Lakota (00:00):
Hello, and welcome to the metareview focus group interview follow-up series. My name is Lakota Burwell from Human Performance, Innovation. and Organizational Learning. And I'm joined today by Jason Kuiken, Stanislaus National Forest Forest Supervisor. Jason was a participant at the Ecological Soundness focus group in Missoula, Montana last spring. And we've invited him here today to talk with us about his experience at that focus group. And also about any new insights or perspectives he may have had since then. He's calling in from California today, and we're very grateful to have him with us. Welcome Jason.
Jason (00:36):
Thank you for having me. Really appreciate the time and the attention to this topic.
Lakota (00:41):
Yeah, yeah, same here. Um, well maybe to get us started, you could tell the listener a little bit about yourself. Who you are, um, where you work, a little bit about your background and how you came into the work you're doing today.
Jason (00:57):
Sure. So, I'm again, Jason Kuiken, forest supervisor of the Stanislaus National Forest, California, just north of Yosemite National Park in the Sierra foothills. It's a great part of the world. And yet part of that world is that it's a fire-dependent ecosystem that, um, has had, uh, very successful fire suppression for the greater part of 110 years. And, um, what that has done to this landscape has changed the way that it operates. Um, um, meaning with that fire exclusion, uh, the fuels that are on the landscape have, um, built up to a level that is outside the general natural range of variability—at least at the landscape scale—um, providing additional, uh, risk to have large scale wildfire events. As well as insect disease and drought outbreaks that really change the way that the system functions, but also in the way that fires burn within that landscape.
Jason (02:03):
Um, add to that, uh, the way that, um, the wildland urban interface has grown up in—uh, not just on the Stanislaus, but much of the West—where you have homes interspersed in, uh, in the forest, many of which don't have great defensible space or, um, not, not necessarily hardened against fire or, um, uh, not necessarily, uh, looking at the best place to construct a home or community, um, within that forested environment, or even a brushed environment. And, and so that all of, all of those pieces really, um, say to me that we, we have a number of challenges before us and how we can, um, both reintroduce fire on our terms onto the landscape, but more broadly, how, how do we, um, as the Forest Service interact with our partners in communities to make more fire resilient, uh, communities, um, utility line corridors, uh, recreation sites, as well as ensure that, uh, the fish and wildlife habitat we're asked to protect can, um, can work together.
Jason (03:22):
Um, and I, I believe there is a way. I believe we have a future to, to change that model. Um, and that's really what part of what drove me into, uh, being a part of this group. But more broadly, um, how I was tied to the metareview is, uh, prior to coming to the Stanislaw, I was the deputy forest supervisor on the Okanogan Wenatchee National Forest for four years in north-central Washington home of, uh, many, uh, large and, um, and deadly fires, unfortunately. And so with, uh, uh, 2015 Twisp River fire, um, I was at, uh, engaged firsthand, um, um, in many of those events and, uh, um, was the agency representative, uh, to deliver the final report to families, which a part of that report was calling for this metareview. Um, and so that that's, this is personally important to me because I made a personal commitment as well as an agency commitment to having this be done. Um, and, uh, and so I think that's important as well as everything else within that report. And, and just how we look forward as an agency to changing the way we approach resource management, changing the way we approach, uh, fire suppression, um, risk management, all of those sorts of things are, are important to me.
Lakota (05:01):
Absolutely. Well, thanks for that wonderful answer. And you, uh, you wonderfully also answered my, my next question, which was kind of your motivation for wanting to participate in the focus group. It sounds like there's professional motivation and, and it's a personal thing too. We really appreciated having you there, uh, able to share your voice and your perspective from such a complex and dynamic forest like the Stanislaus, and then also sharing that forest supervisor perspective. That was incredibly valuable. What was it like for you participating in that focus group and, you know, what did you hope to, to kind of get out of that experience?
Jason (05:43):
Um, so I, I thought it was a valuable, uh, experience. It was a good use of my time, you know, as we all have, um, in the agency these days, we have more work than we have time. Um, it's a matter of choosing what we do with our time, and that goes to what's, what's important to us, um, uh, well important to the agency and important to us. And so this met criteria for me, and that satisfied, satisfied that. And so, what I was hoping to get out of it, um, really was to be able to be part of the conversation. Um, there were a lot of fantastic people in that, in that room and, and you know, that complexity, on landscape, on management on, um, um, people, and partners, and community is so utterly complex, that it, to take that right turn that I spoke to earlier, and to make all of these things work together, it's going to take everyone, um, um, helping figure, figure out those, uh, those steps and that process to, to change. And so, then it's a matter of getting the right people in the room to, um, take those steps. And that was one of those weeks, but, well, my, my aim every week is to try to get the right people to the right table, to make the steps needed, to make the changes necessary.
Lakota (07:26):
I love that, Jason, thanks for that. Uh, that kind of that point that, you know, it was, uh, it was a really rich, dynamic, engaging conversation about a complex issue that we had that week with that group in that focus group discussion. And it's like, it doesn't end there, right. Uh, we have the opportunity to have those kinds of conversations every week. And it's just part of, uh, what it is to be in this, in this fire management world now.
Jason (07:53):
Correct. Yeah, absolutely.
Lakota (07:55):
I love it. Well, maybe we can segue into some specific topic questions. I got a couple of questions, um, that kind of came out, not just specifically from the ecological soundness focus group that you participated in, but that were, were topics that we heard across all of the five different focus groups. Um, and one of those things was this, was this idea of cost versus investment or, uh, expenditure is cost versus investment. It was something that came up in the fiscal incentives focus group, but it also came up in the ecological soundness focus group, um, in terms of talking about things from a short-term versus long-term perspective. So, if you don't mind, I'm gonna read just a little excerpt from a chapter that's, uh, going to be a part of the metareview report. And I'd love to hear your thoughts on it.
Jason:
Great.
Lakota (08:49):
So it says “The goals articulated in the Cohesive Strategy and committed to 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 an investment mindset to achieve.” But focus group participants pointed out there's a tendency in the Forest Service to focus primarily on “safe, effective emergency response to the detriment of other long-term goals.” Participants acknowledged there may be really good reasons for prioritizing short-term immediate risks and costs over long-term risks and investments. The hard part comes in meeting the immediate demands while working to achieve the long-term goals. How do we do that? What are your thoughts on that?
Jason (09:39):
Well, I think it's well written. I think it hits a bit of the nail on the head. And, um, and so I guess a couple of things gone through my mind. I, uh, one is that, um, when I do close outs with IMTS, I've gotten in the habit of, uh, talking about the Cohesive Strategy. Because it's not, not just about what do we do right then and there, it's how all three of the main goals fit within each other. And so what, what you said, um, I, I believe in, and it rings true for me and that's, um, uh, and before the close out, trying to work with IMTS to say, let's look at what are we doing on the landscape? Why are we doing it? Um, but that's, that's part of the risk management, um, assistance, um, work that I do. It's those trade-off analysis, um, things it's, how do we, you know, it's, shouldn't just be the goal of fire suppression to squash fires to the smallest footprint.
Jason (10:57):
If we have the right opportunity to go in direct and to have fire, um, play its natural role in the ecosystem, why should we stop that, um, smaller and maybe, maybe there's good reason to, because of communities, um, increased, uh, um, risk to firefighters. Um, well this can go on and on, but let's have that conversation. Um, so that's one thing that's gone through to your, my mind. The other, that's gone through my mind is a conversation I just had this morning with Jay Winfield. I don't know if you know, Jay. He's the director of the National, um, Training Centers, including NAFRI and, um, PFTC and, um. Really like Jay he's, he's great to work with. Um, and so trying to set up, uh, a Western PFTC module here, the, on the Stanislaus, um, and, and the, really, what I talk to him about is all, look in California, we have half of the nation's firefighters, um, and that's not just Forest Service, that's when you include Cal Fire.
Jason (12:09):
Um, and so why can't we do more on the proactive side that reduces that risk and danger on the backend? Um, if we can just pivot with those people, um, then that, that short- and long-term risk go down. It's how do we utilize them to the best effect? Um, and, and yet there's, there's a lot of politics in that. But it's, you know, what, what is the future we're after and how do we get there so that what you, what you read rings true for both of those points? And so, I, I believe in 'em and I still think, uh, 20 years after it was written, the strategy still has like pathway it's. How do we get on the protecting communities and enhancing habitat piece of it in a bigger way?
Lakota (13:09):
Yeah, absolutely. Yeah. We have the vision, it's a matter of, uh, of having those conversations and the, and the implementation. I love what you were talking about there of taking those proactive steps about how we can do that. Uh, like the West coast version of a PFTC and those kinds of things. And of course, there's going to be challenges and obstacles, whether it's money or resources or politics or whatever, but, uh, just having those conversations seems huge. And I love also what you described as a forest supervisor, having those conversations about not just the safe and effective emergency response part of managing wildfire, but the, you know, the whole big picture and the, and the, some of the longer-term goals to having those conversations with IMTs when they show up to manage a fire. That is, that's huge. I don't know is, uh, you know, as a participant on, uh, an IMT that I've ever really heard, uh, those kinds of conversations. I really appreciate that.
Jason (14:11):
Well, I appreciate hearing that, but that's, that's what I believe our job is, uh, as a forest supervisor. And, um, and yet we don't necessarily have the training in place to do that, um, which is why I'm engaged in, uh, um, 520 and 582. And, um, and the Risk Management Assistance Program is to, um, how do we, how do we help decision makers make, um, or improve their decision quality? That, that doesn't mean people are making bad decisions. They just, um, don't always have the information needed to make even better decisions. It's not a, not a threat or a dig on, on people's, um, mental capacity. It's, you know, how helping people figure out the right questions to ask and how to walk through a process in a different, different manner than they've done in the past.
Lakota (15:19):
Yeah, absolutely. Yeah. And I love to hear that, um, you know, there's changes afoot and that there's trainings available that kind of encourage that kind of relationship building that you're talking about, uh, between, you know, the IMTS and, uh, line officers and forest sups, and that encourages those kinds of conversations. That's fantastic. Well, I got some follow-up questions about the, about the focus group, too, just thinking about in the, in the weeks and months after participating in that focus group. Cause it's been a little while now. That was last spring and Missoula. Looking back. Is there anything else you wish you would have said? Anything you would've—would—say differently now?
Jason (16:01):
Uh, no, I wouldn't. I wouldn't say so. I do my best not to move life with regrets. Um, and maybe that means sometimes I say more than I probably should, but, um, it's, you know, you're not, you're not going to change anything if you stay silent. So, um, yeah,
Lakota (16:24):
I love that. Yeah. And really appreciate your—and all the focus group participants—willingness to just put themselves out there and share their perspectives. That's huge. Going back to work after participating in that focus group, uh, had you noticed anything changed for you? Any shifts in perspectives? Any changes to specific habits or practices?
Jason (16:46):
Uh, I would say it's strengthened my resolve to do a few things. Um, didn't necessarily, um, spur a new path, but the path I was on before and trying to ramp up since is around trying to answer that, that question on ecological work and how do we change the model. And so, um, that comes in the form of, um, trying to change the way that we're approaching NEPA. Um, we’re looking to do a condition-based NEPA document here, so that we're not trying to answer the same question, um, day after day, um, or analysis after analysis, um, with really no difference in how that's approached. Um, uh, taking the form of hosting a workshop months from now with Dave Calkin and his group on PODs [potential operational delineations] and how that, how the POD um, concept can be utilized, not just as a creation of pre-suppression plans, but also in terms of how do we utilize those to plan out appropriate fuels treatments on the landscape?
Jason (18:01):
Um, adding to that, uh, Alan Ager’s, um, scenario planner tool—also called Landscape Planner, something like that—um, and, and other tools just trying to take the best parts of each tool to come up with, uh, the right answer. In other words, how do you use, um, data in a different way and have that data confirmed through on the ground viewing, but look, look bigger than we've looked before. Um, you know, we're not, we're not going to change the system by continuing to do 50-acre burn units for prescribed fire or 500-acre mastication units. It's not how we're going to change the system. So how do we, how do we apply our limited capacity and, uh, in a different way, um? So, I’ll say rethinking the systems that we've built. Um, yeah.
Lakota (19:12):
Yeah. I love that. It seems like a really important conversation to have for listeners that hadn't heard of the PODs concept before. Could you talk a little bit about that, what that is?
Jason (19:23):
Sure. Um, so PODs are, uh, potential wildland fire opportunity delineations. And, and so those pods are, uh, constructed by a few different things such as, uh, potential control line locations, meaning, um, on past fires, what, what type of feature was successful in, um, helping control the fire? Was it this type of ridgeline or that type of road or stream or trail? Um, and then being able to apply that on a broader landscape, as well as looking at suppression difficulty index models that say this type of fuel with this type of slope and aspect—and I'm not sure frankly, what all goes into it—but how difficult is it to suppress in this location? And so then, then you run models and then you ground truth by talking to fire professionals in that area to then, to break up the landscape into meaningful areas. Where, where could you best, um, try to control or keep a fire if you were to have a fire start in one of those, uh, uh, one of those PODs.
Jason (20:45):
And, and so then it's to try to drive you to have a plan for each one of the PODs on your, your landscapes, that if you have, uh, a fire start within an area, what is your plan? Is it pi… Maybe it is to try to suppress right away because there's communities, and so, you want to exclude fire. Uh, maybe you want it to have fire, um, um, play its natural role a bit, and, and so you are in a restoration path with that, that POD. Um, maybe it's in between. And I can't…there's, there's other categories as well, and they're just skipping my mind at the moment. Um, but, but it's, it's generally, or it started as that, uh, pre-suppression plans so that when an IMT comes, um, you can essentially turn over a plan that they can at least start with to look at. And, and yet I believe that it can play a secondary role in saying, “Okay, if we, if we want to exclude fire from this POD because of, um, highly valued resources and assets on the landscape in and around that POD, um, how do we apply treatments to better meet that goal and an intention and be able to keep fire within that, that sole POD or area?” Um, and, and then I say all of that and, um, hopefully Dave Calkin doesn't listen to say I got it all wrong
Lakota (22:27):
[Laughing] If you're listening Dave... Yeah. Right.
Lakota (22:33):
Nice. Well, I love it. Yeah. Thanks so much for sharing that. I, uh, I hadn't heard that term before, and it sounds like, uh, it sounds like a really great model, a really useful tool. One of the things that it brought up for me was the, um, you know, the importance of communication, um, relationship building in that collaborative planning process, you know, it's something like, this sounds like a great tool for helping facilitate those kinds of conversations and it kind of, um, might serve as a nice segue into the next question is about communication. Um, it's one of those topics that we heard across, again, all the different focus groups, including the ecological soundness one. And it's just one of those perennial, um, things that comes up. It seems like every time we look at what, you know, what's the highest leverage point for positive change and what could we stand to work on? So I guess the question that comes up here is better communication is one of those topics that comes up over and over in our discussions about how to improve the system, how to have fewer accidents, injuries, and fatalities. What makes this topic so difficult to address in your mind? And, and where do we as an agency struggle, uh, with communication, where do we shine and how can we continue to improve in that important practice?
Jason (23:53):
Uh, so it is, it is critical. And I don't, I wouldn't say, um, we're failing at communication. Um, uh, while I have as one of my personal core values communication, I say, um, I recognize I don't do well at it quite often. And that's really a function in my mind of it's, it's hard to, um, communicate effectively, especially in large organizations. And that's, that's due to a few things in my mind. One is as an organization, we're large. When you look at our partners, um, and our public, then you get really large. And so then, then you have this piece of how communication works is, you know, I have in my mind what I want to say than I have what my mouth actually says. And then, um, then you have how people interpret the words that are coming out of my mouth, and then everybody will interpret or hear those words differently based on their own experiences on their own value sets on, um, all of those things.
Jason (25:16):
And so the reason I bring up values sets and experiences is, is I think one of the keys or challenges to how we approach wildland fire. Um, so, uh, we tend to approach wildland fire suppression just as a function of how humans work in looking at protecting the values that we care about, um, personally. And that's, again, just how humans work. And yet, how you really get over some of that conflict is truly understanding what's important to other people and why it's important to them, um, as well as how important is it. And, and so, um, it's dangerous to come up with, with examples, but in—I’ll leave names of fires and other things out of this—as an example—and I think I talked about this in Missoula—was, um, had a fire that I was an agency administrator for, and our effort was being placed into protecting homes and other built environment, um, infrastructure, um, including utility lines, et cetera.
Jason (26:39):
And that was coming at the cost of, uh, commercial timber lands and very, very clearly, um, uh, the folks responsible, not just for that commercial timber land, but also a bunch of the homes said, um, “We would rather the homes burn than lose that commercial timber,” because it was the, the jobs for, for the people that own the homes for the next eight years. It was, uh, they were, they were tied. And that was an eye-opener for me, you know, the, the perspective, um, was—and now I understand it and get it—is um, “Hey, we can rebuild these houses. If we lose that timber land, people don't have a job and can't have a piece of, uh, the rest of life.”
Lakota:
Yeah, that makes sense.
Jason:
Makes sense, right? And yet, you know, have been hammered into me that I got to protect homes. Um, and then that says, then how… And yet I'm not, I'm not about to say that's what would happen everywhere though.
Jason (27:58):
There are, um, other areas of the country that I know that would, would prove true now. And, you know, so it's, it's how do you have and hold that conversation, um, so that we can protect the things that people really care about around us, um, in a, in a collaborative sense? And yet I’ll say, all day long that those conversations are better had when there's not fire actually on the ground. Um, you know, that's the other third piece, um, with human dynamics and human factors is that when there's danger on the ground, in this case, fire, our perspectives change, and we start to believe things are possible that aren't, are really not possible. Going back to that PODs concept. Um, you know, let's, let's not do what would make sense. Let's go, go smaller. Let's give this ridge a try, you know. So how do we hold those conversations throughout the year? Again, when there's not, not fire on the ground, that gets, that’s challenging.
Jason (29:17):
And it's challenging going back to the piece of, we all have way more work than we have time to accomplish it. And so we tend to, um, go after what's, what's biting us right then and there. And, and so, so that still becomes a bit of a choice is, you know, maybe this thing or that thing, you know. If it bites us and we don't, don't squash it or get it done, and yet we can get some of the bigger things done. Maybe that's a worthwhile trade off, but, you know, even, even having that trade off—either conversation, um, with, uh, folks around you or in your own head—takes, takes time and capacity. So, it's really a function of time. Um, at the end of the day, I think people have good, uh, good intent and do communicate. I believe our work with collaborative groups, uh, is really important and continues to strengthen what we do to be proactive and reactive, but it's, it's a massive investment of time.
Lakota (30:36):
Yeah, absolutely. Yeah. Thanks so much for that incredibly thoughtful answer. Are there, I mean, you said so much. There's so, so many interesting points to consider and capture in that. I mean, first of all, the, the difference between intent and impact, you know, we s– between what we say and what we hope to accomplish, what we say and how it's received. And then also, I really appreciate your point about values and how, what we consider as a, as a priority in managing a fire can, can really depend on values and values can differ from group to group, and place to place, and time to time. And, and that we shouldn't have assumptions, uh, come to the table with kind of preset assumptions about what is the primary value. But we have to have those conversations and ask questions and listen.
Jason (31:27):
Agreed.
Lakota (31:28):
Wow. Wow, that's big. And I, I also really take your point about, you know, these conversations are so important. And at the end of the day, a lot of times it boils down to capacity to bandwidth, to, um, to having the time and the resources and, uh, and, uh, and the energy to have these kinds of conversations, because to really have those open, honest, transparent conversations, it's a real, it's a real time commitment. It takes some effort.
Jason (31:54):
Yeah, it does.
Lakota (31:58):
But it's worth it. Wow. Well, um, got a couple quick, kind of close out questions for ya. Um, we've been asking everybody, uh, what's gonna keep you up tonight after this interview, if anything?
Jason (32:12):
I don't lose sleep. Um, very often for work—nothing necessarily, um, from today—but what, what really drives me at the end of the day right now are two big things. One bigger than, than the other, which is, um, while I, I help teach thee You Will Not Stand Alone courses, um, getting more involved in that because of my, um, experiences. Um, and that's, I believe the most important training, uh, people can go to. Um, my, my drive is to work to reduce or eliminate the need to use those skills, um, that they learned in that, in that class. And cause there's, there's nothing that has ever impacted me quite as much as, uh, um, having firefighters that I, um, knew and, uh, were, um, for me, um, uh, and by, for me, I don't just mean because they were on the forest, but, um, had responsibility for, for that forest. And, um, they could, could have been from anywhere to die, um, protecting things on the landscape. That, uh, that cut deep. Um, and you know, it does for everybody that experiences that, um, uh, because there's, there is nothing on the landscape,
Jason (34:09):
um, that's worth, uh, worth people's lives. And so how do we, um, how do we make the right decisions? And that, that doesn't mean we're not going to, um, still have serious accidents or fatalities. Um, unfortunately we, we always will. But it's, um, how do we, how do we, um, best go through a process to, to say, here's, what's important to protect, here's why it's important, or here's maybe a different way to approach that problem of fire on the landscape. And, and that's, again, a year-round conversation in my head. That's how do we be proactive, and fuels treatments, um, and other vegetation management activities. That's um, how do we make the right choices when there is unplanned fire on the landscape and how do we hold communications? And, um, and then at the end of the day, how do we explain why to the firefighter on the ground why they are where they are when they're there. And I'm not perfect at explaining that ‘why’ every time, even to this day, uh, but I will keep working to do better personally, and to help us collectively do better at that. Yeah.
Lakota (35:38):
Thanks for that. That's, uh, that's powerful to close this out. Uh, I'd like to ask what's the best part of the next thing you're doing?
Jason (35:48):
Oh, the best part of the next thing I'm doing is, uh, I have some of the best people, uh, around, um, and that's on this forest in this agency, um, and with our partners, uh, coming to the table to, um, help try to look for a different pathway. Um, and so it's being with people that, um, really care, are passionate about doing things differently and, um, want to, well, want to find a different, different way, and you don't have that everywhere. Um, but we somehow got a good, um, a good pathway here and that really excites me.
Lakota (36:39):
Yeah, that's great. I'm right there with you. It's the people that make this job, uh, worth it. That's incredible. Well, thanks so much for joining us today, Jason. Really appreciate your time and sharing your thoughts and perspectives.
Jason (36:53):
Well, again, thanks for, for having me. Um, uh, he, I would, I would say that everyone in the agency has a role in helping solve these complex problems. And, and that, that is literally everybody. Um, and that's, uh, from being able to speak a little bit to, um, the folks around us, um, our friends and family and, and others to just really help um, um, at the table come up with different models and, and thoughts. Um, there’s, there's nothing that's going to impact the future of the agency and our surrounding communities, uh, as much as this topic of wildland fire and all of the things that are tied to that in my view.
Lakota (37:51):
Hmm. Yeah, I'm right there with you. It's a, it's a complex issue and there's so much to explore and it takes all of us doing our part.
Jason (37:59):
Absolutely.
Lakota (38:01):
Well, thanks again. And, uh, take care now. I hope you enjoy the rest of your day and look forward to the next time we get to talk.
Jason (38:08):
Same here. Thanks much. Take care. Bye-bye.
