Cost Containment Report for the Hot Creek Fire

Boise National Forest July to August, 2003

I. Introduction  

The Hot Creek Fire was located in a remote portion of the Boise National Forest. Although the fire was only 60 miles from Boise, rugged one lane roads presented travel difficulties for over half of that distance. The fire area was steep, rocky and mostly roadless. These characteristics contributed to high costs associated with transporting supplies and personnel to the Incident Command Post and then to the fireline. 

This fire started about one month before the historic “peak” of fire season for this area, resulting in a trend of worsening fuel moisture conditions. Record-setting hot and dry weather during July coupled with longer-term drought conditions resulted in numerous days of historical maximum energy release component (ERC) indices. These fire weather conditions narrowed strategic suppression options and hampered containment efforts. Less costly suppression options that might have been employed under less severe fire weather conditions included monitoring the northern portion of the fire rather than full perimeter containment. North of the fire were two barriers to fire spread which would have been effective under less severe conditions. These barriers included the 1994 Idaho City Complex burned area and the rocky, high elevation Sawtooth Wilderness.   

Steep, rocky terrain and hazardous fuel conditions created a need for greater reliance on aerial support for crews to safely and effectively engage the fire. Heavy helicopter bucket work was often needed to support handline construction in many areas where spotting and fire intensity would otherwise have prevented deployment of handcrews. Heavy helicopters were also used to delay fire spread so that handline construction could reach strategic fireline locations before the fire. 

National Preparedness Level 5 was declared on July 24th indicating a severe shortage of fire suppression resources. These shortages caused delays in initiating suppression actions on some portions of the fire which resulted in additional fire growth, longer duration fire and greater cost to reach suppression objectives. Some resources were obtained from greater than normal distances (e.g.: a time unit person was dispatched from the southeast, an Information Officer came from Florida, a Field Observer from Maine and a helicopter manager came from Alaska) which incurred higher mobilization costs.

Another factor that increased suppression costs significantly was related to the types of crews and engines that were available.  Very few agency crews and engines were assigned to this fire (resource orders initiated by the Incident Management Team did not specify “agency” or “contract”). Many of the Type 2 crew orders were filled with contract crews from the Northwest.  These crews cost approximately $2,000 per day more than agency Type 2 crews.  During the first three weeks of this incident up to 15 contract crews were assigned on any given day. These crews cost $30,000 per day and $210,000 per week more than their agency counterparts.  Agency engines cost about half as much as contract engines ($1,200/day for agency versus $2,400/day for contracts). For most of the fire duration there were at least 12 contract engines assigned. More than $200,000 would have been saved by using agency engines. While specific total cost comparisons were not calculated, a conservative estimate of total increased costs associated with contract crews and engines is at least $500,000. 

Fuels in the area were characterized by dense forest with heavy dead and down material on the lower slopes and stringers of subalpine fir on west and north-facing upper slopes. Fuel and topography driven crown fire runs were common on the lower slopes causing the fire to move rapidly through these areas until encountering a fuel break. Short crown runs in subapline fir on upper slopes caused long range spotting upslope and in the direction of the prevailing wind. Long range spotting created the greatest control and firefighter safety problems. The Incident Management Team mitigated long-range spotting safety and control problems  through heavy helicopter attack (delaying action until ground forces could reach spots) and fixed wing air tactical group supervisor oversight (continuous “eyes-in-the-sky” to watch for spot flare-ups that might compromise firefighter safety). 

The community of Atlanta, Idaho was located approximately three miles to the east and directly in the path of this fire. An unbroken strip of coniferous forest with heavy dead and down fuel provided a pathway for fire spread into Atlanta. Many of the homes in Atlanta were surrounded by similar fuel and were at great risk of burning from the fire should it spot into town or make a run through the conifer strip. This potential for destruction of homes and businesses was addressed through deployment of engines, crews and equipment in and around Atlanta. These suppression resources reduced the fuel load in the conifer strip and pretreated the area adjacent to many of the structures in Atlanta. The proximity of Atlanta to the fire eliminated from consideration less costly suppression strategies. Had Atlanta not been situated there, the open meadow would have provided a much less costly location for stopping the spread of the fire.   

II. Strategy for Management – WFSA and Delegation of Authority

Two WFSA alternatives were developed and analyzed.  The alternatives were “direct attack” and “combination direct/indirect attack”. The selected alternative was “combination direct/indirect attack”, the more costly alternative. This alternative was selected because it provided for firefighter safety best while protecting private property and natural resources.  

No specific cost constraints were included in the WFSA, however, priority consideration #3 in the delegation of authority provided cost containment direction.  This direction required tracking current costs and projecting total costs on a daily basis.  It also identified a projection of $9.3 million for final suppression costs associated with the selected WFSA alternative (a minor discrepancy from the WFSA documentation).  It is important to note that firefighter and public safety as well as protection of non-Federal lands and structures were given higher priority than cost containment. 

The WFSA specifically states that tactical and logistical use of helicopters will be necessary to meet the selected alternative safety and suppression objectives.

III. Strategic and Tactical Decisions Affecting Costs and Rationale

Command Staff

Incident Commander and Deputy

Several areas along the fire perimeter appeared to hold opportunities for reduced suppression efforts.  The area between Divisions Alpha and Delta was characterized as rocky, high elevation with very little fuel.  Several areas on south side of the fire in Divisions Whiskey and Tango were similar. The Incident Commander ordered a Long Term Fire Behavior Analyst (LTAN) to assess the potential for fire growth and possibilities of utilizing monitoring rather than fireline construction. It was clear that deployment of firefighters to construct line in these areas would expose them to numerous hazards. Mitigation of the hazards would result in much higher fireline construction and mopup costs than similar work on other portions of the fire.   

Potential savings associated with implementing a monitoring strategy in the rocky, high country rather than full suppression was estimated to be $3-5 million. 

The LTAN provided a written report which included analysis of 

· historical weather and fire danger indices, 

· natural barriers,

· fuels, and 

· topography 

The report identified several key factors and likelihood of occurrence which would influence the spread of fire from the rocky, high country to values at risk (the communities of Atlanta and Rocky Bar). The report advised that, although fire spreads very slowly under most conditions in these areas, there is a high probability that fire would spread to Atlanta and moderate probability that it would spread to Rocky Bar before fall/winter precipitation extinguishes it (see LTAN Report in Appendix of Final Fire Narrative). 

Although the LTAN assessment did not result in a savings, the modest investment in time and travel (approximately $1,800) was a reasonable cost to incur to determine if millions of dollars could be saved. 

General Staff

Operations Section

After our in briefing in Idaho City on August 23rd, the Operations Section  ordered the resources we felt would be essential to accomplishing our objectives.  This order was intended to get us started, accounted for resources that had been ordered by the Initial/Extended Attack organization, and was based on the information provided by the WFSA and during the briefing.

As the incident developed over the next couple of weeks, the Operations Section evaluated its needs based on an evolving fire scenario.  The decisions and adjustments made were sensitive to cost, safety, incident objectives, and other issues.  Following are some of the decisions made that influenced costs over the duration of this incident.  

1. We demobilized a Portable Retardant Plant because weather had modified fire behavior making its use less cost effective. 

Cost savings:  Unknown but probably several thousand dollars per day

2.
We relocated the Helibase from Idaho City to Atlanta to minimize flight time and reduce associated costs.

Cost savings:  Unknown but probably several thousand dollars per day

3.  Air Operations utilized qualified personnel from helicopter modules to fill aviation positions to minimize personnel costs at the helibase.

Cost savings:  Unknown but probably several hundred dollars per day

4.  Operations utilized spike camps to minimize travel time & exposure to risk associated with flying crews two ways each day or traveling low standard mountain roads.  This in turn increased productive time on the line and saved costs over the life of the incident.   These actions allowed us to contain the fire 3 – 4 days sooner and avoid the costs associated with mobilizing replacement crews.

Cost savings:  Unknown but probably 100 - 200 thousand dollars per day

5.  Air Operations managed aircraft type and numbers based on tactical and logistical needs as well as daily flight times on individual aircraft.  This information was used as basis for ordering and demobilizing aircraft to manage costs.

Cost savings:  Unknown but probably several hundred thousand dollars over the course of the fire

6.  Operations avoided the ineffective use of fixed wing air tankers in favor of efficient use of heavy helicopters.

Cost savings:  Unknown but probably several thousand dollars per day

7.  To protect Atlanta, a burnout was planned and executed over a three day period to reduce the amount of time (manpower expense & risk) to control portions of the fire.  This reduced long term fire suppression costs and saved an estimated 3 to 4 days of costs associated with crews and overhead on Division L.

Cost savings:  Unknown but probably 100 – 200 thousand dollars

8.  Strategies were employed which utilized natural barriers and the 2000 Trail Creek burn as control points to minimize suppression costs and reduce the risk of injury to fire fighters. 

Cost savings:  Unknown but probably several hundred thousand dollars

9.  After evaluating the potential risks and benefits, a decision was made to avoid the use of night shifts to reduce risk to fire fighters and the costs associated with injuries and possible fatalities due to steep terrain and snags.

Cost savings:  Unknown but probably several hundred thousand dollars

10. A flight operations trailer that became excess to our needs was demobilized in a timely manner.

Cost savings:  Approximately $1,400 dollars per day

11. As conditions changed, we evaluated decisions that affected our efficiency, logistics, and costs.  Those decisions included:

a. The ICP (Idaho City) and the Base Camp (Dutch Creek) were consolidated and relocated to Atlanta when conditions became safe reducing the need to drive or fly food to Dutch Creek and Atlanta and shortening supply lines.

b. The Helibase was relocated from Idaho City to Atlanta when conditions became safe reducing flight distances and costs.

c. The Teams tour was extended for five days instead of transitioning to Hart’s Type I Team due to changing conditions on the fire that were not anticipated and allowed the fire to be controlled sooner than predicted earlier.  Transition costs were avoided.

Cost savings:  Unknown but probably several thousand dollars per day

12. We utilized appropriate resources to avoid injury and minimize associated costs.  For example, we did not use Type II Crews in areas where topography dictated the use of Type I Crews. 

Cost savings:  Unknown 

Planning Section

A specific problem that directly impacts both the safety and cost of operations is lack of available overhead personnel.  Many requests were either never filled or we experienced lengthy delays in obtaining key positions, even when name requests were made.  The way that this impacts costs is that without people in key management positions, operations cannot be as efficient or safe as when positions are filled in a timely manner.  For example, resource tracking, IAP production and demobilization are made much more difficult when the Team only has one Resource Unit Leader as opposed to the two that we are authorized to carry.  Further, large amounts of overtime are incurred by the personnel who are in place, just in order to accomplish most of the high priority work that needs to be done.

A number of specific strategies and approaches to saving money were employed by the Planning Section on this fire as they are on all of our other assignments.  A detailed listing follows.

Map printing on this incident has used approximately 3600 square feet of plotter paper to date.  This averages out to about 360 feet per day.  Clerical services contracts charge approximately $1 per square foot for this type of printing.  We were able to do all of this printing on our own since we have a plotter in the computer trailer that we bring to every incident.  We do pay for the paper and for ink cartridges when we print maps; an estimate for this cost would be around $60 per day.

Cost savings:  around $300 per day.

If our IMT did not carry its own plotter, we would either have to obtain one from an agency (which is often problematic), or we would have to rent one.  If we ordered the top of the line clerical services trailer from North Tree Fire International, it would cost $600 per day more than the clerical services trailer of theirs that we now have.  The main difference between these trailers is that North Tree’s more expensive trailer has a plotter in it for doing GIS work, along with another operator.  

Cost savings:  around $600 per day.

In our computer trailer we also carry a satellite dish for internet access.  This internet access was used on this incident for a variety of purposes, including uploading our daily ICS-209 (Incident Status Summary), downloading National and Geographic Area Situation Reports, accessing FTP sites to transfer Incident Action Plans and Maps to Boise Dispatch and Air Attack, e-mails between our Situation Unit and the Infrared Interpreter in Boise, accessing telephone numbers, etc.  The Lyman Brothers satellite system providing phone service at the incident is also capable of providing internet access; the cost for this would be $175 per day.  We do have a minimal monthly cost for our own internet service provider.

Cost savings:  around $170 per day.

Mapping the fire:  this fire was mapped with a combination of fixed-wing infrared scanner flights, GPS data from people hiking fireline, and helicopter flights to collect GPS data and observe the fire personally.  Infrared mapping is probably the most cost-effective method to map a fire this size, however infrared imagery must be verified by other means.  The way we used the infrared imagery was to identify areas of concern (e.g., spot fires outside the line, large hot areas, etc.) and then use other methods to more closely inspect and map those areas.  Overall, this method of mapping a large fire is much less expensive than simply flying the entire perimeter with a helicopter every day, and it also lessens the exposure of personnel to the hazards of flight.

Cost savings:  unknown, probably several hundred dollars per day

Transportation to the incident:  everyone assigned to the Planning Section did not have their own vehicle.  Our transportation consisted of a variety of vehicles, including agency vehicles, vehicles rented in Boise under a Boise National Forest EERA, and vehicles obtained through Ground Support after arrival at Idaho City.  Personnel from the section “carpooled” from Idaho City to Atlanta, and after arrival at Atlanta several of our vehicles were used by personnel going to the fireline every day.

Cost savings:  Unknown but probably several hundred dollars per day

Logistics Section

1. Unnecessary and unexpected Information resources were demobilized quickly as to minimize costs and to make them available for reassignment.

2. After requests from fire fighters for laundry service, a self service laundry was established rather than order a contracted laundry service (approx. $ 4,000/day).  This seemed to meets firefighter’s needs as the requests stopped.

3. A helibase communications trailer, being used for the Incident Communications Unit, was demobed in favor of a generic but larger and cheaper (daily rental rate) communications trailer.

4. When conditions required road guards due to narrow unsafe and one way roads, individuals from Supply, Facilities, camp crews and Ground Support filled the need rather than ordering additional security positions.

5. Although, allowed to purchase no more than 15 newspapers daily by incident business practices policies, Information arranged for 25-50 additional Idaho Statesman to be delivered to the fire camp each day at no additional charge to the incident or forest. 

6. All orders to supply were analyzed as to need to assist fire fighting efforts.  Many orders were not placed after discussing in detail with ordering function.  Many “nice to have” items were not ordered

7. Supply had copies of contracts from contract crews.  All items obtained from supply were charged against the contract crews, if items were not to be provided by government.

8. Individuals who demobed without turning in items checked out from supply, were charged for those items.

Finance Section

One item of significant cost to this incident was road maintenance.  It was decided early in the incident to look at the possibility of applying magnesium chloride to the road so that continuous watering and grading would not be necessary.  An analysis of this was prepared by  Mike Balen, Zone Engineer with a break even point at about week three.  Since this incident was expected to last much longer than 3 weeks the decision was made by the Forest to approve the magnesium chloride operation.  It is my estimate that this decision saved approximately $60,000.  It is hard to clearly define this since the flood had a significant impact on the road usage.

V.  Recommendations

Tangible support for this Type 1 Incident Management Team from the Great Basin Coordinating Group or Operations Committee has been practically nonexistent.  The computer support which resulted in cost savings (identified above) has all been furnished by a single agency (BLM National Office).  This support has been in terms of people and equipment, including a trailer, network equipment, internet satellite access, laptop and desktop PC’s, printers, a map plotter, etc.  The cost of renting all of this equipment would be enough to pay for it several times over, through the course of an “average” fire season, yet there appears to be no mechanism in place for the GBCG to fund such purchases.  The IMT is not allocated an annual budget, yet each year new software and hardware must be purchased and installed due to technological advances, not to mention “normal wear and tear”.

Expectations of Type 1 IMT’s continue to escalate in terms of what types of products are expected and the time frames for producing those products.  Perimeter maps with mylar overlays and grease pencil are no longer deemed “the standard”, and neither are cost reports that aren’t completed until the end of the incident.  These ever-heightening expectations, coupled with the well-documented cost savings resulting from fielding well-equipped teams, present a compelling argument for establishing a continuing funding level for the highest-level incident management teams in the nation.  It is recommended that an annual budget of at least $10,000 be established for each Great Basin Type 1 IMT.  This approach will actually save money in the long run due to the expected decrease in equipment that must be rented for incidents.

Another area in which the GBCG could help the IMT’s is in locating specific overhead positions that can be committed to Team participation.  It is obvious to all involved that ordering overhead positions after arrival at an incident either results in lengthy delays in obtaining people or in never being able to obtain anyone.  Key positions must be carried with the IMT in order for us to be able to be up and running quickly after arrival at an incident.  It is recommended that the GBCG take specific steps to help IMT’s obtain individuals for positions already authorized on the teams.  It is also recommended that the GBCG authorize additional positions for the teams to carry on a regular basis, as identified by the IC’s.
VI. Summary

Great effort was expended by the IMT to contain costs while providing for firefighter and public safety as well as caring for personnel welfare.  There are a few key areas where change would significantly reduce costs and increase suppression efficiency.

Increase the use of agency crews and engines on large fires and back them up (when and where needed) by local contract crews and engines.  Many contract crews and engines assigned to the Hot Creek Fire were dispatched from relatively long distances. There were likely agency resources in relatively low fire danger areas which could have arrived at the fire as quickly as the contract resources. Emphasizing agency resources would be less costly and would provide the added benefit by increasing their experience and skills on large wildland fires. 

Provide IMTs with a few capitalized pieces of equipment which are always rented on large fires.  These include communications and helitack trailers (contractors recoup their entire cost within three weeks of fire rental time). Consider caching satellite telephone and internet equipment in a manner like we currently do for radio equipment (satellite telephone rentals can also recoup their investment within 2-3 weeks of fire rental time). 

Increase standard IMT configuration to include several additional positions which are always ordered, need to be at the incident immediately, and require enhanced skills over those taught in current training and evaluated through JTBs.  These include ordering managers, status check in recorders, medical unit leader, incident communication manager, and radio operators.   

