Ab, 

I understand and can appreciate your position that cost for any resource – private or agency – is an empirical discussion. Let’s use the following definition for empirical, if we could:

- Based on the analysis of actual data or experience. A conclusion based on observation rather than speculation or deduction. 
 

-  Analysis based on factual and observable data in contrast to thoughts or ideas.

Now, based on these two definitions - and with the real hard costs in front us for resources - we can compare and contrast at one level, and one level only: Hard costs.
These hard costs include such line items as worker compensation, health and medical related costs and insurance, general liability insurance (for private sector) self- insurance related workforce costs (for agencies and private sector companies that can swing it), employer related taxes, training, equipment, incident related travel & housing, food in travel mode, etc.
Based on these costs, and using only these costs, agency AQM (contracting staff) have been making the argument that faller modules are “too expensive” compared to the “old” AD Faller program, or the “new” individual faller EERA program. And, based on the hard cost analysis, they are correct.

And now…the rest of the story…

But there IS another aspect of valuation that is going unaccounted for, and that is the VALUE inherent in the model of the Faller Module program, how it operates, and the infrastructure and PEOPLE functioning behind the scenes to make it all run. It includes the cost of faller recruitment and retention, background checks, experience verifications, equipment inspections, training and retraining, processing orders, maintaining a safety watch while fallers are traveling to a fire and addressing emergencies that arise on the road and during incidents. We have an office, with all of the associated costs. We must pay for our phones and the internet we use to communicate our availability and process orders. We must pay our power bill, etc. We use office supplies and we mail stuff.
Now, when those orders don’t come, or there is no work, there is no revenue stream. That is a risk of working in the private sector. We do not receive payment if we have not received the work. And, we must pay our expenses regardless.
Preseason commitment

This infrastructure and this process (of building and preparing a Faller Module roster) is grinding away pre-season. We accrue sizeable costs far ahead of when any potential work comes our way. Likewise, fallers who commit to a faller module roster must also navigate significant hurdles, and they must do so months before they can expect a fire related paycheck. Yet they do, and they are lining up in droves to do so. Why? Because they need and desire the work, and they have confidence it will be there for them at some point. And we pay them well. And we insure them. 
The Value of Safety

The Faller Module program has eradicated the “Cloak of Chaos” and made sense out of a chaotic, unsafe situation. So, add SAFETY to the VALUATION equation. How do we quantify Safety in terms of dollars cost? Dollars saved? I have no idea. But, I know it’s a real value. Anyone want to debate that one? But, how can we classify improved safety empirically?
You get what you pay for…

Fire managers have been pleased as punch to be able to order fallers for their fire incidents and actually get REAL FALLERS - Not only REAL FALLERS, but fallers with FFT2 quals, who understand how ICS functions, and what their role is on a wildland firefighting team. The faller module – empirically – are the fallers who show up, the truck they drive, the commercial grade chainsaws they operate, their pay, insurance to cover them, PPE they wear, and the training costs for their FFT2 status, refreshers, Faller First Aid, CPR etc. 

What is NOT seen is the administrative overhead to pay for making this all happen. Dispatchers understand now the difference between laboriously calling down a list of single fallers (who may or may not be available, who may or may not have a truck that works, who may or may not have decent equipment, who may or may not have adequate insurance, experience, ethics, brains, etc.) trying to find the commercial timber fallers fire operations managers have ordered to cut hazard trees on fire incidents,… AND calling one of the several faller module vendors now available and having the dispatcher’s request for multiple SETS of well qualified commercial timber fallers with verified backgrounds, training, equipment, experience…and brains… filled efficiently by…FALLER MODULE VENDORS. (That’s us.) There is a vast difference. And I would argue that the value goes FAR beyond what can be seen by the bean counters – and thus counted in an empirical fashion.
There is a position that I will state right now, and one I will take full responsibility for: And that is that no state or federal land management agency has ever been able to satisfactorily get a handle on exactly how to 1) identify 2) recruit 3) train (in wildland firefighting) 4) status (know who is working on a logging job and who is ready for a wildland fire assignment) and 5) mobilize commercial timber fallers for wildland firefighting activities. When the timber industry was more robust, fallers may have been easier to find than they are today, and perhaps on small fire incidents, agencies may have been able to (to some extent) manage the faller workforce, but as the complexity of fire incidents have increased, whatever fragile system existed falls apart, and chaos pretty much ensues.

“Fallers gone bad”…or…”The good, the bad…and the really, really bad…”
It is not my position that Fallers on Faller Module rosters are “good” and individual or independent fallers are “bad.” Though, the background verification process – if done right – can do a fairly good job of weeding out fallers (or faller wanna be’s) who would be best kept off the fireline. 
It is my position that it is much easier for faller module company owners to deal with unacceptable behavior or performance from fallers on a Faller Module roster. We have our necks on the line with our worker compensation policies (that we pay out the nose for), general liability policies and anything we’ve used as collateral to keep our operations running, and our payroll paid - even when revenue streams are undependable. In other words, we have something to lose, and so, we have an incentive to assure the fallers who work for us are professional, safe and proficient. There is no such quality control incentive for either the “old” AD Faller program or the “new” individual faller EERA program.
Based on this position – that agencies are not adequately able to manage the faller workforce – the faller module program works because it is operated by the private sector and was designed in a collaborative effort between land management agencies AND the private sector. (I’ve talked about this before, so I won’t expound on it now…)

Where have you gone Joe? Or…Good-bye to organizational memory…

Now the sad fact – though it’s taken seven years for the Faller Module program to evolve into the successful program it has become, many of the agency folks who had a hand in its creation are now retired and a “new guard” has arrived. With this new guard comes a loss of organizational memory of why the Faller Module program was created, and of the inherent value it provides, not only to the agencies, but to the timber industry, and timber fallers and their families.
 

Fire Chasing…or…Marge! Get my boots!

A word on “fire chasing…” The Faller Module program, for the most part, has eradicated fire chasing by fallers (in regions where a faller module program exists). However, I was told in the not too distant past (by a high level agency fire manager who will remain unnamed) that he didn’t have a problem with fire chasing fallers because (he said) “At least I know they’re ready.” 

Well, there’s a demanding employment qualifier, for ya! So are prostitutes. But, I would argue that consistent performance is a very real issue, and you dam* well better have your condoms ready. 
There is VALUE in knowing what you’re getting before it arrives at ICP.

There are many more non-empirical aspects that I’d like to talk about, but I imagine by now readers are a bit saturated. I understand. It’s been several years for me, and I love the idea of sequestering myself on a West Indian island somewhere and writing uninterrupted for several months…with no signs of fire around me.  However, maybe this will explain some of the fuel behind my intolerance of the exclamation that “Faller Modules are too expensive.” I think it’s best for me to use my keyboard (my functional & metaphorical “pen”) rather than my Zena Princess Warrior sword (though I do admit to pulling it out every once in awhile and thrilling to the sound of it zinging through the air. I do realize there have been body parts left in the wake, but, hey, “Dodge and weave. Dodge and weave.”)
Here’s to solutions to confounding systemic challenges! May they continue to erupt unhindered by ignorance.
Shari 
