Lakota (00:00):
Hello, and welcome to the metareview focus group follow up interview series. My name is Lakota Burwell from Human Performance, Innovation and Organizational Learning and I'm joined today by Kim Lightly, Risk Management Program Specialist from the Washington Office Fire and Aviation. Kim was a participant at the Fatalities and Injuries focus group in Prescott, Arizona last spring. And we've invited her to talk with us today about her experience at the focus group, and also any other insights or perspective she may have had since then. I'm talking with Kim live in person this morning from Blackboard's coffee roasters in lovely Bend, Oregon, hence the background noise. Please forgive us, but we're very grateful to have Kim with us here today. Welcome Kim. Well, so I was thinking Kim, for the listeners who may not know you or know who you are, maybe you could start us off by just talking a little bit about your background, um, your story, how you got to the work you're doing today, and we'll go from there.
Kim (00:57):
Okay, well, um, I suppose I grew up here in Bend, Oregon and, uh, the Deschutes National Forest is in my backyard, so I grew up in the backyard here and, um, in 19—uh it was ‘89—I was hired on the Deschutes National Forest for Rock Ranger District and basically, um, caught the bug of fire. And so, uh, as life should have it, I ended up out at Sisters Ranger District on the engine crews. And I guess my dream was always to be on an interagency hotshot crew. Yeah. So in 1992, I got a position on the Prineville interagency hotshot crew in Prineville, Oregon. And, uh, you know, as we all know the comradery and the family unit that that provides and, um, the crew was everything to me and others. And there's interesting how back then it was like, well, fighting fire was just an occupation you did in the summer. So–
Lakota (01:56):
Right, like a summer gig you did while you're going to college?
Kim (01:59):
Yeah, so it was a summer gig, and I went to college and I graduated in ‘92, with, um, a bachelors of science in biology and chemistry. It was pre-med or focus at the time, but then it's like, no, I want to fight fire. So in ‘92 after graduating, I got on that shot crew and, and that was everything. Um, in ‘92, ‘93 ‘94, uh, you know, reflection on that year is pretty immense in the sense that, um, you know, in the fire seasons that we're seeing today, I think at that time it was very hot in Region 5. And as soon as you went through our spring training, we were on the board and off to Kings Canyon wilderness and the Sequoia National Forest. And then on down south of Bakersfield to the Lake Isabella, um, and, you know, fighting fire in Southern Cal and the temperatures were immense and the fire behavior was horrific.
Kim (02:54):
And, you know, just a learning opportunity for this crew from Region 6 six and then, uh, we ended back up in Oregon on a fire in Southern Oregon. And then, uh, July 5th, ‘94, we got the call that Colorado had been pummeled with lightning strikes and, uh, the state was on fire. And so we loaded up on a big jet with other hotshot crews from the agency and landed in Grand Junction, Colorado. And then on July 6, ‘94, I think we all have studied the South Canyon firestorm keenly enough, um, over the years, but that was, um, you know, our fire that we were, uh, dispatched to. And, you know, I think at the time, um, you know, upon reflection the, uh, the attitude of myself, uh, you know, getting to Colorado to fight fire. And, and yet at the time when we arrived on the South Canyon fire, it was, um, very benign in nature.
Kim (03:57):
And so just that mental, um, review of, of my attitude at that time, it was, it was going to be a mop-up show, right? So, uh, you know, however, by 1600 in the afternoon on July 6, we had, uh, 14, uh, firefighters who had lost their lives, nine of which was from the Prineville crew. So, you know, on that crew, um, you know, I could talk about my brothers and sisters. There was 5 women on the crew, 15 guys, and, you know, four of my sisters died. And, and it, it was just, um, a catapult of, of sorts into a realm that I was not aware of. At the top of the world on a hotshot crew to being totally, um, driven in the ground with grief and, you know, the traumatic loss as well as the experience. And so, I guess fast forward over the last couple of decades now, uh, 25- going on 26-years.
Kim (04:55):
Um, I think the capacity of, uh, taking care of our people and what that looks like has just evolved. Um, looking back it's, it's refreshing to see where the agency has, um… The paths that we have followed and the growth we have had. And yes, there's growth left to do in the mental health arena. But, you know, just in the, the serious injuries and folks that love their jobs so much, yet they get injured and taken away from a job they love. And so, it's just dealing with those losses as well as the, the arduous nature of, of, um, Line of Duty deaths. And so, uh, you know, this metareview, um, it was welcomed. I couldn't wait to get down to Prescott and be with those people. Um, and just collectively think about, you know, what we've experienced. Um, each one of us has our own story, and so, um, you know, supporting each other in that capacity. As well as from this day forward, how do we, you know, mitigate the risk factors, mitigate the, the, the mental health risk factors of the, the, um, you know, the, just the cumulative effects of the stresses that our firefighters face.
Lakota (06:18):
Yeah, absolutely. Thanks so much for that Kim. And that, that beautifully answers one of my, one of my next questions was about your motivation for wanting to participate in the focus group. But I think you answered that beautifully right there. I wonder if you could tell us a little bit about the work that you're doing now with Stress First Aid and, um, you were, there was a, a gap and you came back to the work with the government and began this incredible work you're doing now.
Kim (06:45):
Right. So, um, you know, it only took about, um, 12-, 13- years post South Canyon in order to, you know, get my feet back on the ground. And once I did, it was, you know, basically being an advocate for mental health. Um, and this is when I was not a federal employee or US Forest Service employee. Um, and so I dabbled a lot with, um, foundations such as the National Fallen Firefighter Foundation and the International Critical Incident Stress Foundation; was trained up in their peer models. And, um, early—let’s see—2013—um, I was back in Baltimore at a Behavioral Health Conference. And they were rolling out a model from the military into the fire service. And it was
Kim (07:34):
Called Stress First Aid for Firefighters.
Kim (07:37):
And EMS personnel. And, and it, yes, it was, it was through the National Fallen Firefighter Foundation, however, it was developed by them, U.S. Marines and Navy under the National Center for PTSD. And so, we looked at that model and said, “Hey, it's very applicable to the wildland fire community.” And so that's kind of the birth of that, and, um, putting together a focus group and proof of concept, and, you know, just hearing from all geographical areas, as well as demographic areas of, of fire and seeing if this was a model that they could use. So, uh, the U.S. Forest Service along with our interagency partners, we have, um, put in train-the-trainers now, and we have instructors, uh, throughout the nation that, um, you know, from fire refresher courses to, you know, big stage menus, you know, um, they've been, uh, out, uh, you know, sharing the model. Um, and it's definitely a model that, uh, is for self as well as self-care for, you know, fellow coworkers and leaderships as well. Um, besides that, you know, the program development of that, um, you know, dealing a lot with suicide awareness and prevention. And so now I'm, I'm gathering up information and intel on what our different regions are doing in that capacity. What kind of training modules they're using–
Lakota:
Oh, very cool.
Kim:
Yeah. So it's been, um, it's a full job.
Lakota (09:03):
Yeah, I don't doubt that for a second. Yeah. So is it the, is it the case that in different regions, there's kind of almost grassroots-style efforts coming up from the different regions, uh, in response to the, that issue? And then–
Kim (09:18):
True efforts is not just at the regional level, it's at the forest
Kim (09:22):
level, even at the district level.
Lakota:
Oh, I love that.
Kim (09:24):
So, There's a lot of independence, you know, efforts going on, and obviously doing no harm in that, you know, as well as is the goal there, But yeah, there's, it's, it's been, uh, a journey of discovery, you know, just getting these, these forests that have already developed such a, you know, potpourri of, of choices and menu of options for their people and resources in the community. And, um, you know, I applaud them for their efforts.
Lakota (09:51):
Absolutely. Yeah. That's amazing and wonderful too, that there's some, there's some focus at the Washington office level or way to kind of like gather all that information and orchestrate it.
Kim (10:04):
Yeah. Yeah. I think of it as a, like a clearing house of information. And so, you know, vetting different, um, mental health programs or, um, you know, suicide awareness trainings, and just vetting that and giving people, um, a menu of options. And so they could go through and see what's best applicable to their, you know, forest, or district, or region.
Lakota (10:27):
Absolutely. Oh, that's awesome. Well, this next question totally ties into to that actually. Um, one of the topics that we talked about a fair amount of the focus group last spring was that idea of taking care of our own, just what we're talking about here. And there was a quote that we heard that I just wanted to throw out there and bounce off of you. And someone had said, um, “The firefighters get burnout, you know, emotional stress, PTSD, mental issues, substance abuse, suicide.” I mean, I wonder in my experience, there's certain suicides that feel like Line of Duty deaths. And I wonder, like what that brings up for you, and also just how, how are we doing with supporting our firefighters with mental health and emotional health and wellbeing and how are we doing with taking care of our own?
Kim (11:13):
Right. Um, and there, again, I think the issue of suicide, um, has been an evolution of sorts and the ability to even say the word out loud.
Lakota (11:24):
Right. I mean, it was like completely taboo, not even that long ago.
Kim (11:28):
Not too long ago. So yeah, it's really fascinating to me to see how we've, um, you know, just really, uh.. Yeah, supporting now the families, obviously that, of the loved ones that they've lost. That Line of Duty death piece, I… You know, from the get-go. And when I… Both in the structural world and the wildland fire world, you know, how we treat suicide or death by suicide and, you know, the, the arduousness of this job, mental health rise, um, I think it, there are times obviously that, um, in a sense it's, uh, an act of fire for firefighter and maybe they weren't on duty that day in a job capacity. However, um, they're an active firefighter, you know, they, it was an off-duty Line of Duty, right? Yeah. Does that make sense?
Lakota (12:21):
It does make sense. I mean, that, that, quote's kind of funny, cause that's kind of a technical term, the Line of Duty deaths. I think I'm guessing that person was really kind of getting at just the, um, there, there might be factors that folks have to deal with on the fire line that contribute.
Kim (12:39):
Yes. Yeah. Just the wear and tear of it all, and time away from family, and the stress being away from your family or, you know, their, their home life or, you know, just all of that. I think it compounds itself. I know the Forest Service, as well as NWCG recently has an effort and the Forest Service called it the Purple Ribbon Campaign, and I'm sure you're familiar with that. And, you know, just, um, a guide for not only firefighters, but for their families. And I always liked the word ‘prediction’ in the sense that, you know, that pre-incident preparedness and giving folks prediction on what that fire season could look like. And then if you're your significant other is a firefighter. And, and just knowing that this is a career that they've chosen, um, you know, what does 30 years of firefighting do to a family unit? And so, you know, having those discussions and inviting that guide into the family room so people can have an open discussion before fire season even starts, I think, is that it's a huge tool to mitigate the potential stress, you know, because they have that prediction of what it could look like.
Lakota (13:47):
I'm with you. That makes so much sense. Being able to have these honest conversations about some of the challenges in the job and yeah. And just being aware of them in the first place, and then being able to talk about that, and that's a huge step forward, uh, and then helping families in that way. That's that's awesome. Yep. Is there anything more that we might do? I mean, it sounds, it sounds like there's a ton that we're already doing as an agency to help take care of it.
Kim (14:09):
Yeah. Well, I think there's always more to be done. Right. So, um, you know, I… You know, Joe Harris—and this is one quote I do remember from the metareview—but he said in closing down in Prescott last spring, he said, “Lift where you stand.”
Lakota:
Ah, I love that.
Kim:
Did you hear him say that?
Lakota:
I did hear that. Yeah.
Kim:
So, he said, “Lift where you stand,” and that one quote is probably the one thing I've retained the most from the metareview. And, you know, as far as empowering our people in place, where they stand, where their unit is, where their community is, populating those support resources within their community I think is critical. I mean, from the Washington level, we could offer guidance and all this stuff, and we have EAP, and we have Purple Ribbon Campaign and everything. But if you don't know, who's your go-to in your own home area, your own jurisdiction, then, you know, that is just an added value.
Kim (15:09):
So, lifting where you stand and where I see that very applicable even here in Bend, Oregon is having relationships built before you need folks.
Lakota:
Yeah. Don't wait until you need it.
Kim:
Don't wait. And so, you know, I reach out to Bend Fire Department. I know who the Central Oregon chaplaincies are. Oh, that's so cool. I know Redmond Fire Department, and Sisters, you know, Fire Department. I mean, I know people and I've reached out to them. I know who their go-to trauma trained clinicians are. I know how to get people the help they need. Um, trauma-trained, you know, and that goes further, you know, it's like, what modalities in those clinicians do you need? Is it a cognitive behavioral therapist or is it an EMDR? Right. So, just knowing those kind of, um, resources in your community beforehand so when it's the go button, when people are in that red zone of stress in there, you know, substance abuse, or anxiety, or attempted suicide taking of their own life, then it's like, you've already had that populated.
Kim (16:12):
And I think that's what the definition is, lift where you stand. Yeah. And another thing from that comment, what's left to do? Um, you know, we did the Purple Ribbon Campaign and, um, the guidance, guidance for firefighters and their families. But I think that could be expanded too. And that was one thing I took away from the metareview was lifting where you stand. And so you take that guide and then you one step further, do you invite those families down to the engine warehouse and have them tour the engines and see where mom or dad, or, you know, the kids getting more involved and understanding, um, the culture of the wildland firefighter. And, you know, just getting more, um, place-based learning for the families I think would be interesting and just having them interact. Um, there's a lot of in the structural community, they have a lot of phone trees, and the families know each other, and then they're able to call each other or, you know, have more interaction interface.
Kim (17:16):
I think that's another area where, um, you know, something goes wrong on a fire. I had one wife tell me I have nobody to call. I don't know who to call me, you know? And so, building those phone trees, having that support built in, in your districts, you know, prior to the need would be phenomenal. So, yeah, I think there's a lot of support we can offer just the families as well as, you know, uh, you know, maybe even a comfort to the firefighter knowing that, “Oh, my family is taken care of,” if something happens to them.
Lakota (17:50):
Yeah, they'll have the support, and they know who to call and all that. Thanks so much. That's amazing. And I love what you're talking about. You know, there is support at the, like in, within the agency, at the Washington office level, there's the EAP and there's all the different stuff. And then there's all this stuff that's available in our communities. We're surrounded by support. And it's a matter of building those relationships and cultivating that support network.
Kim (18:14):
Yep. Scatter the seeds and cultivate it.
Lakota (18:17):
Shifting gears a little bit. I've got some follow-up questions for you about the focus group itself, just the process of the focus group. And that was wondering if you could just talk a little bit about what it was like for you, um, participating in that focus group. You already hinted that a little bit before.
Kim (18:32):
Great. So, you know, upon arrival at Prescott, um, I knew some of the players in the audie—uh, you know, as far as the students in the room—um, you know, we had developed obviously friendships prior to being there. But then there was others that I did not know. And so, um, for this particular metareview, um, I don't know if it was, um, meant to be an icebreaker or was it just meant to be an honor hike, but we all took a hike to, uh–

Lakota (19:05):
The Granite Mountain site.
Kim (19:07):
Yeah. Well, and that, um…
Lakota (19:13):
Yeah.
Kim:
Sorry. Standby. So yes, we all…
Lakota:
It was a powerful experience.
Kim (19:19):
Yes. It was very powerful. Well, it always is going there. But, um, I think, um, that really, um, was a wonderful foundation to why we were there in the first place. But, um, just hiking in there, you know, breathing hard and sharing moments and memories. And, uh…
Lakota:
And getting sun burnt.
Kim:
And there is that, too. But yeah, no, I think it was my fifth or sixth. But every time was just phenomena. And then, you know, going down to the site itself and sitting there with some of the folks. There were some really pivotal conversations, um, and just opportunities to listen to other people. So, yeah, that was really cool. Uh, I think that set the tone of the week in a really positive way. Yeah. It was a, it was a very powerful, powerful, metareview and really passionate people. So yeah, it was a good experience.
Lakota:
That’s awesome, yeah. I agree.
Kim:
Absolutely.
Lakota (20:20):
I've got a couple of closing questions then, and we've been asking everyone. What's going to keep you up tonight after this interview?
Kim:
Hmm, I should have said that. I should have bought you a coffee.

Lakota:
Ha, no. I've already had too many.
Kim (20:38):
You know, I sleep pretty good these days. So, uh, I couldn't, I couldn't say that a few years ago, but, um. Yeah, I think right now, um, maybe not this interview that will keep me up tonight. Um, I think, you know, our current situation—globally—um, with our, um, firefighters in Australia and then, you know, different fire starts around our nation. Now, it's like, “Oh, here we go again.” I think that's the concern, you know, just the, this, yeah, we're onto another, another year. So, you know, I, you know, I, I, I am a huge proponent,  I call it the Harriet Tubman underground network in the sense that, you know, just empowering people to check in on one another. And so, I have this long list of folks I check in on and it's not a duty, it's just, I want to see if, you know, everyone's okay. So, I always think about how I wonder how so-and-so, I mean, I hope they're okay. So, I think sometimes that keeps me up at night. It's just worr—not the worry, but just the concern. Yeah. Hoping folks are getting their needs met obviously, and that they're doing well and identifying when they need a timeout and that sort of thing. But yeah, we're all going really fast these days and that's always a concern to me.
Lakota (22:01):
Yeah. We're going fast. Every fire season seems like it's more challenging than the next and the importance that you're highlighting of building and maintaining those social networks and looking out for each other. Yeah. That care. It's sometimes just that one phone call can make all the difference. I love that.
Kim (22:18):
I know. Yeah. I, I heard from some folks this summer or not summer winter that was checking in on me and it's like, woo, this is cool.
Lakota:
Thank you.
Kim:
I really appreciate it.
Lakota (22:23):
Oh, nice. It's not just a one-way street.
Kim (22:28):
It is not a one-way street. So yeah, it's really nice to get those text messages or those phone calls. Yeah.
Lakota (22:35):
Oh yeah, it really is. Ah, thank you. And, um, uh, last question is, “What's the best part of the next thing you're doing?”

Kim (22:43):
Immediacy. I get to go down to the National IHC superintendent meeting next week in Phoenix, and I am teaching that Stress First Aid with a fellow instructor. Uh, and so that to me is going to be really awesome, uh, just to interface with the hotshot communities. And, yeah, the following week, we have a, uh, Stress First Aid training of trainers at NAFRI in Tucson. And we have an amazing group of students coming from all agencies, all backgrounds. It's going to be fantastic. Um, just, uh, three days of training with Dr. Patricia Watson from the National Center for PTSD. So very excited.
Lakota (23:25):
Oh, that's amazing. And you told me about the Stress First Aid class in Alaska. And I’m up there, so I'm hoping to join too. Thanks so much for being with us.
Kim (23:35):
Yes. Thank you. Appreciate the time.
