
January 25th, 2023

Cardell Johnson
Acting Director, National Resources and Environment
Government Accountability Office
441 G St., NW
Washington, DC 20548

Gene Dodaro
Comptroller General of the United States, Government Accountability Office
441 G St., NW
Washington, DC 20548

Re: GAO-23-105517 Report to Congressional Requesters dated November 17, 2022
Wildland Fire: Barriers to Recruitment and Retention of Federal Wildland Firefighters

Dear Mr Johnson and Mr Dodaro:

Grassroots Wildland Firefighters is an advocacy non-profit formed in 2019 to be a voice for
federal wildland firefighters; we are composed entirely of current and former federal wildland
firefighters. The National Federation of Federal Employees (NFFE) is a national union
representing approximately 110,000 government workers across thirty different agencies in the
United States, including thousands of wildland firefighters within the Department of Agriculture’s
United States Forest Service and the Department of the Interior. Our organizations work as
partners whenever possible to advocate for our federal firefighter workforce and amplify our
calls for change.

We jointly write this letter to share our perspective on the report to Congress your agency
published on November 17, 2022, Wildland Fire: Barriers to Recruitment and Retention of
Federal Wildland Firefighters. We thank the GAO for creating this report, which helps bring
attention and awareness to the critical issues facing this important profession and the women
and men who sacrifice so much to serve the American taxpayers. We do have some concerns
with the report and would like to address those here.

One of our biggest concerns is that it appears that a very small number, if any, field-going
wildland firefighters themselves were interviewed about the barriers that exist. Your method of
interviewing primarily senior officials is insufficient and does not provide Congress and
taxpayers with the complete picture, which is necessary in order to solve these complex issues.
We would’ve liked to have seen interviews conducted with field-going “on-the-ground”
firefighters and their direct supervisors across several geographic areas and positions, as
firefighters themselves are most affected by barriers to retention and recruitment.



Pay
Your report correctly found that low pay was a primary issue and noted that Congress took the
unprecedented step of providing $600M to increase federal wildland firefighter pay in the
Infrastructure Investment and Jobs Act (IIJA). Our organizations met with legislators as they
crafted the language regarding wildland firefighters in the law, so we are well-versed in the Act’s
intent.

While firefighters are grateful that Congress values their work and provided this funding, they
were dismayed that the US Forest Service and Department of Interior’s lawyers, the Office of
General Counsel, and the Solicitor General’s Office, respectively, interpreted the law to minimize
the pay increase, making it the least beneficial to employees. For instance, the law’s authors
used the term “base pay,” and the agencies' lawyers determined that because the word “base”
was used instead of “basic,” this raise would be a temporary supplement and not a permanent
pay increase that would count towards retirement, overtime, and hazard pay. The temporary
supplement will expire for many firefighters as early as 2023, leaving them with the same low
pay they’ve endured for decades. Further, due to the antiquated pay system used by the
agencies, this supplement has adversely affected employees receiving awards and Transfer of
Station funds.

Organizational Challenges
The most glaring omission in the report is its failure to identify problematic organizational
structures within the firefighting ranks. Current organizational charts are inadequate, which
contributes to limited recruitment and retention. Starting wages are low, and organizational
charts mandate that a majority of crew members stay at the starting wage. On a hotshot crew,
for example, the majority of the crew are at the entry level (often just $15-16 an hour) even
though their experience and skills are beyond their pay. This is true of engine crews, other hand
crews, smokejumpers, helicopter rappellers, and dispatchers. The creation of more equitable
organizational charts with career ladder positions is our top recommendation to increase
recruitment and retention amongst federal wildland firefighters.

Your report states that the agencies are collaborating with the Office of Personnel Management
(OPM) to develop a new wildland firefighter job series and that agencies are reviewing existing
fire position descriptions (PDs). Reports from the field indicate, however, that the agencies did
not adhere to the new series standard that OPM issued. This “first phase,” in reality, only
includes cursory reviews of existing PDs, not a system-wide look at whether positions are
properly graded. A lack of PDs that accurately reflect the duties and skills necessary to meet the
challenges of fighting wildfires in the 21st century should have been addressed in your audit.
The USFS and DOI claim they understand that position management needs to take place in the
future, but our fear is that competing work and capacity issues will prevent this critical work from
being completed. An audit from the Government Accountability Office should not blithely take an
agency's word as fact; it should question and verify that employing agencies are meeting OPM
standards for PDs.
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While conversion of temporary positions to permanent positions looks good at first glance,
particularly when it comes to meeting firefighting capacity issues, this is problematic for a few
reasons. Until a permanent pay fix is in place, many temporary firefighters have no interest in
being converted to permanent jobs with longer tours (either permanent seasonal [PSE] or
permanent full-time [PFT]). The off-season, for many, is a time they can do other work that
actually pays more than firefighting. Additionally, the off-season is often a time for firefighters to
recharge, rest, and reconnect with family and friends. Until work-life balance is adequately
addressed, many employees will choose to work elsewhere. The Forest Service’s Southwest
Region recently converted all PSE employees to PFT, without giving encumbered employees a
choice. We know of several instances where employees chose to move/work in different regions
in order to keep their PSE work schedules.

Work/Life Balance
Your report properly identified work/life balance as a barrier to recruitment and retention, yet
your findings were confusing. Your solutions to a shrinking workforce are as follows, with our
comments:

1. Borrowing firefighters to complete crews.
This amounts to rearranging deck chairs on the Titanic. This “borrowing” is already
happening on many units and results in “parking” engines or standing down crews in
order to fully staff other engines/crews. This is just robbing Peter to pay Paul.

2.    Increasing crew size
Certain hotshot crews are experimenting with this solution, but when it's already a
struggle to fill vacant positions on numerous modules, this is not a viable option – at
least not until the pay and benefits challenges are addressed (improving hiring and
retention overall, enabling managers to hire for even larger crews). Also, for the crews
piloting the increased crew size, no additional funding was provided for supplies (e.g.
PPE) or the need for more vehicles. Once again, this was a well-intentioned, but not
well-thought out, idea.

3.    Increasing Rest
You correctly state that the US Forest Service has increased rest days after 14-21 day
assignments from two days to three days. You fail to mention that the DOI maintains the
two-day rest period, for reasons no one can seem to articulate. A true audit would not
merely accept this increase but would ask whether three days’ rest after a 14-21 day
assignment is adequate for a workforce that is suffering from lack of sleep, inadequate
nutrition, and exposure to smoke and other toxic substances. This provision accounts for
basic safety and doesn’t even take into account work/life balance.

It’s disappointing and surprising that the GAO did not seek advice from mental health
and safety professionals as to what a proper work/rest ratio looks like. State and
Municipal Firefighters often work 24 to 48 hour shifts with 48 to 96 hours of rest after the
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shift. Federal wildland firefighters often work 1000-1500 hours of overtime in just 6
months. As fire seasons extend into year-round “fire years,” and as managing agencies
move away from seasonal employment, we need to understand the impacts of working
2,000 base hours with 1,500 overtime hours, 100 or more nights away from home, year
after year. How does this affect current firefighters and impact our recruitment and
retention efforts? We need to ask: why are we assigning people for 14-21 days at a time,
and why are we only offering a two to three day break? We also know of many instances
where some managers on National Forests in the West held firefighters to a 13 days on,
one day off schedule in order to avoid the three days of rest because of chronic staffing
issues. Our high rates of attrition should be no surprise, considering this schedule;
“increasing rest” is a solution only if we take into account both rest following individual
assignments and cumulative hours worked relative to time off.

Federal Firefighter Retirement and Retention
As mentioned in the report, the current federal employee retirement system (FERS) presents
challenges for many wildland firefighters. What your report failed to mention is that women are
disproportionately affected by the three day break-in-service requirement. This greatly
contributes to issues with retention of female employees, particularly those who choose to start
a family. Because women are often the default care-givers for aging parents and/or sick family
members, they are far more likely than men to “lose” their firefighter retirement due to familial
obligations. Senator Joe Manchin recently discussed this topic in a hearing.

The overuse of temporary positions has also created a dynamic in which we have a large pool
of experienced and trained firefighters, but they don’t have much (if any) retirement time
invested in the federal system, making their decision to leave easier. Allowing these employees
the opportunity to “buy back” their temporary time would improve our retention rates. So-called
“temp buyback” is already allowed for some federal employees.

Housing
The GAO report highlights many of the challenges regarding housing. Your discussion of
federally-provided housing, however, fails to mention significant issues with housing quality,
including decaying buildings and infrastructure. These are not isolated situations; as federal
budgets have declined in recent decades, funding that was used to maintain housing (quarters
maintenance) has been shifted to other areas. This has allowed government housing to become
nearly uninhabitable in many locations. We have photos and testimonials verifying that
conditions are often deplorable. Facilities with holes in floors, rodent infestations, and mold often
charge overvalued “rents” due to archaic GSA calculations. More remote locations, which
historically were able to compete for employees because they provided housing, are now seeing
declinations due to unaffordable “rents.”
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Diversity
We find this section of the report extremely lacking. Again, asking senior officials and
stakeholders to weigh in on diversity issues instead of asking women and minority firefighters
fails to get to the heart of the issues. Per the intersectional feminist framework known as
“standpoint theory,” individuals from marginalized or oppressed backgrounds are in a unique
position to point to patterns of behavior that those immersed in the dominant culture may not be
able to see. In other words, the predominantly white male leadership in wildland fire may be
blind to issues of discrimination and harassment in the workplace that are pushing out diverse
employees – while women, indigenous, trans, LGBTQ, firefighters of color and others have the
firsthand knowledge to identify problems and offer solutions.

The agencies need to acknowledge, too, that this is more of a retention than a recruitment
problem. New hires in temporary and entry-level permanent positions have higher numbers of
women and people of color. These numbers decline at the GS-7 to GS-9 levels; workforce
diversity deteriorates with seniority and years of service, and we need to be asking why.

Further, your report briefly mentions sexual harassment before taking the agency’s word that
federal trainings and meetings have resolved this widespread problem. On the contrary, these
trainings have been largely ineffective. The agencies continue to struggle with prevention of,
and failure to manage, sexual harassment claims. Beyond harassment, women employees
suffer discrimination and exclusion. Women who are repeatedly passed over for supervisory or
management positions in favor of less experienced males, and women who are denied training
and special assignments for no justifiable reason, are leaving wildland fire. Women consistently
leave this career because they find the workplace toxic and unwelcoming, and the agencies
have done little to improve these conditions.

As mentioned above, women often start families and/or care for ill family members. If they move
into non-operational positions (e.g. dispatch, prevention, fuels) that are more “family friendly,”
these career decisions are often held against them when they try to move back into operational
positions. Wildland fire’s schedule, culture, and policies make family life difficult for employees
of all gender identities.

While rural, white demographics do affect the retention of minorities, a workplace that was
supportive and inclusive would make employees from diverse backgrounds more likely to stay.

Health
The elephant in the room is safety and health – what our firefighters risk every day. Although
federal wildland firefighters are at higher risks of cancers, cardiovascular diseases, PTSD and
traumatic injuries, these go undiscussed in the GAO’s report. The federal government does not
recognize a correlation between environmental exposures such as wildfire smoke and the
incidence of cancers or cardiovascular diseases. More than two dozen firefighters died in the
line of duty in 2022 fighting wildfires. These risks are unaccounted for when determining pay for
firefighters. Prospective recruits and veteran firefighters balk at the low pay for a job that may
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injure or kill them and will take years off their lives. Although federal wildland firefighters can
spend over 1,000 hours every fire season exposed to these hazards, no formal education
program exists on either the dangerous consequences or mitigation strategies for employees.

The IIJA required both the Secretaries of Interior and Agriculture to develop and adhere to
recommendations for mitigation strategies to minimize exposure to line-of-duty environmental
hazards, but that mandate has been ignored. The overuse of temporary appointments has
exacerbated this problem, as many employees rack up 10 years of experience before accruing
any time that counts towards retirement, increasing their total years of exposure to these risks.

Grassroots Wildland Firefighters and NFFE deeply appreciate the GAO's initial report.
Considering its blind spots, however, we respectfully request a second investigation into these
barriers, and a second report, one that incorporates the input of a significant number of current
and former wildland firefighters – and prioritizes the wisdom of those who occupy marginalized
identities.

If you are interested in further information, we have done several surveys, and many of us have
first-hand knowledge and experience to share. A recent survey by the USFS on wildland fire
culture, Deep Dive Into Culture, Transforming Harassment and Discrimination, contains a lot of
great information. As current and former federal wildland firefighters, our organizations can
serve as Subject Matter Experts; we do the work and are connected to the boots on the ground
as well as local managers. We are happy to discuss where we might help in the next phase of
inquiry into barriers to recruitment and retention of wildland firefighters. A great place to start
would be our recommended reforms for the Biden Administration to implement.

Sincerely,

Lucas Mayfield
President
Grassroots Wildland Firefighters

Randy Erwin
National President
National Federation of Federal Employees
IAMAW, AFL-CIO
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Cc:

A. Nicole Clowers, Managing Director, Congressional Relations, ClowersA@gao.gov, U.S.
Government Accountability Office, 441 G Street NW, Room 7125, Washington, DC 20548

Chuck Young, Managing Director, Public Affairs, youngc1@gao.gov, U.S. Government
Accountability Office, 441 G Street NW, Room 7149 Washington, DC 20548

Stephen J. Sanford, Managing Director,Strategic Planning, spel@gao.gov, U.S. Government
Accountability Office, 441 G Street NW, Room 7814, Washington, DC 20548

The Honorable Kyrsten Sinema
Chair
Subcommittee on Government Operations and Border Management
Committee on Homeland Security and Governmental Affairs
United States Senate

The Honorable Michael F. Bennet
United States Senate

The Honorable Mike Crapo
United States Senate

The Honorable Steve Daines
United States Senate

The Honorable Dianne Feinstein
United States Senate

The Honorable Jeffrey A. Merkley
United States Senate

The Honorable Patty Murray
United States Senate

The Honorable Alex Padilla
United States Senate

The Honorable James E. Risch
United States Senate

The Honorable Kim Schrier
House of Representatives
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