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P.O. Box 11615, Eugene, OR 97440           Tel: (541) 484-2692         Fax: (541) 484-3004         Email:  andys@fseee.org

SENT VIA EMAIL TO fireretardanteis@fs.fed.us

June 24, 2011
Tom Tidwell, Chief

USDA Forest Service

RE:  Aerial Fire Retardant DEIS

Dear Chief Tidwell:


Thank you for this opportunity to comment upon the Forest Service’s proposed continued use of aerial fire retardant.  FSEEE supports retardant use as a firefighting tool under circumstances where its use is proven both safe and effective in accomplishing incident objectives.

Aerial Firefighting’s Human Costs

Aviation accidents account for more wildland firefighter deaths than any single other cause.  From 1999 to 2009, 61 firefighters died as a result of aviation accidents.
  In 2002, an interagency Blue Panel panel found that “The safety record of fixed-wing aircraft and helicopters used in wildland fire management is unacceptable.”
  The report noted:

A historical review showed that 136 large air tanker crew members have died in aircraft accidents since 1958. As a comparative illustration, if ground firefighters had the same fatality rate, they would have suffered more than 200 on-the-job deaths per year. When 14 firefighters were killed in the 1994 Storm King Mountain tragedy, the incident triggered massive changes in ground firefighting strategies and practices to improve safety. There has been no comparable government response to aerial firefighter fatalities. 

Id. at 4 (emphasis added)

Since the Blue Ribbon report issued in 2002, aviation-related fatalities have gone up 50% compared to the three-year period preceding the panel’s report.  If the aviation death rate was “unacceptable” in 2002, how would you characterize it now – egregious, contemptible, immoral?

The DEIS makes one brief mention of aviation fatalities, noting that fighting fires is “inherently risky.”  DEIS at 110.  What the DEIS fails to acknowledge is that aerial firefighting is about ten times more risky, on a per capita basis, than is ground-based firefighting.  Id.  The question the DEIS fails to ask, or answer, is whether the benefits of aerial firefighting, including retardant use, are worth this ten-fold increase in firefighter fatality risk.  FSEEE asks you:  “Are they?”
Fire retardant use is uncorrelated or weakly negatively correlated with initial attack success rates.

The DEIS claims that Alternative 1, which eliminates retardant use, “will significantly reduce effectiveness of aerial resources (primarily air tankers) and reduce success of firefighters on initial attack success (now at about 98 percent).”  DEIS at 11.  The Forest Service cites no evidence whatsoever for this proposition.  It is, in fact, entirely unsupported by the agency’s own data.

The attached spreadsheet shows (Column P) fire retardant use by national forest during the 11-year period from 2000 to 2010 from the DEIS Appendix C.  Column C is the initial attack success rate, i.e., the percent of wildfires contained to 300 or fewer acres) by national forest.
  A statistical analysis of correlation yields an r-value of 10% and an r2 of -0.318.
  These results show only a weak correlation, and a negative one at that.  In other words, the more fire retardant used on a national forest, the lower (not higher) the initial attack success rate.  Region-by-region, the results are the same, i.e., no correlation whatsoever or a weak negative correlation.
Fire retardant use is uncorrelated or generally weakly negatively correlated with average fire size.


An analysis of average fire size (using the mid-point of each fire size class) and retardant use shows no correlation across all national forests.  By region, there is no correlation for regions 3, 4, 5 and 6, weakly negative correlations for regions 2 (r = - 0.35 and r2 = 0.12) and 8 (r = -0.07 and r2 = 0.12) and a very weak positive correlation in region 9 (r = 0.09 and r2 = 0.008), where little fire retardant is used.

The data show that fire retardant use is not correlated, or is slightly negatively correlated, to initial attack success rates and average fire sizes.  There is simply no empirical basis for the DEIS’s conclusion that eliminating retardant would reduce initial attack success rates.  In fact, to the extent that the Forest Service’s own experience suggests any consequence whatsoever, it would be just the opposite.


The parsimonious interpretation of these data is that retardant use simply doesn’t affect initial attack success rates or average fire size.  That’s not surprising.  Retardant is used on only a small fraction, about 5%, of wildfire ignitions.  Thus, a priori, we know that the vast preponderance of fire outcomes are unaffected by retardant.  Even if retardant was 100% effective in preventing an ignition from escaping (an assumption supported by no data), that result would not move the total initial attack success rate needle measurably.

Substituting unsubstantiated assertions of retardant effectiveness for real world data biases the DEIS’s assessment of alternatives in favor of those that continue retardant use.  There is simply no evidence in the DEIS that retardant actually improves initial attack success rates or lessens average fire size.  None of the real-world data supports these conclusions.  The DEIS cites to no study, no report, no literature, no data, nor anything else for its conclusions that using fire retardant changes actual, on-the-ground fire outcomes.


  If the Forest Service’s proposal was to use fire retardant in a laboratory to slow the spread of low-intensity fires through dry pine needles, the agency could sensibly rely upon the few studies that demonstrate that retardant does so.  But extrapolating these laboratory results to the world of real fires, while concurrently ignoring the real world data that do exist, flies in the face of NEPA’s full disclosure obligations.  Yes, there are anecdotal reports that retardant use may have affected fire outcomes.  But there are just as many anecdotal reports that fires burned through the retardant lines, jumped over retardant lines, or were otherwise unaffected by retardant use.
  The point is that public policy should not be made on the basis of anecdotes, especially when relevant data do exist.  Nor can an agency assert more confidence in the effectiveness of its actions than the data justify; which, in this case, is none.
No data support the proposition that retardant use has any effect on structure losses to wildland fires and the available data on structure losses suggest the opposite.

The DEIS asserts that more structures would be lost under Alternative 1 because of “reduced success of firefighters on initial attack success.”  DEIS at 11.  But, the data do not show that retardant use affects rates of initial attack success, thus the predicate to fewer structures being lost is not met.  In fact, no data or study demonstrates any correlation between aerial retardant use and structure loss.

On the contrary, a home’s ignition risk is determined by its construction materials and design and by the vegetation within close proximity (about 30 meters) to the structure.  See e.g., studies cited at http://www.firewise.org/resources/wui_hir.htm (all listed studies incorporated herein by reference).  This is the principle on which Firewise is based.  Inexplicably, however, the DEIS makes no mention of Firewise nor the significant body of research on how and why structures ignite and burn during wildland fires.  Id.

The Blue Ribbon Panel Report on Wildland Urban Interface Fire (2008), to which the DEIS cites for home loss statistics, makes precisely this point:  

Reducing homeowner risks is the bottom line. Firewise, Firesafe, Firesmart solutions can, through research, provide up to a 92 percent chance of making a home survivable from wildland urban interface fire based on research by CALFIRE on the Paint and Oakland Hills wildland urban interface fires.

http://www.iccsafe.org/gr/WUIC/Documents/BlueRibbonReport-Low.pdf at 34.


Instead, the DEIS’s reader is told that fire retardant use protects structures from wildfire and decreases structure losses.  Not only do no data support this proposition, but all of the data and studies agree that home losses to wildland fire are determined by home construction materials, design, and nearby adjacent vegetation conditions.  Not a single study has ever shown any relationship between retardant use and structure losses.  By its failure to disclose the real cause of structure losses to wildland fire, and its concurrent unsupported assertion that retardant makes a difference, the DEIS skews the analysis in favor of alternatives that use retardant and against the alternative that does not.  This result violates NEPA.
The specialists on whom the DEIS relies for its statements regarding fire retardant effectiveness must disclose the data on which they rely.


The DEIS’s claims regarding fire retardant’s effect on initial attack success rates, acres burned, and structures protected are based upon an internal report by two Forest Service specialists.  See DEIS at 72 citing Henderson & Lund (2011) Wildland Fire Management Specialist Report for Aerial Delivery of Fire Retardant Draft EIS.  That report, however, includes no data or citations on which the authors base their opinions regarding retardant’s contribution to initial attack success, acres burned or structures protected.  


The specialist report cites data regarding retardant properties measured in the laboratory.  None of these studies demonstrate that retardant use in the real world increases initial attack success rates, decreases acres burned, or structures lost.  If the report’s authors are not relying on any data or studies that measure initial attack success rates, acres or burned or structures lost in forming their opinions, then the DEIS must acknowledge these limitations.  NEPA requires that an agency disclose the empirical basis for its experts’ opinions.  Idaho Sporting Congress v. Thomas, 137 F.3d 1146, 1150 (9th Cir. Idaho 1998) (“NEPA requires that the public receive the underlying environmental data from which a Forest Service expert derived her opinion”).  The DEIS fails to do so and, thus, violates NEPA.  See 40 C.F.R. § 1502.24.
The DEIS’s list of retardant misapplications is incomplete.

Appendix D-4 lists misapplications of fire retardant during the three-year period 2008 and 2010.  The 2009 Jesusita fire that burned 2,000 acres on the Los Padres National Forest should be added to the list.  A misapplication of retardant directly to Maria Ygnacio Creek during fire suppression efforts killed several dozen endangered southern California steelhead trout.  The fire originated one-quarter mile from the national forest boundary and was fought by an interagency team that included the U.S. Forest Service.
� See http://www.nwcg.gov/branches/pre/rmc/summaries/fatalities_by_cause_1999_2009.pdf.


� Federal Aerial Firefighting: Assessing Safety and Effectiveness, Blue Ribbon Panel Report (December 2002) http://www.true-lock.com/BRP_120502.pdf.


� The initial attack success rate data were provided by DEIS IDT leader Glen Stein.


� Correlation coefficients are calculated using the Vassar Stats website at http://faculty.vassar.edu/lowry/corr_big.html.


� See e.g., � HYPERLINK "http://www.wmicentral.com/news/latest_news/high-winds-fueling-wallow-fire/article_6a311ce6-8d74-11e0-a292-001cc4c03286.html" ��http://www.wmicentral.com/news/latest_news/high-winds-fueling-wallow-fire/article_6a311ce6-8d74-11e0-a292-001cc4c03286.html� (subscription req’d).


� The Blue Ribbon Panel report does not mention aerial fire retardant.





