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 Ken Watkins district, FMO on the Magdalena Ranger District, Cibola National Forest. Ken was a participant at the Fiscal Incentives focus group in Albuquerque, New Mexico last spring. And we've invited him here to talk with us today about his experience at that focus group. And also about any other new insights or perspectives he may have had since then. Ken’s calling in from New Mexico today. We've got him on the phone with us and we're very grateful to have him welcome Ken.
Ken:
Hey Lakota.
Lakota:
Hey man. So I was thinking maybe we could start off by just telling the listener a little bit about, uh, who you are, where you work, a little bit about your background and, um, how you got to where you're at today.
Ken (00:54):
Yeah, sure. So my name is Ken Watkins. I am the District FMO for the Magdalena Ranger District on Cibola National Forest. Uh, part of my, my background with the Forest Service, uh, been out West with the Forest Service since about 2000, so, you know, about 20 years. I've worked in, uh, I started off in Arizona, out West, um, and, uh, I worked out, uh, out there for a number of years. And then I moved into Region 2 in the Black Hills National Forest. Uh, I came back down to Region 3, just kinda, you know, kinda chasing jobs, just, just kinda as a lot of us do. And I've been down in New Mexico since 2011, the summer of 2011.
Lakota (01:37):
All right. All right. And, uh, and you were a part of the Fiscal Incentives focus group. It was nicely, uh, conveniently located in Albuquerque. But it was great to have, have you there as a District FMO. I mean, part of what we were doing in reaching out to participants in the focus groups was looking for that broad array of perspectives and voices across the agency. So we had a former, you know, regional budget officer and we had, uh, uh, a wildland fire module sup. We had yourself, a district ranger, really nice having that variety of perspectives. Um, so I'm curious, from, from your end, what was one of your motivations for wanting to participate in that focus group?
Ken (02:20):
You know, I think I was a late addition, but I jumped at the chance to do it. Just, I think out of that, uh, pretty natural curiosity about the work that you folks were doing and the ability to maybe have a perspective and to be able to contribute to, you know, making our whole process better and our, our work better.
Lakota (02:41):
Yeah, I'm right there with you. And we really appreciated having you. And this was one of those topics that it seems pretty, I mean, it's, it's relevant and pretty hands-on for folks like yourself at that, uh, FMO kind of level talking about fiscal incentives and, um, firefighter pay and, uh, how that relates to risk and whatnot. Maybe we could just dive right in to one of our kind of specific topic questions. As we were pouring through all of the focus group audio files and transcripts, we were starting to notice all these, these different themes that were kind of consistent across the different groups. And one of the things that came up was this idea of cost as investment. Uh, or, or I guess expenditure, you know, as a cost versus investment. So I'd like to, if I could just read a brief ex, excerpt from the metaeview report, I'd love to hear your thoughts.
Ken:
Sure.
Lakota (03:39):
So, it goes like this: “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 or long-range goals that will require patience, perseverance, and investment mindset to achieve. But focus group participants pointed out that there's a tendency in the Forest Service to focus on primarily safe, effective emergency response to the detriment of other long-term goals. Participants acknowledged there may be very 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 those long-term goals.” I'm wondering what comes up for you when you hear this, trying to find that balance, you know, between those short-term goals and managing the short-term risk versus the long-term investments.
Ken (04:42):
Yeah. I think the funny thing for me with the focus group and with that topic of cost as an investment is how interconnected everything is, you know, talking about fiscal incentives turns to, you know, investment as far as on the landscape and fire-adapted communities. So I wasn't expecting the focus group to really go in that direction, but it's a really interesting topic and just like anything it's interconnected and I think fairly complicated. I do realize that in our, in our work, especially at the, you know, IMT level, a lot of times I've seen that in, in, in the last few years or maybe last number of years, being involved with teams with, you know, if a fire's in a certain area, it makes a lot more sense. I've just noticed this deal about even, you know, kind of going and doing stuff on a fire and adding it is that idea of risk.
Ken (05:37):
And I think fiscally, it goes the same way when you look at in our long-term investments and how we prioritize those investments, uh, on, on landscapes. You know, it costs a lot of money to go through the whole planning process to get a—time and money—-um, to go through the whole planning process for prescribed fire. A long time, and a lot of effort, and is expensive to manage fire and suppression, suppression of fires even more. I think that when it comes to suppression, it seems like a very straightforward kind of something that makes sense or is historically has a lot of precedent in our work and then in this business. And I think that we've began to branch beyond that, um, into expanding prescribed fire programs, and managing fire on the landscape, um, natural fire, and natural ignitions on the landscape. I think it's, it's, it's a much bigger conversation.

Ken (06:31):
And I think the investment part is there. I mean, to me, with my level of experience and my perspectives over the last 20 years. You know, I know at a, at a pretty deep level that that's the answer, that is the long-term answer is that we need fire on those landscapes and it's how we want it, where we want it, and when we want it, that are the difficult parts. And so I thought I really enjoyed a lot of that conversation in the focus group about-, cause there's a lot of perspective and there's no easy right answer.
Lakota (07:00):
Yeah. I'm right there with you. Yeah. A lot of perspectives, no easy right answer and a, and a complex issue. Like you said, there's so many different layers and so many, so many different things to consider in it. Some folks were arguing that within the current system, there's a lack of incentive for managing fires for resource benefit or, or whatever you're supposed to call it these days. And many fire managers have kind of come become risk averse. Is that your experience?
Ken (07:31):
It's not my personal experience by any means where, where we are. We're kind of unique in that, um, I have that, that perspective is out there. I do see that. I mean, talking with peers and, and, and, uh, mentors and just, you know, people that-, interacting with people up and down. Like we have a very wide breadth of perspective and in the wildland fire system. That's just, it's just, it's there. You know, my perspective, my personal perspective is the district that I'm on, we've, uh, used managed fire, if that's the term or multiple objective fire, for 75,000 acres on our landscape in the last 5 years. Um, and it seems that when I get in these conversations with my, uh, with my peer group, you know the perspectives that are shared with me, it long-, it depends on where you're at obviously values. And I've been really heartened by the look on values.
Ken (08:23):
You know, what are, what's important to folks, the resource folks to the communities? Um, you know, I think there's been a lot of really, really good work done there to really look at fire, allowing fire to work on a landscape and put fire back into landscapes. I think that it's tough though. Uh, it’s not without controversy. It's, it's difficult, even in the most, uh, rural or the most back country place, it still has its own controversy. You know, it still has, it still has a very wide depth of, of experience. You know, in my, we had 2016, the North fire, which we actively managed, uh, for about 6 or 7 weeks. It went 42,000 acres. And it won, uh, I guess one, but we were a reward. There was a lot of awards and, and I, what I would say accolades or rewards, even if it was just, you know, that we all felt we were doing the right thing. But even in that, it wasn't without controversy. I was digging through some, some stuff that I had saved just a couple of days ago, actually, just, just after you and I talked. And, you know, and I found a few, uh, communications on, on the back of an IAP from folks who are in our rural area, just really not happy with the idea of fire on the landscape, because it had already been five weeks. And the comment that the, uh, the individual wrote was something to the effect of “You can't, you can't fix a hundred years of mismanagement in six weeks, put the fire out.”
Lakota (09:51):
Fair.
Ken (09:51):
And I think, you know, I think fire hits people at a base primal later. And I think that sometimes, you know, even the most logical of reasons, um, for fire on a landscape, it, it, it, it, uh, you know, it has a variety of responses to people. Um, also with like, as an example, the two weeks before that, that, uh, the North fire, there was a the same—actually it was, excuse me, it's probably like a week before—we had had another fire, which isn't-, in a higher value area, uh, or more value laden, like more infrastructure, somewhat closer to home that probably in the end would have been, would have been a much smaller fire. Might've been a bigger bang for your buck as far as long-term benefits to the communities, and, uh, and we just didn't feel like we could do it. You know, we went through a whole process, uh, engaged, um, with a lot of different levels of our, of our agency and just didn't feel like it was the right one. And then, you know, 5 days later we found one in the right spot and on we went. And so I think about that too, um, going forward is that there's a lot of risk. And I think the folks who do the implementation feel a lot of risk for coming up with the ideas and really doing the work that's required to be able to manage fire for multiple objectives.
Lakota (11:10):
Yeah, absolutely. Well, you make, you make so many great points there. I mean, one of the things I was picking up on was that there's all different kinds of risks, right? There's threat, threat to lives and property. But there's also, you know, that, you know, sociopolitical risk the, uh, you know, risk to relationships and, uh, just all these different layers they're. Also picking up on, uh, I really appreciate that you, you point out that our, our success with getting fire on the landscape, cre-, creating these fire resilient landscapes, it's going to vary a lot of area-to-area of region-to-region. A lot of it's really kind of site specific. And even where we do have successes, there are not, nothing's perfect. And there's going to be challenges wherever you go. But I'm curious, I mean, it sounds like you all have had quite a bit of success working towards that longer term vision of creating these fire-resilient landscapes, fire-adapted communities. And to whatever extent you've been able to do that, you know, what do you chalk that up to, that success up to you? What, what leads to success in that realm?
Ken (12:17):
You know, I think that that's a, that's a tough question in itself. What is the cause of relationship, um, for what we've done been able to do in the landscape? But for me, I, I think that we're really lucky on the Cibola National Forest with our leadership and some people who have some, some, uh, the ability to look a little bit further out than, uh, than the right here and now and as far as what is, what is the landscape really supposed to look like? Or maybe not even that maybe what, you know, what's missing from the landscape? Or, or how, what tools do we even have today to be able to, uh, manage a landscape? And I, and I, I think that leadership, you know, as far as from me, uh, our district ranger was on, on the focus group, uh, fire staff, deputy fire staff on Cibola and our forest supervisor,
Ken (13:08):
I think there's really good alignment, um, in how that goes together. And I think that there's a great number of resource specialists that, that realize that fire is a tool that, um, has historically, uh, naturally kind of been in the ecosystem. And I think that that is a lot easier on a planning level to kind of accept for resource specialists and professionals in, in our agency. I just think it's usually when it gets right down to the ground, as far as that, when we start to feel, um, those pressures. You know, whether, whether it's, uh, uh, you know, HF funding, whether it's a community stuff, you know, there's, there's a hundred variables, and I think that's, that's usually right where the rubber meets the road is, is where I think we feel the most pressure.
Lakota (13:54):
You bet, you bet. But it sounds like that, um, and having that kind of shared vision and that shared understanding of that long, that long-term goal seems like at least one of the big contributing components to, um, successfully moving in that direction. Um, I'm with you. It was really interesting that the Fiscal Incentives focus group conversation went in that direction. It's always neat to see where it goes. That, uh, like you, I was expecting to hear kind of a lot about firefighter pay structure and whatnot, and we wound up talking about all kinds of things. But back to that topic of, um, the firefighter pay structure, one of the topics we did address in the, in that focus group was kind of like the impact of the “1,000-hr fire season.” Um, and one of the questions we were exploring in that focus group was if you see a relationship between the way that firefighters are paid and firefighter fatalities or injuries, or, you know, if there's fiscal or other incentives built into the system that encourage firefighter risk-taking, or, or maybe just increased firefighter exposure to risk. I wonder what are some of your thoughts about this?
Ken (15:04):
Yeah. And that's a, that's another, just both of these questions are, are, are complex questions. You know, it's, it's, there was a really large, it was very varied and there's a lot of different opinions. There's a large range of opinions and perspectives I felt in the group when we sat down for it. And, and, and where I fit into it, I, I'm not quite sure. Um, you know, I still, I still struggle with the idea that I think-. It's difficult for me personally, and from my experience to see where that I thought that firefighter pay influenced risky decision-making. Um, you know, it was tough. It's tough. It's tough for me to believe that and to see that, and I'm still, uh, to be honest, I'm still pretty conflicted on it because there's a, there's a lot of layers to that, um.
Lakota:
You bet.
Ken:
And I feel, I even felt like to be, you know, as a, as a practitioner in fire and as a, as an operator in the fire world, I, I feel like every time we talk about this, I, I get a little defensive.
Ken (16:06):
I feel that I'm gonna even walking into the focus group, to be honest, I, I felt that I was going to have to defend firefighters. Um, and I feel like that that's been something I've seen over the number of years. It always seems like, um, from a very personal perspective that we have tried-. I, I've seen a transition in this. I've seen, you know, differences in the last number of years, but especially when I started out, it was always this ability to try to limit firefighter pay and, you know, or, or limit, you know, firefighter hours at some administrative level, you know, and, and always feeling like I have to defend that.
Lakota (16:45):
I think, I think I'm tracking now, as I was going to ask about, you know, w-, what, what you meant by that. Like, kind of look into defend the firefighters. But is it kind of along the lines of, you know, if there's a conversation that comes down to firefighters safety and they're talking about, you know, gosh, everybody knows that, uh, fatigue, um, is, is not a good thing. You know, extended, uh, long shifts and that firefighter fatigue can lead to increased accidents and injuries. And so let's limit the number of hours, and then folks are, we're kind of put in that position of firefighters are getting less pay. That kind of what you're talking about?
Ken (17:24):
Sure. Yeah. Yeah. Like I said, there's a lot of different directions we could go in that conversation. And I was, I was just thinking, you know, as we were, um, kind of just planning to talk, you know, it wasn't that long ago that, um, we were—at least the places that I've been—that we were talking, like, we didn't get paid overtime to go burn. It was, you know, it was like, “Hey, we want to go do this. We'll be asked, you know, we'll be doing for a couple of days and you guys can just flex,” or you guys can do like-. So there was a whole, there was a whole bit of the, uh, of the cog in the wheel. Not more than 5 or 10 years ago, that it was unusual to get overtime for prescribed fire.
Lakota:
Right.
Ken:
 And that you could, you know, you could put that back into our talk.
Ken (18:08):
We were just talking with, um, you know, the fiscal incentives with costs as investment, you know, um, or, or the limiting of hours. I, I, I've seen that one the last couple of years to the idea that if we limit hours that will somehow, um, you know, help firefighters with their exposure to fatigue and, and other hazards. And, um, yeah, it's a, it's a complicated one. I, like I said, it's hard to, it's hard to even, it's a hard to kind of go down and drill down on that because it's a very, you know, kind of big topic. I mean
Lakota:
I’m with ya.
Ken:
I mean, from our group, I remember from our group, we had a lot of discussion about it, and we had some, a lot of varying opinions. And it was not a, it wasn't the easiest conversation of parts either. You know, it wasn't-, but definitely there's a wide, wide view of perspectives that were in the room.
Lakota (18:59):
Yeah. You bet. You bet. And it's a wicked problem. It's, it's one that doesn't have any simple solutions, which I suppose is part of why we're, we're doing focus groups on these kinds of things and, uh, parsing these issues. You know, hearing supervisors talk about the difficult position they can find themselves in, of having to make this almost impossible choice between, uh, wanting to look out for their firefighters, safety, health, and wellbeing, by getting them, you know, into camp early enough to get adequate rest. You know, especially in these longer and longer fire seasons. Uh, and then on the other side, you know, wanting to make sure that they're paid well and adequately compensated, and they're taken care of financially kind of thing. You know, talking about these GS-3, -4 firefighters that kind of depend on that premium pay to make it through the year and what a difficult situation that can be for a supervisor on the line.
Ken (19:50):
Yeah. I think that's a really real time example. I remember that part of the conversation well. And if I take a step back and I pull myself out of the conversation a little bit and try to become, you know, a little more strategic with it, it's kind of hard for me to believe in today's day and age that, you know, we take these kids and we put them in a remote camp, not free to do whatever they want at night. And then, you know, as soon as they get into off the fire and into that camp, we, we decided they're not getting paid anymore and we still dictate what they can and can't do. It just doesn't, it's hard for me to accept that. Um, and it's hard to find integrity to me in that. And you're right. There's a lot of, we talked a lot about the ins and outs, um, as far as where the integrity is with that, you know? Like as a supervisor or someone who's directly responsible for folks or, or trying to ask folks to do work for us to accomplish objectives, it's difficult to, to be, for me to swallow.
Ken (20:50):
And I understand why it's difficult for the GS-3 and 4 firefighters just to say, “Well, I can't do what I want I’m here, but I don't got-, I'm not getting paid.” It's, it's a really, it's a strange thing, you know?
Lakota (21:02):
Yeah, yeah, it is. It is. So, and part of that focus group, you know, we, we kind of broke it into segments. And at first we were kind of just talking about, um, mapping the current system, how you see things working right now. And then we spent Day 2 talking a little bit about, um, potential solutions or innovative ideas. And we did a little exercise to talk about what you see as a potential high, high impact change that we could make. I'm wondering, can you envision a different kind of pay structure that might, might meet both of those needs? Might take care of our firefighters financially. But then also reduce that, um, that drive to work those exceedingly long shifts and take care of them from that kind of, uh, getting an adequate rest and safety standpoint.
Ken (21:48):
And, you know, I, I have ideas. I can’t say that I could sit here until you answer. Here it is Lakota. Congratulations, you know But I definitely think that professionalizing the workforce. So those are some topics I've heard as far as, you know, we have GS-3 and 4 1039s, uh, temporary employees are temporary, but they're the, uh, they work every year. And we sandwich them into a 6-month timeframe. I, I think, uh, having the ability to extend those appointments, especially because the reason that we're, those folks are able to work that is because there's work. You know, there's, there's a need. And, um, that there are a lot more firefighters now than maybe there have been historically, but there's still a, there's an evolving workload too. Um, so I would be favorable to, um, I'm not saying like portal-to-portal, but I would personally be open to, you know, uh, just a basic incident pay structure where, you know, we would have these folks and be able to pay them at like, you know, 16-to-8, or a 2-to-1 payment scale and make that simpler and make it, uh-, take all the anxiety out of it.
Ken (23:03):
I would support that. I support, you know, I personally think that the more 13 and 13 are, them becoming more of a permanent structure, I would support that as well. I think both of those are acceptable. I also think that, um, and I have noticed this since the focus group—I noticed this this summer, and I guess maybe I'd never paid attention before, or maybe never hit me that way—was the idea of let’s keep people on for 14 days. ‘Cause we're, so I think we are so ingrained to work and when we get home, we want a day off. Yeah. I know that I've gone and I've worked 12 days on an assignment and I've come back and had to show up at eight o'clock the next morning or take annual leave.
Lakota:
Right.
Ken:
And I know what that feels like. And I know that, you know, I know my own GS-3 or-4-level, what that feels like to have to take my own leave if I want to rest after I've been gone for 12 days. And, uh, I saw I would personally support anything, you know, compensated rest days outside of the 14-day structure.
Lakota (24:02):
Yeah, man, that makes a lot of sense to me. And I feel like that's not the first time I've, I've heard some of those ideas. I really appreciate you sharing those. And like you said, I'll just-, honoring the fact that it's a complex issue and, you know, who knows if there is a one, “the answer,” probably not an, any, any, you know, change, uh, we make as an agency has all, you know, trade-offs and consequences and it's, it's just hard to say exactly. But, uh, really appreciate, uh, hearing all of these different ideas.
Ken (24:31):
Yeah, no problem. Yeah. I would say it is, it is co,-. complex. And I mean, the thing that I've realized that when you're a district FMO you get to see a management side and you also, you also get to see the field-level side that is a field, a field-level job. And I just really feel that we're asking folks to do the work and, um, and the 1,000-hour season. Like, I, I I've heard that a lot, too, since our focus group, you know, to kind of hit back to that. And I would say that the reason that they're possible isn't because of the fiscal incentive to work longer hours, I would say is that we're asking a lot of, of a certain group in our agency. And we're asking them to kind of be the fix all-be all. And some, some cases.
Ken (25:13):
And I think that if there's work there, we should find ways to, to, to pay people for their work. And we're learning, right? I mean, we only hit a couple of those, but we could talk for, I'm sure, for a long time about hazard pay and fires versus prescribed fire. And the reason, I mean, I think the reason that we struggle with fiscal incentives is because it's, our fiscal systems are complicated. We haven’t even talked about a 1,000-hour season stuff. That's just, you know, another thing that I just, while I'm thinking about it, and I'm sorry if it's not that it worked, the other thing is just in my career, I've seen where it almost feels like the system isn't working inside. Like it doesn't align well and it separates people out. And what I mean by that is, you know, this admin stuff and having to, you know-. We talked a little bit in the focus group about signing CTRs and showing a half hour break down to those down to those levels.
Ken (26:09):
And I just, it just strikes me a lot that instead of our folks worrying so much about how they can justify not putting a half-hour down, um, prepaid of that, maybe if they were, we could focus on the job at hand, like how much better we would be, you know. Better than we already are. And it just, you know, I really think that there's just the-, our, our, uh, our fiscal system or a fire system, the physical aspects of it, um, lend themselves to complexity and lend themselves-. That it is convoluted. Th-, there's a whole yellow book that has all the rules for this, and it's not a very small book. They don't even like reprinting it every year anymore. We have it all online now because of how big that book is. And, um, yeah, and for me, I just, at that focus group, that's what I really doubled down to, was trying to think about that GS-3 and GS-4 person that is asked to do a lot of physical work. And we ask them, we expect them to do a lot of things and how do we take care of them? And you're right, financially, that is part of it because none of it, I mean, there are a lot of volunteer firefighters in America, but we didn't typically see volunteers working, you know, 1,000 extra hours inside a six-month timeframe.
Lakota (27:28):
I think so much for sharing that perspective. Ken, I want to move on to, uh, talk a little bit about the focus group process itself. Um, and you already kind of hit on this a little bit. But, um, in the, in the weeks and months after participating in the focus group upon, reflection and kind of being back at work, is there anything else you wish you would've said? Anything you'd say differently now?
Ken (27:54):
You know, um, I'm sure there are. You know, I think that hearing that from a kind of a wide swath of different perspectives was, was, uh, was pretty valuable. And it did make me think when I went back to my normal job and went through a fire season, you know, I did catch things that maybe I wouldn't have caught before. And I definitely caught us talking about, you know, trying to-, hoping that our job lasts for 14 days, you know, and those things. Um, but as far as things that I would say different, I, I really feel like I, I, um, gave an, uh, honest opinion and honest feedback at the time. There's a hundred conversations I think that we could have had more than what we did. I don’t know that there would have been, or that we would have gotten to an answer, or this is what right looks like.
Ken (28:40):
 And I think that's okay. I think one of the things that I, it makes me feel good about our agency especially, is that we do, you know, we had a focus group to talk about these things. And, uh, we are looking at ways to, uh, not change the system per se, but maybe to, to make a system better. To, uh, make an environment for our employees and, and hopefully to bring that honesty into all of our conversations, whether it's at GS-4 or GS-15. You know, um, to be, you know, be able to be honest with each other about, about what we're seeing. And I think that having, uh, a lot of different people at the table, I think it was really valuable. I really enjoyed that, uh, uh, the discussion and I'm sure people didn't agree with everything I said, and I may not have agreed with everybody else. But I think that everybody there talking and, um, being able to have that opinion, I think that was a really healthy process. And I think that's, you know, um, our agency is very, very intentional with that, we want to improve the wellbeing of our, of our employees. And then whether or not we get there, I don't know. Or whether or not we're there. I just, I just think that it's a very healthy signal that we're, we're exploring that. And we're trying to come up with answers to, to make things better.
Lakota (29:59):
Yeah, well, well said, and I couldn't agree more. It's, uh, that, that process of having those really kind of open-ended, um, honest, transparent conversations within our work groups where different, you know, widely varied perspectives are appreciated and invited just seems like such an important part of what we do. You know, whether or not there is a one “the” answer we kind of come to you, uh, having those conversations seems like such an important thing.
Ken:
Yeah, I agree.

Lakota:
Awesome. Well, uh, just a couple more questions to close this out. I'm wondering, what's going to keep you up tonight after this interview?
Ken (30:39):
Um, I'm not so sure that they're even going to keep me up from this interview to be honest. Some of the things that that I'll probably think about, or, or just the, you know, in hindsight that, uh, you know, I, you know, I wish I could be a lot more eloquent on this. There may be, uh, I would like to have an answer for this. I'd like to be able to feel that we're doing everything right by the folks that we asked to do this, this work for. Um, that, that keeps me up more than maybe anything is, is that we're, you know, we're, we're asking folks to do a lot of work and just, are we really taking care of them or are we putting them in the best position to succeed? And, and, um, you know, are we leaving that legacy for them to, to take the things that we've learned and, you know, to continue down the road, whatever it is that looks like. It's a tough, it's a tough business to have, to feel a legacy for, you know, and to see, you know, to add into that to people and invest in people.
Ken (31:37):
And, you know, I think that, that keeps me up sometimes as far as just, you know, are we really-, you know, am I doing everything that I can do to, to help further?
Lakota (31:46):
Yeah, I like that. I really appreciate that idea too, of investing in people. That's great. Well, and then the last one is, uh, what's the best part of the next thing you're doing?
Ken (31:58):
The best part in the next thing I’m doing. There’s, there's a lot of, there's a lot of stuff, just as I'm sure with everyone else in our, in our line of work, that, um-. We're kind of heading back into the fire season in it. And in a strange way, it feels like, you know, every, every, every time you go back into fire season, uh, into a new fire season, it feels like, it feels like the beginning of the year. Really I'm looking forward to that. I think that's why I like working, um, and having the job that I do. Where I do is that I get to have that and to get that exposure to new folks and new faces and to build a new team. Um, I think that's some of the best stuff that we do, and I just really, I've always enjoyed that. Um, and I can feel it right now, you know, I can feel that we're beginning that process, that process of team building and, and training to be able to produce the, to the level of, uh, you know, quality work that we can to, to support, uh, you know, wildland fire, you know, whatever that looks like this year.
Ken (32:56):
It's just that we're ready to go when, when we need to. I think that's, that's cool. Um, specifically, you know, on our district, you know, um, we are very much going through, you know, the cost and investment, investment and, and revamping our prescribed fire programs. And, um, I'm very excited about that. And then the only other thing that I, I think I'd share is we also have been, um, trying to match folk—people—to opportunity, you know, I guess that's better with match people to opportunity. So we've been, uh, with a small rural town, um, like a lot of small rural towns in, in, in a wildland fire that, you know, we've, we've worked on, um, some women-in-fire crews. And then we're also working on some vet, building a veteran prescribed fire crew and to be in both of those process. To just match people to opportunities, to try to find folks that, to, uh, that, that are interested in, want to-, have passion for the job that those in the job do, you know, I think that's been really good. And I think that's, uh, um, probably one of the better things that I feel like I've been a part of.
Lakota (34:01):
Yeah. That's all good stuff, Ken. A lot of stuff to be excited about.
Ken:
Yeah, yeah.
Lakota
Right on. Well, thanks again so much for, uh, for joining us today and for participating in the focus group last spring, and then for, uh, continuing to show up and participate and help out with this interview. Really appreciate it.
Ken (34:19):
Hey, no problem. Thanks for having me, Lakota.
Lakota
All right. Take good care.
Ken
All right, you too.
Lakota
Bye-bye.
