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Executive Summary

I. Introduction

Fires in the American wildland-urban interface over the past several years have resulted in unprecedented losses in lives, property, and productivity. Millions of acres are burned and billions of dollars are spent on uncontrollable wildfires each year. The negative human and economic repercussions of wildfires resonate at the local, state, and federal levels. It is a huge national problem.

Without progressive change, without shifting paradigms, the recurring pattern of wildfire losses—particularly in the wildland interface—will not improve. Current policies and programs such as The National Fire Plan, the 1995 Federal Wildland Fire Management Policy, the 2001 Federal Fire Policy Review and Implementation Action document, and even an Urban-Wildfire Interface Code do not push far enough to fully address the problems and challenges.


The continuing trend of urban interface development places an increased risk on communities, available firefighting resources, and the environment. And the size and complexity of wildland-interface fires are increasing. The rate of human development in the interface far exceeds current fire prevention and protection capabilities—a fact readily apparent and documented over the past few wildfire seasons.

Through the organizing efforts of Fire Engineering magazine, the California Fire Chiefs Association, and the Western Fire Chiefs Association, Wildfire Summit was convened in January 2003 and January 2004 to provide fire service professionals, government officials, lawmakers, and industry leaders the opportunity to participate in a “think tank” process to create a new or expanded approach to this devastating problem. The Summit participants agreed that simply doing better at what we already do will not solve our wildfire problems as they currently exist

One of the goals of 2003-2004 Wildfire Summit was to present a white paper to the United States Congress recommending solutions to our wildfire problems, with the hope that the recommendations would be used as part of a new national policy agenda. Over six days of facilitated tabletop discussions and general session reporting and consensus-building meetings, the participants arrived at the conclusions and recommendations contained in this Wildland Summit White Paper Report.

Lack of education, coordination, and communication forms the foundation for the wildfire problem. Generally speaking, there is a disconnect between policy makers, federal agencies, state agencies, local fire prevention and response agencies, environmental groups, land developers, and property owners. It is also important to mention that the federal government’s approach has not kept pace with the growing problem. The 2001 Federal Fire Policy Review and Implementation document, for example, made no changes to the 1995 Federal Wildland Fire Management Policy—meaning we are still operating, for all intents and purposes, with a federal wildland fire policy that is more than 10 years behind the curve.

However, the Wildfire Summit Report is by no means an exercise in finger-pointing or second-guessing. It is a good-faith effort to stimulate meaningful dialogue among the many groups with a stake in this vital issue. It is imperative that we come together and begin to solve the problems. To this end, Wildfire Summit participants strongly urge the creation of a Presidential Commission on Wildland Urban Interface Fire Safety and Preparedness, in the same fashion as the very successful America Burning panel first commissioned by 1969. We strongly believe all stakeholders, from government to public to private interests at every level, should be represented on this Presidential Commission.

The Wildfire Summit participants also believe strongly that growing and sustaining a proactive approach to our wildland interface problem requires the means by which to identify and implement future lessons learned. Therefore, a federal investigative body, such as the National Transportation Safety Board for investigating major transportation accidents and the National Construction Safety Team for investigating major incidents in the urban environment, should be created.


The recommendations in this White Paper Report are grouped in five general sections. These are Land Use and Environmental Considerations; Emergency Response and Resources; Education; Presidential Commission on Wildland Urban Interface Fire Safety and Preparedness; and National Wildland Urban Interface Fire Safety Board. 


New federal legislative initiatives are needed. This White Paper Report offers a focus and a concrete direction by which Congress can begin to address the growing American wildfire problem. It will outline a plan for action, with the understanding that without an aggressive national approach undertaken by Congress and its constituents, catastrophic wildfire seasons will continue, year after year. We cannot afford not to act, and act now.

II. Executive Summary

A. Land Use and Environmental Considerations

Public and private human encroachment into the wildland environment over the past decades has produced many of the problems we face today. Historically, when a wildland fire erupted, the fire burned until the forest was cleaned and thinned. With the introduction of buildings and infrastructure, and a national policy that for years required that all fires be extinguished, the forests became choked with vegetation and growth that led to an unhealthy condition. We have built what we cannot protect in areas that are beyond control. Recommended policy changes to address this situation include the following:

· Ensure through the environmental impact reporting process that human and structural fire protection be adequately provided, and provide a continuing funding mechanism for life-safety services.

· Mandate the adoption and enforcement of a National Wildland/Urban Interface Building and Life Safety Code that sets minimum standards for roads, construction materials and techniques, water supplies, clearances, defensible space/fuels management, power, communications systems, etc. for occupancies within the interface.

· Require insurance companies with policies in the interface to conduct annual inspections of the insured property based on minimum national or regional standards. Policy renewals should be contingent on fire-safety compliance.

· Establish a National Wildland/Urban Interface Fire Protection Insurance Program (similar to the National Flood Insurance Program) that would provide relief to property owners suffering fire loss in the wildland interface. Participation is contingent on compliance with the National Wildland/Urban Interface Building and Life Safety Code.

· Reinvest a portion of insurance premiums collected via the National Wildland/Urban Interface Fire Protection Insurance Program into manual fire suppression preparedness, public education, and research and development efforts.

· Establish a policy to permit and require live-fire training for firefighters both in wildland and structure/interface applications.

· Establish a well-defined national policy, with quantifiable goals over five- and 10-year periods, for cleaning, thinning, and rehabilitating forestlands through the use of vegetation management, controlled burning, and natural burning, with special focus on urban/rural interface areas.

· Ensure that fire and life safety priorities are not secondary to environmental concerns. Quantitative scientific analyses and research is required to assist decision makers in establishing a balance between environmental and life safety priorities with respect to the wildland interface problem.

· Require that urban-interface planners/developers, through codes and other means, integrate critical fire protection/life safety measures into built environment within the interface.

· Require that defensible space/fuels management practices, as per the National Wildland/Urban Interface Building and Life Safety Code, be retroactive to include all buildings within the interface. 

· Fund local and regional fire agencies to better address preincident, proactive fire inspection/protection efforts functions within the interface environment.

· Reintroduce fire into the ecosystem.

· Provide the funding for research into better buildings and fire safe buildings components for the wildland interface.

B. Emergency Response and Resources

Catastrophic wildfires over the past two decades have underscored the urgent need to better train, equip, and staff public fire protection agencies that respond to these dangerous and sometimes explosive events. In the Western United States, and in other areas throughout the U.S. as well, urban- and suburban-based firefighters with less-than-maximum wildland firefighting training are sent into potentially explosive wildfire environments. In many cases, radio/communications interoperability difficulties do not allow agencies to speak to each other. Numerous simultaneous wildfire campaigns each year have caught the response community shorthanded. Air support has been hampered over availability of firefighting aircraft and over jurisdictional lines. It is incumbent on us to address these and other issues to provide firefighting agencies with the level of preparation, training, resources, and state-of-the-art systems by which to manage and provide the highest possible level of life safety response. Recommendations in this area include the following:

· Establish a new “FIRE Act” grant program specifically for resourcing, staffing, and training fire departments that respond to wildland interface fires. The United States Fire Administration, part of the Department of Homeland Security, should administer this program.

· Fund a national communications system, including adequate spectrum capability, and create the means by which all public safety agencies can secure the equipment necessary to achieve realistic and actual interoperability.

· Establish national certifications and qualifications for all responders to wildfire emergencies.

· Establish and expand uniform wildland firefighter training programs.

· Require interagency preplanning and firefighting drills. Encourage operational cooperation among federal, state, and local fire agencies. 

· Establish the requirement and means by which all wildland firefighters are provided with essential personal protective gear and safety and communications equipment.

· Establish the policy and means by which United States Armed Forces and the National Guard resources are added to the wildfire suppression solution. Fire suppression forces, at current staffing levels, need access to military assets in the wildland firefight. Joint exercises should be conducted.

· Establish a research-and-development working group to explore the applicability of emerging technologies to wildland interface fire suppression.

· Require that all appropriate aircraft in federal and state fleets be retrofitted or designed for use as firefighting aircraft.

· Eliminate the “red tape” that keeps available firefighting aircraft on the ground and not where it is most needed.

· Reevaluate existing concepts of aerial firefighting as it relates to time of day and fire conditions.

· Investigate application of satellite technology to wildland firefighting systems.

· Support and fund a single-source database that yields real-time intelligence to fire service field commanders.

· Commission a national study to realistically evaluate the human and equipment resources required to control wildfires at various levels, stages, and situations

· Incentivize college and university systems and the private sector to develop new technologies for wildland interface firefighting. 

· Reinforce and support the mutual-aid response system across interagency lines.  

C. Education

Education is the linchpin in moving toward a solution to the wildland interface problem in America. It is multidirectional and crosses many lines. Public education efforts immediately come to mind. By allowing uninhibited development in the wildland interface, we are giving people the sense that “it must be safe or we wouldn’t be allowed to build.” That false sense of security must change. It must be supplanted by a real sense of safety, responsibility, and accountability that can be achieved through education, aggressive codes and enforcement, aggressive building and insurance policies, and aggressive response policies. 

Participants in the Wildfire Summit believe that our future success lies in breaking down traditional barriers to real solutions to wildland-interface life safety. Breaking down the barriers that exist between state and federal entities, between federal and local constituencies, between fire and environmental groups, between fire agencies and institutions of higher learning, between community planners and the fire service, and so forth, is paramount in solving the problems that exist, together. Recommended educational objectives include:

· Facilitate and demand local fire agency inspection and protection efforts for all “at risk” communities. Fire service reinvestment by way of “Wildland FIRE Act” and the National Wildland/Urban Interface Fire Protection Insurance program is critical to that end.

· Establish, through the United States Fire Administration, progressive and broad-reaching wildland-interface community education programs—programs that can be delivered at the local level and that, in part, address the realities of current response capabilities/realities.

· Create programs that encourage and support fire-safe councils, volunteers-in-prevention programs, and other such vehicles to provide local educational information and resources for each community.

· Facilitate means by which the best property fuels management practices—timber policies, grazing, and prescribed burns—are provided to property owners in the interface.

· Facilitate an education campaign that, in part, uses public service announcements targeting schools and other community institutions and groups.

· Provide incentives to property owners for implementing safe fire protection measures. Property owners must be engaged in the wildfire management solution.

· Enlist fire service management, city/town managers, and others to develop national or regional public education programs.

· Assist in forming cooperative partnerships between all involved parties within the government, the military, and private concerns to encourage and expand research into new technologies for structure protection in the wildland interface.

D. Presidential Commission on Wildland Urban Interface Fire Safety and Preparedness

The participants of Wildfire Summit strongly urge the President of the United States and Congress to establish the Commission on Wildland Urban Interface Fire Safety and Preparedness. Such a Commission is critical for all those with a stake in solving the American wildfire problem. The Commission must be broad in scope and accommodate all stakeholders in the wildland fire protection equation, yet address all-important fire service protection/response issues. While, in many respects, the fire service needs swift and immediate remedies to many problems, we believe that a truly effective, long-term, all-inclusive federal approach to the wildland fire problem is essential to taking the next step to real wildland fire safety and response.

E. National Wildland Urban Interface Fire Safety Board

National problems demand national solutions. As such, Wildfire Summit participants strongly recommended that the Congress establish a National Wildland Urban Interface Fire Safety Board. This Board will act within the same parameters as the National Transportation Safety Board in investigating major wildland fires and operations. This entity will report to Congress on how to improve wildland fire protection and response in the future.
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