Lakota (00:00):
Hello, and welcome to the matter of you focus group, follow up interview series. My name is Lakota Burwell from Human Performance, Innovation, and Organizational Learning. And I'm joined today by Ted Adams, wildland fire module supervisor on the Deschutes National Forest. Ted was a participant at the fiscal incentives focus group in Albuquerque, New Mexico last spring and we've invited him to talk with us today about his experience at that focus group and also about any new insights and perspectives he may have had since then. Ted's with me live in person today at the Supervisor’s Office in Bend, Oregon on a crisp winter day. And we're grateful to have him. Welcome Ted. Well, maybe to start us off, um, you could tell us a little bit about who you are, and where you work, and a little bit about your background.
Ted (00:44):
Yup. Um, so who I am? I'm another one of the folks in the grind who wears, [laughs] wears Nomex every summer. Um, but I play in the wintertime. And a lot of that I think comes from, um, my educational background. I got a bachelor’s from the University of Idaho in Environmental Science, Fire Ecology, Technology, and Management. Um, and then I've moved on to get a master's degree at the University of Montana in, uh, forestry, but my research was in fuels modeling, um, fine-scale fire behavior. So, I've kind of had a long career of continued student seasons where I would work in the summer and study in the winter. And that even extended into, like, into my career. For the last, well, I guess last six years now, um, I've worked for the Rocky Mountain Research Station in some capacity for the wintertime and always in an unofficial capacity, but just pulling from another, uh, project code to help out folks that, that need a curious mind to help chase things in the wintertime. And the last three winners, two winters have been with, uh, HP&IOL. So, um, it's a little bit of fox in the hen house.
Lakota (02:07):
[Laughs] Totally. Well, I mean, in a way it makes you the perfect candidate for this kind of thing, right? Because you speak both languages and you've got a foot in both worlds, a foot in the black, a practitioner out in the field, and then also working in research and working with HP&IOL. So, kind of behind the scenes, the behind the curtain there too.
Ted (02:25):
Yeah. So I guess that lends a little bit to, um, I'll just do very briefly. I started in strict suppression as an undergraduate, and that was interesting and that was entertaining. But as I learned to study fire ecology and how fire interplays in the ecosystem, I became a lot more passionate of the applied fire, both prescribed and unplanned events. Which has kind of led me down the path towards the wildland fire modules, formerly known as fire use modules, um, but still a lesser known, but integral part of, of the Forest, Parks, um, and a little bit of the BLM fire system. Um, so I'm the Region 6 Forest Service rep for the WFMs. And I also, um, I'm also a member of this, the fire module unit, uh, for NWCG as the type two representative. Oh, cool. Um, so had, uh, been involved in the last couple of years with a lot of high-level conversations about what do we do with modules and where do we bridge this gap between strict suppression and managed through prescribed fire? Um, so that's been kind of a drive and passion for me. That's definitely kept me in the field. Um, I've had soft offers to, to be stolen away from the field, but have refused.
Lakota (3:58):
You don’t want to go.
Ted (3:59):
Because it's, it's where I see value in it. And that's where I see value in training people and getting, you know, even the GS-3s, 4s, and 5s to think about fire differently. Um, I wasn't exposed to that early on and I kind of wish I had been.
Lakota (04:04):
Do you feel like kind of being at that ground level, at that field level, where you're still a practitioner in the field that’s supervising folks on the module that that's a place where you can make the most difference in the organization?
Ted (04:15):
It's definitely a two-sided argument. I mean, I feel like it's the most impactful for the people that I can touch, uh, for those that I supervise and that I work with daily. But it, it falls short of a long and expansive impact. I guess I would say. Um, so I mean, you know, folks at the WO are impactful in the changes that they make because its broad strokes covers everybody. Um, but that impact I don't know, is, is influential to the individual.
Lakota (4:06):
Totally.
Ted (4:07):
So, I see the influence applied at both levels. Um, right now the, the influence that I want to apply is to the folks that I work with on a day-to-day basis. And you're like, I don't have any designs to have a soft touch from 30,000 feet. I'd rather have a more, um, insistent.
Lakota (05:10):
It's direct and tangible. Right. That immediate feedback with the people that you're supervising and leading in the field.
Ted (05:16):
Yeah. And then it allows them to engage more, um, you know, kind of pick my brain and it forces me to think through things more eloquently.
Lakota (05:27):
Very cool. Very cool. Since you are one of those people, one of those rare people that kind of has one foot in two different worlds, and you've done work with HP&IOL and you’re a practitioner, you are a perfect candidate for us to invite to the metareview focus groups. Uh, I'd like to hear from you a little bit about your motivation for wanting to participate in the focus group.
Ted (05:49):
Um, so I've been interested to participate in the focus group. One, to, to lend a voice to the field. Um, I've, I've seen a handful of these, you know, these high-level conversations occur, and they stay high level without a voice from the field in the room. Um, and, and whether or not I'm the best voice for it, I'm at least a voice for it. And that was one reason I wanted to jump in and participate. Um, I think that was, that was the strong driver and the, the fiscal incentive one specifically is something that is very direct and tangible to the, to the field, to the crew supervisor, to the crew boss, you know, the folks that are trying to get their folks hours, um, that are constantly at odds with, uh, finance or trying to save the expense. Um, I wanted to lend an argument to, to the field, to the 3s, 4s, and 5s, and to the crew folks that are, that have both feet in the black, I guess.
Lakota (06:59):
To give a voice to that perspective. And that was so valuable at that focus group. I mean, in all the focus groups, we tried in the list of invitees and participants to represent a broad array of folks in the agency, kind of all levels all the way up from the Washington Office down to folks in the field. So, uh, that was key having that perspective in there.
Ted (07:21):
Yeah. And that's, I think that's echoed in a lot of H&IOL’s, um, practices. I mean, when I've done the case studies, it's been imperative that I go from the firefighter to all the way up to the, to the, RMAT team, the WO folks and everybody in between. Because it's, it affects everybody. So for, for the agency to talk about employee wellbeing, but to not hear the voice from the field, it's kind of lip service. Um, so that was one of the reasons I wanted to be there is I like providing that voice. And, um, you know, if something isn't done with it, I've at least lent my voice to it. Um, and I feel better about that than never having spoken up. Right.
Lakota (08:08):
It's walking the talk. I mean, it's one thing to think, uh, and talk about this stuff. It's another thing to show up and participate. So, we really appreciate it. Well, shifting gears a little bit, maybe, um, I'd like to talk a little bit about some of the specific topics that we talked about in the focus group, and this is where we're going to be going back into the past a little bit and jogging the memory because it was quite a long time ago that we did this. This is clear back in, was it in April? May? The last spring and in Albuquerque. But, um, one of the topics that we talked about in that Fiscal Incentives focus group last spring was kind of the impact of the 1,000-hour season, um, on firefighters, but also on the, on the system in general. And we were asking focus group participants to reflect on a couple of the following questions. Um, one was, do you see a relationship between the way firefighters are paid and firefighter fatalities and injuries? And then also, are there fiscal or other kinds of incentives built into the system that encourage firefighter risk-taking and or increased firefighter exposure to risk? That was kind of maybe the backbone of what a lot of our conversation was about. Do you remember what some of the points that you felt it was important to make back in the focus group there?
Ted (09:24):
I can't remember the name of the, the FMO that was in the group. He shows up and he says, uh, “I wish I could wear a shirt that says I sign 16s.” And whether or not it's recognized, um, that's a, that's a leadership soft skill that kind of eliminates, uh, uh, a dance around, um, for lack of a better way to put it, um, it creates a less of a butt sniffing environment and more of an environment where you can work with somebody and get something done. If it's very clear how much you're getting paid, it's very clear how much you're going to work. If you're getting paid the most you can pay, you're going to be on board with whatever that level of supervision is. So division supervisor being the example for me, being a crew boss that works for a division, if I don't have to dance around the subject of hours and we can remove that conversation entirely, we can get to work a lot quicker and a lot more comfortably with a lot more trust involved. Now, granted, you know, that's a fiscal attachment to a soft subject or a soft skill, rather, I should say like a soft skill of leadership. So…
Lakota (10:37):
And when you say soft skill, you're referring specifically to?
Ted (10:40):
Uh, I'm referring to, to the ability to engage with, you know, a supervisor and a subordinate, allowing that relationship to build quickly. Um, and our hourly pay structure causes conflict between the two. Because if you have, if you have the conversation, um, and someone feels slighted at the end of the conversation, we'll say an-, like an example is a shoulder season fire, um, where a hotshot sup feels that they deserve 16 hour days because their crew is away from home. Whatever their level of justification is when they're, they're told to sign CTRS for less than 16 hours, they feel slighted. The relationship is damaged, and they are less engaged with their supervision on that division or on that branch. And again, this is all soft skills. This is all talking about relationships, but it does not create a team environment. It does not create a lot of trust and it does not create a problem solving dynamic where people are working together. You've effectively put people at odds very quickly.
Lakota (11:54):
Wow. I mean, you said a lot in there, there's a lot of different dynamics and moving parts happening. I wonder if we could just go back and pull it a–, pull it apart and parse it just a little bit looking at, so how, how it's say, someone doesn't sign 16s, you know, how, how has the current system set up and what are some of the challenges that it presents?
Ted (12:13):
I mean, um, it.
Lakota (12:14):
Seemed like you were kind of alluding to the fact that if, uh, if, if folks are out there in there, there's that, how many hours are we going to get on the table then that might affect their behavior and also how well they are able to take care of themselves and their subordinates.
Ted (12:33):
Yeah, it does. You know, it does affect people because it's a very…money drives all for lack of a better way to put it is there. And it drives from both sides of that conversation. You know, on the, on the finance side of the team for the division or the, you know, the ops that says, “We're not signing 16s. We're signing 14s,” they're driven, they have an incentive there that says we will be fiscally responsible because these are taxpayer dollars. Absolutely. It's a very valid argument. I understand it. Especially when you say that you're like the crew is the crew, the engine, the equipment is only working for 14 hours and they're sleeping for 10 hours. Things of that nature, the argument can be made on the, on the other side of the argument is, the argument that, that crew, that engine, that piece of equipment is away from its home. It's away from its family. It doesn't have the opportunity to run by the post office on a lunch break, right, that we're all, that we're all mandated to show because of an OSHA rule. Any shift over six hours, OSHA requires that you show a lunch break. So, everybody has to put a, put a lunch break on their CTR. Granted there's exceptions based on an uncontrolled incident, there's work arounds, but that's looking for a loophole, not a solution. Um,
Lakota (13:56):
What would you call that, you know, just making that blanket statement, you know, I'm just as a div sup or whatever, I'm just going to sign 16s. Is that a workaround of sorts? Right?
Ted (14:06):
I think it's, I don't know if that's, that's a work around so much as a division owning the opportunity to, to take the heat from the financial side, for the benefit of working with the folks that they have on the ground. I don't know if it's a workaround, because again, you can justify however many hours because you're the division supervisor. You dictate the workload, and you dictate the assignments. That's their prerogative, their, you know, whoever, the authority that they're working under, that's their—like, right is too strong of a word—but it is their prerogative to understand how much work needs to get done, what kind of timeframe we need to do it in, and how many members we need to put into it. So, it's their prerogative. If they decide to take that to the next level and tell the people that are working for them, that, “Hey, we're cool. You guys are getting paid for the hours that you're working or ‘quotation sixteens’,” it engenders, a positive relationship immediately. Absolutely.
Lakota (15:11):
Absolutely. I guess it's interesting with that word ‘work around’ because I think it can have some negative connotations, but it could…uh, another way to interpret workaround is that creative innovation, a way to, to solve, um, uh, an issue right there on the spot in the field. And it seems like what you're describing is by a div sup saying, “I’m gonna assign sixteens,” it's, it's kind of solving that problem of making sure that those folks in the field are getting adequate rest and are being taken care of and, um, not making unnecessarily risky decisions in order to kind of get that maximum premium pay.
Ted (15:52):
Well, I, I wouldn't… And this is where I would, I would caution that as, as a field level innovation as something that can be widely accepted, because it ultimately is that division placing, placing a higher value on taking care of their people than a value on cost containment is the buzzword that they will put on it. Is the division is at that point, owning the decision to say that you will get paid sixteens. I will have the fight with finance and w you know, however, that goes. The thing that I would, however, however, that fight goes. What I would, what I would caution, and I guess what I've seen too, is that's a very character-driven decision based on the character of the division. Who's going to change every time their values are different because they're different people, right? There are divisions who are very fiscally conservative and believe in saving taxpayer dollars and they won't sign sixteens. And that's, again, them placing their values into a decision that they make on the line.
Lakota (16:58):
So, as it is, there could be a whole lot of inconsistency in how that is put into play from division to division and team to team.
Ted (17:09):
Exactly. Yeah. And it is, it is apparent in different teams here. If you ask any number of, you know, ICs, that the way that they steer their team, are they a customer service to the hosting agency, or are they a customer service to the folks on the ground? And those are two stakeholders and whatever the team is trying to do. Um, but teams do have very different visions that roll out very differently.
Lakota (17:42):
Sure. Yeah. That makes a lot of sense. Well, back to the issue of, um, I guess, risk and exposure, I'm thinking, um, are there, are there specific ways that you see that the way that the pay system is currently structured, incentivizes greater levels of exposure or risk taking for firefighters in the field?
Ted (18:06):
I would…This one's, this one's tricky because you can really easily point yourself into a speculative fallacy. There's a lot of ‘what ifs’ involved. There's a lot of, um, you know, there's a lot of, “If you do this, then this could happen,” if you get what I mean.
Lakota (18:29)
OK, I’m tracking.
Ted (18:30)
I, I don't think that it directly incentivizes risky behavior. I mean, the difference between a 15-hour shift and a 16-hour shift, isn't going to be the person making the hero move to stop fire in that, in that 15th hour of the day. What I do see it disincentivizing is rest and recovery on a daily basis. Is you remove, you remove the opportunity for someone to take some of those 16 hours and apply that to their recovery. And this is, this is evident in the number of times that you can go back into camp and see a crew sharpening tools at 10:30, 11 at night.
Ted (19:13):
There, they feel the need to drive towards busy work, um, towards doing things, leaving camp, going to other places to, to be away from watchful eyes of finance folks. What is like any number of work arounds, um, to, to pass the red face test saying, “Yes, we were actually working 16 hours and we were only ever asleep for eight hours or off the clock for eight hours.” Now, if we talk about it, two to one rest ratio, two hour to…two hours work, one hour rest. And if we're working 16 hours and we're resting eight hours, two of those eight hours is spent, you know, circling around, setting up your, your place to sleep on it, and get good rest. You know, you know, and for the, for the crews that move every day, but I'm paid to set up camp and take it down. So you've got an hour on either side of those eight hours that is effectively lost and they might be sleeping six hours restfully; more often it's five or four. And this is where can be account speculatively drawn to pursuing a 16 hour day.
Lakota (20:29):
Uh huh. Yeah. And maybe over the course of one 14 days shift that, that little bit of extra of rest that they're not getting is no big deal, but it's spread out over the course of a six-month season back to back tours that could add up.
Ted (20:42):
Well, and even in the course of two weeks, you know, in two weeks, if you're losing, you know, the ideal is eight hours of sleep for an adult. If you're down to six hours every day down, to four hours every day, that has all kinds of manifestations and decision-making and everything else. I don't, I don't know the statistics, but they say, you know, running on two hours of sleep can be equivalent to a .05 blood alcohol–
Lakota (21:08):
It’s like being legally drunk. Yeah. It's crazy.
Ted (21:10):
Things of that, like things of that nature. Yet on the other side of it, they are so driven to get those hours, those hours that will be a direct input into their bank account that they're willing to do that, that they're willing to put themselves at that less, that level of exposure versus if we were to incentivize them taking some time on the shift to recover. Maybe, and, and I don't know, like I'm sure someone in a, in a finance tent or, you know, someone who's a, uh, you know, a budget officer for the forest, but just their head would spin. If I were to say that we were going to pay people to sleep, you know, we've heard enough arguments about the 24 hour portal-to-portal pay structure that our, our municipal, you know, brothers and sisters are paid by and, and everybody complains about it. Yet, it's an example of something that their unions have fought for and won for the benefit of their employees yet the…
Lakota (22:15):
Yeah, no I'm tracking,
Ted (22:18):
We'll say that the strength of union representation of the temporary employment level, isn't on the same level as a, you know, an orange County firefighter.
Lakota (22:29):
Sure, sure. Well, that's a nice segue into the next part of my question was, can you envision a different kind of pay structure that would maybe reduce the incentive to work those dangerously long?
Ted (22:42):
I, I have…
Ted (22:45):
Speculated on this and as simple and as fraught with issues as it is, the concept of a daily rate for, for federal firefighters is very appealing to the folks that, that I have spoken with about this at nauseum. You know, paying, being paid at a shift that equates to sixteens and hazard when you're on an incident. So that way you don't have to worry about what hours need to be worked in order to satisfy the paper trail. You're only work– worried about working, how many hours need to be satisfied to complete the workload. Now there, there in, is, is it a test of, you know, integrity of, you know, like, are people going to work less when you don't give them an hourly incentive? Sure. I would, I would speculate that 97 percent of our employees would work as hard as needed to get the workload done. And if they were encouraged and directed to take the rest of the time to recover and care for their employees, it would be a whole lot easier for them to do that with daily pay rate than an hourly one. Okay.
Lakota (23:59):
Huh. That makes a lot of sense. Yeah. And I, yeah, I liked that. I mean, it'd be an interesting experiment, right. To try and see, I wonder what would happen. I just imagining that workforce, that highly motivated workforce that wants to work would be my guess, but I guess you never know.
Ted (24:15):
Yeah. Um, uh, like, uh, a go-to of mine that I don't know what year I heard it and whether it was, uh, it was a contractor that I was working with or whether it was a fed. Um, but someone said, “boots on to boots off, that's what I deserve to get paid.” Which, I mean, if you really wanted to argue it, your boots are required PPE for the fire line. And as soon as you put them on your, in PPE to do the job. Yeah. I mean, but if you're, you know, if you're running around camp, grab a shower and you are wearing tennies or your flip flops, you're, you're not in your boots, you are kind of left to your own devices. Yeah. I think there's an argument to be made for something similar to that. Now I, I know that the financial implications of it, uh, portal-to-portal would shoot the agency in the foot. Like that's not a feasible, tangible thing to chase because of the current, uh, you know?
Lakota (25:13):
Yeah. And that seems like a really important thing to address. And, and that was part of the, what was so interesting about the focus groups was having the different perspectives. You know, we had a regional—ex regional—budget officer and, uh, all the way to, you know, folks like yourself that are practitioners in the field, supervising folks and, you know, signing those CTRs and stuff too. To be able to see that for any idea or any potential kind of solution or new thing to experiment, there's all different other kinds of ramifications or maybe obstacles or other conflicting perspectives. Yeah. No, no one, simple, no brainer solution. It seems like with this one, you know?
Ted (25:54):
Yeah. But I know in that, in that group, Jim did mention work being done with OPM to talk about a firefighter grade, a different grade than in the general schedule, similar to the wage grade, but no requisite to fire and law. I mean, that was appealing, but it's, you know, it's an OPM world. It's not anything that, that I've seen that I can tangibly say, this is how it would affect me. While a good-intentioned thought at this point in time, it's still a, you know, it's a cloud somewhere in some bureaucratic office that isn't touching the field, you know, we're still having the same arguments that we've had for years.
Lakota (26:36):
Yup. And it seemed like one of the, one of the things that I remember hearing quite a bit in that focus group that seemed particularly about that struggle that supervisors face out on the line is being in that kind of no win situation of having to choose between, um, you know, playing a straight stick into the letter of the law and being like immaculate in your recording of hours. Um, you know, only recording 12 hours, if that's, you know, how long you were actually on the line versus wanting to take care of your folks, make sure they get adequate rest, make sure they're able to take care of their basic needs and stuff like that. So that's, it seems like a really tough place for supervisors to be in.
Ted (27:17):
Yeah, it is a tough space because it's a, it's a moral conflict and it's an internal moral conflict that each supervisor has to wrestle with on their own, you know, and, and based on other conversations, there are things that can cause trauma, but moral conflict is one of those, um, that that's, that was based on a conversation that I had with someone in California. Um, but moral conflict does cause a great deal of inner turmoil that can cause a person to have not good things. You know for a very simple way to put it is, you know, is the capacity for mental bandwidth. You know, if the new supervisor has half of their brain power wrestling with, do I take care of my people or do I follow the letter of the law and maintain my honesty and integrity? That's a hard question to wrestle with.

Ted (28:14):
And it manifests in some of the strangest sometimes pretty shifty and shady ways. You know, an example that I've heard plenty of times is, you know, just put down 15 and a half on your CTR, make up those extra half hours on your travel back, which is falsification, but that's acceptable because someone decided that they earn that 16 hour shift. And that 15 and a half where, you know, okay, over the course of a 14 day, 14 day assignment, that's seven hours, which, you know, to, to someone who's stable, seven hours isn't that big of a deal. If you're working year round, you'll find that someplace else. But to someone, to someone who's only employed for four months of the year, seven hours is a big deal, especially when that's time and a half or time and three quarters.
Lakota (29:06):
Yeah, yeah. And a super big deal if you're a GS-3 or -4 or whatever, and kind of relying on that premium pay.
Ted (29:13):
Yeah. I mean, when, when the Forest Service is still hiring GS 3s in Region 5 at a wage that's less than the state minimum wage is, that, so that's, that's where they're at now. And they're not budging on it because I don't know the argument, but I would assume it surrounds them having access to overtime, it's speculation. But I do know that they're in that situation of the California minimum wage is more than a GS 3 wage. Yeah. Oregon's I think three years out from it, Oregon and Washington are in very similar boats.
Lakota (29:51):
Wow. That's a, that's a heck of a point to consider. Well, thanks for that. Well, Ted, I want to move on to, I want to move on to another kind of topic question. Um, another one of the topics that came up a lot in the fiscal incentives focus group, but was also a common theme across all the focus group discussions was that of cost, um, expenditure as cost or expenditure as investment. Kind of cost versus investment in these two different ways of thinking about how we spend our money kind of as an agency. Um, so I, I want to read a brief excerpt from the metareview report, and I'd love to hear your thoughts about this. So it goes, “the goals are articulated in the Cohesive Strategy and committed to you in the Chief's Letter of Intent call for investments beyond our current model. Creating fire resilient landscapes, fire-adapted communities, and as a nation learning to live with fire are long-range goals that will require patience, perseverance, and investment mindset to achieve.” But focus group participants pointed out that there's a tendency in the Forest Service to focus primarily on the safe, effective emergency response to the detriment of the other long-term goals. Participants acknowledged that there may be good reasons for prioritizing short-term immediate risks and costs over long-term risks and investment. The hard part comes in meeting the immediate demands while simultaneously working to achieve the long-term goals. What comes up for you when you hear this?
Ted (31:22):
There are so many things to unpack in that. There's a lot. I mean, it's, it's, you know, the, the consideration of cost versus risk and you open up the can of worms of what kind of risk are we talking about when we're talking about social risks? Are you talking about physical risk or we're talking about political risks? Yeah. You know, the Forest Service operates in a…We'll say in terms of fire, the Forest Service is a trusted entity for the public. Um, and that's because we've fought fire, we fight fires. Um, the general public is averse to fire because fire burns things, burns homes, burns communities, causes, flooding, causes damage, causes a lot of damage, um, to humans and human infrastructure, lives lost, you know, in 2018 in California. Um, and that is, that is a level of, of physical risk that you can—this is a very harsh way to put it—you can see and then forget about, and once the cost is made, once the, once the bell has been rung, you can move past that, but discussing future risk and future possibility, people are averse to the concept of that. Um, take the Chief's zero fatality letter from, I can't remember the year or whatever.
Lakota (32:55):
I can't either. Chief Tidwell's letter
Ted:
Yeah.
Lakota:
Around 2011 or so.
Ted (33:00):
We will have zero fatalities. Um, I mean, it, it points to us as an agency, us as a society to not being willing to take action in a way that would cause fatalities. That's, that's not okay by anybody. Um, nor should it be. Yeah. There's a, there's an aversion to admit that that's the level of risk we're putting on people and based on, based on fuel loading, based on fire ecosystems, based on continue growth into the WUI. There's study after study after study for the last three decades pointing that we are going to see more infrastructure impact due to higher fuel loading, more severe fires due to higher, higher burning conditions in a, like I'm not speaking in the correct vernacular…
Lakota (33:55):
But a lot of things contributing to that potential increased future risk.
Ted (33:59):
Yep. So, we're continually increasing the risk into the future by saving the cost of the immediate loss or admitting loss. This is a very… Something that I've wrestled with a long time is that, um, a loss of life in this agency or in this line of work, um, isn't acceptable, but it's inevitable. So under, understanding that, you know, just getting in the car, you know, that's a, that's a quarter or more of our fatalities. I mean, there's risk in everything that we do, and we've all had that discussion, but admitting that we can go about doing our work for a purpose that has a long-term benefit and moving in the direction of, you know, fire resilient landscapes, fire-adapted to communities as a nation learning to live with fire. I mean, living with fire is not what we do. We live with putting fires out when we get our butts kicked, we, you know, we'd say, well, we tried, but the political and the social risk in that environment is removed because we tried.
Lakota (35:11):
Wow. That's yeah, that's a really good point by, by giving it the best there we’re removing that, those social and political risks. And I like what you said about that learning to live with fire and as a nation learning to live with fire, talk about a pretty radical paradigm shift, huh?
Ted (35:28):
Um, but it's not entirely too radical; they live with it in the Southeast. [Great point.] You know, you have people burning right up to property. And the landowners that are stoked on it. I mean, granted, it's a different ecosystem. It's an ecosystem that gets overgrown and inaccessible really quickly. And then you have high severity fires that are super damaging, yet the folks in the Southeast in large part have learned to live with fire. To a certain degree, they encourage burning. You know, I, I would speculate that that's where, you know, good neighbor authority has been applied in a lot of cases using agency resources to burn on neighboring lands. And that's how we approach things as a nation together. But you, you come out to the West where people are still averse to fire. Um, you, you have a lot less buy-in and a much higher version of fire. And don't get me wrong,
Ted (36:30):
there are places where an aversion to fire is, is the right thing to do in terms of appropriate response. It's the appropriate response when it's, you know, requisite to the ecosystem. However, that also kind of removes the consideration of the scale of the ecosystem in terms of time. So, well, you know, Yellowstone fires of ’88, that was a normal fire for that ecosystem. But it's not on a human timescale, something that we're used to seeing or used to consider. Right? So we respond to these firestorms with millions and billions of dollars. Yet it is something that is built into the ecosystem as a long-term survival mechanism. Stand replacement in lodgepole pine is how it works, that’s why clear cuts are acceptable in lodgepole pine, but, you know, clear cuts in a Ponderosa pine ecosystem or…it's not the same thing.
Lakota (37:23):
That's so interesting. So are you saying that like maybe the, uh, the different fuel types and the different kind of fire regimes in these different areas or different regions might account for some of the different attitudes about fire and how we, how we relate to it?
Ted (37:43):
I wouldn't say that the ecosystems themselves account for how we react to fire, I, I would draw a cord—and it's kind of a shaky cord—I would draw a cord to the ecosystems requiring different levels of investment. If we're going to think in an investment mindset, let's think of where our, our bang will be worth our buck? Where will we make a big difference in terms of allowing fire to not be so scary in these ecosystems? So, we’ll, we'll use California dry pine ecosystems as an example where fire has been suppressed for the last 60 years. And it romps every time. You know, even if it's—'if It’ would be in air quotes—a normal kind of park-like dry pine ecosystem, but heter-, like heterogeneous fuel loading and like spatial divergence and other science word, other science, other science word. But, but having a, having a healthy ecosystem for that ecotype that we've departed from, that ecotype—vastly—we have high fuel loading.
Ted (38:55):
So we have, you know, dangerous conditions in a lot of those places that now, if we let the fire burn under the wrong conditions, it's damning to the ecosystem. You know, that is when it is destructive. And maybe we need to, you know, continue to suppress until we can catch up on the level of treatment. But that costs money. It costs a lot of money. So not only are we going to continue to throw money at suppression, but now we're going to try to backfill it with even more money to treat the landscape at a, at a scale that we know is not feasible. I mean, prescribed fire. We're not, we're a drop in the bucket compared to the historical fire regimes that were pre-European, pre-European regimes. Granted, there's a lot of, there's a whole bunch of other stuff that goes into play with that, but we are so far departed in some of those ecosystems.
Ted (39:48):
Now, on the other side of that, these high sub-alpine ecosystems, we're not that departed. You know, a hundred to 300 years is when these places are supposed to see fire. However, the argument to be made kind of goes back into the short-term risk versus long-term investment is maybe that one, two, or three fires that we suppressed in a high sub-alpine ecosystem would have been the one that was supposed to happen again. ‘Supposed to’ implies a value judgment. But, you know, if you were thinking in an ecologically-based value system, maybe that was the one that was supposed to replace 40,000 acres of timber, but we put it out because we didn't want it to replace 40,000 acres that year. That goes into the, you know, that goes into the, again, another counterfactual of, “We made the decision to put it out,” but it's, there's a whole lot to unpack in all of that. So tying the ecosystem to the investment, I think is a string worth taking a look at, but taking an investment and understanding that there will be a certain level of physical risk invested, that there will be a certain level of social-political risk that has to be invested, and, and, you know, tying it back to the checkbook.
Lakota:
That is a lot of factors to consider. I really like the point that you make about there's so many different types of risk, the social, the political,
Lakota (41:34):
the physical, the financial, the reputation, risk the career with all the different kinds of risks. And then that these dynamics can be so different from location to location and region to region. Uh, and then that balance of managing for the immediate threat and immediate risk. And then also managing for the long-term stuff. This no wonder, this is such a wicked problem. This is complex.
Ted (42:01):
Yeah. It's, it's incredibly complex and it's, again, it's immediately tied to the agency and the line officer's willingness to accept risk in any form. Um, and if someone's not willing to, or not comfortable accepting risk, then the deference will always be to put the fire out small 10:00 AM policy all over again.
Lakota (42:26):
Yeah. So hearing you say that, it seems like is it, you know, honest, really honest and transparent conversations about priorities values, and then what's at risk is kind of a prerequisite for moving forward.
Ted (42:43):
Well, the, the, the what's at risk question is, again, speculative, you know, you can't say that if, if we let every fire go this year, that we will stop all destructive fires in the future.
Lakota (43:00):
That's the hardest part about talking about expenditure of resources or time or money or whatever as an investment is it does seem to require some of that speculation about things that we just don't know.

Ted (43:14):
I mean, we, we know what the, what the ecology says. We know the direction we should be tracking with the ecology and all of these fire prone ecosystems. What we don't know is how each one of those incidents is going to affect our constituents, our neighbors, the folks that we work with, the folks that work for us and the folks that, you know, use our public resource. That's the public land. We don't know what damages will be caused by every incident, but at the same time, we're not even asking the questions. When we have a lightning struck tree in the middle of—we won't even say the wilderness, we’ll stay in the front country—when we have a lightning struck tree in the front country, we talk about what's at risk immediately. We don't talk about what's at risk in a hundred years. That's a question that is never asked on any initial attack.
Lakota
Oh, that actually sounds like maybe a,
Lakota (44:15):
a really tangible next step in the right direction. A little baby step is just including those kinds of conversations in our, in our decision-making process.
Ted (44:26):
But who are, who are our incident commanders on these types of five incidents? You know, they are second, third year firefighters? I mean, and then you're going to level that—we'll say kid— with that kind of responsibility, or you're going to make every line officer consider every single lightening start as potential. Is that, so that's a lot to ask if someone, I mean, and it's, so it's a lot to ask of an incident commander to say that I think this could do a lot of good on the landscape or not, especially when they might not have the tools to articulate it. Yeah. I mean, yeah. 18-year-old kid coming out of high school has, is, you know, has his diploma, but doesn't have a lick of, you know, of forest ecology, doesn't have any silviculture background. Doesn't have any of that now. Yet you're putting him in a position.
Ted (45:25):
Okay. And we're, we're not at a point that we are putting them in this position because that's what duty officers are for. And that's with delegation of authority is for. But if you really wanted to argue for every start as an opportunity, you have to, and you have to put someone in that situation with the ability to critically think about it. And—nothing, nothing against suppression, it still requires critical thinking—but it requires critical thinking on a different scale if you're talking about long-term ecosystem health. And like, if you're talking about fire resistant landscape, we're talking about fire-adapted communities, that takes long-term consideration. And it's, this is also another fun argument about risk and exposure and cost is that I've seen it in multiple cases where people will say we will expose a small number of people to a high level of risk to keep an incident small, keep it contained because if we were to let it grow to a big box, we will expose a great number of people to slightly less risk, but it will come over the course of three months over the course of a fire season, we take a type four fire and we turn it into a campaign fire over the course of the summer.
Ted (46:51):
And that's a decision that an IC five, IC four can make of saying like, yep, we'll catch it small. We're going to save the agency those millions of dollars of bringing in the team for the summer. We're going to save everybody the risk of, you know, prepping roads for three months at a time that the fire may or may not ever get to. We're going to save everybody that risk for fire season 2020. But the conversation that can be argued after that is, well, what happens in 2021, 2022? What happens in 2050 when we still haven’t burned up the fuel that's on this piece of ground?
Lakota:
I like that. Thanks Ted.
Ted:
It's one thing to, it's one thing to stand on a soap box and argue from your corner, but it's another thing to draw correlations and deepen the argument rather than allowing the argument to fall flat on “this is what we've always done”, forcing the conversation to move forward. How, like how I forced that conversation from a, from a lowly GS-8 level is a struggle every day.
Lakota (48:00):
I love it. And then, uh, for the last question, uh, what's the best part of the next thing you're doing
Ted (48:08):
Well, as I alluded to it in my, my intro and my background and my history is that I'm really passionate about the fire modules, about wild land fire modules? And the crosswalk between fire ecology, systems ecology, and fire operations and about being able to integrate that. Because if we rely on, on, um, prescribed burning, we are painfully behind the eight ball. Um, which I you mean if we've got, if we got out from behind the eight ball with prescribed burning, that'd be rad too. That'd be stoked on that. But in the meantime, I am really excited about the decision space that's, that's allowed in our management policy to put fire back on the landscape where appropriate and when appropriate. I'm excited that I get to be in a community. And I think right now there's 44, 45 WFMs around the nation. They're excited to be a part of the community that, that has that in mind that thinks about ecology and thinks about fire as a tool. Um, and doesn't just think about fire as the enemy.
Lakota (49:26):
I love that. And then finding a way to kind of like lift where you stand. I heard that term used in some of the focus groups. Uh, to, to make some of the changes on the ground, in the decision space that you occupy to move in the direction of our, our values and goals as an agency.
Ted (49:44):
Yep. It's kind of fun to be the little guy in the room with a bunch of big heads saying, “Hey, hey, have you thought about this?”
Lakota (49:51):
Yeah, we do. We need that voice. It's, it's a very important part of the conversation. Yeah. Well, thanks again so much for being with us today. Really appreciate your time. And, um, we'll look forward to working with you again.
Ted:
For sure, man. For sure.
Lakota:
All right. Take care, Ted.
