PRESCRIBED FIRE COUNCIL

STATEWIDE STAKEHOLDERS MEETING

MINUTES

Hosted by the Southern Michigan Prescribed Fire Council

July 14, 2004

10:00 AM – 3:00 PM

Wilderness State Park

Carp Lake, MI

Facilitator:  Mark Sargent (SMPFC Steering/MDNR)

Attendees:  Rick Baetsen (MI Sharp-tailed Grouse Assn.), Thomas Barnes (MSU Extension/MI Assn. of Timbermen), Barbara Bonefeld (USDA Forest Service), Dave Borneman (SMPFC Chair, City of Ann Arbor), Tom Callison (Grand Traverse Band of Ottawa and Chippewa Indians), Steve Cross (SMPFC Steering/MDNR), Abigail Eaton (MI Dept. of Agriculture), Ray Fahlsing (SMPFC Steering/MDNR), Jim Hazelman (SMPFC Steering/U.S. Fish and Wildlife Service), Scott Heather (MDNR), Dennis Ireland (SMPFC Steering/MI State Firemen’s Assn.), Donald Johnson (SMPFC Steering/MDNR), Allan Keto (MDNR), John Lerg (SMPFC Steering/MDNR), Neil MacDonald (Grand Valley State University), Jack McGowan-Stinski (SMPFC Steering/The Nature Conservancy), Randy McKenzie (MDNR), Donald Mikel (USDA Forest Service), Steve Nurse (SMPFC Steering/U.S. Fish and Wildlife Service), Jim Pawlowicz (MI Dept. of Agriculture), Georgia Peterson (MDNR/MSU Extension), Michele Richards (MI Dept. of Military and Veteran Affairs), Paul Rogers (SMPFC Steering/MI Assn. of Conservation Districts), Kevin Wilson (MI Assn. Of Conservation Districts), Steve Yancho (National Park Service), Dan Zay (DLZ Michigan, Inc.), Ulrika Zay (MI Dept. of Transportation), Robert Ziel (MDNR)

Note taker: Lauren Theodore (City of Ann Arbor)
PROCEEDINGS

Welcome (10:00 am)

Dave Borneman, Chair of the Southern Michigan Prescribed Fire Council (SMPFC), introduced himself and thanked everyone in attendance for their participation.  He emphasized that the Southern Michigan Prescribed Fire Council was coming to the table to discuss the potential need for a statewide prescribed fire council with no pre-conceived notions or ulterior motives regarding the outcome.  He also asked that attendees feel free to comment and share their opinions throughout the meeting.  Dave then turned the meeting over to Mark Sargent, who would serve as facilitator.  Mark was chair of SMPFC during its first year of existence and has been on the Steering Committee of the organization ever since.

Introductions

Mark stated that the goals of the meeting were to determine whether or not SMPFC should expand in some way to include more regions of the state and, if it should expand, to determine how best to do so.  Mark explained that the SMPFC Steering Committee has discussed this matter intensely and came to the conclusion that a broader range of stakeholders and viewpoints were needed in order to make this decision.  To begin, Mark asked each person to introduce him or herself and explain what their interests in prescribed burning were.  After the introductions, Mark surmised that those present in the room represented, all together, approximately 500 years of fire experience.

Background

Mark Sargent, Dave Borneman and Steve Cross provided background information on SMPFC and other active fire councils.  

Mark gave a presentation on the origins and history of SMPFC leading up to last year.  He stated that it was decided at a meeting of the Michigan Interagency Wildland Fire Protection Association in 1999 that SMPFC would be started as a pilot project for Michigan.  Using Florida’s Prescribed Fire Councils as an example, SMPFC developed a steering committee with diverse membership, established by-laws and held its first annual workshop in 2000.  Since that time, SMPFC has put on four annual two-day workshops, averaging 120 participants.  The first day focuses on professional development and the second day focuses on hands-on prescribed fire education for individuals (i.e. site analysis, writing a burn plan, etc.).  SMPFC also created four sub-committees (legislative, education and outreach, training and certification, and, most recently, workshop planning).

Dave Borneman gave a presentation on the status of SMPFC today - its achievements, goals and concerns.  Some of SMPFC’s achievements have been its annual workshops; the development of a set of Best Management Practices for prescribed burning; hosting its first S-130/190 training course; the development of its website (www.firecouncil.org); the development of its brochure; its involvement in State Senate Bill 925; attendance at multiple conferences and two strategic planning sessions held last fall to discuss the future of SMPFC.  Dave explained that the strategic planning sessions, facilitated by Georgia Peterson, led to SMPFC’s formal recognition of the statewide expansion issue.  Dave also explained that concerns regarding a soon-to-be-developed statewide smoke management plan and legislation such as Senate Bill 925 led to the realization that many of the upcoming issues facing the Council are of a statewide nature.  SMPFC also considered becoming a 501(c)3 (non-profit) organization last fall, but decided to table the decision for a year, in part to allow more time to consider statewide expansion.  

Steve Cross presented information about prescribed fire (Rx) fire councils in other states (how they are organized, what services they provide).  Ohio has opted not to establish a formal Rx fire council, but has implemented a statewide burn manager program such that to burn during certain months of the year, individuals have to be certified through the state.  Additionally, Ohio has begun hosting an annual fire effects conference.  For more information, visit the Ohio Department of Natural Resources website.  In Indiana, a program to train private land owners in Rx burn techniques via video conferencing was initiated, but interest in it died quickly, in part due to its expense.  In Illinois, the Chicago Wilderness Society has begun offering National Wildfire Coordinating Group (NWCG) courses to private individuals with help from a pass-through grant from the Illinois Department of Natural Resources.  Wisconsin has had an Rx fire council for the past 1.5 years.  Its fire council is modeled after SMPFC and has established several sub-committees (policy, insurance, standards and training).  The private sector is heavily involved in this fire council.  Wisconsin’s Rx Fire Council has also developed an Rx burn door hanger and is hoping to get a website up soon.  Florida has three separate and independent regional fire councils.  They do not function under a statewide umbrella organization and do not hold joint meetings.  Apparently, they once tried to have a statewide meeting and 700 people showed up, which was just too many.  However, contrary to Michigan, by the time its three fire councils were developed, all of Florida’s major statewide burn issues had been addressed and legislated.  Thus, there is rarely a need for them to respond as a group to a statewide issue.

Statewide Possibilities: 3 Options Presented

Before beginning to debate the ways in which SMPFC might expand to a statewide council, Mark asked everybody present to participate in a quick round-robin to see whether there was consensus regarding the need for a fire council’s presence beyond southern Michigan.  There was overwhelming agreement that a prescribed fire council was needed in northern Michigan.  Some reasons provided for this support were, 1) a statewide council would have more clout and recognition; 2) a statewide presence would enable the Council to address statewide needs; 3) there is a need for a statewide council to provide guidance for consultant-led burning on private land; 4) a statewide presence provides more opportunities for agencies and groups to form alliances in order to advocate for the use of prescribed fire; 5) a statewide presence allows for more opportunities to reach out to landowners; 6) state agencies such as the DNR are now mandated to form partnerships with private lands groups and a statewide fire council both could assist in building these partnerships and serve as a partner itself; and 7) major contemporary issues such as liability and smoke management require a statewide response.  However, though there was agreement that a statewide fire council was needed, several concerns were raised.  Several people expressed concerns about developing too large of an organizational structure, as large organizations can become self-serving.  People were also concerned that a statewide Rx council would be difficult to maintain, organizationally speaking.  It was agreed that, were a statewide Rx fire council created, its members would have to commit strongly to it in order to ensure that its momentum be maintained.

 In the tradition of “Survivor”, the meeting proceeded with three ‘tribal members’ (i.e. three SMPFC Steering Committee members) representing three distinct statewide expansion options and pleading their cases to the other ‘tribal members’ present (i.e. everyone else at the meeting).  Jim Hazelman presented an option that allowed for only independent regional fire councils.  Jim highlighted several benefits of the regional-only fire council model.  These benefits were, 1) regional fire councils could best cater to Michigan’s different ecological regions; 2) regional fire councils could cater to the different populations found in Michigan (i.e. rural vs. urban); each of which has differing concerns/interests in prescribed fire; 3) the fire seasons differ significantly during the different regions of Michigan, making scheduling more difficult; 4) the types of fire differ throughout the state (wildfire vs. prescribed); 5) prescribed fire is regulated differently throughout the state (in some locations, permits are issued by local fire departments, in others they are issued by the DNR); 6) Michigan is such a large state, the distances between regions would inhibit communication.  

Ray Fahlsing presented an option for statewide expansion that allowed for one single statewide organization.  He said that a statewide fire council would 1) create a larger pool of resources; 2) establish one, cohesive network; 3) be less confusing to politicians and the public; 4) lead to greater political influence and more clout; 5) provide consistency and speak with a single voice; 6) reduce duplication of effort; 7) reduce the overall time commitment required by members (there would be a larger pool of people to draw upon and each person would only have to serve for a short time); 8) be most productive given that the majority of the major prescribed fire issues in Michigan are statewide; 9) create less competition for grant money and funding because regional entities would not be competing against each other; and 10) satisfy Dave Borneman’s Napoleonic complex!

John Lerg presented an option that allowed for regional fire councils to function under an umbrella statewide organization.  His argument centered on the fact that both the regional and statewide models are useful and, therefore, should be integrated.  He stated that, in general, smaller groups are less bureaucratic and are able to accomplish more on-the-ground work than are larger organizations.  However, a statewide organization would compete better for funding.  A statewide organization would also be better known than a regional council.  Thus, John argued that there are advantages to both the statewide and regional models, and a trim, lean, core statewide group that could compete for funds and pass them on to the regional groups would be the most effective organization.

A group discussion followed.  Abi Eaton suggested the possibility of a single statewide council with regional sub-committees (rather than independent regional councils).  Dennis Ireland suggested that, with technological advances, it could be possible for regional fire councils to exist separately but keep each other up-to-date on proceedings.  Then, should a statewide issue arise, the regional entities could join together.  John Lerg suggested exploring more creative options for having meetings in general, such as video-conferencing or teleconferencing.  Scott Heather raised the question of whether there would be any support for additional regional fire councils (under an umbrella organization or not).  Abi stated that, currently, participation in SMPFC’s sub-committees is sparse, implying that it might be difficult to maintain support for smaller regional councils throughout the state.  Dave Borneman suggested an organizational model in which a statewide council would foster separate regional workshops and training within the one organization.  Mark asked for a show of hands by those who would participate in northern regional councils.  There was definitely interest, but it seemed that people were less interested in serving on both a regional and a statewide fire council.  Defending the merit of the regional council idea, Don Johnson stated that he felt it was more important for statewide issues to be discussed and for networking to occur in smaller, regional groups than in a large statewide group.  

Dan Zay and Neil MacDonald both felt that creating a large organizational structure for the fire council now that included regional and statewide entities might be too much.  Dan, in his own experience, found that it worked better to establish a core group and allow it to expand/grow naturally and in response to specific needs.  He suggested that the group not anticipate needs for separate regional organizations until it becomes clear that these needs exist.  Neil stated his concern that all available time could be spent just trying to support a large organizational structure rather than accomplishing the fire council’s mission.  Robert Ziel agreed with Don that the most vibrant interactions between people occur on a smaller, more regional scale.  He generally supported the umbrella structure presented by John Lerg, but suggested that a formal statewide structure be used to foster less formal collaboration at the regional level.  Thomas Barnes suggested that the umbrella structure might provide people the opportunity to find a more specific niche and avoid being pigeonholed.  Michele Richards proposed a small statewide structure, with small regional components.  It seemed that many attendees wanted to see a statewide structure that allowed for at least some formation of regional interests as needed.

Mark adjourned the meeting for lunch, asking attendees to build ‘tribal alliances’ with one of the three proposed ‘tribal structures’ during the break so that they would be prepared to vote to keep one of the three (Jim, Ray or John) ‘on the island’ after lunch.

The Vote: Who Gets Kicked Off of the Island?

After lunch, voting was conducted by anonymous ballot and Ray with his single statewide organization option was the undisputed winner with 20 votes.  John and the umbrella structure received 7 votes.  Jim, with the regional-only argument, received no votes.  Dave asked if those who voted for John would be happy with Ray’s statewide only scenario.  The entire room seemed to agree that the statewide-only structure would be fine as long as it allowed for regional groups to be formed should they become necessary.  

Next Steps

It was agreed that the newly expanded council would be called the Michigan Prescribed Fire Council (MPFC).  Mark asked everybody what the next steps of this new organization should be.  John Lerg asked if a first step could be to replace the words ‘Southern Michigan’ with ‘Michigan’ in SMPFC’s mission statement and formally adopt that as the new mission.  Ulrika Zay suggested adding to the mission statement a phrase that would describe the assistance that MPFC provides to partner groups/individuals and the collaborative nature of these interactions.  Dan Zay, acknowledging that the general public usually has an innate fear of fire, suggested adding something to the mission statement to give it a more positive spin (such as the role that fire plays in restoring ecosystems).  Abi Eaton felt that the mission statement should be succinct, but she would like to see something about the educational role of the fire council incorporated.  Jack McGowan-Stinski asked if people would consider addressing these points as bulleted items under the mission statement, of which there are already several.  He stated that the SMPFC Steering Committee debated a long time about what to include in the mission statement and decided that the more concise and simple the statement itself could be, the better.  The Steering Committee added the bulleted points below the mission statement in order to expand upon it, without letting it expand into a larger paragraph.  Dave Borneman recommended that, due to its length, the discussion about the specific wording of the mission statement be saved until the next steering committee meeting.  The room agreed.

The conversation shifted to the composition of the steering committee itself.  Currently, there are about 15 people on the steering committee and usually around 8-10 attend the monthly meetings.  SMPFC has discussed the size of the steering committee several times in the past, but each time agreed to not limit its size until it becomes so large that its productivity is compromised (so far, this has not been an issue).  The group then brainstormed a list of organizations that are not currently represented on the SMPFC Steering Committee and that may be interested in MPFC.  Some of the names on this list were, the National Park Service, MI Timbermen’s Association, private consultants, MSU Extension/MI Natural Features Inventory, MI Department of Agriculture, MI Department of Transportation or local transportation authorities, the National Weather Service, Association of Consulting Foresters, Michigan blueberry growers, the Farm Bureau, natural resource managers from Native American tribes, and the State Historic Preservation Office (they now have to approve burn break locations for the MDNR).  Some present were concerned about inviting too many people and having the group be too large.  Others felt that the group should represent as diverse a range of people/experiences as possible.  Don Johnson made the point that it doesn’t so much matter how many people are on the steering committee as much as it matters how committed they are.  Committee members need to be able to attend meetings frequently so that the group does not effectively have to ‘re-plow the field’ every meeting.  

There was also some disagreement about whether the steering committee should be composed largely of professionals paid to work on prescribed fire issues or whether the focus of the group should shift toward private individuals/landowners.  Some present felt that it was important to involve landowners; some felt that it would be better to involve a representative of a governmental cost share program like CRP that funds burns for private landowners.  Steve Nurse stated that it is the job of paid professionals to represent the interests of lay-people.  Robert Ziel felt that the council should not be a group of paid professionals only.  Several people suggested utilizing technology, such as e-mail and the website, to provide important stakeholders with a direct connection to the steering committee without asking them to be members.  Steve Cross commented that, when he was chair of SMPFC, he made a strong effort to include laypeople from the sportsmen clubs (whitetails, grouse, pheasants, etc.) and had little luck.  Abi Eaton suggested that some people are not involved because they can’t attend meetings during the day when they are working.  Georgia suggested that perhaps the council should develop a list of primary and secondary contacts.  Jack McGowan-Stinski suggested that the group focus on the fact that sitting around the table were the people able to invest the time to come to the stakeholders meeting and that this core group could serve as the basis for the new steering committee.  He stated that, though the group sitting around the table was mostly professional, it could set as a goal the involvement of additional lay - groups and individuals.

It was agreed that Dave would send out an announcement about the new statewide council meeting and that the steering committee would be represented by the present group for the time being.  It was agreed that this group would work to involve others in the steering committee and also in the sub-committees.  Dave requested that people provide Lauren Theodore with the names and contact information for anyone they think might be interested in the steering committee or sub-committees.  It was agreed that the next couple of steering committee meetings would be held in Gaylord, for the sake of consistency, but that in the future the meetings could roam throughout the state.  It was decided that the Steering Committee would continue to meet on the second Wednesday of the month for now.  The next meeting, therefore, will be held on August 11, 2004 at the Department of Environmental Quality office in Gaylord from 10 am until 1 pm.  The meeting after that will be held at the same time and location (depending on room availability) on October 13, 2004.  There will be no meeting in September due to the Annual Workshop on September 10 and 11.

The final task of the group was to brainstorm a list of agenda topics for August’s meeting and prioritize them.  The list, in order of high, moderate and low priority, is as follows (topics within the three categories are not listed in any particular order):

HIGH

Structure of Organization

Transition to statewide plan

Redefine function of Steering Committee

Use and Effectiveness of Sub-Committees

Review of By-laws

Operational Funding

Safety of Lessons Learned

MODERATE

Legislative Update

Finalize September Workshop

How to involve consultants

Qualifications for burning

LOW

Mission Statement

Smoke-related issues

How to convince the MI Department of Transportation to burn rights-of-way

Get commitments from new committee members

Review of press release

Update brochure

The meeting was adjourned at approximately 3 pm.  

Minutes submitted by Lauren Theodore
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