Increasing participation of Volunteer Fire Departments in Prescribed Fire Operations on Long Island
Introduction:

As the Long Island Interagency Fire Team grows, cooperation with the volunteer fire departments (VFDs) is becoming more critical.  VFDs are the contingency resources in the event of an escape, and they are responsible for the vast majority of wildfire suppression on Long Island.  There over 20,000 volunteer fire fighters and emergency medical technicians on Long Island, and they are largely an untapped source of crew for prescribed fires.  Incorporating volunteer firefighters has the additional benefit of marrying the two fire realms (structural and wildland), which, in time, would lead to improved coordination, communication, safety and sharing of resources.
Creating the framework:
Volunteer fire departments track member participation through a system of points.  Each member is required to earn a minimum number of points per year to maintain membership in the department, and the associated benefits.  The standards for membership are a combination of state and district regulations.  Points are earned by responding to calls, completing training courses, participating in drills, attending meetings, serving as an officer, and being on overnight stand-by.  Accumulation of points is the standard by which fire fighter participation is measured, and is often the motivating factor for individual fire fighter activities.  In order to motivate volunteer fire fighters to participate in prescribed fire activities, they must be awarded points by their departments when they are working on the fire line.
Volunteer firefighters must complete a series of courses (approx. 107 hrs. of study) in order to meet minimum fire fighter standards as set forth by NYS, the National Fire Protection Association (NFPA) and OSHA.  Wildland fire is a very small part of the training.  Classes on wildland fire are offered by both NYS Office of Fire Prevention and Control and the Suffolk County Fire Academy (SCFA), but neither meets the National Wildfire Coordinating Group (NWCG) standard for wildland fire fighting.  TNC and NYDEC require NWCG certification for participation on prescribed fire.  As a result, even volunteer firefighters who have taken the available SCFA wildland fire courses are not permitted to participate in prescribed fire activities.
The NWCG, FEMA and NFPA have cooperated to create a series of courses designed to train structural firefighters in the necessary wildland firefighting skills in an abbreviated course.  This was done by comparing position task books of structural and wildland firefighter, and eliminating the redundancies.  The result is called the Skills Crosswalk, and is available for the basic Wildland Firefighter 2 through Strike Team Leader.  The standard S-130/190 is typically a 67.5 hour curriculum, but the skills crosswalk version is shortened to only 21 hours.  Much of the course can be completed online, but a classroom and field demo section is required for NWCG approval.  The NYDEC could lead the classroom and field demo sections, and issue the certifications.  If sufficient interest was expressed, skills crosswalk could be incorporated into the 2009 NYWIMA and could be offered at the SCFA.  The online courses are free, and the costs of materials are typically about $20/student for the classroom section. The Skills Crosswalk is the easiest way to get volunteer firefighters certified in wildland firefighting.
According to one instructor at the Suffolk County Fire Academy, there are over 300 firefighters on Long Island who have completed S-130/190.  They are however, mostly uninvolved in prescribed fire operations.  Some reasons given for this are: they don’t want to or can’t make the annual pack test and refresher, prescribed fire is perceived as outside of the purview of VFDs, some VFD members discourage involvement in wildland fire, extra training is seen as excessive because the firefighters are already responding to wildland fires without NWCG training, and many firefighters find it difficult to participate in weekday fire operations because of work schedules.  Some of these concerns can be dealt with through changing practices in prescribed fire (i.e. Saturday fires and using Skills Crosswalk), but other concerns will need to be addressed through direct communication, one department at a time (i.e. department cultures, SOPs and policies).  Meaningful change will come through engaging fire department leaders and convincing them of the value that participation in prescribed fire will have to their department.
Goals:
VFDs within the Central Pine Barrens award points to members that participate in prescribed fire, wildfire training, and wildfire/prescribed fire drills.

A Skills Crossover FF2 training is held on Long Island.
Trained volunteer firefighters are contacted and invited to the refresher and prescribed fires.

Prescribed fire operations, trainings and drills are communicated to firefighters through the VFD communication channels (i.e. newsletters, dept. radios, dept. calendars).

Firefighters are regular participants in prescribed fire operations.

Strategies:
Emphasize the importance of VFDs as our back-up in the event of an escape, and the need for us to communicate effectively.   Cooperative firefighting efforts with neighboring departments and other wildland firefighters are enhanced when departments are trained on the same standards.
Explain the need for firefighters to understand wildfire behavior and fire weather conditions.  In the Sunrise fire of 1995 multiple fire trucks were burned over, and some fire fighters survived being burnt over while lying under fire trucks.  Experience with wildland fire through training and prescribed fire operations will help create the situational awareness that could help firefighters make safe decisions when a similar fire occurs.

Make chiefs aware of the recruiting bonus that wildland firefighting training could bring.  Many young people are intrigued and excited about the possibility of fighting wildfires.  If the VFDs offered the training and organization to becoming Red Card certified, it could improve recruiting.
Discuss the importance of fuels management in wildfire prevention and hazard mitigation.  Fuels reduction is an effective method for preventing catastrophic wild fires.  It is in the interest of all fire departments to proactively and cooperatively manage the fire prone areas in their districts.
