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Overview 
In early July 2005, The National Forests & Grasslands in Texas (NF&GTX), along with the Texas Forest Service (TFS), requested a Regional Fire Prevention and Education Team (FPET or Team) be assigned to East Texas to assist with their prevention efforts to reduce human-caused wildfires. Team members arrived on July 8-10, conducted operations for a two-week period, and demobilized July 22-24. Staggering of the Team’s arrival and departure dates did not pose any operational issues and, in fact, was a benefit in light of Team Leader trainee task book commitments that were a component of operations. The Team was based at TFS’s Conroe District Office, which is co-located with W. Goodrich Jones State Forest, on the outskirts of Conroe about 35 miles north of the City of Houston. The five-person team developed a communication strategy to accomplish objectives defined in the interagency Delegation of Authority (DOA) signed by all parties on July 11. The Team was multi-tasked to provide a diverse and enhanced wildland fire prevention message to East Texas and serve as Information Officers on going fires, if the latter need arose. Thus, four of the five Team members possessed IOF qualifications. The Team’s PAO was initially dispatched to Waco and vicinity to support going wildfires but rejoined the Team midway through the operational period. Subsequent to the Team initiating operations in Conroe, an onset of frequent and substantial rainfall dramatically reduced the fire danger and number of new wildfire ignitions across East Texas. The precipitation events led the Team to amend objectives to include a greater emphasis in the Prevention & Education (P&E) Program Review of the lands managed by the NF&GTX. This project idea was originally presented to the NF&GTX during the DOA meeting, and was consistent with the Fire Management Officer’s wish to pursue the Project more aggressively due to rainfall decreasing the wildfire risk. The Project assessment was supported by on-site visits to the four National Forests to visualize the P&E message and interview Forest staff and customers. Interviews with the four FMOs assigned to the Forests also supported the assessment. The Grasslands of northern Texas were not visited since a Team member’s home unit was the Grasslands. The Team continued to pursue other TFS-driven assignments and all projects undertaken were captured in a Communications Plan and Projects Action Item Matrix. Thus, this Final Report details the activities and P&E accomplishments of the FPET with a special emphasis on what NF&GTX can do to make long-term improvements to their wildfire P&E Program. 
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Introduction

Background 

In early July 2005, the National Forests and Grasslands of Texas (NF&GTX) and the Texas Forest Service (TFS) requested an interagency fire prevention and education team (FPET or Team) be assigned to the southeast region of Texas to help them address the increasing wildfire danger brought on by an unusually dry late Spring and early Summer.

Rainfall in East Texas, which had been above average in early Spring, basically stopped in mid-May.  By early July, many parts of this region had not received rain in over 30 days.  Fine fuels such as grasses and weeds that had flourished during the spring now became flammable, contributing to an unusually high ‘flashy’ fuel load.  In addition, Texas has historically had a high incidence of wildfires due to escaped debris burns.  In fact, of the 5,381 fires that occurred in East Texas during 2000-2004, 44% of them were attributed to careless debris burning (source: Texas Interagency Coordination Center).  

The TFS has an active wildfire prevention program in place, and prevention personnel had stepped up their efforts during the early summer drought.  Agency leadership, however, recognized the need to supplement these efforts with additional resources, and requested severity funds from the USDA Forest Service.  Working through the strong partnership between NF&GTX and the TFS, the necessary funds were secured and a Regional FPET was mobilized and operational by July 9.

The FPETs are used to support broad or regional wildland fire prevention and educational needs preceding and during periods of high wildland fire danger or prescribed fire activity.  The Team serves to reinforce local fire prevention and education resources and to bring special prevention and education planning, logistics, and operations expertise to bear in larger, complex severity situations that tax or exceed the capabilities of local prevention organizations.  The Team’s role in fire prevention/education is similar to the roles of Type I and Type II Incident Management Teams in large and complex incident management situations. For this specific assignment, the FPET was tasked to reach out to a large customer base living, working, and recreating in an area that encompasses about one-half of Texas.
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Communication Plan

Summary
Due to the critical wildfire danger that has been developing in Texas since late Spring 2005, the TFS and NF&GTX requested the services of a Regional FPET. A five-member Team, supported by federal severity funds, was dispatched to Conroe TX on July 7 and worked to enhance the wildland fire prevention and education (P&E) message for residents, businesses, and visitors located in East Texas. The Team was charged with: (a) developing fire prevention messages that address wildfire safety measures, fuel loading, and fire behavior conditions; (b) creating substantial media coverage for defensible space, general fire prevention practices, the positive and negative aspects of fire, the relationships of outdoor recreation and off-highway vehicles use to fire prevention, and other fire prevention topics appropriate for this area; (c) making personal contacts with citizens of rural communities in East Texas, including volunteer fire departments, county agents, county judges, and TFS district personnel; and (d) working closely with USFS, TFS, and local law enforcement to develop and deliver fire prevention messages in areas experiencing elevated levels of woods arson. The Team was operational through July 23, 2005. A NF&GTX management decision was made to cease team operations based on the depletion of severity funds and the reduced threat of wildfire. Regardless, FPET Projects and supporting documentation will serve to support future agency management decisions on P&E Program delivery long after the Team has demobilized.  

Purpose
Advance the public’s knowledge of wildfire danger in Texas through diversified messages that result in a measurable reduction of human-caused fires.

Objectives

· Increase public awareness of human-caused fires with the intent to encourage individuals to take an active role in reducing the occurrence of human-caused wildfires. 

· Educate the public on fire causes. 

· Improve the media’s understanding and coverage of wildfire prevention efforts and suppression operations.

· Evaluate the NF&GTX and TFS’s wildfire P&E needs including a review of what is presently available in each agency P&E ‘toolbox’.

· Report on infrastructure and current delivery of existing programs and products.

· Recommend program and product improvement(s). Include estimated personnel time required, timeline to complete, and funds to develop, produce, and deliver the product(s). 

Key Messages

· Check your County burn ban status and rules before conducting outdoor burning.

· Check the county you will visit so you know the current burn ban status and rules on outdoor burning.

· “Keep Your Guard Up”; despite recent rainfall there is still a risk of wildfire and drought conditions continue in many surrounding counties.

· Urban wildland interface wildfires cause economic loss and other hardships to homeowners and communities, so always be careful with open flame.

· Careless debris burning is the #1 cause of wildfires in Texas.

· Defensible space around homes and outbuildings is important; visit www.Firewise.org for tips on improving structure survivability. 

Target Audiences

· Media – TV, Daily/Weekly Newspapers, Radio [Note: Media is typically viewed as a primary conduit to ‘deliver the message’; however, the Team believed that some of the affected media markets could be targeted to improve safety, reporting (accuracy), and communication on incidents.];

· Residents, homeowners, and landowners living in the Urban Wildland Interface; 

· Residents of major metropolitan areas that work, recreate, and otherwise routinely visit the forest;

· People burning brush and debris; specifically, those using burn barrels to incinerate debris and ranchers practice of burning brush;

· Out-of-state visitors; 

· Hispanic population and their community support groups.

Method and Products Overview

Method and products used to help convey prevention messages included:

News Releases: News releases were sent to area media and other key contacts to inform them of the Team's presence and objectives.  An information dissemination focal point involved networking accurate County burn ban status information and specifically what prevention steps the public should take as they resumed burning operations after an extended burn ban had been lifted.

Personal Contacts and Coordination: Contacts were made with state and local agencies, fire departments, and the media.  Team objectives for these contacts primarily included information gathering and sharing, and coordinating the Team’s efforts with these regional and local contacts. This type of networking consistently produces increased opportunities for an FPET to co-mingle and diversify the message within target audiences and invariably leads to additional requests for 

Team contact and interface through additional meeting invitations, attendance, and presentations that ultimately increase Team visibility (and the message visibility too).

Key Messages and Prevention Tips: Although Public Service Announcements (PSAs) and Talking Points were developed for use by the Team and agency personnel, the ‘selling’ of these messages to the media for delivery to the public became more difficult due to the increased rainfall coverage, falling KBDIs, and a reduced number of new ignitions and wildfire events. The ‘fading’ of the seasonal wildfire issue and subsequent replacement with more attention-getting headlines (such as a major early season hurricane in the Gulf of Mexico) always poses a challenge for delivering a wildfire prevention message that is still needed. This is particularly the case in east Texas where the long-term drought is still noted to be ‘moderate to extreme over the central and eastern half of the State (NOAA/NWS, US Drought Monitor July 21, 2005). None-the-less, the PSAs and Talking Points were distributed to the media in other creative ways, including a Wildfire Media Day that occurred on the Sam Houston National Forest.

Signs and Posters: Signs and posters were solely obtained from the TFS and they primarily delivered a ‘Burn Ban In Effect’ message. 

Objectives & Accomplishments

The NF&GTX and the TFS charged the Regional Fire Prevention and Education Team to advance the public’s knowledge of wildfire danger in Texas through accomplishing the following objectives.

Objective 1:
Increase public awareness of human-caused fires with the intent to encourage individuals to take an active role in reducing the occurrence of human-caused wildfires.

Accomplishments –

A series of projects were created to increase public awareness in East Texas.  In several of the projects the focus was more to define and establish a pathway to navigate through management approval levels of an organization, applicable policy or procedure, and key contacts (chain of command) so we could ‘map the process’; rather than deliver a specific P&E message.  In all cases, our process objective was to inform the key contact(s) of the need to get wildland fire prevention message(s) to the public when wildfire risk levels mandate such an action. Each approach is summarized below.  Products, policy or procedures, or other pertinent information is included in the appendix.

Provide news releases –

Three separate news articles were submitted to approximately 60 newspaper outlets on subjects of safety tips for outdoor burning, the deployment of the Regional Fire Prevention and Education Team, and the Wildfire Media Day event held at the Sam Houston National Forest.  The Team’s PAO worked with media to develop three additional stories on the relief from recent rains and events surrounding the Onion Creek Fire.  An active media interface was attained through use of an existing media contact list.  Updates were noted to e-mail addresses and passed along to TFS. The TFS’s Media and Network Database was a very powerful tool that was resourced by the Team under the direction and review of agency prevention specialists.

Getting Counties Burn Ban Daily Map on WeatherBug ® PC Desktop –

Contact with TV stations is still ongoing and results of these contacts will be identified in this report. Successful contact was made with Weather Bug ®, a PC – based weather information platform. This product presently has 590,000 active users in the State; ‘active’ is defined to be visiting the web site 4-8 times per day. The AWS management feedback was positive on partnership opportunities with TFS. The most fruitful discussions centered on providing daily county Burn Ban status information to TX’s emergency services through AWS’s ‘streaming weather’ product. Additional discussions are planned between AWS and TFS administration.

The Weather Channel PC Desktop –

A similar service to the Weatherbug ® product, time constraints did not allow us to explore a partnership with this organization. There was also a concern to not play one service provider against another. Thus, this organization could be contacted if the Weatherbug ® contact does not yield a partnership. The most notable (and attractive) observation made with these PC-based weather services was the size of the Texas audience attracted.

Getting Counties Burn Ban Daily Map on Television Weather Stations –

Contacts with TV stations yielded limited fruit. The Burn Ban maps were noticed on two of the Texas TV stations as part of their weather report.  Local efforts have apparently been made and the Team elected to spend its time opening up new markets for information dispersion.  Most stations contacted stated they were aware of, and used the Burn Ban map information, but put the information into a different format for communicating the information.

Bilingual Burn Ban Awareness Radio Interviews –

The Hispanic radio markets were researched to establish solid contact information.  Approximately 18 radio networks were contacted as far west as the Dallas area.  The Team elected to interview the networks and ask how the stations obtained fire and prevention information.  The interviews revealed that the station managers were not getting enough information and would like to be able to tie into local and state resources for obtaining timely and accurate fire prevention information.  A product of the process was a contact list of 17 station networks comprised of 34 individual stations.  Additionally, an e-mail was sent to all of the targeted Hispanic networks with local sources of fire information, contact people, and phone numbers.  The Team feels that re-emphasizing state and federal connection to the Hispanic population will improve the publics’ understanding of fire use restrictions, Burn Ban information, and the general fire prevention messages.

General Burn Ban FAQ Article –

A document combining Team Talking Points with questions and answers pertinent to current fire activity and fuel conditions was prepared and used in two different venues.  The document was included in the media packet prepared for the media day event at Sam Houston NF and also sent through the radio distribution network to help inform media outlets and generate interest in prevention topics.

Participation in Large Gatherings/Use of TFS ‘Prevention Van’ and Displays –

The Team directed its effort at developing a list of large gatherings for the months of August and September 2005.  The venue list is presented as possible opportunities for the host agencies to pursue, particularly if wildfire risk becomes elevated later this summer. An attempt by the Team to attend such a venue the first week of operations (Cabella’s Grand Opening, Austin TX) was deemed unfeasible by the store’s management due to all the other special events already packed into the three-day event. However, management was agreeable to let the FPET bring Smokey Bear and a prevention display to the store during future non-event operating hours. Using large box stores like Cabella’s or Walmart are FPET favorites to get the message out because these type stores draw such a large local (and sometimes regional) customer base.

Fire Prevention Messages on TxDOT Fixed and Mobile Message Boards –

The Texas message board system has potential for use, primarily for ongoing suppression operations.  Although the primary function of the TxDOT electronic message system is to deliver real time emergency messages for travelers, awareness of fire danger and adverse traffic conditions caused by smoke and wildfire can be communicated.  Contacts and procedures have been detailed for use in instances when fire suppression resources need this support. 

Article in Local ‘Trader’ Magazines and Local Cable Networks –

Scroll Prevention Messages on Cable Outlets:

City governments often have local access channels where community bulletin board information is displayed.  Access to these sites is possible and control is with the city government.  Contacts can be made at the local level.  Paid advertising is available. Major regional cable markets are Cox Communications, Time Warner Cable, and Charter Communications.  Time Warner is developing an on-demand channel for the Houston market that will allow quality videos to be part of their library for public viewing.

Establish P&E Materials at State’s Welcome Centers (Interstate/Other):

Several valuable avenues of communication were explored including products at Travel Centers, information on Safety Rest Area kiosks, articles in Texas Highways Magazine, and imbedded safety conditions within the TxDOT web site.  Any messages must be 100% travel related.

Objective 2:  Target and reach a broad audience.

Accomplishments –

The Team considered diversified ways to communicate wildland fire prevention messages.  Electronic, personal, visual, and other communication pathways were considered.  As the Team assignment changed, more effort was placed on defining and or developing processes to accomplish communication versus actual delivery.

Identify potential focus groups –

Targeted focus groups were identified after conversations with host agency personnel.  Specific messages were then developed for each group to communicate the prevention topics that were most applicable to them.  Networks were researched to find key contacts through which information could be delivered for dispersion within a given customer base.  Positively, the network contacts can be used in the future to target certain topics and/or groups.

Email (Web Site) Distribution Groups –

A list of emergency services, community and special interest groups, and civic organizations was partially developed; however, more work could be done to further build upon the initial Team efforts. This is a tedious project that could also be resourced to a high school or college student serving as an summer intern.

Prevention Power Point Presentations (P4)–

The Team did not develop P4 products as meeting attendance and presentation requests were limited, typically short, and focused on key messages not requiring e-presentation support. An internally-directed P4 will be included as an attachment (on CD) to this report that is focused on one potential pathway to improve the NF&GTX’s P&E Program (see CD). The P4 was developed and used as a train-the-trainer and end-user delivery tool on the San Bernardino National Forest (SBNF) in 2004. The presentation introduced the Forest’s then newly-revised and implemented ‘Fire Danger Rating System’ that included standardized ‘Allowable Use Activities’ under six levels of ‘Fire Use Restrictions’. The system was designed, developed, and implemented by eight National FPETs that served the Forest in 2003-04 under the guidance and oversight of SBNF management with support from representatives of the Mountain Area Safety Taskforce. More information can be found on this project as the concept could be applied to the NF&GTX – see Objective 4 Accomplishments Section. 

P&E Text Upgrade Analysis of TFS Web Site –

This project, although deemed noteworthy, was not completed due to time constraints and its lower priority ranking with other FPET Projects. A cursory review of the TFS ‘Fire Protection’ web link (http://txforestservice.tamu.edu/fire/default.asp) revealed that a substantial amount of ‘written’ P&E information is available. However, there was a noticeable absence of ‘visuals’ (illustrative products that bring the words to life) embedded within this written text. The TFS has a wealth of excellent prevention tri-folds, quarter-folds, door hangers, rack cards, magnets, and other customer products that well capture in picture format what is also said in ‘prevention’ words. This handout information can also be a valued asset when viewed online. Therefore, the Team recommends that the original ‘publisher’ files used to create these handout products be converted to pdf files, uploaded, and linked to the ‘Fire Protection’ site to compliment the written prevention text already present. A further recommendation would be to embed the pdf files to match and reinforce the text and also ‘break up’ the text so that the viewer has some relief from continual reading to acquire the prevention message. It would also be beneficial to have a stand-alone publication link that identifies and laundry lists the handout materials found in the fire prevention and education toolbox.  A web-based central repository can also be very informative from a customer demand perspective, when the web site is monitored with a statistics such as Web Trends ®.  This statistical software and other similar software programs, can assist the agency by tracking the number of visits and downloads that occur over a given period of time. Monitoring web sites with statistics would allow TFS Prevention staff to access the ‘numbers’ to determine, with a high degree of resolution, their customers’ interests on prevention topic(s). A recognized high level of interest in topic areas could then be complemented with additional communication through presentations, PSAs, and news releases. A final recommendation (person-power permitting) would be to offer an online “Request For Fire Prevention Presentation” web link. An example web link is provided that is used by a Region 8 State Forest Agency for public solicitation of water quality presentations (http://www.dfr.state.nc.us/water_quality/wq_presentationform.asp). The perceived notion (i.e., drawback) that such a link would cause an agency to be ‘inundated’ with speaking requests will not likely occur. However, a web-based solicitation for customer use does speak well from the standpoint that the participating agency is doing its best to diversify the communication pathway to its ‘front door’.

Objective 3: Improve the media’s understanding and coverage of wildfire prevention efforts and suppression operations.

Accomplishments –

This objective became an important segment of the Team’s effort.  The media was identified as a separate focus group.  Media safety and reporting accuracy were issues the Team addressed.  A media day was held on the SHNF. Based on verbal comments expressed by attendees, the event was very successful.  An event survey (still ongoing) will provide additional feedback. The event would likely be an attendee success if timed to occur at the onset of TX’s wildfire season, thus providing an opportunity to also network a strategic and timely prevention message.  The Hispanic media market was documented as needing more attention in this regard and ongoing Team actions will be addressed in this Report. 

Contact with Metropolitan Media –

Residents in the metropolitan area were identified as two distinct focus groups.  

One group was defined as the ‘day-use’ visitors to National Forests. A good example was the Sam Houston NF where Houston residents (population estimate of 4,000,000) routinely pursue weekend visits to the Forest.  The Team documented the Sam Houston NF staff’s difficulty in communicating P&E messages and fire use restriction information to the Hispanic population.  An absence of communication has led to numerous misunderstandings and enforcement (citation) issues.  The Team took a small ‘first step’ by developing specific messages for day-users and non-resident visitors to the rural interface; however, more action is needed based on interviews with FMOs on all four Forests. Findings and recommendations will be captured in this Report.

The second group was residents of the metropolitan areas that maintain second homes, commonly referred to as ranchettes, in the rural areas of east Texas.  Residents lack an understanding of fuel conditions, fire restrictions, and safe burning practices.  Debris burning is one of the highest fire causes in Texas.

Because of these two identified groups, the Team contacted the metropolitan media and attempted to forge relationships that would be conducive to getting a better prevention message out.  Admittedly, as within most metropolitan markets, the task was difficult.  Only moderate success was attained through the contacts that will be identified in this report.

Media Day at SHNF –

A very successful strategy was implemented to improve safe and effective coverage of wildfire incidents. Conversations with host agency personnel lead to the idea of hosting a media event at the Sam Houston National Forest to inform and demonstrate media prevention and safety messages. The event was undertaken to reduce media confusion on wildfire issues, assist the media in obtaining better insight into the facts of an incident, and address media personnel safety concerns while on a wildfire. A ‘Wildfire Media Day’ was subsequently held on July 21 at the SHNF. An ID badge was created as a token of thanks for participants. The Team also produced a two-sided laminated Media Field Card containing fire information and personal safety tips to follow while reporting on a wildfire incident. Contacts were made with Houston and vicinity media markets, but interest in the event was limited.  Attendees were limited to three newspapers; however some excellent coverage of the event was documented in at least one newspaper (Conroe Courier) the next day. Undoubtedly, this event can be a greater success if it is timed to occur at the onset of wildfire season, when interest on the topic is likely much higher. 

Texas Media Guide on TFS Web Site

The current Texas Media Guide was reviewed and changes recommended by the Team.  The Media Guide will be edited for current content, possible additions of material, consolidation of information, and effectiveness of communication.  This project will be handed off to TFS for edit completion; the revised Media Guide will then be uploaded to their web site.  A follow-up task for the TFS is to alert the media once the document has been posted on the web site.

Improve media relationships and interface –

The action item was identified on one of the National Forests and appeared to be a localized event. The ‘accuracy of reporting’ fix occurred through the July 21 Wildfire Media Day event. No other problems were noted during Team operations.

Objective 4: Evaluate (benchmark) the National Forest & Grasslands in Texas and the Texas Forest Service’s Fire Prevention and Education Program including infrastructure (federal only) and ‘toolbox’ (both agencies).

· Report on current delivery of existing programs and products.

· Recommend product and service improvements.  Include estimated personnel time required, timeline to complete, and cost to develop, produce and deliver the products.
ACCOMPLISHMENTS:

To achieve this objective, the Team approached the task in similar fashion to an organization or process consultant.  Understanding the scope of the task was the initial priority.  A set of inquiries were developed and implemented, followed by an analysis of the findings.  The document produced by the FPET should be studied and used as information for future prevention program efforts.

Conduct interviews with FMOs and DFs to assess prevention needs – 

Two separate interview sets were conducted by the Team.  The first group involved talking to 5 FMOs on the National Forests and Grasslands in Texas.  The interview questions were constructed and sent to the FMOs for review prior to the interview.  Through the interview process a number of recommendations were developed to improve the message delivery and effectiveness within the 5 properties.  The recommendations can be applied to the region, rather than individual segments of jurisdiction.

The second set of interviews was with 11 Texas Forest Service district foresters.  As with the FMOs, the questions were sent in advance.  Interviews revealed a very active fire prevention program within the TFS.

Examine available materials of agencies –

Fire prevention materials available to the agencies were reviewed.  During discussions with agency personnel,  the Team observed materials of the TFS that would address certain topics identified by the Forest Service.  Usually the state agency has all of the publications and products of the federal agency, but the reverse is not necessarily true.

TFS, for example, had flyers addressing welding, equipment use, and debris burning that field personnel on the federal side had not seen.  The Team discussed the opportunity to share resources with the TFS and NFGT information staff.  The idea seemed well received.  A meeting between the agencies to share available P&E material is recommended by the Team.

Review of National Forests and Grasslands in Texas prevention program -

A report of the assessment and recommendations is located in the appendix.  The essential findings are that a review and improvement of prevention efforts is warranted.  Coordination with TFS prevention resources and materials is a positive first step.  Commitment is needed to conduct an analysis of prevention systems and develop prevention plans for the Forests.  Consider using severity funding to implement major strategies to convey Allowable Forest Use activities.  Fire Prevention Teams are a good resource to help implement the needs of the National Forests and Grasslands in Texas.

 OBSERVATIONS AND RECOMMENDATIONS 

The Team approached a broad array of projects to accomplish the tasks assigned in the Delegation of Authority.  Many of the projects are completed and are there for reference.  Certain projects were completed to a level and need the efforts of TFS to take them to a finished product.

· Continue to pursue the Weather Bug channel for use of the Burn Ban map on their web site.

· Expand the e-mail (web site) distribution group list.

· Consider the suggestions for TFS web site improvement.

· Complete the Media Guide project and place on the TFS web site.  Once completed, alert the media to its location and use.

· Call the media contacts that expressed an interest in prevention materials and covering prevention topics.  The Hispanic radio stations, especially, would benefit from a personal contact.

· Contact agencies, especially the TxDOT.  There are a number of excellent avenues of information distribution to pursue.  Procedures have been outlined.  Pave the way now for accessing the information network later.

Other recommendations of special importance:

· Hold additional media day events, especially at the front end of fire season.  Explore the idea of including training, such as shelter training, that would benefit the media and make them more aware of the safety issues involved.

· Conduct shelter training at TV stations.  Encourage the stations to film the training of their own reporters.  The experience might be a story within a story.

· Contact local governments to use the government access channels.  Prepare messages specifically designed to use on those sites.

· Utilize the upcoming Houston On-Demand channel getting videos to the public for subjects such as Firewise and defensible space.

· Encourage field personnel to seize the prevention moment at fire incidents.  Don’t just give facts about the fire.  Deliver a prevention message.

· Develop a unified message and prevention delivery system between the two host agencies.  Build on the excellent working relationship that now exists and expand the prevention programs of both agencies.    

Operational Notes & Lessons Learned

The following observations are offered constructively as ‘lessons learned’ and in the event that future Regional or National FPETs come to serve the federal/state forest service agencies and people of southeast Texas:

· The professional bonds and communication pathways are very strong between the NF&GTX and TFS – the spirit of cooperation was quite evident! 

· The TFS Conroe District Office (DO) was the Team headquarters for the duration of the dispatch. The DO staff was an extraordinary host! The office accommodations provided to the Team were complete with ample phone, personal computer, and e-connections services provided. The temporary offices had been prepared in advance of the Team’s arrival and DO briefing packets included important logistics information (building security, office supplies, LAN support) for after-hour building access and training on office equipment and support services.

· The TFS picked up rental car, gasoline, and hotel expenses for the Team to alleviate ‘big-ticket’ expense accounts for the Team members. This was a pleasant surprise that was most appreciated! This practice, if standardized as a common practice, would open the doors for other trained FPET members to participate on these assignments that literally can not afford to carry the burden of a $2,500 to 3,000 expense account for a month or longer after the dispatch has concluded.

· Positively, cell phones and calling cards were also provided to Team members by the TFS (only one of the three phone calling cards were used); however, the issued cell phones worked poorly for the most part due to poor signal coverage. This fact was in contrast to most Team members personal cell phones that, even when roaming, appeared to have excellent coverage.

· The TFS designated an administrative liaison to support the Team by reviewing, daily budget reports, time sheet entries, and other logistics support necessary for Team operations. At the conclusion of the assignment, the Liaison met with the Team to provide Time Officer-signed original FFTRs (288s) and audit total team expenses – this service was highly valued and beneficial support to operations closeout.
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National Forests & Grasslands in Texas

Texas Forest Service

Fire Prevention and Education Team I

Conroe District Office

Office: 936-273-2261
Documentation of Phone Conversation                                                                            July 19, 2005

Regarding:  Fire Prevention Opportunities with Weatherbug.com

I spoke to Mr. Stuart Hershon regarding possible fire prevention opportunities via the Weatherbug website. He seemed extremely enthusiastic about the team’s interest in the site, and the overlap that exists between our organizations with regards to fire weather, Emergency Management, etc. In fact he had just shared in a conference call with officials from the state of Texas. 

The primary purpose for making this contact was to determine the level of opportunity for having Texas fire related information exist or available on the Weatherbug site, either as a drop-down box or web-link, prompted by web searches using a Texas zip code. 

While emphasizing his perception of Department of Emergency Management’s role in natural disasters, he also has experience in partnering with agencies whose primary mission is first response in nature, and an understanding of other uses that a Forestry agency would have for the products available through Weatherbug.com. (smoke management, aerial release, and storm preparedness, LAL).

Since the pursuit of this idea would no doubt extend beyond the team’s presence in Texas, we agreed that Stuart could follow up by encouraging a call (conference) between himself and Mary Kay Hicks, and perhaps NFPET Team Leader Bill Swartley. Mary Kay could just as easily initiate further discussion about these and other possibilities.

For contacting Stuart Hershon directly, call him at 1 800 544-4429 Ext. 4080, or by a direct line at 301-250-4080.

Respectfully submitted,

Dennis R. McCarthy

Prevention Team Member, NFPET I Texas

National Forests & Grasslands in Texas

Texas Forest Service

Fire Prevention and Education Team I

Conroe District Office

Office: 936-273-2261
Documentation of Phone Conversation                                                                            July 20, 2005

Regarding:  Use of TxDOT Message Boards for Wildfire Prevention and Awareness.
The National Fire Prevention and Education Team brainstormed many ideas for increasing public awareness of Texas wildfire danger in an effort to accomplish its assigned goal of reducing or eliminating “human caused fires” 

One of our ideas for Texas stemmed from an acquaintance with similar efforts in past wildfire seasons, to recruit TxDOT message boards, both mobile/portable, as well as “Dynamic” or permanent signs, to carry wildfire-related messaging. With fire danger decreasing substantially during the weeks of the team’s presence in Conroe, this effort became more focused on establishing the protocol and procedure for this partnership to work, particularly when future fire seasons create a need. 

Conversations took place with several TxDOT Administrators to define this partnership. Randall Dillard, Division Director in Public Information was first contacted, who referred us to the Division of Traffic Operations. In making contact with Mrs. Carol Rawson, Deputy Director of Traffic Operations, we determined several facts regarding usage of TxDOT message boards. 

· Smaller portable/mobile signs are not very abundant, nor readily available, given their common use for work zone safety, maintenance, etc. It appears that much of the portable signage observed along the highways are actually owned and administered by the highway maintenance contractors, therefore, they may actually be considered as an additional resource/alternative. Mrs. Rawson recognized the Departments of Public Safety and Emergency Management as two “players” in the area of sign usage and protocol for natural disasters or other events that fall under their mandates or jurisdiction. 

· Large permanent mounts (Dynamic) are intended for traffic related messages only, however, there has been some loosening of these constraints in recent years. These signs have been used for traffic control/information during hurricane evacuations, and are currently used to relay Amber Alerts. The Center for Statewide Alerts in Ft. Worth is the engine driving Amber Alert communication throughout the Alert area. 

· Use of the signs on a going fire, one producing smoke and fog as a traffic hazard, would more than likely get immediate approval and should be an automatic safety consideration when those circumstances apply. 

· In closing, she suggested that the Texas Forest Service should generate a letter requesting consideration of this request to the Director of Traffic Operations, Mr. Carlos Lopez, P.E.,  125 E. 11th Street, Austin TX, 78701 (512 416-3200).

On a more local note, Mr. Carleton Allen in the Conroe area, provided additional information, leaving the door more open for possible accomplishments in the future. In fact, he alluded that TxDOT had made their signs available to the Texas Forest Service for Wildfire messaging several years ago. He also elaborated on a more local protocol that could be used at the TxDOT district level. Again, the likelihood for TxDOT to cooperate would be dependent on several internal and external factors, primarily severity of the situation and perceived impacts on public safety. He stated or suggested the following: 

· Availability would be determined by many factors, other higher priority needs (rush hour, accidents, Amber Alerts).

· Contradicting the state office (Austin) somewhat, he suggested that few outside influences would impact a decision (DPS or DEM) to, saying that other agencies’ needs/opinions would not be a factor. 

Finally, he recommended that we (NFPET, Texas Forest Service) initiate the process by: 

· Authoring a letter (or email: callen@houstontranstar.com) to his department with terms, if agreed upon, applicable to his district only. Upon receiving this letter he would pass it up to his District Engineer for final decision. 

· The request should be addressed to Carleton Allen, Houston Transtar, 6922 Old Katy Road, Houston TX, 77024, (713-881-3285). 

· Detailing the letter to be specific in terms of the request, times of day and days of the week the messaging is to be run, and what the specific messages would be (limited to 3 lines of 15 characters (spaces included)). Additional conversations prior to making an actual request will aid in determining message board availability, location, conditions of agreement. 

In summary, potential still exists for this opportunity in the future, as it has in the past. It is our hope that the above information will simply help lay the groundwork for future efforts. It appears that working with the more local district offices will provide for greatest success, although, different levels of cooperation will no doubt be experienced. 

Respectfully submitted,

Dennis R. McCarthy

Prevention Team Member, NFPET I Texas

PROCEDURES TO DISPLAY FIRE PREVENTION INFORMATION THROUGH TXDOT VENUES

The Texas Department of Transportation, Travel Division, was open to the idea of accepting and displaying fire prevention information.  This report examines the opportunities to use Travel Centers, Highway Conditions information, Safety Rest Area kiosks, and the Texas Highways Magazine   Requirements for all information are:

· “One hundred percent travel and tourism oriented – travel safety is appropriate.”

· Quality message products and brochures are acceptable.  Paper flyer copies are not acceptable.

Travel Centers - Any product to be added to the Travel Centers must be submitted to the Travel Division for approval.  If accepted, a return letter from the Division will state the mailing address and appropriate contact information to get the materials in the centers.  The submitted material must be accompanied by a request letter stating the purpose of the information and contact details.  The direct phone line for Norma Schwartz is 512 486-5800.  Material is to be submitted to:

Norma Schwartz

Travel Division

P O Box 149248

Austin, TX  78714-9248

The Travel Division is also responsible for the ‘Highway Conditions” portion of the TxDOT web site www.dot.state.tx.us.  A recent addition to the TxDOT delivery system is the presence of wireless hot spots and computer access at Safety Rest Areas where travelers can access road conditions and other traveler information.  Road conditions are also available by phone at 1 800 452-9292.

Ms. Schwartz indicated that if road closures or warnings due to fire or smoke were warranted, the information would be accessible to the public.  On the site you can query a particular highway route for a specific road condition or blockage.

Kiosks use - Richard Kirby, 512 416-3301 is responsible for the kiosks at Safety Rest Areas.  Again, the emphasis of any communication must be travel related.  Subject matter about traveler safety messages, preparedness, survival, and other timely information might be useful at these sites.  Similar to Travel Centers there is a submission and approval process.  Andy Keith is the manager of the Safety Rest Areas program. The phone number for Andy Keith is 512 416-3054.  Product submission is to be sent with an accompanying letter to:

Andy Keith

Maintenance Div., TxDOT

125 E 11th Street

Austin, TX  78704

Texas Highways Magazine - Other opportunities may exist to communicate the forestry message in a partnership with TxDOT.  Lori Moffatt (512) 486-5866 is the primary contact to get an article included in Texas Highways Magazine.  Kathy Murphy and Nora Molina were other names as contacts within the Information Systems Division.  The magazine can be viewed at www.texashighways.com to get a good feel for the types of stories they cover.  Fire prevention messages are probably not a topic for this magazine.  However, this is a venue for stories about fun and informative places to visit.  For example, an article is coming out about the Big Thicket area.  Another article covered the Baumburger Ranch.  In that article there was a mention that prescribed fire was used as a method of promoting native grasses and wildflowers.  There are opportunities to get messages about state and federal facilities as travel destinations.  Awareness of the facilities could lead to an increase in visitor use and opportunity to deliver on-site prevention messages.

Recommendation - As a recommendation and a courtesy to the TxDOT staff that were gracious enough to speak to the Team at length, TFS should establish personal contacts with these Divisions and add them to their arsenal of outlets for prevention messages.

CABLE TELEVISION CONTACTS FOR GETTING FIRE PREVENTION MESSAGES TO THE PUBLIC

Prevention messages can be displayed on ‘community bulletin boards’ on a city to city basis.  City governments can have a community page channel and the content is controlled by someone in that city.  We discovered that the city of Conroe is hoping to have their channel up and running in September of this year.  For the most part, these are free messages.  Janna Patrick is in the Arts and Communications Department and her e-mail is jpatrick@cityofconroe.org 

Contact was made with Phillip Cook in Cleveland Texas 281 592-2667.  He is in charge of the government controlled local cable channel.  Short messages can be added to their scroll system for free.  There is no cost.  An additional type of information that can be viewed on the channel is video in VHS format.  They are glad to use this type of information to help inform the public.  Mr. Cook suggests that communities should be contacted to see if they have a local channel.  Opportunities and procedures should be very similar.  Cleveland has the production ability to produced live or taped interviews and other small program productions.

Cox Communications, Time Warner, and Charter Communications are the three primary cable companies in this area.  It is possible to buy scroll advertising on the weather crawl.  It is also possible to buy actual timed ads, e.g. 30 seconds. 

Contacts made for commercial advertising were:


Andrea Carter, Cox Communications  936 295-5733


Peggy Stone, Time Warner  713 341-8900


Charter Communications was not contacted

Contact was made with June Lohman, Manager of Community Relations with Time Warner Communications (713) 895-2443.  She stated that PSAs would not be worth pursuing through their market due to lack of air time.  However, a great opportunity is a new digital tier channel that they are establishing and hope to have by October 2005.  The channel is called Houston On Demand.  The idea is to allow quality video productions from any group to showcase their programs or information they wish to convey.  The format is Beta ST.  For example, quality productions of fire safety or Firewise could be added to their library.  The public can select from the library and play the video at their choosing.  The cost is free to put these videos into their system.  This avenue should be pursued.

Ms. Lohman gave us contacts for the Houston market public access channels.

Carol Herrara, City Manager 832 392-1277

Pat Garlinghouse 713 524-7700

The Team feels that cablevision is a significant market opportunity at little to no cost.  Individual contacts will have to be made with local city governments to find out if they have the local channels and how to access them.

The Time Warner channel of HoustonOn Demand could have very large impact, especially in communicating messages on Firewise and general fire safety.  The channel is devoted to creating a better informed public.

IDENTIFICATION OF FOCUS GROUPS AND SPECIFIC MESSAGES

This document identifies a process used by the FPET to organize target audiences and prevention messages for delivery to the customers in this assignment.  Rains reduced the fire risk part way through the assignment, but it was felt by the team to continue the concept of delivery identification for use now or in the future.

The team used the completed matrix as a guide when attempting to deliver a message to an identified group.  For example, if the message was to resident ranchers the specific messages would be different than to residents of an urban area.  The system’s intent was to deliver consistent messages to specific groups that represent the focus delegated to the team by the host agencies.  The hosts may consider use of this or similar exercises to communicate messages within their prevention programs.

The groups and messages identified were for this incident as directed by the delegation.  Other groups and messages would be added or deleted to the list depending on the time and direction of the event.  Contractors on Public Lands were not included because the team felt their instructions and restrictions would be covered and monitored by contract.  Hunting seasons were not ongoing during the assignment therefore, they too were not included.

Arson was an issue in the delegation of authority.  Arsonists were not listed as a target audience or focus group.  Instead, the subject of arson was to be covered as a fire cause and be placed into messages as the situation dictated.  Targeting arsonists might be better handled in a more complex strategy or campaign.

National Talking Points were woven into several of the specific messages.  The team attempted to balance the views and issues expressed in contacts with agency personnel and the National Talking Points.  In most instances, the messages were the same with a local flavor or wording preference.

Media was a special topic of interest in this team assignment.  The media is generally thought of as the conduit of information to get out prevention messages.  In this case, the media was also identified as a significant barrier that needed to be addressed.  For this reason Media was also a focus group.  As a result, action plans were developed to better inform the media of improvements that could be made in the coverage and delivery of fire topics.  A safer and more informed media should lead to more effective coverage of the stories and topics relating to wildland fire.

National Forests & Grasslands in Texas

Texas Forest Service

Fire Prevention and Education Team I

Conroe District Office

Office: 936-273-2261
Documentation of Cooperative Effort                                                                          July 21, 2005

Regarding:  Improvement of the National Forest and Grassland’s Prevention Tool Kit
During it’s detail, the Prevention Team spent time with the Sam Houston National Forest staff, and also observed the apparent condition of NF kiosk material on other Forest Service lands in east-central Texas. It became immediately obvious to us that the local communities were very well informed of the prohibitions on the Forests, status of Burn Bans, etc. However, it was also apparent to the Team that substantial differences exist in the quality/quantity of wildfire prevention materials available to the National Forests, as opposed to those of Texas Forest Service.

As a result, the Team felt compelled to facilitate better tools for the Forest Service, namely by encouraging improved communication and sharing between the two agencies. Since the Texas Forest Service has what is considered to be an impressive library of materials, the solution amounted simply to identifying a management level representative from each agency and requesting that they partner together towards the above stated goal. 

On Thursday, July 21 2005, on the fringe of the Media Field Day held on the Sam Houston NF, both Mary Kay Hicks and Mahlon Hammeter were approached by Denny McCarthy with the request to assist the FS. It was agreed that Mary Kay and Mahlon, acting on behalf of the TFS, would make contact with Gay Ippolito and Ernie Murray, respectively, in an effort to establish the communication link required to get started. In a phone call with Gay on Friday, July 22, 2005, Denny explained to her the background and desired action they might take on the issue. 

With no “designated” or full time personnel assigned to fire prevention on the Forests and Grasslands, this partnership could prove to be extremely beneficial for both agencies, in addition to putting the National Forests in a position to better inform it’s clientele. 

The Team would like to express it’s appreciation to those mentioned above for their willingness to listen to this specific suggestion and for agreeing to take on an additional role. 

Respectfully, 

Denny McCarthy

Prevention Team Member


Texas Forest Service

National Forests and Grasslands in Texas

Fire Prevention and Education Team I

Conroe District Office

Office: 936-273-2261

PE Team Leader Cell: 936 546-3558

Fax: 936 546-8742


Recommended web application of the Texas Forest Service Media Guide

     The NFPET recognized at the beginning of their assignment that such a media guide could have significant value to the team in attempting to accomplish one of its primary objectives, which was to improve the media’s understanding and coverage of wildfire suppression and prevention efforts. Prior to recognizing that Texas had its own document, the team quickly accessed an electronic guide form NC, and made necessary changes turning it into a Texas document. The team’s guide was provided to Traci Weaver for Texas’ review, comment or revision, and web application. 

     A hard copy of the 1998 Texas Media guide was located in some of the 1998 prevention materials acquired for the team in the Conroe office. Additionally, a third Media related document is available, entitled “Wildland Fire Hazard Awareness Class for News Media”. It is our understanding that these guides are not presently available through the internet. 

     To have some form of a guide available to the media, particularly via the internet (TFS website), that brings all of the relevant media information together, places the team in a position to refer all media outlets to that document for a volume of background information that could make noticeable improvement in the quality of fire coverage.

     In closing out its two week prevention detail, the team has provided a digital copy of its “Texas” media guide document knowing that the Texas Forest Service will make appropriate changes and/or post its choice of guides on the web. The Team leaves this effort in the hands of the Texas Forest Service in the hopes that its choice of guides is placed on its website, and follow-up is made with all media outlets to announce its availability. 

Denny McCarthy

Prevention Team Member

WEB SITE (AND E-MAIL) DISTRIBUTION LISTS

JULY 22, 2005

Texas State Government: Letter from the Governor to all employees?

http://www.state.tx.us/ 

Texas Soil and Water Conservation Districts:

http://www.tsswcb.state.tx.us/swcds.html
Texas VFDs/FDs – web site is an excellent reference for web sites and contact information

http://www.the911site.com/911lk/texas.shtml#assoc
Texas Sheriff’s Departments:

http://www.policeemployment.com/sheriff/tx/ 

http://www.jpca.com/html3/ 

http://www.mocosheriff.com/ 

http://www.kendallconstables.com/ 

Texas State Parks and Wildlife:

http://www.tpwd.state.tx.us/ 

Texas Extension:

http://texasextension.tamu.edu/
Universities:

http://www.utexas.edu/world/univ/state/#TX 

http://www.50states.com/college/texas.htm
Texas Campgrounds and RV Parks Directory:

http://www.texascampgrounds.com/ 

Texas Association of Counties:

http://www.county.org/ 

Military:

http://www.agd.state.tx.us/pao/community/community.htm
Public Schools:

http://www.tea.state.tx.us/ 

Texas Association of County Engineers and Road Administrators:

http://teexcit.tamu.edu/texasltap/tacera/
Power Companies:

http://www.powertochoose.org/ 

Gas Companies:

http://gastariff.rrc.state.tx.us/productional.pdf
County Commissioners of the Revenue:

http://www.county.org/ 

Rodeos:

http://cyberrodeo.com/guysgals/txrodeo.htm 

http://www.cowgirls.com/dream/jan/rodeo.htm#links 

http://g.webring.com/hub?ring=texasrodeo
http://travel.state.tx.us/WildWestHeritage.aspx
Hunters:

http://www.hunting-in-texas.com/youth.htm 

http://www.texas-hunters.com/
http://www.texashunterassociation.com/expo_info.html 

http://www.southtexasbowhunters.com/ 

http://www.txsportsman.com/
http://huntingsociety.org/Texas.html
http://www.wwrendezvous.com/USA/texas-hunt-fish-camp.shtml
Hunt Clubs:

http://www.texashuntinglease.com/
National Wild Turkey Federation:

http://www.nwtf.org/in_your_state/lists.php?STATE=TX 

Texas Fisherman:

www.texas-bass.com
Homeowners Associations:

http://www.texas.ahrc.com/  

http://www.regenesis.net/ 

http://www.houston-texas-online.com/civicclubs.html 

Jaycees:

http://www.texasjaycees.org/ 

Boy Scouts of America:

http://www.scouting.org/ 

Summer Camps:

http://www.allensguide.com/United-States/Texas/ 

http://www.camppage.com/texas.htm 

http://www.longhorncouncil.org/summercamp/default.htm 

http://www.texas-summer-camps.com/New/ 

Texas Theme Parks:

http://gotexas.about.com/ 

Texas Convention Centers

http://www.conventioncenters.us/Texas.html 

Texas Events:

http://www.arlington.org/calendar.shtml 

http://texana.texascooking.com/cal/db/ 

Travel:

http://travel.state.tx.us/index.aspx 

Texas ATV Dealers:

http://www.hboutdoors.com/atv_tx.html 

Texas parks, travel, and recreation guide: 

http://www.wildtexas.com/ 

These audiences need to be searched by County, Chamber of Commerce, or Name : There is no umbrella under which all of the ex: rotaries of Texas are organized.
Town managers

Ruritan Clubs

Rotary Clubs

Churches

County Administrators:

Department of Parks and Recreation:

Media Wildfire Field Card

Information Officers work quickly to generate answers to the following questions. Your accurate reporting of incident information is greatly appreciated!

· Where is the fire?

· How did the fire start? Could the fire have been prevented? If so, how?

· How large is the fire? Is it spreading, contained, or under control? 

· Who owns the land?

· Who is in charge of the fire?

· Who are the cooperating agencies on the fire?

· Where did the fire start? Why did the fire burn so many acres?

· How soon will the fire be brought under control? 

· What resources are assigned to the incident?

· Are any homes or other structures threatened or lost? 

· Are evacuations planned or underway?

· Have there been any injuries?

· What kinds of problems is the smoke causing?

· Is the fire impacting nearby traffic, businesses, or special events?

· Is there anything else that you can tell me about the incident? 

If you believe the information services provided did not meet your needs, please contact the Texas Forest Service at (254 753-6731); your feedback is important and will be assessed for improving future services. 

Media Safety 

You must first check in with the Incident Commander (small fires), or an Information Officer if one is available. For your benefit and safety, an Information Officer (IOF) will escort you to any locations that Incident Command deems safe. Stay with your escort at all times - Do not wander off into the fire area. Doing so, with no communication link, could prove fatal. 

All persons on the fire line must wear fire-resistant clothing, hard hats, all-leather boots, and a fire shelter. You will be expected to furnish your own leather boots.  Unless previously trained, you will also need fire shelter training followed by hands-on deployment with a practice shelter.

If you should find yourself within the fire area with no escort, take the following precautions: 

· Ask fire personnel for directions to the Incident Command Post or Incident Commander.

· Don’t park or stop a vehicle anywhere near (or down-slope of) heavy equipment.

· Don’t leave a vehicle parked overtop of unburned fuels. 

· Leave your keys in the ignition and vehicle facing towards a designated escape route.

· Obey all roadblocks, road closures, traffic personnel and signage.

· In the case you become trapped in a burn-over situation, remain inside your vehicle with the windows rolled up, find an area void or cleared of vegetation, or where the fuels have already been consumed (black).

· Usually, the results of leaving the vehicle are fatal. Until you are absolutely forced to exit the vehicle, stay low in the floorboards to avoid radiant heat. Deploy your fire shelter for added protection. If forced to leave the vehicle, don’t run blindly. Deploy your shelter in an area free of fuel or vegetation. 

As flight restrictions above the fire can occur, all aerial flights above and adjacent to the fire area must also be coordinated through the IOF, Air Operations, or the Incident Commander.

For the complete “TFS Media Guide” please go our website @ httm://txforestservice.tamu.edu/

“Keep Your Guard Up” – Help Prevent Wildfires! 

Texas Forest Service Team Assessment

As part of the National Fire Prevention Team assessment a three question survey was developed, that focused on the Texas Forest Service Fire Prevention Program.  The survey involved three of the four Fire Coordinators and twelve of the seventeen District Foresters in East Texas.  Those that did not participate were not available on the date of the interviews.  A copy of the survey that was E- mailed to participants is attached.   The participants were contacted by phone and interviewed by Alfred Sanchez, Prevention Team Member.  The interviews were conducted on June 18 and 19, 2005.  The primary objective of the survey was to obtain information on the current Fire Prevention needs of the District Foresters and Fire Coordinators.  

The interviews revealed all the participants were very willing to participate and very positive about the present fire prevention program.  Several of those interviewed commented that they had completed P-101 and P-301 and the training confirmed the importance of Fire Prevention and Education to the Texas Forest Service.  

Responses to the Questions;

Question #1:  What are your most common fire causes and patterns?

Over all,  the response was very similar among all participants.  Most identified debris burning as the primary culprit of wildland fires.  When asked to define debris some included  brush but most identified as household trash.  In a couple of districts arson was identified as the primary cause of wildland fires.  This cause was further explained as behavior associated with disgruntled hunters who lost their hunting lease.  

As far as the pattern, most interpreted the question to be based on season of the year.  Most felt that fire patterns reflected the rain or drought pattern.  Coupled with dry conditions some stated that fire occurrence seemed to increase in the summer when residents from the city went out to work on their 5 to 10 acre tracts.  Also a couple of individuals commented that fires were more common on  Monday and Tuesday, because of hot embers being left unattended by city residents.  The city residents would return back to their homes after sending the weekend cleaning their 5 to 10 acre parcels.  

Question #2: Who are your primary customers, users, and audiences during fire season:

This question seemed to perplex a few of the interviewees especially when defining their audience.  Most identified their customers and users as rural land owners, VFDs, property owners, developers, neighborhood groups, debris burners, home owners, ranchers, citizens, timber companies, farmers, rural dwellers, county judges, and private land owners.  Many of the customers/users can be grouped by similarity.  It could be noted that most customers are associated with rural situation/environment. 

Question #3: Do you feel the Fire Prevention Team could be of help to you in any way at this time.  

Many stated, that at this time, the Fire Prevention Team could not be a help to them.  The weather conditions had changed considerably.  Some felt working with the media to educate the public could still be pursued.

Those that discussed the role of the Texas Forest Team (TFT) were very positive about their contribution.  The interviewees communicated that the TFT definitely had an impact on reducing the number of fires this season.  They felt that the TFT were effective in communicating to the public the severe fire conditions that existed.  Based on the information obtained form the interviews and what the NFPET has observed this commendation is well deserved.  The State Prevention Coordinators and the TFS Prevention Team are to be congratulated for their efforts.     

NATIONAL FORESTS AND GRASSLANDS IN TEXAS ASSESSMENT AND RECOMMENDATIONS

July 24, 2005

The National Fire Prevention and Education Team (NFPET) identified as one of its objectives, benchmarking the National Forest and Grasslands Fire Prevention and Education Program and the material available to the District FMOs.  To understand the prevention program and needs of the National Forests and Grasslands in Texas the National Fire and Education Team developed a questionnaire and surveyed the District FMO’s. The purpose of this document is to summarize those findings.  Recommendations of the Team follow for review and consideration.

Summary of interview process:

The primary fire prevention and education program currently implemented at the District level is Smokey Bear visits to elementary schools or other activities with elementary age children.  Though this is a good program, it does not adequately address the primary causes of wildfires such as debris burning, arson, smoking, and farm equipment, etc. Prevention efforts should also educate adults as they are the primary cause of “human caused wildfires”.  Some personal contact is made with the public, but is considered to be less than effective.  The relationship between FMOs and the media varies considerably from district to district.  Who and how the fire prevention message is conveyed to the public also varied considerably between districts.  Some FMOs felt that current budget was not adequate for purchasing material while others felt they had plenty of material for distribution.  The time devoted to fire prevention during extreme fire conditions also varied considerably based on the interview.  The FMOs were concerned with suppression consuming most of their time. The prevention message was lost during the period of extreme fire danger.  The Team feels that prevention and suppression go hand in hand. As a result of the survey, the National Fire Prevention and Education Team determined that the prevention program on the National Forest and Grasslands in Texas could be improved.

Feedback gathered during the interviews was very positive and most felt that focused prevention efforts would lead to benefits for the Forests to include:

· A reduction of fire occurrences on the National Forests;

· A savings in suppression funds;

· An educated public who understood the primary causes of fire;

· “Keep your guard up” and other prevention messages could be conveyed beyond the emergency situations;

· Having one person being responsible for prevention on each Forest would deliver a more consistent and targeted message;

· Utilizing a person familiar with local cultures would be able to implement a pro-active message and communicate with the public;

· Relationships with state prevention personnel would improve;

· Sharing of prevention resources and materials would be very beneficial.

Team Discussion and Recommendations:

Essential to a successful prevention program, USFS leadership must be able to make the commitment of resources and funding for long-term success of the efforts.  However, additional funds are not currently available to increase staff.  Other methods to achieve a stronger prevention program are available with existing resources and might include:

· Draw from the excellent working relationships enjoyed between the host agencies.  TFS currently carries the load in prevention.  The two agencies should meet to jointly discuss the opportunities, share resources, and deliver a unified message that would benefit both agencies.

· Utilize existing prevention specialists within the Texas Forest Service to review the findings of the Team’s report and assist with future planning and needs.  Fire Prevention Teams could also be valuable in this process to assess prevention systems and in particular, produce additional product.  Prevention Plans are needed to effectively and efficiently address the prevention challenges and utilization of resources locally and collectively.

· Explore the option of designating a number of man-hours to prevention for a person on each Forest.  The task of prevention could also be rotated among district personnel.  Hours would have to be pulled from some other project, but would accomplish an increased focus on prevention.

· Utilize part-time or volunteers to distribute quality products designed to deliver specific messages.

· As budgets permit, fund one person to coordinate prevention efforts on the four National Forests and the Grasslands areas.  Internally on each Forest, personnel should be committed to carry out the day to day prevention tasks. 

· Train current staff in prevention.  Continue to encourage placement of personnel on prevention team assignments for the training and experience they would bring back to the home unit.

· Work toward having getting local talent trained as Prevention Specialists getting them involved in regional and national assignments.  In the event additional funding is committed to prevention, fill the positions with qualified individuals with local knowledge.

The Team noted mixed and confused messages during the program analysis.  Particularly on the Sam Houston, users and residents may not be getting clear and accurate information about Forest Use Restrictions.  Allowable burning activity was not clearly communicated.  Prevention and informational messages need to be accurate, timely, and understood.  This is difficult, but achievable.

Review the approach used by the San Bernardino National Forest.  A short Power Point presentation is included in the electronic documentation.  The concept clearly defined various stages of fire danger, tied allowable restrictions with those categories, and delivered the message to the public through a wide variety of products in both Spanish and English.  

The estimated time for a national prevention team to implement a similar project for Texas would be six weeks.  Three four-person teams would cost approximately $32,000 each.  Product delivery would cost about $50,000.

The benefits of a fire prevention and education program to reduce human caused fires are well documented.  The National Forests and Grassland in Texas has the opportunity to make significant advances in reducing wildfire through prevention.  Severity funding is a mechanism to address the needs of the prevention in Texas.  Analysis and planning is needed to develop a long-term prevention strategy.  Commitment, however, is the essential ingredient to make it work.  The commitment is needed both at the field and administrative levels.
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