compliant
WFSAs

· Front-load as much information into the WFSA as possible. Get familiar with the WFSA Plus program

· Utilize fire management strategies outlined in the Fire Management Plan 

· Get input in from all affected partners, especially Line Officers from other jurisdictional authorities

· Get ahead of the fire and stay ahead.  If you think the fire will grow to a large size eventually, our WFSA needs to reflect this early in the incident.

· Keep in mind the lag time in getting DOI approvals for WFSA:

· Up to $2 M:  Refuge Manager has authority to approve.

· From $2-$5M:  Regional Director’s Approval

· From $5 M up:  National Director’s Approval.

Set up your unified command immediately
· Meet in advance with State & Federal Agencies that will respond to the fire with you and work out when and how you are going to do this 

· The State must clearly define their suppression roles and responsibilities they will delegate to your IMT off federal lands.  Ditto for your delegation to others on your lands

· Develop different large-mega fire scenarios including multi-jurisdictional fires with partners.

· Assume that one or more scenarios will involve bringing in a Type 1 Incident Command Team to manage the fire.

· Discuss Complexity Analysis and Appropriate Management Response (AMR) - Establish thresholds and trigger points!

Special Staff You Should Order

· Fire Prevention Team as a part of the severity package or with resource orders on a wildfire 

· Joint Information Office Manager 

· Incident Business Advisor (IBA) – from start to finish

· Long Term Fire Analyst (LTAN) – they are absolutely essential to safety and cost effectively suppress large, long term Fires

· Photographer/Videographer (if WFSA projects costs>$5M)

· Professional Records Manager/Archivist (if WFSA projects costs>$5M)

Large Fire Cost Reviews - Two per each fire that costs $5M+
· The first one will be an Interagency Teams that  will do a review as soon as your WFSA projects costs>$5M

· The Brookings Institute will review all $5M+fires at the end of the season

· BE RESPONSIVE – implement 1st team’s recommendation immediately and/or assign special team to address findings/recommendations that you believe are incorrect

Cost Containment

· Fully respect Cost Review Team Recommendations

· Get and work closely with IBA throughout the fire - the IBA really does have to watch your back and truly “work for you.”

· Direct Incident Commander (IC) to provide daily report on a “daily cost report” for the incident that tracks the following:

· Decisions made to save money

· Number of trainees on the incident

· Status of big ticket resources:

· Aviation resources

· Contract equipment and crews

· Personnel
· Decisions on anything controversial

Safety

· Clearly state your expectations for SAFETY and your personal concern for firefighter safety.  Lead by Example. Walk the Talk 

· Follow Work - Rest Guidelines

· Direct IC to provide daily report on # shifts that work > 16 hours, together with # crews that got their required 8 hours of rest before returning to work

· Accidents - have your own Law Enforcement Officer fully investigate and document any tort claim >$5,000

· Have your Station Safety Officer or trusted person fully review all lost time and property damage accidents >$1,000
Administration

· Get your full 14 days from each IMT and request 21 days if team has KSAs to get you safely and efficiently through critical suppression period

· Establish a trust relationship with Logistic Section Chief, Extended Dispatch, Safety Officers, Operation Section Chief, so they will feel comfortable discussing what is not going so well

· Insist that ICS 214, Unit logs are kept for all decisions and events on the incident by every fire supervisor.  (They can save your neck later if there are tort claims or disagreements.)

· Get far, far “ahead of the curve” for structural protection, evacuation notices, smoke/health advisories, and good, timely public information. 

· Fully integrate your designated Public Information Officer and outreach staff into the IMT’s Public Information Organization

Public Information - Community Relations

· Establish a  Joint Information Center (JIC) if there are multiple agencies or teams involved with managing an incident so you all can provide the same information and messages to the public! 

· Get your local public information personnel assigned to the JIC

· Insist that a JIC be established where there is easy public access with good parking

· Truly understand how important the IMT’S structural protection, PIOs, and local fire department liaison staff are to public safety and support of your suppression efforts.

· Provide directly affected communities, elected officials, and landowners a meaningful and appropriate voice in suppression decision 

· Realize how important Emergency Operation Centers (EOCs) are for coordinating suppression and public/media communications with local officials, school superintendents, law enforcement agencies, road departments, etc.

Advice

· Learn as much as you can from past large fires but don’t let your historic view of what to expect or the suppression paradigms of the past keep your Incident Command Team from making a highly adaptive and nimble response to suppress the fire you are fighting.  
· Optimize the Effectiveness of Your 

· Interaction with Incoming Teams

· Get Biologists, Refuge Managers and others trained in ICS and Red Carded so they can better interact with the teams. (ICS-100-ICS300)

· Get key representation from State Suppression Agencies on the federal IMT. 

· Local firefighters are too valuable with their knowledge to allow all of them to be “pigeon-holed” in fire assignments on the teams.  

· The FMO should retain key personnel to serve as resource advisors to the team and help the team with the big picture. 

Pitfalls to Avoid When Working with Cooperators and Teams  

· When possible, avoid discussing controversial or very important decisions with cooperators at the last minute, when everyone is stressed and in the heat of battle - should be done well in advance

· Be careful how you invite cooperators to be represented by Unified Command.  

· Have private landowners represented by the State agency that has jurisdiction over fire control on their lands.  

· Volunteer Fire Departments should be represented by one of the County Fire Marshals 

Aviation Safety

· Establish Unified Air - State and other cooperator aviation resources need to be included in the Incident Command structure, and not functioning parallel to or outside of Unified Command

· Incoming team must recognize and respect the need to pair ground resources with state and other spotter planes, be capable of utilizing them and communicating with them

Maintaining Employee Morale 
· Employee morale will probably be high during the incident as long as they are actively engaged and being fully utilized to their capacity

· Encourage all employees to view a large fire on their home unit as a “marathon, not a sprint”!

· Incorporate your staff into key positions - not necessarily “on the team”

· Use them in positions of authority as resource advisors to help the team.

· Look for training assignments for personnel when you can as long as you have enough held back to cover your needs for resource advisors.

· Enforce length of assignment and work-rest guidelines

· Put in hand-wash stations and buy belt clip waterless hand sanitizer

· Rotate people around in smoky assignments to limit exposure.

· Maximize the learning/training opportunities for your staff 

· Get your Senior Fire Fighters, Equipment Operators, Fire Mgt Officer, Deputy Agency Administrator on a National IMT if you have a large fire program

Looking To the Future

· Climate Change Makes Planning for Future Events Even More Critical

· Create a more fire resilient landscape 

· Develop Options that Help Landowners Manage and Keep Their Properties

· Climate Change Makes Planning for Future Events Even More Critical

· Develop New Fuel & Fire Behavior Models

· Research into Keystone Species Response to Climate Change 

Creating a more fire resilient landscape - Jerry Williams, Brookings Institute
“One of the important descriptors of mega-fires is that they are not controlled until we get a substantial break in weather or fuels.  I imagine there are many places around the country that might be relying on a fuel break, like the Swamp Edge Break.  Maybe the strategy of these ought to be aimed more for mitigation efforts (holding line for prescribed burning) than for stopping a running mega-fire.”  

· Prescribed Fire

· Herbicide/Mechanical Treatments

· Firebreaks, silvopastures, road shoulders

· Wider buffers adjacent to wetlands

· Create fuel mitigation zones 
· Rx burning teams to treat high risk areas 

· Plant Longleaf Pine on appropriate sites

· Wider Spaced Rows parallel to wetlands and the Swamp

· Community Firewise Protection Plans

· Wetland Reserve Program

Develop Options that Help Landowners Manage and Keep Their Forests
· Short and Long Term Conservation Easements – Even Strategic Acquisition

· New Practices that utilize forest brush & pre-merchantable trees (Biomass=>Energy)

· Conservation Use Valuation Assessment Tax Options for landowners participating in conservation and fuel mitigation practices

· Cost Share Programs that promote fuel reduction, fire mgt, fire recovery, and conservation practices

Large Fire Cost Reviews

Brookings Institute's 2006 Recommendations

 #1 - Land Management & Fire Management Plans 

“Transform the Fire Management Plan from a static, program reference document to a strategic assessment of fire management planning and policies. The FMP would factor in fire protection policies with state, local, tribal neighbors, cost management expectations, and establishes a strong linkage from the FMP to the WFSA process.”

“Future LMPs should incorporate elements on fuels reduction activities, changes in the WUI, the impacts of climate change and forest health, including fire history as an integral component. “

“Expand Appropriate Management Response guidance beyond the    model and textual boilerplate currently found in most FMPs. “

Brookings Institute's 2006 Recommendations

 #2 - Wildland Fire Situational Analysis and Delegation of Authority 

“Encourage more collaboration in the WFSA process while rethinking the WFSA process to allow IMTs and line staff to jointly develop wildfire strategies through (WFSA or replacement process for the WFSA), within 36 hours from the time of assignment”

“Address options for short term and long term management of suppression resources. WFSAs should develop and contain scale-down triggers for resource management, especially with regard to the length of time Type I and Type II teams remain on fires”

“ Make delegation of authority letters strategic documents. They should contain specific statements outlining larger suppression objectives, resource values and final restoration concerns, and expectations about containing fire cost growth.”
Brookings Institute's 2006 Recommendations

 #3 - Incident Management Team Structure and Transitions 

“Tailor more agile IMTs to the needs of the incident, as opposed to a standard IMT formula. Make IMTs more adaptable towards selective deployment capability.“

“ Enhance local Type III IMTs to provide for a more robust capability during incident close out while capitalizing on state and local resources to provide additional protection resources or to supplement the IMT”

“ Instill more flexibility when committing IMTs to prolonged large fire operations. By pre-setting trigger points (up/down/maintain) based on incident complexity and tactical resource commitments that indicate a need to rescale incident operations, particularly during the closing phases of fire fighting operations”
Brookings Institute's 2006 Recommendations

 #4 - Formulating a New Collaborative Cost Management Strategy 
“Formulate a collaborative cost management strategy that provides a better picture of fire suppression costs over the incident span, establishes short term and longer term cost plans for fire resource ordering and procurement, and reaffirms the regional and national role in pricing fire resources (federal, state & local, private contractor and military). ”
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