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 Thom Taylor Fire Operations Specialist on the Payette National Forest. Thom was a participant at the Fatalities and Injuries focus group in Prescott, Arizona 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. Thom's calling in from McCall, Idaho, where they have two feet of fresh snow, and we are very grateful to have him on the phone with us today. Welcome Thom.
Thom (00:42):
Uh, hello sir. Thanks for having me. Uh, wonderful, uh, introduction. But yeah, Thomas Taylor, Fire Operations Specialist on the Council Ranger District on the Payette National Forest. And some would say that I've had a fairly colorful, colorful, uh, career within this agency and I feel fortunate to be a part of this group and kind of hopefully be a catalyst for change on how we look at things and what some of our thought processes are when we're managing risk.
Lakota (01:17):
I'm hopeful for that too. I love that, Thom. Well, maybe you could start us off by telling the listener just a little bit more about yourself, kind of about your, your background, who you are, where you work now and also your, your history, where you've come up from.
Thom (01:32):
All right. Well, I'm born and raised in Spokane, Washington, and I've basically been a ski bum my whole life. My dad split when I was two, so the Karen's helped raise me and they were, uh, running the ski patrol at Mount Spokane, so I inadvertently grew up a ski patrol brat. And then in, uh, I graduated high school in 1988, kind of had a conversation with my grandmother. She said I could go to jail or I could go to college and I decided to go to college. And I, I found a Ski Area Management Program in Wenatchee, Washington, so I moved there. And I got a degree in ski area management, ski patrol, and made snow, avalanche control, kind of found my niche with driving snowcat ‘cause no one really bothered me and I could just drive around in a spaceship all night, listening to music and I could ski or snowboard or Telemark, whatever during the day.
Thom (02:34):
Um, and then, you know, just bounced around between Leavenworth and Wenatchee, Washington. And then one day I was riding up the chairlift with this person that worked for the Forest Service and they asked if I was going to be at Taco Thursday. I said, “No, I have to look for a job” because I was kind of disgruntled with the new owners of the ski area. So I, uh, told her that I wouldn't make it. She asked if I wanted to work for the Forest Service and I said yes. And so she said, bring tomatoes, something to write with and I'll bring an application. So the next day I filled out the OF-612—I think that was the name of the form back then—and, uh, tried my best not to get taco drippings on it. And then the following, following Thursday, she said I had a job in Leavenworth and I’d start in two weeks.
Thom (03:29):
So, I got hired on the timber crew in Leavenworth in ‘96, I think it was. And there were 27 people on the timber crew. And I believe at the time there was like a small smoke chaser module, like smoking cigarettes in the engine bay. Um, so, you know, we, we came on, I went to fire school and did some prescribed fire and then we marked timber and then went on fires when it was that time of year. And then we did prescribed fire in the fall and then marked timber until it got too deep to put butt marks on the trees and then we'd get laid off and I'd go back to driving cat. Yeah. And then in ’98, kind of saw the writing on the wall with the timber stuff and jumped over full-time to fire. And I think currently now in Leavenworth, there's two engines, a 20-person crew, and like one dude on the timber marking crew. So, you know, there's been a shift, so to speak.
Lakota (04:32):
A lot has changed since ‘98.
Thom (04:35):
Yup. Yup. And then, uh, yeah, kicked around Leavenworth until 2002 and then went to, uh, Region 3 for a season and a half on the, you know, tried to be a hotshot and that really didn't work out so well for me. I pulled pitch from that in ’04 and then in ‘05, I got a job on the Wallowa-Whitman on the smoke chaser mod there until 2008 and then moved up to the Mount Baker-Snoqualmie and worked on the Mount Baker IA crew until 2014. Took a detail as the FOS in Leavenworth. I really enjoyed the FOS position. And then I landed on the Payette in 2015. It's been quite a ride.
Lakota (05:20):
It’s been quite a ride. Yeah, yeah, for sure. Well, it was really great having you at the focus group because part one of the goals in, in kind of arranging those focus groups and looking for candidates to come be participants was to have a broad array of folks representing kind of all different levels in the, you know, horizontally and vertically within the agency in fire. So, we've got folks at the Washington office, and we've got folks like yourself on the front lines, kind of pointy end of the spear at that field level too. So really helpful having that variety of perspectives. I also happen to know that you've, you've been an advocate for a number of pretty influential kind of grassroots efforts, the work that you've done with You Will Not Stand Alone. And then you've also been an advocate of the Employee Liaison Program. Could you talk to with us a little bit more about how you got into those things?
Thom (06:20):
Yeah. You know, it's, uh, first of all, that was a really interesting group. I mean, there was some definitely some heavy hitters in that group. And then, you know, me being me, I've kind of learned how to use my voice and I don't want to be that guy more than I already am. So being that guy is somewhat easy for me. Um, but I do know that, uh, on the receiving end of some of my diatribes can be difficult. But anyway, yeah, I mean, I I've had friends die in avalanches and I've been in my fire shelter twice. So, you know, Thirtymile was kind of monumental for me, and some folks tucked me under their wings, total strangers in the type one world that kind of helped me along. And then just kind of throughout my career, I've had all these mentors, right. But I've always seen the agency not take care of us very well, including myself. Just kind of, you know, it's by design and, you know, there's the true sense of leadership, like a true leader, will abandon
Thom (07:33):
their folks later on down the road, whereas an administrator or a supervisor just kind of goes through the boxes and then moves forward with that they'll-be-fine mentality. Uh, so my first foray into all of this was some IRPG stuff that Jim cook speared me along with. So, uh, the Right to Refuse Risk, uh, last resort, survival alternatives, Mark III pump troubleshooting's. That was my first endeavor into being able to be…trying to make something positive out of something negative, which would have been the Thirtymile fire. Creating a legacy for the folks that aren't with us and trying to help the folks that are still damaged.
Lakota (08:21):
That's powerful. And Thom, real quick, just for our listeners who might not be familiar with you and your story, we don't have to go in into it. But for folks that don't know, you were one of the survivors on the Thirtymile incident.
Thom (08:36):
Yeah, correct. So that was… So, I'll start with, uh, so July 10, 2001, there was a regular crew put together on the Wenatchee, excuse me, Okanogan-Wenatchee National Forest. And, and, uh, we drove up from, Winthrop up to Chugach, and uh, engaged this incident that was somewhat benign at the time. Due to numerous decisions, it stood up and boogied, and was this stand replacing fire. Uh, we re-engaged that, that incident and became entrapped. And then we hung out at this deployment site. I smoked cigarettes up in the rocks, kind of just distanced myself from the crew cause I was scared and I didn't know what to do. So I ditched everybody and just went up in the rocks, kind of hung out as a lookout. Then when the window closed and two plume-dominated columns collapsed on top of us. I tried making my way down to the road where everyone else was at and, and I didn't make it.
Thom (09:42):
So I deployed in the rocks and as I was getting my shelter out, uh, five folks were coming up behind me and I yelled at them to deploy and they deployed around me and four of those people died. Tom Craven, uh, Devin Weaver and, uh, Jessica Johnson, and Karen Fitzpatrick. And then just above me, Jason Emhoff deployed. And, uh, so we're the two survivors, uh, from the folks up in the rocks. And then there was a myriad of folks down on the road, including two, uh, civilians. Uh, superheated air kind of went up over the top of them and, uh, you know, there was burns and smoke inhalation and stuff. So that's kind of, Thirtymile in a nutshell or people died. It was the worst.
Thom (10:33):
Yeah. It was the worst day of my life. I live with it every day.
Lakota:
No, no kidding.
Thom:
Just trying to do my best to do what's right. So, these crusty hotshot dudes, like tucked me under their wing and I started doing stuff. But what's interesting is—I think it's S-230, which is crew boss class—there is a Thirtymile video going around. And I was so messed up on like Vicodin, and week, and booze and all that stuff that the opening of the video is, my name is “Thomas Taylor, I was a squad boss on the Thirtymile fire, July 11, 2001.” So, I got the date wrong and they're still using that video and not one person said, “Oh yeah, on your Thirtymile crew boss, single resource video, you got the date wrong.”
Lakota:
Wow.
Thom:
The cat's out of the bag now. So, you know, I wasn’t really… That was part of the journey for me, is like, self-medication, but trying to make a difference. And you know, it, it's, it's… It's something that I can reflect back on now, knowing that I can still make a difference with the clarity and, and uh, yeah, yeah, no kidding.
Lakota (11:54):
Well, thanks so much for sharing that story. And, you know, you, you make a couple of points that seem really important and they, they tie into some of the stuff we were hoping to talk about today a little bit. And, and one of them was the idea of taking care of our own. That's something that we espouse as a value as an agency. And are we, are we doing that? And, and if not, how could we do it better? And then I, I love your descriptions of, you know, recognizing some gaps in the efforts, the agency efforts to take care of our own. And then finding ways to step up and kind of lift where you stand and make those grassroots efforts to fill in those gaps and find ways from the ground up to, uh, to kind of lead up in that way. Love that. And then, and I'd like to hear more about that. And then also you make a really important point about the Learning Review process or the, um, you know, how, how we learn from accidents, incidents, fatalities. I wonder if you could talk a little bit about that. I mean, you're talking about there's that one video back when you were still reeling from the trauma, got the date wrong, and that's kind of still playing out there. Is there a need to go back and revisit some of that stuff and maybe, I don't know, come at it with some fresh insights and perspectives these many years later.
Thom (13:09):
Yeah. I would say first off we are taking care of our folks a lot better than we have in the past. And there's a certain amount of ownership on the individual to want the help. Uh, so there's a balance there. I say, we're kind of hamstrung and hornswoggled by the fact that we work for the government. So we'd have the whole OWCP thing. My first winter after Thirtymile, I got a bill for 17,000 bucks and that takes a toll on it.
Lakota:
Wow.
Thom:
So, you know, we have to work with OWCP. I think we actually have to create our own system exempt from all these other outside entities that we don't have control over to truly make a difference. Uh, so that's kind of where the employee liaison thing came on, which is a totally different podcast because that has the story of its own.
Thom (14:14):
Um, that's more of a punk rock thing and people are using it and I've used it since its inception, uh, that came about from the Twisp Fire incident in 2015, which can tie into these metareviews. Right? So, the one that we participated in, I believe was an action item from Twisp River. But if we go all the way back to the first one, which I think is like, um, report of the task force to recommend action, to, to reduce something of men being killed by burning during forest fires. That was like 1957, I think. So that was the first one.
Lakota:
Wow.
Thom:
And I think that was kind of spurred by the Loop Fire, so it's just a matter of history, right? And where do we come from? So, you know, we've been doing these reviews for 70 years. But, but what came out of the first one was the 10 standard firefighting orders,
Thom (15:17):
and I think at the time it was 13 watch out situations. And then they did another one and it was called a plan to further reduce the chances of men being burned by forest fires, right? So, there's all these nuggets of information out there. And then there was the huge one that came out after South Canyon. Uh, that was the Tri Data stuff, right? Um, and talking about all these things, the 10 fire orders, 18 watch outs. And then we had, um, Gleason came up with LCE and S which is like the four basic rules of engagement. And even with those, we're still getting burned over. So, I guess the question would be, are we truly looking into how we make a decision? And one of the driving factors on why we engage, even though we have all of these kinds of rules in place to prevent us from doing so. And I don't think we've really scratched the surface on how we make decisions as risk managers. And I think that's potentially based on, we're afraid to ask those questions post event. Like I would, I would… I would give anything to be re-interviewed for Thirtymile and past somebody to go, “What were you thinking about when you left the lunch spot and went back up the road?” And I shared what I was thinking about with staff rides, but that was never asked of me.
Thom (16:52):
Really. Right.
Thom (16:55):
Was there any outside distractions going on that prevented you from having clarity during the cycle of risk management? Like was I fighting with my girlfriend or nowadays it was like text messaging my loved one because I was mad at them because they went somewhere that we don't go collectively. So I'm having texts wars with somebody. Or was I mad at my squad boss ‘cause he yelled at me? Or, you know, those things drive how we make decisions.
Lakota:
Absolutely.
Thom:
And then you throw those on top of, uh, cultural influences, you know, there's homes up there. We'd better get up there and, and get her done. It's like, well, no, I'm, I'm going up there based solely on the fact that there's a house there. And I know that,
Thom (17:50):
that's going to kick the bee's nest and people are going to get all spun up about it. But I think we truly need to really look at how we make decisions and what are the cultural influences in our decision-making based on the fact that there's so many outside variables that no matter what we do, there's still possibility that someone is going to be injured or get killed. And that's where I kind of come up with, like, there is a cost of doing business in our profession and we have to accept that cost of doing business. And that's why we have to be able to take care of our employees through the employee liaison hospital liaison, family liaison stuff. Be ready for it because it will happen.
Lakota (18:35):
Absolutely. Wow. Tom, thank you so much. There's so much in what you're saying. I mean, it's so nuanced and multilayered. I mean, we could take any one of these topics and go on for an hour, but eventually I want to come back to that idea of the cost of doing business. But right now I'd like to dig in just a little bit more to that Learning from Unintended Outcomes process. It was hearing you describe that back then, if you could imagine a way that could have been done better. It sounded like I was hearing, you know, maybe at that time, some of the questions you're being interviewed on maybe were just kind of like more straightforward operational tactical decision-making questions. But if I heard you correctly, you're saying it would have been nice to be asked questions about what was going on in the internal experience, some of those human factors. And then also these other external influences that we don't always consider some of the sociopolitical pressures, pressures from the-, perceived pressure from the communities to save a house, for example, that kind of thing.
Thom (19:35):
Yeah. I think it's, you know, there's different philosophies out there, but we are being shrouded by external pressures to make decisions, right? So I think if we educate our workforce and let them know that if you're involved in a incident and there's going to be some sort of review, right—BLM still does serious accident investigations, Forest Service does the Critical Response Protocol—and we want to tell a story and glean out information so there's teachable moments from these grievous situations, which is rad. But if I was to tell an engine boss that if you get entrapped and somebody gets killed, I want to ask you questions pointed at how you made decisions. What was going on in your life personally and professionally. And I'm not asking those questions to point blame. I'm asking those questions to understand your thought process so somebody else who gets in that rut or gets caught in the ditch there and they start making those decisions based on all of those things and don't have the clarity that we can glean off of those and have an understanding. So we can have that aha moment. It's like all the AFMOs here. Okay. Well, am I solely going up the road because the AFMO is here. Yeah. Do I have the relationship with that person to tell them that they're high on crack and then we're going to stay put and come up with a better plan?
Lakota (21:20):
Yeah, yeah, yeah, yeah,
Thom (21:23):
You know, I go out as a division and I, I want people to tell me that I'm high on crack so I can step back and say, all right, well let's collectively come up with rules of engagement for Division Zulu on August 3rd. And that, you know, so yeah. We need to go there with that, knowing that those questions are going to be asked and it's not to point blame it's just to get into, how we make decisions.
Lakota (21:50):
Yeah, absolutely. I think you're onto something really, really interesting there, but you know, having a venue to explore some of those human factors that may contribute to decision-making. Hearing you describe that just took me back to a personal experience I had when I was a young smokejumper, going up to do a practice jump on a, on a pretty tricky, practice jump spot. And my mom was, had just been diagnosed with terminal cancer. And that was, you know, I didn't realize it at the time, but my, my, my, I wasn't in the moment I wasn't focused on jumping. I was thinking about my mom and that, that I had a, a really hard impact and broke my hip. And looking back, it was like, that was absolutely a huge contributing factor, but that's nowhere in any reports, you know, that wasn't part of my narrative, but looking back. Absolutely that was a huge contributing factor.
Thom (22:40):
Well, yeah. And then the question is, is we already have it ingrained in us because we chose this profession to, to do the right thing, always say yes, tough it out, all that stuff. But I think we're coming into a culture now where if somebody was to say, “You know what, I'm not on my game today” because of this, this or this, that the true leader should say, “Okay, I totally get it. And I'm going to work with you so you can gain the clarity that you need to make the best decision you can.” Because even when you make the best decision, you can, there's still potential for something bad to happen. And that's a shift in the culture, right? Culture shift takes a long time and we're kind of right in the middle of it. And I'm kind of proud to be a part of it. But I also, I also know that it's been somewhat detrimental to try and be a part of it because the old guard and folks that aren't on board will from their nose at it, will continue to be part the problem and not part of the solution.
Lakota (23:47):
Yeah. It makes a lot of sense, I guess, you know, when you're in the middle of a big transformation, some kind of cultural shift, it would make sense that there would be a little bit of chaos, maybe some pushback, some resistance and struggle in the middle of that.
Thom (24:00):
Yeah, absolutely.
Lakota (24:03):
This is so good. Thanks Thom. Um, I guess one last thing to tag on to that question about talking about culture change. I just interviewed someone the other day who was down at NAFRI teaching a course as kind of connected to the Learning from Unintended Outcomes and Facilitated Learning Analysis process on, specifically on interviewing techniques. And I, I don't know this for a fact, but I think that that's, you know, some of the stuff you're talking about is a direction they're hoping to go. That this thing could evolve in that direction to where we could ask the right kind of questions and, um, and to kind of get at some of that nuanced information about human factors contributing to decision-making.
Thom (24:48):
Yeah, I would, you know. Yeah. And I, you know, I'm part of that group and, you know, Ivan Pupulidy was kind of the father of that stuff. And now we have the Sarah Browns and, and, uh, Joe Harris’s. And the John Phipps has moved on to greater things. Um, there's a lot of folks out there trying to do the right thing. And it's just a matter of, you know, relaxing the shoulders and trying to gain the same philosophy of like, are we learning from unintended outcomes or are we just, you know, going through the process, knowing that we worked for the government and there's going to be some alterations to some things to, you know, to fit what the Washington office wants to see? Uh, we've been given a lot of freedom to do what's right, and can change the process and the culture, but we still have to remember that we work for the government and that's kind of the education piece that, that we need to focus on of, all right,
Thom (25:48):
it shouldn't be… It shouldn't be a mystery to anybody, right now, uh, what it would look like if, if you know, you know, your on an incident and somebody gets killed, you know. There's a process, so how do we teach that process so they can be prepared for it just as they could be prepared for [inaudible] itself or when they're prepared to cut line for 4 months. You know? So that educational piece I think is, is huge. And all of this stuff that we're talking about is kind of written into the employee liaisons stuff. You know, even to the point of, if you have liability insurance, your lawyer is gonna tell you to not participate in any type of review. And you won't answer questions until the Office Inspector General comes calling because they, you know, they don't want something to get weird. So even something as simple as that is really not known. So, and that's kind of the culture we created, this, you know, Thirtymile and Cramer and this kind of glossy society that we're living in.
Lakota (26:57):
Right, right. Yeah. What you just said there reminds me of something I heard you say in the, uh, Fatalities and Injuries focus group kind of pointing at the importance of having transparent and honest conversations about risk. One of the questions I remember you asking was something about how many folks have an ops guide for their firefighters and in that ops guide, you know, how many of them talk about how you're in a profession where you could potentially be killed? It's just not a conversation that that is happening.
Thom (27:33):
No, and I think it, and I don't want to… Yea, all right, so I'm that guy. I admit it. But I will say that I'm proud to work for the Forest Service. And there's a lot of really, really awesome people that are super good at their job and they're successful and they can go 35 years with, with, uh, nothing really too damaging happening. And, you know, if we look at it, what our success rate is and our injury rate versus ours, we're really, really good at what we're doing and we're getting better at it. I'm just kind of had the misfortune of, of, you know, I've been in my shelter twice and I've done some, all-risk stuff and, and… You know, so it's really hard for me to like, not always operate on, at that level based on two bad days. Right. So it's been really hard for me to find that balance like, “Oh, there's an IA out in the desert.
Thom (28:41):
All right, sweet. Well, the SEATs are going to come in and knock it down. We're going to put a dozer on around. It's going to be an easy peezy.” Whereas earlier in my career would be like, “Oh, that's going to stand up and rip.” And you know, so it's just for me, no one's really, I've had to figure out myself what that balance looks like, uh, in decision-making based on a couple of bad shifts. So I don't want to come across as like “Forest Service sucks. We're really bad at what we do,” because that's not the case. I just happened to navigate in that world because I don't want folks to go through the same things I did to just try and survive.
Lakota (29:21):
I think you highlight a, really, a really important kind of balance or line that we all walk out there, right? Where there's 99 times everything goes fine. And, you know, we get out there and we do the job, we put the fire out and everybody goes home unscathed. And then there's the one time where tragedy occurs. And, and we go out to do our jobs, you know, kind of trying to balance like ops normal, just business as usual on everything's going to be okay, with the knowledge that, you know, worst-case scenario could be pretty severe. And that's quite the line to balance, isn't it?

Thom (29:55):
Yeah. And we need to navigate in that world of, if something bad happens, we need to have a plan in place. One of my shortcomings is sometimes I stay in that place when it's raining out. There's not much of a threat, but of course it's like, well, if someone's hooched up and a tree comes down, we can't get them out because aviation is grounded. And then it just kind of spirals out of control. And I have to like tap my chest. It's like, dude, just relax. It's yeah, it's raining out. People are hooched up. But if a tree comes down, or someone's doing something stupid and they get hurt, we’ll just pack them down to a drop point, drive to the hospital. It's going to be fine. You know, that's, that's been, that's been an interesting journey to try and navigate in that space where 99 percent of the time everything's going to be sweet.
Thom (30:45):
And uh, that 1 percent, just have a plan and implement it. And if you can't do that stuff, then you just hang out at Drop Point 10 and until you can figure something else out, it's going to be okay. So, what is that balance like, we need to engage. So, I kind of have that. That's another thing that's interesting is, you know, how I make decisions and make intelligent decisions so we can get in to, to do the job that we're, we've been hired to do. Find that balance. Otherwise, I would just hang out at Drop Point 10 all day, but that's not, that's not in my blood.
Lakota (31:22):
Right. On that note. You know, another thing I heard you talk about at the, at the focus group was about there, that there are ways that we can kind of manage risk and kind of take things in, into our own control at that ground level, within the sphere of influence. I think you were talking specifically about, you know, being a division on a fire. That in that role, you can build trust with the, with the resources that the people you're working with and kind of have that shared understanding about the risk, that environment that you're operating in. And have the option to turn down assignments, that that's something that's becoming much more culturally acceptable now. And, and that can kind of give the, give folks on the ground a greater sense of maybe autonomy or control over their fate there.
Thom (32:10):
Yeah. And that's just kind of a leadership thing I believe. Uh, you know, I'm, I'm just honest with people. So, you know, I'll just tell people today is gonna suck, and this is why. Right? But I also don't want to be known as Turn Down Thom, you know, so Taylor's here, we're going to turn down every assignment, cause he's here, he's not going to want to do anything. So, you know, it it's that balance of what leadership qualities you have and providing buy-in from everybody because we're all sharing the same piece of ground. And I'm merely, I'm merely there to sell a tactic and support the folks with log-, logistically to, to implement that tactic. And I always try and come up with a plan before folks show up, because I know it is very difficult for, for crews to come in and have the division supervisor just kind of roll over and say, “Well, what do you folks want to do?” That's not very fair. That's not a sign of leadership. I think that's different than asking for help. Right? And I'll ask for help in a heartbeat, but I won't wait for someone else to show up to come up with a plan. I, you know, so it's, it's kind of just part of that leadership quiver that, that, uh, falls by the wayside with some folks, but more often than not is pretty prevalent in our organization because we're, there's a bunch of good leaders out there.

Lakota (33:37):
Yeah, absolutely. That's my experience. Well, this is great. And I want to shift gears a little bit. There was another topic that came up a little bit in the focus group that I'd like to explore a little bit. And that's the, that's the issue of mental health and suicide within our ranks. And there's a quote that I heard that resonated with me and I'd love to get your take on it, that the quote was “The firefighters get burnout, you know, the emotional stress, PTSD, mental issues, substance abuse, suicide. I mean, I wonder in my experience, there are certain suicides that feel like Line of Duty deaths to me.” So I was just wondering what that quote brings up for you. And also do you think we're doing enough to support firefighter mental and emotional health and wellbeing? Are we doing enough to walk the talk of taking care of our own?
Thom (34:28):
Yeah. That's first of all, I'd say that we're getting better at it. Secondly, we're not doing enough. And I would say that depending on certain situations that I would consider, you know, suicide being a Line of Duty death, for sure. I would say suicide and us having the ability to manage risk with all the variables that mother nature brings to us are the same, because there are multiple layers of suicide just as there are multiple layers of wildfire stands up and starts running. There's trends, there's trends that we can-, that we've been tracking since, you know, I think the ‘57 metareview talks about fire behavior quite a bit. And so that that's where the Roger Rothermel rocket scientist, uh, fire behavior classes come from. But we don't have a Roger Rothermel working with this right now to map all the intricacies of mental health and suicide.
Lakota (35:44):
Ah, yeah, I think I'm tracking.
Thom (35:46):
It’s just a bunch of us crusties out there. Like right now I'm writing a white paper on how I feel there should be a doctor of sociology, psychology at every regional office managing a program to make sure that every employee within all land management agencies have the ability to be taken care of mentally. And we don't have that right now. There's all these different splinter cells out there doing stuff, which is awesome. And I want to commend it. But right now, as a GSA FOS heavily engaged in a bunch of stuff, I don't know, who's steering the ship.
Lakota (36:26):
Thom, if I'm tracking, you're making two really interesting points here. One is that we've got all these different scientists, experts, researchers in a number of different fields, you know, within the agency and externally helping us out with, you know, fire science, and ecology, and these different things. But just a fraction of that, or hardly any, that are studying the human factors, the psychology, and the sociology and that kind of thing. And that's a place that we could improve. And then also there are a number of different groups within the agency that are working on these issues. But it sounds like from your perspective, they're splinter cell they're, they’re, they're not all kind of unified or combined and not necessarily working together and not maybe well known or available to folks on the ground.

Thom (37:14):
Uh, I'm going to probably get in trouble for this, but absolutely. Yeah. You know, there's a bunch of like the HPIOL folks. Uh, they're super awesome. Are they getting along with MTDP or is MTDC like are they called NTDP now or something? And you have like the, you ha-, I just call them mafias and it's not in a bad way. It's just how I describe it. And then we have like the NWCG that's like, “Oh, you want to mess with S-212 and bring in the thinking sawyer? I don't know if we can do that.” Um, and there's just a lot of, there's just a lot of obstacles with these different groups and what's kind of sad is this: all our intentions are in alignment to help. What's not in alignment is, “Well, it's not my idea, so I'm not going to run with it.”
Thom (38:09):
That type of stuff can be somewhat discerning. Or if there is a good idea that comes up, we're kind of being hamstrung in the Washington office for multiple levels. And like I said, there's a ton of people doing a bunch of really awesome stuff, but how many true doctors, mental health, and social work and all that stuff do we have as a senior executive or a GS-15? Right? I know there is a lot of Ph- level civil culturists and my colleges botanists where those folks that are, that are trying to take care of employee health, right? Like forest health is huge. So we have a ton of people working on forest health at the PhD level. How many folks do we have working on the employee health? Because in theory, if we have a healthy workforce mentally and physically, we'll be able to excel as an agency. And we are excelling as an agency, but for those small percentages of folks that are struggling there isn't anything there currently.
Lakota (39:13):
You make some excellent points there, Thom, thanks so much for that. I'd like to-, I see we're getting a little closer to the end of our time together. And I want to shift gears to some kind of follow up questions about the focus group process itself. And, and also kind of like, um, in that, in the aftermath, I mean that focus group that was a little while ago, uh, nearly a year ago, it was last spring. I'm wondering in the weeks and months after participating in that focus group, uh, if there's anything else you wish you would've said that you didn't get to say anything you would say differently now,
Thom (39:47):
No, I'm-, I said plenty. Uh, I will say that I, I will use this podcast as potentially a platform. You know, we're in that group, there's a bunch of heavy hitters. There's people in there that have gone through some serious stuff. And you know, they're—not to have like trauma wars or anything— but everybody in that room was high-performing and added a lot. But when I brought up the fact that I feel that we should get rid of our fire shelters, carry them. And when you go to the chow line for breakfast, you get a recyclable bento box that has all your healthy foods in it that will help us perform at a high level all day, that will go in our fire shelter pouch. And then when we come back, we go through the dinner line, we hand that box back and grab our dinner and go to bed. Uh, I got laughed at, and I think it's somewhat sad because, you know, I think it's somewhere where we need to go. Like, I, I don't think fire shelters, uh-, I think they should be optional.
Lakota (41:05):
I love it. I mean, in that idea, it's kind of like three birds with one stone, right? It's like the, there's the whole issue of the fire shelter and is this, is it worth the weight? Does this do these things actually work? You know, and what kind of behavior does that encourage or discourage. Then there's the healthy nutrition, which is, you know, a known issue. And then, and then there's like, you know, being conscious about our waste management, uh, in ICP and that kind of thing. So I love it. And you bring up a really important point that, you know, maybe that it's just kind of maybe where we are on our cultural change trajectory, that there's still some ideas, some potential innovations that are just far enough outside of the current cultural norms that they aren't taken seriously.
Thom (41:50):
Yeah. And fire s-, fire shelters save lives. Let's, let's, let's get that straight. I've been in mine twice. So, you know, fairly certain that I wouldn't be here without it. But I will also say that good decisions and knowing those cultural influences that sway decision making are probably more of a priority to focus on than me carrying around this big brick that I will never use again. And if I, if I'm faced with a situation where I need to pop my shelter out, I'm going to have a conversation with myself is it even worth it to use it because I just did something, I made the wrong decision. You know, especially if I'm out in the middle of the fricking, like, desert somewhere, it's like, well, where are? Really? Okay. “Oh, an unexpected wind shift came in.” “There was an increase in fire behavior.” “Oh, I'd never seen fire move that fast.” All of those things that I keep seeing in these reports that come out are, are, are interesting to me, cause it's 2020, and granted not everybody's at the same level of experience, but we all know that fire can stand up and move really quick.
Lakota (43:06):
Right. The fact that we're still being surprised by things that shouldn't surprise us.
Thom (43:12):
Yeah. And, you know, and it's kind of a thing to say, but that's kind of, you know, how I feel about that. And that's kind of why I've replaced escape route with escape time, because the escape time in the 4 rules of engagement we have has a lot of those things embedded in it with the fire behavior and, you know, fuel moisture, time of year, position on slope, cultural influences, where I'm at, uh, mentally and physically, all of those things come into play. So if it gives us enough time will be appropriate. So, we don't have the window close on us and we have to Wag Dodge around us or pop shelters.
Lakota (43:52):
Yeah. I really love that shift, that subtle shift there from escape route to time, that could make a huge difference.
Thom (43:58):
Yeah. So yeah, you know, we'll get some pushback from what I said, but back to my original point is the metareview was rad and if I had one thing that I could say again, it would be, let's ditch our shelters, bring in little bento boxes with some healthy snacks that will sway our decision making. And I feel that we'll still be successful if not more successful in focusing on more what's actually being a driver on our fatalities now, which is respiratory heart attack stuff, driving, and chain saw incidences.
Lakota (44:34):
Oh, I love it. I love it. Thanks, Thom. I'm also wondering when, when you returned back to work after participating in that focus group, had anything changed for you? Any, any shifts in perspectives, uh, as a result of participating in the focus group or any changes to any habits or practices?
Thom (44:53):
Um, I would say that was one of many things I participated in that caused me to have panic attacks more often on the fire line than I had in the past, because I didn't-. I put myself into a situation where I was staying busy and kind of running and gunning for many, many years with staff rides in the You Will Not Stand Alone, and the metareviews, and the CRP stuff, and the Stress First Aid stuff, and all the Thirtymile and that all stuff. I kind of wore myself out to the point where yeah, I, I was, uh, I ran myself ragged and so my change in behavior was forced upon me by me having a couple of panic attacks last year on the fireline that, uh, letting me know that I needed to just slow down a little bit and just kind of focus on what's important, knowing that I can still participate in things, but not to the level I was in the past, because it's not good for my mental health.
Lakota (46:12):
Man. I really appreciate that candid, you know, really courageous and honest response. You know, hearing in, in that it's like the importance of standing up for what we believe and, you know, doing our part to lift where we stand and engage in those grassroots efforts to make a difference for others. We also-, I mean the absolute, best of intentions, we also have to balance that with taking care of ourselves, you know, and, and, and finding that line. And that seems like a really important thing to remember.
Thom (46:45):
Yeah. And then it's just a matter of, you know, I'm taking a risk by saying that out loud because I'm being trusted by other folks to make decisions on the fireline. So, you know, I-, that comes back to the ownership of me as a person, right? So, no matter what the agency does for us, it still comes back to the individual. So, I know if I get to a point in my career where I feed a lot onto the truck and can't make decisions, I need to disengage from the, the level of engagement that I'm currently doing and maybe find another profession for the rest of my career. Right? And what does that balance look like? Uh, knowing that the people that I'm working for trust me. And the people I'm working with, trust me too. And then it comes back to me asking for help. So, I kind of have this thing where I'm like, if you see me at Drop Point 10, then cleaning my truck out. That means I'm not in a good spot. So come up and, you know, check in on me to see how I'm doing.
Lakota (47:48):
That's so powerful. And there's so much in what you said there. I mean, I, I feel like it might be kind of hinting at some of the cultural change that we're in the middle of. I mean, back in the, back in the old days, you know, there's like any-, don't show, any sign of weakness, you know, that's like, that's the end of the road there. And I feel like we're starting to transition to this place where there's a, you know, a recognition of the courage that it takes, to be honest with ourselves and the people that we're working with about how we're doing, and what's going on internally, that that's actually, that's an act, that's an act of courage. It's an act of vulnerability. It's an act of integrity that actually makes us stronger leaders.
Thom (48:31):
Yeah. I would like to believe that, but I'd also think that, you know, there's like a, a weakness portion to it. And so, you know, if I can speak up and say it out loud, maybe somebody else will have that courage. But what's important is, is having the support of the leadership to say those things, you know, and then it comes back to me self-check and knowing what's going on. So when I'm highly engaged and stuff's moving, my brain doesn't have a chance to eat itself. So, you know, the fire stands up and buggies, wrap fire off a road, get people out, all that stuff. Everything is cool. But I know, like, for me, my brain will eat itself when there's nothing going on. And we’re securing the fire's edge and it's day 13. And so that comes into play with a little bit of fatigue and time of year at diet.
Thom (49:22):
But then as a division, you know, if it's kind of slow, there's more opportunity that I know within myself that I have to do things to keep my brain from eating itself, which causes me to become anxious. Even though there's no threat. But I just know that that's how my brain works. If there's not a lot of things going on, it'll try and eat itself. Whereas when stuff's running and gunning and we’re performing at a high level my brain doesn't have a chance to do that because all of the serotonin, and dopamine, and all that stuff is firing and I'm able to function. Now, if I have a come apart during that high level stuff, that's where my check comes in and I'll reassess my career and move to something else where I can still contribute to the incident command system. Currently that hasn't been the case. It's always when it's really slow and there's not much going on.
Lakota (50:15):
Yeah. Well, again, I love what you're describing there because in it I'm hearing an exceptionally high level of self-awareness, you know, that I think we could really hope for in all of our leaders to have that self-awareness of this is what's, yeah, here's, what's going on in the external landscape—the strategy, the tactics, the operational tempo—all that jazz, resource management. But I'm also simultaneously aware of the internal landscape that's going on in here. How's the anxiety level? How's the stress level? Do I know what some of the triggers are? Do I know what makes it better or worse? And can I-, what can I do to help soothe myself or, or support myself in that high stress environment? That seems like a really important leadership quality.
Thom (50:58):
Yeah. I would agree with that. And we have all these buzzwords cruising around, but that's, for me, that's kind of the true sense of mindfulness and knowing that the situational awareness starts with me and goes outward from that. Whereas before it's like, Oh, do you have good SA? It's like, “Yeah, I've got great SA. Are you being mindful?” “Yeah, totally”. Or are you, are you just a parrot, you know, like Thirtymile, I was a parrot—“Trigger point. Trigger point. Trigger point— I just repeat, uh, trigger point, but I didn't know about trigger points. Um, post Thirtymile, yeah. Trigger points. So it was deeply embedded in me and that's just kind of moved on with SA and mindfulness. So, I was just a parrot throwing that stuff around, but I would say I have somewhat of a good grasp on it now and actually know how to use it to manage risk.
Lakota (51:53):
Yeah, I'm right there with you, man. There's the, uh, there's the intellectual understanding at first that, you know, it has, it has some value, but it pales in comparison to that experiential learning that knowing in your bones, what that means.
Thom (52:07):
Yeah. And the truly sucky thing is, is there's-, you know, we're navigating within mother nature and human topography, and there's so many variables out there that, you know, there is an unknown factor of at any given time, something can go sideways. And I can preach about SA and being mindful. But on that one shift, it all goes by the wayside due to all the uncontrollable elements that we work in.
Lakota (52:37):
It's like somebody in the focus group said, “You can do everything right. And still have a bad day.”
Thom (52:43):
Yeah. And then out outsiders looking in are gonna to say that, you know, we didn't do something. Right? So that's just a matter of, you know, truly diving into human factors in how we make decisions, as well as, uh, supporting our employees post-incident.
Lakota (53:02):
Yeah. So good. Well, Thom, I’ve got a couple of closing questions. We're about to the top of the hour. So, I'll wrap it up with this. Um, what's, what's going to keep you up tonight after this interview?
Thom (53:16):
Uh, what's going to keep me up tonight? Um, knowing that, regardless of all the words I've said this hour and what I'm trying to promote with the Employee Liaison and the Stress First Aid and all that stuff that, uh, it's all fake if I don't have a healthy home life.
Lakota (53:50):
Oh, wow.
Thom:
That makes sense?
Lakota
I think so. Yeah. It's kinda like we, you know, we can talk the talk, but can we walk the-, walk the walk and that happens kind of at all levels of our lives professionally and personally. Yeah.
Thom (54:08):
Uh, I, I absolutely agree. So that's going to keep me up tonight. ‘Cause I don't wanna come across as fake. I don't want to come across as this shining star that has my shit together. Cause I certainly don't. I think potentially my only victory currently is I know when to ask for help.
Lakota (54:27):
Yeah. And quite a victory. Indeed. I would say thanks for that, Thom. And then the last question for you today is what's the next, what's the best part of the next thing you're doing?
Thom (54:41):
I would-, I truly know that what comes next will, will help somebody out.
Lakota (54:54):
Mm-hmm.

Thom (54:55):
And that's all, that's all, that's all I can really do is hope that these next things that I'm working on will, uh, help somebody.
Lakota (55:07):
Yeah. And, and like you mentioned before, you know, some of the things that you're working on, uh, there's enough to them, we could, we could honestly do a whole podcast series just on those, uh, grassroots innovations that you're a part of their—the Employee Liaison Program. The stuff with You Will Not Stand Alone, the Stress First Aid, um, escape route time, and all the different white papers and things that, that you do to lift where you stand and make a difference within your sphere of influence. It's, uh, it's big and we'd love to hear more. So hopefully we'll have a chance to get with you again and talk more.
Thom (55:44):
Yeah. And with that, I would just, I wouldn't be able to do it with, without folks like yourself and support from the agency, you know, good, bad or indifferent. I, there's, the support starts with, you know, my supervisor, Eli Grimms, FMO Christian Ramirez, and you know, the Payette National Forest. It starts there and it works it's all the way up to the Washington office. Uh, regardless of, of me being that guy, I do have the support and I wouldn't be able to do-. I wouldn't be able to have the operational to do what I do without the support from my local unit, because I still have a job to do here locally as an employee of the Payette National Forest.
Lakota (56:33):
You bet. Yeah. And I'm with you a hundred percent. It definitely takes all of us, you know, it's not us and them, it's all of us working together the best we can.
Thom (56:42):
Yeah. ‘Cause these are all collateral duties for a lot of people.
Lakota:
You bet.
Thom:
And so that's where I'm at with hoping that before the end of my career, there'll be some more intelligent, higher-level folks creating a program that wants to do the same thing that I do. and that's just help people out.
Lakota (57:02):
Yeah. I'm with you there. Oh, my current supervisor was just talking about, you know, his vision for, for the agency and what-, and the work he's doing here. It's not so much for him or what's going to happen in the course of his career lifetime, but you know what this agency might look like for his grandchild, you know. To imagine what that could look like.

Thom (57:23):
And then I, yeah-. And then even the, and then there's even healing and where things are going for folks that have already gone through that to see where we are now. So, it's very cathartic to see the change and knowing that it's considerably different than when I started in the mid-nineties versus now.
Lakota (57:43):
Yeah. That's a really great point and a wonderful note to end on. You know, the fact that sometimes change does come slow, but it is happening. We're in the middle of it and there's evidence of it all around.
Thom:
Yeah.
Lakota:
Hmm.
Thom:
Yeah. Yeah. Good times.
Lakota:
Well, thanks so much, Tom. I really appreciate you being with us on the call today and really appreciate your, your honest and candid answers and um, and all the work that you do.
Thom (58:08):
Right. Well, thank you very much. Enjoy your afternoon.
Lakota (58:10):
Will do. You too. Enjoy that snow. We'll see ya.
