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FINAL REPORT
November 5, 2007
Southwest Virginia

Wildfire Prevention Team

Virginia Department of Forestry

900 Natural Resources Drive, Suite 800

Charlottesville, VA  22903

George Washington and Jefferson National Forests

5162 Valleypointe Parkway

Roanoke, VA  24019

ABSTRACT
In October 2007, the Virginia Department of Forestry and the George Washington and Jefferson National Forests sponsored an interagency wildfire prevention and education team to be assigned to southwest Virginia to assist with their prevention efforts to reduce the number of human-caused fires.  The team arrived on October 22, 2007 to begin a two-week assignment.  The team was based at Breaks Interstate Park, Breaks, Virginia. This report details the activities and accomplishments of the team.
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INTRODUCTION

Background 
In October, 2007, the Virginia Department of Forestry (VDOF) and George Washington and Jefferson National Forests (GW/Jeff NF) jointly sponsored a National Wildfire Prevention and Education Team to be assigned to the southwest Virginia area to raise public awareness about the extreme fire conditions.  The primary area of concern includes five counties in the VDOF Region 6 area: Russell, Tazwell, Dickenson, Buchanan, and Wise. Two USFS Ranger Districts, Mount Rogers National Recreation Area and Clinch RD, are also located in the area.

Fire managers in southwest Virginia are concerned about the potential for a severe wildfire season under the current fire conditions. The southwestern portion of the state is suffering one of the worst droughts on record; in late October, most of the area was at a 17” rain deficit.  Based on the long-term drought and the long-range weather forecast indicating that these conditions may continue over the next few weeks, Virginia’s governor declared a statewide burn ban effective October 19.  The burn ban will remain in place until sufficient moisture warrants lifting.  
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 The vast majority of wildfires in Region 6 are human-caused.  Debris burning is the leading cause of fires in this area.  People routinely burn to clean up leaves and debris on their property in the fall; escaped debris burning fires are very common.  
Arson is the second leading cause of fires in this area. Arson fire is a culturally accepted practice in this largely rural area.  According to locals, the main motivation for intentionally setting fires is setting fires as a prank and lighting fires on public or corporately-owned lands as an act of resistance against a powerful outside entity that controls local resources.   
As a result, there is a climate of tolerance, if not acceptance, for setting fires. The perception is that they are “illegal,” but they are not a “crime.”  As a result, community members are often unwilling to provide information that would help lead to the conviction of a person who intentionally starts a fire.  
Fire managers in southwestern Virginia are extremely concerned about the safety of the public and firefighters as well as about the loss of property and natural resources under the current fire conditions.  Any fire start, whether set carelessly or intentionally, has the potential to be extremely destructive.  Their concerns have been heightened with the approach of Halloween and the opening of hunting season.  
Fire managers requested a National Fire Prevention and Education Team to help with a public information and education campaign to alert rural residents and visitors about the high fire danger.  The main focus of this effort is on preventing unwanted human-caused fires and to encourage residents to report any illegal or suspicious behavior.  

This report contains the objectives, accomplishments, materials, and recommendations for the team.
Action Plan

· The Southwest Virginia Wildfire Prevention Team will work primarily in Virginia Department of Forestry Region 6, in Buchanan, Dickenson, Lee, Russell, Scott, Tazewell, and Wise Counties. 
· The primary activity will be to promote the Statewide Burn Ban in Virginia. The team will know which local counties have enacted more restrictive burn bans, and will know what restrictions apply for the U.S. Forest Service, the National Park Service, and the Virginia Department of Game and Inland Fisheries.
· The team will be able to hit the ground running because of the preparation done by Fred Turck. The team was provided with a trailer full of resources, including a Smokey costume, 4 fire prevention displays, 4 danger rating displays, burn ban, arson reward and hunter safety posters, tables and chairs, brochures, a large variety of fire prevention handout materials, office supplies and computers.
· The team will:

· Distribute burn ban awareness posters in effected areas at businesses, restaurants, fire departments, libraries, etc.
· Work with local contacts to identify community events and gatherings where information can be distributed.
· The team will focus on making media contacts because of the large area covered.  The team will focus on making as many face-to-face contacts as possible with radio and print media.

· A media kit will be developed with fire prevention information.

· Regular updates, call-ins, and on-air interviews will be offered to radio stations.
· Regular press releases will be sent to print media.
· The team will work with VDOF staff in Charlottesville to distribute psa’s and press releases via email.
· The team will also distribute information concerning ARSON prevention, especially during the Halloween holiday.
· Attend community football games, and Halloween events with Smokey Bear.
· Assist with and conduct School Programs.
· Develop appropriate posters and table top brochures.
· The team will promote fire prevention for HUNTERS.
· Trap-line to distribute information to hunter check stations.

· Smokey Bear Hunter Safety Posters. 

· Fire Prevention License Holders

· The team will conduct fire prevention activities in at least one high-risk woodland community (“Firewise” Education).
· The team will make regular contact with:
· Forestry and Fire Agency Representatives

· Virginia Department of Forestry

· U.S. Forest Service

· Fire Departments
· Community leaders and law enforcement officers

· National Wildfire Prevention Teams in Atlanta, Kentucky, and Tennessee.

Objectives and Accomplishments
Objective 1:   Raise overall awareness of the general public concerning wildfire prevention safety measures, fuel loading, and fire behavior conditions as a result of extended drought-like conditions.
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· With the immediate concern over the potential for fire starts on Halloween, the team focused the majority of their efforts the first week raising awareness about the dry conditions and the potential risks from wildfires. The team attended three football games with Smokey Bear and reached approximately 3,000 children and adults with the burn ban message and general prevention messages.  
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· The team was responsible for getting 31 billboards with the burn-ban message across the State with almost one-half being placed in southwest Virginia, the area of greatest concern.
Objective 2:  Raise overall awareness of the general public concerning wildfire prevention safety measures, fuel loading and fire behavior conditions as a result of extended drought conditions. (see below.  Objectives 2 & 3 were combined.)
Objective 3: Develop and initiate media coverage for the enactment of outdoor burning bans, defensible space, arson, general fire prevention practices, what to do in case of a wildfire and other appropriate wildfire prevention topics. (combined with objective 2)
· Gave presentation at the Big Sandy Watershed agreement signing linking forest fires with water quality. 
· Made approximately 35 personal media contacts.  Sent three press releases and two PSA’s to all media outlets in Region 6. 

· Conducted door-to-door “firewise” contacts in Buchanan County.  Surveyed 52 homes between the Hurley area and Paynesville and 5 were determined to be in potential danger from wildfire.  Homeowners at each location were contacted.
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· Reached approximately 125 children in a Head Start program in Thompson Valley and Harmon.

· Reached 5,000 people who attended the Tobacco Festival in Pennington Gap.  Smokey and the Americorps fire crew rode in the parade.  Americorps and team distributed Smokey prevention materials to approximately 1000 people.
Objective 4: Make personal contacts with citizens of rural communities in southwest Virginia, including fire departments, county officials, USFS and VDOF local forestry personnel.
· The team met with Patterson Voluntary Fire Department in Dickenson County and Pound Voluntary Fire Department in Wise County.  Visited with USFS district ranger and other forestry personnel at the Clinch Ranger District.  Also visited the Mt. Rogers National Recreation Area and talked to forestry employees.  Met with the law enforcement officer out of the GW/Jeff Supervisor’s Office when the High Knob Tower was burned.  The team was in daily contact with VDOF employees.  

· The team also visited the Wilderness Road State Park, Hungry Mother State Park and Cumberland Gap National Park.

· Citizens in rural communities were contacted as the team traveled around southwest Virginia at events and while posting prevention materials.
Objective 5: Work closely with USFS, State Forestry and local law enforcement to develop and deliver fire prevention messages in areas where the occurrence of woods arson has been historically high.
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· After someone burned down High Knob Tower, arson road signs and arson reward information was posted throughout Wise. 
· Made contact with law enforcement officers in Dickenson, Scott, Buchanan and Wise Counties.

· Gave local radio interviews regarding pranks at Halloween.  Discussed Halloween on live radio broadcast show (what is legal and what is not)  
on WHJC in Matewan, WV.

· Prepared age-appropriate arson handouts for schools in Wise.

· Delivered arson message in each school program.

· Emailed Bill Dance PSAs to each radio station and forestry personnel.
Objective 6:  Develop messages, handouts and other information that can be distributed by agency personnel, church groups, community service organizations and others in a door to door fire prevention awareness campaign.
· Developed talking points, 3 press releases, 2 PSAs, 3 burn-ban posters; 2 table-top brochures; and 2 school worksheets.  
Objective 7 Establish a record-keeping process so that when the team leaves, there is adequate record of the Team’s activities, including contacts made, information developed and distributed, projects completed, recommendations for further action, lessons learned and a summary of expenditures.
· An administrative filing system was established to record accomplishments and costs.
· Media releases

· Events

· Key Contact Lists

· Daily Report

· Costs

· Products

Special Objectives:

Big Sandy signing ceremony at Breaks – Develop a media kit
· Attended the Big Sandy Basin Watershed Agreement Event (125 attendees).  Distributed media packets to press focusing on the effects of unwanted wildfires on watershed health.
· Gave a presentation to the Board of Directors about the fire prevention team and the effects of wildfire on the Big Sandy Watershed Basin.

· Set up display and distributed fire prevention handouts.
Halloween is a traditionally significant time when human caused fire starts are high in this area; an immediate awareness campaign should be developed around the potential loss of life to the public and to firefighters as well as damage to property and the natural resources.
· Wrote PSA and a press release focusing on the community’s responsibility to be safe and diligent this Halloween because of the drought.  Also focused on the fact that setting fires is not a prank, but an illegal act.

· Conducted several media interviews focusing on Halloween and fire prevention.
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· Attended several events focusing on Halloween: Pumpkin Hunt in Norton City; Halloween Carnival at Twin Valley High School; Operations Cops and Kids in Garden City; Pennington Gap School Program; football games in Grundy and Haysi; Lee County Tobacco Festival in Pennington Gap; talk show on WHJC in Matewan, WV.
Work with the Department of Game and Inland Fisheries 
to develop a joint message for hunting season
· Distributed license holders at game check stations, coordinated a news release, and gave a radio interview on tips for hunters and the burn ban.
Observations and Recommendations
Observation 1:

The fact that Smokey Bear was not recognized by a significant number of the kindergarten and grade school children at the media events and school programs revealed Smokey’s current absence in the school system. (This observation was noted by the 2005 Prevention Team.  Our team feels that it is still a valid concern.)
Recommendation:

· Establish more required fire prevention activities with Smokey Bear into the job descriptions of Virginia State and National Forest employees.  The target audience will be the elementary age group.
· Reestablish the link with the state’s school system to align prevention materials and messages with the Virginia Standard of Learning mandates. 
· Inventory Smokey Bear costumes in the State and Federal offices to determine condition, number, and availability. 
Observation 2:
It was obvious from the reception we received in all counties of DOF Region 6 that the Department of Forestry is well respected.  The community responded well to the burning ban. 
Region 6 provided information and assistance whenever requested by the team in a timely manner. 
The DOF State Office did a great job of providing support, materials and working accommodations.  

Recommendation:
· Recommend that staff follow up with their local media in a face-to-face meeting.  That personal contact before you need media coverage goes a long way.
· Develop a plan for future prevention teams by region with a local liaison to assist team with identifying contacts, lay of the land, etc.  Recruit a couple of employees to be available to assist with traplines and events if needed – could be region employee that does this or prevention team leader.  

· Create fire prevention video that is ‘local’ to be used by the region – State Office could create.

· Develop Firewise communities at the local government level.  This requires collaboration of VDOF, local government and VFD.

· Collaborate with state and local law enforcement.
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