STATEMENT BY

RON THATCHER
PRESIDENT

OF THE
NATIONAL FEDERATION OF FEDERAL EMPLOYEES’ FOREST SERVICE COUNCIL
BEFORE

THE SENATE COMMITTEE ON ENERGY AND NATURAL RESOURCES
REGARDING

PREPAREDNESS OF FEDERAL LAND MANAGEMENT AGENCIES FOR THE 2008 WILDFIRE SEASON
ON

JUNE 18, 2008
[image: image1.png]


[image: image2.jpg]



Thank you, Chairman Bingaman, Ranking Member Domenici, and distinguished Committee members, for the opportunity to submit the following testimony.
My name is Ron Thatcher.  I serve as the President of the National Federation of Federal Employees’ Forest Service Council.  In this capacity, I am honored to represent approximately 20,000 dedicated public servants committed to the professional and ethical management of the 192-million-acre National Forest System.  I will briefly address current staffing levels and discuss in some detail an easily-remedied policy problem that is contributing to rising attrition rates.
Retention and Staffing Levels
The specifics of my testimony on this topic will deal with the situation in California.  However, this is not just a regional issue.  First, much of the national firefighting capacity resides in Region 5.  A shortfall in California resources is a shortfall in national resources as well.  Second, we believe that problems in staffing upper level Incident Command and General Staff positions are not confined to California.  Increasingly, we are forced to rely on retirees and state personnel to fill these positions on Incident Teams.  California may be the most striking example, but we will soon have to pay attention to the erosion of our capability on a national scale.

Obviously, we do not have access to nearly as much information or staff resources as do Chief Kimbell or Undersecretary Rey.  However, the information we have been able to obtain raises troubling questions about fire suppression preparedness now and in the future.  I will not be able to make sweeping conclusions with the bits and pieces of data we have available.  I do hope to raise some issues that will suggest specific lines of inquiry for the Committee to consider pursuing.
On May 6, 2008, Undersecretary Rey provided the Honorable Dianne Feinstein with a summary table showing that only 363 of the 4,432 positions planned for the 2008 fire season were vacant.  A more complete picture of staffing levels is provided by the breakout by grade level (see Appendix 1), a part of the complete table which was apparently not provided.  The most striking shortfall is at the GS-06 level, where 208 of 532 positions (39%) were vacant.  How does this shortfall affect preparedness?
The great majority of GS-06 firefighters staff Engines as Assistant Fire Engine Operators (AFEOs).  It appears this shortfall is not likely to be corrected in the short term: during the March 2008 hiring round, the number of vacancies in this critical position actually increased in spite of nearly two dozen hires.  
At full staffing level, a Type 3 Engine is staffed with seven employees at defined positions.  Rotational staffing provides 7-day coverage.  Without this full complement, the Engine must be downgraded to a 5-day Engine.  Is the fact that roughly half of the Forest Service’s Engines are 5-day Engines a result of the 39% firefighter vacancy rate at the GS-06 level?  This would seem to be a likely explanation.
Understaffing can lead to over-reaching, with negative effects on safety.  This is illustrated by a March 27, 2008 letter from Regional Forester Randy Moore to Region 5 personnel, in which it is stated that “supervisors may be informally assigning employees to positions above their current grade level.”  Obviously, it is a safety issue when employees are placed in positions for which they do not meet qualifications.  The Regional Forester took steps to prevent this practice and advised field supervisors that “[i]f there are vacant positions and no qualified individuals to fill them, other options need to be considered.  For example, engine modules may need to provide a 5-day work week, covering with a GS-07 and GS-08 in lieu of the GS-06.”
The complete data also reveal a vacancy rate of 14% (81 positions) at the GS-07 level.  Although less severe than the 39% shortfall in GS-06 personnel, this is still a significant figure that will be difficult to bring to a full staffing level this fire season.  During the March hiring round, a net of only 14 GS-07 Fire Engine Operators (FEO) positions were filled.  Further, GS-07 FEO positions are typically filled from the pool of GS-06 AFEO employees, so any reduction in the vacancy rate of the former would increase the vacancy rate of the latter.
Staffing levels tell some, but not all, of the story.  Staffing levels can be maintained even with excessive attrition by hiring large numbers of entry-level employees.  In such a case, there is substantial pressure to rush these employees into higher-graded positions to meet the staffing needs of the module.  This results in a large number of minimally qualified employees in module positions, which can also decrease preparedness.  

For example, an Engine is not available for dispatch outside its area unless one crew member is red card qualified as an Engine Boss, ENGB.  A GS-08 Supervisory Fire Engine Operator (SFEO) must be a certified ENGB to occupy their position.  A fully qualified GS-07 FEO is also ENGB-certified, in which case s/he may rotate with the SFEO and the Engine may be dispatched outside its area.  However, a newly placed GS-07 FEO may only be certified as an ENGB trainee (ENGB-t).  An Engine under his/her command may not be dispatched outside its area.  The outcome is reduced capacity.  The Engine may be staffed as a 7-day Engine, but one whose range is limited, or it may be downgraded to provide only 5-day coverage.
At least in some areas, this scenario is being played out as an increasing number of employees at the middle and upper levels leave federal service for Cal Fire and municipal fire departments.  For example, nine of eleven Los Angeles River District Engines are staffed with ENGB-t FEOs.
This pipeline issue is extremely important.  With higher level employees retiring or resigning, there is an increased need for experienced firefighters to continue on up the ladder.  Experienced crew members become experienced squad bosses who become experienced Operation Section Chiefs who become experienced Incident Commanders.  This takes a significant amount of time and continually filling the lower ranks with new recruits isn’t going to accomplish this task.  Without experience throughout the organization, effective firefighting and safety is going to be comprised.  Meaningful analysis of this aspect will require more than a snapshot in time of staffing levels.  
There are a number of factors affecting attrition rates.  In the brief time I have here today, I’d like to focus on one that not only increases attrition but also presents a clear and present danger to safety on the fire lines.  This is a problem that cries out for a timely solution.  Fortunately, a simple remedy is available to solve it.
“Professionalizing” Fire Management
Experienced leadership is crucial to the fire organization.  Because of a recent policy change, our most experienced field generals in the war on fire are being pushed out of positions of leadership.  By its very nature, wildland firefighting is physically demanding and dangerous.  This is unavoidable.  But we can avoid implementing policies that make it less safe and less effective.
To explain, the Forest Service and Department of Interior (DOI) agencies are in the midst of an initiative to “professionalize” their fire management positions.  To understand this initiative and how it has strayed off course, I need to give some history.

This initiative was born in the aftermath of the South Canyon tragedy of 1994, in which 14 brave firefighters met their deaths.  The Interagency Management Review Team (IMRT) was chartered to perform a comprehensive review of federal wildland fire policy.  The June 26, 1995 IMRT Final Report states, “A lack of qualified supervisory and management personnel could result in poor decisions, directly jeopardizing the safety of employees. Filling vacant positions with personnel not qualified to make crucial strategic and tactical decisions could directly jeopardize employees.”  Regarding qualifications of fire managers, it recommended that “fire management positions include competency and performance based criteria related to the nature and complexity of their wildland fire responsibilities.”  Following up on these recommendations, the Wildland Firefighter Safety Awareness Study (also know as the “Tri-Data Study,” Phase III completed in March, 1998), articulated the goal that “fire experience and competency should be considered as critical selection factors for fire leadership and fire management positions.”
The development of a consistent standard, the Interagency Fire Program Management Standard (IFPM), was completed in 2004.  I’d ask that you remember this 9-year lag when you hear promises about how the current crisis in the implementation of this standard will be handled over the next two years.

The IFPM standard established minimum qualifications standards for key fire management positions.  Wildfire (“red card”) qualifications were established for all positions.  In addition, some positions were slated for conversion to a professional Office of Personnel Management (OPM) classification series.  It is for these “professional” positions that problems have arisen.
Here, I have to digress for a moment to describe where our fire leaders come from.  Many do not have college degrees.  Fire management is a highly specialized profession.  You don’t learn to fight fire in a classroom; you learn it on the fire lines working under more experienced firefighters.  On an incident, rapid and correct decisions with incomplete information in a highly chaotic environment can mean the difference between life and death.  An experienced leader has a collection of mental “slides” which guide this decision-making process.  And it is from the fire lines, not from academia, that folks come by this hard-won experience.  
In addition, fire personnel take specialized courses to advance to positions of leadership.  Courses administered by the National Wildfire Coordinating Group (NWCG), an interagency wildfire organization, have been specifically tailored by the world’s experts in incident command and wildfire suppression to meet the unique needs of the wildland fire workforce.  Courses such as Fire Management Leadership, Advanced Incident Management, and Fire Behavior Interpretation are directly related to improving safety and effectiveness on incidents.   
Now, to return to the OPM “professionalization” of fire management: initially, the Forest Service and DOI requested that OPM establish a new occupational series for fire program management.  They did not.  Instead, a supplemental qualification standard was approved: GS-0401 Fire Management Specialist.  The basic, garden-variety GS-0401 included a minimum education requirement of a college degree, in a variety of fields related to natural resources or general biological sciences, or courses equivalent to a major field of study plus appropriate experience or additional education.  This series did not work.  So, the Fire Management Specialist supplemental standard was developed, under which a number of NWCG courses counted toward the education requirement.  
This compromise – a supplemental standard instead of a specific series for fire program management – was not a perfect solution.  For example, we were asked by two dispatcher managers with degrees in psychology and one with a degree in business management, neither of which qualified them under the GS-0401, how their degrees were less relevant to running a Dispatch Center than qualifying degrees such as plant physiology or agronomy.  We have no good answer for them, other than they are collateral damage of a policy in which a square peg is being shoved in a round hole.  However, for most employees, the supplemental standard provided a workable path for getting qualified – even though many were annoyed at having to re-qualify for the same jobs they had been successfully performing for years.  Use of in-house NWCG courses was cost-effective and allowed coursework to be scheduled during low fire activity periods.  NWCG coursework was the most practical way many employees, especially those stationed in remote locations, could obtain education credits that were both relevant to their duties and needed under the new Standard and also fulfill their incident response responsibilities during times of local and national emergencies.
The current deadline for conversion of all 800 targeted upper-level fire management positions to the GS-0401 series is October 1, 2010.  An additional 200 Forest Service positions at the District level are scheduled for conversion in 2013.  Upon conversion, incumbents who do not meet the new qualifications will be removed from these positions.
The Inadvertent Gutting of the Fire Management Standard 

In 2005 OPM implemented a policy intended to keep credits earned from “diploma mills” from counting toward meeting education qualifications for federal positions.  This is an admirable goal.  Unfortunately, it had the unintended consequence of removing the standing of NWCG courses as well.  Specifically, the policy states that only courses from accredited institutions now have standing.  Since NWCG is not an accredited institution recognized by the Department of Education, NWCG course certificates no longer count.
This change effectively gutted the GS-0401 Fire Management Specialist supplemental qualification standard.  Fire managers in upper-level positions scheduled for conversion have a substantial portfolio of previously creditable NWCG courses.  So do those in mid-level positions, experienced leaders who are the best candidates for the next generation of upper-level fire managers.  Now, these courses, directly applicable to safety and effectiveness on the fire line, no longer count toward the education requirement, whereas courses in unrelated natural resource and general biological sciences do.

The issue goes beyond the 300 of 800 incumbents in these GS-0401 positions (and the addition 200 employees scheduled for conversion in 2013) who are not qualified under the gutted GS-401 standard.  This is not a problem looming; it is a clear and present danger.  Although effects will accelerate as the deadline approaches, capacity is already being eroded as vacant positions are filled.  With the stripping of academic standing of their portfolio of NWCG courses, many of our best fire leaders are excluded from competing for these positions.  Employee safety is already being compromised with each position filled under these accidentally imposed criteria (see Appendix 2 for accounts from field managers).  As noted by a field manager, it takes 15-20 years to become a Division Supervisor or Type 3 Incident Commander and 27 years to become a Type 2 or Type 1 Incident Commander.  It is leaders like these who are being pushed out of fire leadership positions. 
It is worth pausing to note that the stated intent of the reforms implemented by the IFPM standard was to improve safety and effectiveness on the fire lines.  It was not to better integrate fire management into natural resources.  Yet, that seems to be the unstated agenda behind use of the GS-0401, a natural resources series.  We agree with the goal of improving the natural resources expertise of fire personnel. However, it is questionable whether this approach will yield a workforce with appropriate natural resources expertise.  A large number of irrelevant and marginally relevant fields of study are qualifying under this series, such as agriculture, agronomy, biochemistry, etc.  Just as a degree in manure management doesn’t make a better fire manager, it also doesn’t make a better land manager.  Further, experience is important in land management as well as fire.  Specific knowledge about the specific land being managed is gained through experience.

More importantly, we strongly feel that safety must be the first priority.  Under the gutted standard, safety has taken a back seat to academic natural resources credentials.  This is not acceptable.

Recall the goal that “fire experience and competency should be considered as critical selection factors for fire leadership and fire management positions.”  The gutted standard seriously undercuts this goal.  It is worth quoting once again a key finding of the June 26, 1995 IMRT Final Report: “Filling vacant positions with personnel not qualified to make crucial strategic and tactical decisions could directly jeopardize employees.”  Here is what field managers say is happening already (for more accounts, see Appendix 2):

· The forest is having difficulty getting applicants for 401 positions. We are trying to fill a 401 position right now. The applicants who are making it onto the referral list lack on the ground fire experience (for the most part) while many applicants that do have the on the ground fire experience do not meet the 401 requirement.
· My Forest is having trouble filling 401 positions, and only with personnel with marginal field qualifications.
· We are having trouble finding candidates that meet both requirements.  The folks that meet the experience and qualification requirements don’t meet the education requirements...  Conversely the folks that have applied that meet the education requirements do not have the field skills for the positions.  This goes for the Regional level as well.
· What I have been seeing recently is the people that have been hired since we went to the 401 series for FMO's and Fuel Specialist are mostly people who have graduated from a college in the past 10 years and do not yet meet the NWCG qualifications for the jobs they are getting.  Why?  Because they are not experienced firefighters!  With 10 years or less in an agency they have not had the opportunity for that broad based fire experience. So how are we as federal agencies handling this?  We fast track them through the NWCG qualification (quals) process.  For quals that would normally take 10-15 years of experience they are getting with only 5 years of experience.
Appropriate Regulatory Adjustments Have Not Been Made
Of course, NWCG is not a “diploma mill.”  NWCG courses were developed and are taught by the world’s experts in incident command and wildfire suppression to meet the unique needs of the wildland fire workforce.  One would expect this to be readily recognized and appropriate administrative action taken.  However, OPM has steadfastly refused to restore the standing of NWCG-sponsored courses previously approved for the supplemental standard.  Indeed, they have refused to even address the question of whether NWCG is a diploma mill.
OPM’s position seems to be that waivers to policy can never be granted because the policy must always be followed.  One of two premises must underlie this position: (1) application of the policy will never lead to significantly harmful outcomes, or (2) it is not OPM’s responsibility to address harmful outcomes.  We believe the former premise is false and the latter is irresponsible, especially in the present case in which matters of life and death are involved.  We believe any request should be reviewed on its merits and actions be based upon an objective analysis of the particulars.  This should not create an overwhelming workload, certainly not as compared with that thrust upon the field by the rigid application of policy even when it has clearly missed its target.  Indeed, if waiver requests with merit multiply beyond reason, one might be moved to question the soundness of the policy.  Perhaps this is the fear.
The only response so far has been to delay the conversions for one year.  Originally scheduled for 2009, conversion to the GS-0401 has been pushed back to 2010.  The Forest Service/DOI plan is to “encourage universities to develop Wildland Fire Science degree programs,” “identify additional institutions and formalize procedures for seeking retroactive approval and transcription of creditable NWCG courses,” and provide “tuition support.”
This plan is not realistic.  Establishment of the previously approved portfolio of NWCG as accredited courses in academic institutions will be a time-consuming endeavor.  Development of agreements and procedures for obtaining retroactive credits is even more problematic.  OPM regulations prevent accredited institutions from granting “rubber-stamp” credits.  Credit could only be granted for NWCG courses in cases where equivalent courses or curricula were already present at the accrediting institution.  At best, years of effort may yield a patchwork of agreements providing incomplete coverage.  
Even if it could be achieved, this “solution” would not be desirable.  It would be more expensive than coursework provided at existing in-house training centers, depleting scarce training budgets and discouraging career advancement of tomorrow’s leaders who must pay tuition out of their own pockets.  In addition, quality would suffer, as instructors will in general lack the current, hands-on knowledge of in-house fire experts.  
Past performance gives us no reason to expect the Forest Service to be able to implement this plan in time to stop the bleeding:

· The OPM “diploma mill” policy change was enacted on February 15, 2005.  Field management was not notified until May 31, 2007, over two years later.  Thus, field employees continued to earn NWCG credits to meet the new qualifications of their positions (or of positions to which they aspire) only to discover, after the fact, that these courses were not qualifying.  One 25-year fire manager qualified as a Type 3 Incident Commander noted, “I moved my entire family to a new state based on an offer that I had from the USFS saying that I was qualified only to learn 2 years later that they may have been just joking.”
· Over a year later, employees have still not been notified of their current qualification status.  They are unable to obtain career counseling to determine how to meet the new requirements of the gutted standard.  Under these circumstances, many are understandably waiting for clarification before proceeding with further coursework.  As noted by one employee, “When the OPM ruling was announced last year I was removed from [401] rosters and have been in a state of career limbo ever since.  I still haven’t been informed what curriculum I should apply myself to re-qualify in the 401 series.  In the Forest Service there is no ability to attain career counseling because Human Resources are centralized in Albuquerque, NM and therefore there are no local personnel officers to assist me.   I currently have no plan to follow.”  
· The problems cited above are largely attributable to the recent downsizing and centralization of Human Capital Management (HCM), motivated by a competitive sourcing quota.  The HCM organization is extremely compromised.  The agency has difficulty even providing basic services, such as hiring seasonal and temporary firefighters and getting employees paid on time.  It is extremely doubtful the capacity exists within HCM to help implement and administer this piecemeal solution.
As noted, erosion of capacity is already occurring.  Employees with families to support don’t wait until drop-dead deadlines; they look for other opportunities.  Vacant positions are being filled without access to many of our most experienced fire leaders.  These trends will only accelerate as we approach the deadline.  Further, morale and trust after this treatment are very low.  Field employees feel as though they have been ill-advised for over two years and then hung out to dry for another year.  They are stressed out and distracted by this long-running drama.  This is bad for safety in and of itself, and yet those making life and death decisions have been in this state for over a year.  
Conclusion
Prior to the government-wide OPM policy change to address “diploma mills,” OPM had approved a supplemental Qualification Standard, GS-0401 Fire Management Specialist, for which in-house courses administered by NWCG counted toward the education requirement.  Clearly, this specific approval demonstrates that OPM does not consider NWCG to be a “diploma mill.”  This bureaucratic fiasco is a clear and present danger to safety on the fire lines – one that cries out for a timely solution.  It is also a contributing factor to increased attrition rates and one which can be readily addressed.  We urge enactment of legislation to restore the standing of these courses, and suggest the following language:

· For the purposes of meeting education requirements of the GS-0401 Fire Management Specialist supplemental qualification standard, courses approved and provided by the National Wildfire Coordinating Group shall be considered to meet all applicable accreditation requirements.

In closing, let me ask two simple questions that cut to the heart of this matter.  Who would you want leading your son or daughter into harm’s way?  Who would you want in charge of the operation to save your house from an advancing wildfire?  I know who I’d want.  I’d want the person best qualified in terms of fire experience and competency.  Re-instating the standing of our in-house training program is the best way to ensure that’s who we’d get.
Appendix 1.  Region 5 Staffing Levels

[image: image3.wmf]Planned, Current and Vacant Temporary and Permanent Positions as of 04/02/2008

Data source: R5 Fire and Aviation Management Planning Database

Grade (GS)

Appointment

Angeles

Cleveland

Eldorado

Inyo

Klamath

Lassen

Los Padres

Mendocino

Modoc

Six Rivers

Plumas

San Bernardino

Sequoia

Shasta Trinity

Sierra

Stanislaus

Tahoe

Tahoe Basin

Regional Office

Grand Total

Planned

48

42

24

15

29

26

40

20

13

25

26

42

34

34

29

36

25

8

16

532

Current

26

32

14

10

18

10

26

13

5

12

13

28

21

19

18

22

17

4

16

324

Vacant

22

10

10

5

11

16

14

7

8

13

13

14

13

15

11

14

8

4

0

208

Planned

49

44

22

16

33

34

43

21

21

32

32

56

37

38

33

28

22

8

9

578

Current

48

43

17

11

32

26

32

14

19

24

27

52

31

34

26

24

22

7

8

497

Vacant

1

1

5

5

1

8

11

7

2

8

5

4

6

4

7

4

0

1

1

81

Planned

40

37

16

10

21

19

35

15

13

20

21

36

26

26

21

18

19

7

7

407

Current

40

36

13

7

19

19

35

14

13

19

19

36

25

23

18

18

18

6

7

385

Vacant

0

1

3

3

2

0

0

1

0

1

2

0

1

3

3

0

1

1

0

22

Planned

25

17

15

6

16

16

22

11

7

17

14

23

21

18

18

13

17

3

29

308

Current

23

17

14

7

21

14

21

11

8

13

17

22

20

17

18

11

16

3

23

296

Vacant

2

0

1

-1

-5

2

1

0

-1

4

-3

1

1

1

0

2

1

0

6

12

Planned

4

2

2

4

2

2

6

2

4

2

4

34

Current

2

1

2

1

1

1

3

0

2

0

3

16

Vacant

2

0

1

0

0

0

3

1

0

1

3

2

0

2

2

1

0

0

0

18

Planned

7

5

4

6

10

7

8

4

6

7

5

9

9

8

8

6

7

1

24

141

Current

6

5

4

4

9

5

8

3

5

7

6

8

6

8

6

6

7

1

24

128

Vacant

1

0

0

2

1

2

0

1

1

0

-1

1

3

0

2

0

0

0

0

13

Planned

1

1

1

1

1

1

1

1

1

1

1

1

1

1

2

1

1

29

47

Current

1

1

1

1

1

1

1

0

1

0

1

0

1

1

1

1

1

26

40

Vacant

0

0

0

0

0

0

0

1

0

0

1

0

1

0

0

1

0

0

3

7

Planned

1

1

1

1

1

1

1

1

1

1

1

1

1

1

1

1

13

29

Current

1

1

1

0

1

1

1

1

1

1

1

1

0

1

1

1

0

13

27

Vacant

0

0

0

0

1

0

0

0

0

0

0

0

0

1

0

0

0

0

0

2

Planned

2

2

Current

2

2

Vacant

0

0

0

0

0

0

0

0

0

0

0

0

0

0

0

0

0

0

0

0

Planned

1

1

Current

1

1

Vacant

0

0

0

0

0

0

0

0

0

0

0

0

0

0

0

0

0

0

0

0

175

147

85

54

113

104

154

75

61

105

106

170

129

130

113

108

92

28

130

2079

147

135

65

40

102

76

125

57

51

78

86

148

104

104

88

86

82

22

120

1716

28

12

20

14

11

28

29

18

10

27

20

22

25

26

25

22

10

6

10

363

Permanent

26/0 PP

9

10

8

Permanent

26/0 PP

Permanent

26/0 PP

11

12

14

15

Fire, Fuels and Aviation Management Personnel Grades 6-15 (Permanent) 4-2-08

Permanent

18/8 PP

Permanent

26/0 PP

6

7

Permanent

26/0 PP

Permanent

26/0 PP

Permanent

26/0 PP

Permanent

26/0 PP

Sub Total Planned

Sub Total Current

Sub Total Vacant

Permanent

26/0 PP

13


Appendix 2.  Employee Comment Excerpts on Filling Vacant Positions
Comments were collected during a three-day period in March, 2008.  It is noteworthy that we received well over a hundred comments, the vast majority from top fire managers in the field, during this 3-day window.  We do not represent these managers and it is unusual that they would turn to the union in such numbers.  We do, however, represent the employees who follow them into harm’s way.  And we do share their interest in a safe and effective firefighting organization.  More comments in their entirety are posted at http://www.nffe-fsc.org/Documents/IFPM/Web/Log_Web.htm.    We strongly encourage review of these comments for a more complete understanding of perspectives from those on the front lines who have first-hand knowledge regarding the impacts of this problem.
These are excerpts pertaining to the filling of vacant positions that is already going on.  In some cases, excerpts reference dual announcements using the 401 and 462 series.  The 462 is a technical series without a minimum education requirement.  For the jobs discussed here, these positions will be converted to 401 positions on October 1, 2010.  Any employees hired into a targeted 462 position must therefore obtain the necessary education credits before this time or be removed from the position.  Obviously, as we approach the 2010 deadline, the option of “floating” jobs 401/462 becomes less tenable.
· Region 1, Fire Management Officer (FMO): I have hired a Center Manager (401) since 2/15/2005.  Candidates that met education requirements (Forestry Degrees) had little or no experience (met very few competencies) for the position.  The only individual who met the competencies did not meet the 401 education requirements.  The competencies were much more important to the candidate’s ability to lead and supervise a Dispatch Center than a degree was.  When I made the selection I understood that the NWCG courses would apply that would help meet 401 requirements.  The individual hired is an excellent center manager. He is over 50 years old.  By the time the agency has committed time and dollars to meet his 401 education requirements, he will be near retirement. The dollars spent to pursue his 401 training are not available to younger employees to pursue specific, identified needs to prepare them as our future leaders.

· Region 1, FMO: The forest is having difficulty getting applicants for 401 positions. We are trying to fill a 401 position right now. The applicants who are making it onto the referral list lack on the ground fire experience (for the most part) while many applicants that do have the on the ground fire experience do not meet the 401 requirement.
· Region 1, Assistant FMO (AFMO): My Forest just filled a 401 FMO position with only four applicants and only one met the 401 requirements so they hired him.  There should be a much larger applicant pool for such a key position.

· Region1, AFMO: My Forest is having trouble filling vacancies, in fact in some cases they are flying the job in both the 462 and 401 series to gain more applicants (even though these positions are supposed to convert to 401 here shortly).  From what I have been involved with there has been approximately 6-10 highly qualified candidates for every 1 401 candidate.
· Region 1, FMO: Even under the old 401 series rules it made no sense to require that the center manager positions be filled in the 401 series.  We have trouble getting a decent pool of applicants as it is for center manager positions, requiring them to meet 401 series standards will cripple our ability to fill these positions with highly qualified individuals.  This may well turn out to be the real safety issue with IFPM.  By requiring all positions at the GS11 level and above to be classified in the 401 series, we will be filling top leadership positions with less than the most experienced leaders.
· Region 1, FMO: The Center Manager position is the only 401 position we have had to fill.  Candidates that met education requirements (Forestry Degrees) had little or no experience (met very few competencies) for the position.
· Region 2, FMO: We were in the middle of filling a District FMO job last year, had verbally offered the position to somebody, and that day the announcement came out that S courses (NWCG) no longer count, and we had to go and find another individual that currently met a 401 qualification, RATHER than being able to hire the preferred applicant... We need qualified leaders in these positions, not just paper certified individuals.  We're losing the flexibility of identifying and promoting leaders from fire professionals when we can't count the thousands of dollars per individual the US Govt and taxpayers have invested (in NWCG or other fire courses) in these fire professionals as part of their education.  This is completely irresponsible...

· Region 2, Assistant Dispatch Center Manager: Casper Dispatch in Wyoming had to advertise their 401 position 4 times! They finally had to create a GS-11 Tech [who will have to fulfill education requirements before conversion date]...  We will lose our Center Manger in 10/2009 [now 2010] because that person does not qualify for 401 under the current regs. None of the other personnel (four) can move into his position. We have a brand new seasonal working in dispatch this year that has a college degree. That person would legally qualify for the job....but has no understanding of upper management processes within Dispatch. Is this going to help? We have Dispatchers who have worked in the system, understand it and need to move up. Those are the kind of people you want running a Dispatch Center, not fresh out of college kids without experience, without knowledge or ROSS or the National Mobilization system. Dispatch is becoming more complex by the day....ROSS, IQCS, IQS, Best Value, VIPR, WIMS, Fire Use, WFIP, Urban Interface, etc., etc., etc.
· Region 3, FMO: We have had three FMO jobs flown as 401.  [Two Districts] flew their positions numerous times before they got enough applicants to have a viable cert.  For one job I was on the hiring panel and one candidate (there were only 3 on the cert) was determined he did not actually have enough credits to qualify for the 401 so he was dropped.  One District has also had a GS-9-401 Fuels AFMO vacant since I got to the Forest in May 2006.  Because this position was flown 401 it disqualified the interested applicants on the Forest and had no outside interest thus they have been unable to fill the position and are now advertising it as a 462 series.  We just lost our Dispatch center manager to another Forest because we flew his position (this was an upgrade) as 401 believing that he qualified and after HCM got through with his credits he no longer meets 401 quals.  Thus he applied for another Forest that flew their manager position as 401/462.  Now we are flying our position as a GS-401/462-10/11.  We also have many employees on this forest who we have been sending to training to get qualified for 401 who are good employees that are ready to move into AFMO and FMO jobs but don't qualify for 401 jobs.  One individual who is currently an AFMO was determined to not have enough credits now with the new rules and he had to get through another class in order to apply for FMO jobs.  This is having a negative impact on morale and budgets because money we spent on getting people to an NWCG course that counted for credits are no longer viable and we are now having to send these employees to college courses basically tripling our training costs for our employees who want to be in positions that are 401 and extending the amount of time they have to wait to compete for promotions.
· Region 4, FMO: Most all of the vacancies in Region 4 that have come out as only 401, have not been filled due to no or few applicants that meet the education AND the Quals.  Most have had to be flown as 462/401 in order to get a decent applicant pool.
· Region 4, AFMO: My Forest is having trouble filling 401 positions, and only with personnel with marginal field qualifications.  I know some who have quit- artificial ceiling, being supervised by college grads with very little fire experience
· Region 5, AFMO: From what I understand, when they flew the FFMO job last spring as a straight GS-401 no one applied so they had to go with a GS-401/462 with the highest grade being met when the occupant meet the GS-401 requirements. [Note: the window on this option closes as the conversion date approaches.]

· Region 5: A recent outreach effort to fill the upcoming Forest FMO position (401) yielded no interest!  The Forest Fuels Officer will take an early retirement rather than spend the last years of his career pursuing “educational requirements”... I am personally aware of several individuals who have made the decision to drop out of the program because of the unrealistic demands and timeframes placed on them.  This is a huge hit to the agency.  Near and long-term effects to the agency will be untenable.
· Region 5, FMO:  Three of our top employees have been adversely affected by the OPM ruling that their NWCG courses may not be counted towards their conversion to the 401 job series...  A GS-12 462 Deputy Forest Fire Management Officer does not qualify for the GS-13 Forest Fire Management Officer position I will be vacating in five weeks. Not a single 401 candidate applied for this position recently, which leaves the forest without leadership that [this Deputy FMO] could provide if he was converted. The OPM decision also adversely affects two GS-11 fire staff, from occupying key leadership positions as of October 1, 2009.  
· Region 6: We have an DFMO position open at this time and of the local candidates only one has enough credits to meet the 401 standards.
· Region 6: My Forest is having trouble filling 401 positions. I currently have one vacancy in my organization that I am advertising as a 401 position. Considering the recent qualification changes for a GS-09 position, most of our experience in the organization is in the 0462 series and they can not compete under these new qualifications.
· Region 8, FMO: We are having trouble finding candidates that meet both requirements.  The folks that meet the experience and qualification requirements don’t meet the education requirements...  Conversely the folks that have applied that meet the education requirements do not have the field skills for the positions.  This goes for the Regional level as well.
· Region 9, FMO: What I have been seeing recently is the people that have been hired since we went to the 401 series for FMO's and Fuel Specialist are mostly people who have graduated from a college in the past 10 years and do not yet meet the NWCG qualifications for the jobs they are getting.  Why?  Because they are not experienced firefighters!  With 10 years or less in an agency they have not had the opportunity for that broad based fire experience. So how are we as federal agencies handling this?  We fast track them through the NWCG qualification (quals) process.  For quals that would normally take 10-15 years of experience they are getting with only 5 years of experience.  Not nearly enough to make decisions under the duress of fire operations.  What will this mean to the FS and other agencies?  Our new fire managers meet the 401 college course requirements but they don't have the experience to be in the FMO positions.
· Region 9, FMO: We have been trying to fill a Zone Fire Management Officer position at the GS-11 level.  The position was filled prior to with a well qualified technician that had an excellent fire background and I believe a business degree.  The problems I'm seeing is excellent candidates with good fire backgrounds are not meeting the certs due to education or worse yet a person with a 4 year degree qualifies for the education job and has 5 years to meet the qualifications. These higher up positions provide oversight safety for our ground personnel and without a background in fire qualifications (in other words having the qualifications to draw from -learning by experiences), we are risking the safety of our personnel by getting less qualified applicants from a standpoint of fire management.  In the new fire leadership courses (L-380 and L-381), we are instructed that fire fighters base their decisions on past experiences not from what they learned in a 4 year degree.
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