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TOPIC:  Failures in Wildland Firefighting Operational Leadership – 2006 through 2007 
Situation: Over the past two fire seasons there have been a number of near misses and serious injuries experienced by firefighters throughout wildland firefighting agencies in the Rocky Mountain Area.  Failures in judgment and faulty application of principles of fire suppression operations have been documented in review findings.  Four incidents are listed below which resulted in entrapments and, in some cases, serious injuries.  
· Little Venus Entrapment and Shelter Deployment (one injury)
· Spotted Tail Entrapment

· Alabaugh Canyon Entrapment and Shelter Deployment (two injuries)
· Little Goose Entrapment (final review report pending)
In the four incidents noted above there are several common threads that all point to human factors being the underlying cause for all of these entrapments.
1. LCES, which are the key elements forming the safety system used by firefighters, were either not employed by those involved or were inadequate.  In one or more of these incidents, all four elements were either absent or compromised.

2. Because elements of LCES were absent or compromised, situational awareness was degraded.  In other words, information and understanding of fire environmental factors were inadequate.
3. The lack of one or more elements of LCES and degraded situational awareness led to a breakdown in the decision making process.  Specifically, the risk management process was poorly applied, if applied at all (Situational Awareness, Hazard Assessment, Hazard Control, Decision Point, and Evaluation).
4.  In addition to failing to utilize LCES and to apply sound risk management, principles of suppression operations (Standard Firefighting Orders, Watchout Situations, WUI Watch Outs) as well as principles forming the USFS foundational doctrine for fire suppression were not put into practice.

From a human factors standpoint, these four common threads point toward two errors:

1. Underestimating hazards, and using inadequate safety measures (i.e., inadequate LCES);
2. Failing to notice changing conditions and to adjust tactics accordingly.
Each of these errors arises from human nature: 1—Optimism: We assume that nothing bad will happen (overestimating successful outcomes and underestimating failure), and 2—Inertia: Once we interpret our situation and choose a course of action, we tend to stick with it.  Usually, optimism and inertia are appropriate, even beneficial, but sometimes they get in the way of sound decision making. (Brad Mayhew, October 2005, www.firelinefactors.com)

Underlying human behaviors that serve as barriers to situational awareness and decision-making include (NWCG IRPG, NFES 1077, January 2006): 
· Inexperience (don’t know where to focus attention, don’t recognize the severity of warning signs);
· Getting Too Comfortable (nothing bad will happen; less attentive, complacency, expecting success versus analyzing failure);
· Distraction From Primary Duty (when you try to track more, vigilance suffers);
· Priorities Out of Order (safety versus accomplishing the mission…. Saving structures and not letting others down, for example, are good priorities, but they can be counterproductive when they get ahead of safety);
· Social Influences (peer pressure, group think);
· Stress Reaction (target fixation, escalation of commitment—accepting increased risk as completion of task gets nearer; preoccupation with potential liability for actions);
· Physical Impairment (fatigue, carbon monoxide, heat stress interfere with ability to perceive, think, and respond);
· Hazardous Attitudes (invulnerability, impulsive, macho, ignoring values at risk, undue risk taking, an inflated sense of capability and expertise, underestimating consequences of actions, accepting the extraordinary as ordinary or normalization of deviation)
In summary, the causal and contributing factors uncovered through a review of these four incidents point to a failure of operational leadership.  The most essential element of successful wildland firefighting is competent and confident leadership.  Leadership means providing purpose, direction, and motivation for wildland firefighters working to accomplish difficult tasks under dangerous, stressful circumstances.  In confusing and uncertain situations, a good operational leader will:
· TAKE CHARGE of assigned resources.

· MOTIVATE firefighters with a “can do safely” attitude.

· DEMONSTRATE INITIATIVE by taking action in the absence of orders.

· COMMUNICATE by giving specific instructions and asking for feedback.

· SUPERVISE at the scene of action.
Target:  The elimination of entrapments, shelter deployments, and wildland fire accidents (incidents-accidents-injuries-tragedy).

Based on a review of the human factors that contributed to the incidents reviewed, it is evident that the trajectory to meet this target must improve the operational leadership skills of our wildland firefighters.  The following goal and objectives have been identified to meet this target.
Goal:  Develop fire leaders that embrace the values of duty, respect, and integrity.
Objectives:  
1. To improve consistent establishment and maintenance of LCES;
2. To heighten situational awareness in a dynamic environment;

3. To improve consistent application of Risk Management Process
Proposal:  Forest Supervisors and District Rangers are expected to be more engaged with individuals in mid-level fire management leadership positions and with those individuals assigned operational leadership positions (single resource boss and higher positions including but not limited to ICT3,4,5 positions).  Specific actions to be required in advance of the 2008 fire season include:

1. Increased emphasis and dialogue about line officer expectations of mid-level fire management and fire operational leadership positions.
2. Increased on-site line officer monitoring of operational leadership in the fire environment with focus on decision making skills and adherence to fire suppression principles.

3. Annual Fireline Refresher training will include all required elements with added emphasis to

a. Sand table exercises that emphasize practice/simulation of LCES; situational awareness of fire environmental factors and human factors; and sound application of the Risk Management Process.

b. Entrapment Avoidance.

c. Shelter deployment under adverse conditions with full PPE and line gear.

4. Include use of the Alabaugh Canyon Fire video in the Fireline Refresher and, to the extent possible, participation in the companion staff ride.

5. Forest Supervisors are expected to meet with their Resource Staff Officer and FMO to personally review the qualifications and fitness for duty of all single resource, and above, bosses before approving and issuing Incident Qualification Cards.  As part of this process the individual’s leadership capabilities, experience, and successful, current and demonstrated competence are to be evaluated. 

For Item No. 3 above, it is recommended that the 2008 Fireline Refresher Training incorporate relevant course modules from the 2006 and 2007 training courses:


2006 – Situational Awareness, Does Your Perception Match Reality?

2007 – Fire Indicators, Chance Favors the Prepared Firefighter.

Additional resources for improving wildland firefighting operational leadership are available in the curriculum based on “Leadership, Developing Leaders in Wildland Fire”.  This program is available at www.fireleadership.gov.
A summary of planned versus accomplished training will be required at the end of FY 2008 and prior to Forest Supervisor annual performance ratings.

Contact: Bill Ott, Assistant Director Fire Operations (303-275-5749); Ted Moore, Branch Chief Fire Safety & Training (303-275-5749). 
