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Topic:  
Firefighter Attrition and actions to Improve Retention of Fire Management Personnel and Achieve Other Program Benefits.
Background: 
The Region completed a 10-year analysis of attrition rates in fire personnel from 1997 through 2006.  The total permanent employees at the beginning of the study period 1997 were 1257 and 2222 at the end of 2006. Currently there are 2290 permanent employees in Fire and Aviation Management. The study divided permanent employees into two groups Apprentices and all others. Attrition causes were grouped as, resignations, retirements, and all others. Internal placements were not included. The average annual attrition for this period of study was resignations 3.4%, retirements 2.1%, all others 1.7%, for a total of 7.2%. Attrition in this large workforce is to be expected, but we are seeing steady increases. Since January 1, 2007, 370 permanent fire employees have resigned, retired, or transferred to other Forest Service regions. Of these, 247 resigned for jobs with other agencies and entities, including 139 who indicated they were joining other local, state, and federal fire organizations. Table 1 displays the 10 year attrition study results with 2007 data added. Table 2 displays the 10 year attrition study results by grades.
Over the past 3-years (2004 – 2006) the attrition rates have increased primarily because of hiring issues, and slow movement of lower-graded personnel into higher graded positions, where attrition from resignation is lowest.  During this time the total annual attrition rate has been 8.3%, with resignations 4.8% and retirements 2.6%, others 1.7% remaining steady.  The vast majority of all resignations over the last 10-years (90 %) have occurred at the GS 5-7 levels.

The region has implemented a strategy of large scale hiring to offset existing vacancies in FAM. At the start of 2007 Fire and Aviation Management employed 524 apprentices and 1698 other permanent personnel. During this same period, the Region completed personnel actions for permanent new hires and promotions for 503 apprentices and 738 other positions, resulting in a net increase of 356 apprentices and 214 other personnel since January 1, 2007. 
Table 1: Results of hiring practices in 2007
[image: image7.png]



A number of areas within the Pacific Southwest Region have attrition rates greater than 1 standard deviation above the mean. Resignations rates that meet this criterion are the Eldorado 5.9%, Stanislaus 4.8%, San Bernardino 4.8%, Angeles 4.7%, Sequoia 4.4%, and Mendocino 4.2%.

A part of this higher attrition rate may be due to the state’s high cost of living, which can make it difficult to attract and retain employees, particularly at the lower grade levels.  Locality pay does not appear to be keeping pace with increases in the cost of living through out the state.

The disparity in pay between federal wildland firefighters and state and local firefighters (see Table 2) is not something over which the Forest Service has any control. A component of this effort will be to explore several alternative solutions that may help reduce this gap. It is important to note that whatever solutions we develop must maintain firefighting capabilities throughout the state while, to the degree possible, remaining budget neutral. California’s portion of the entire Forest Service fire preparedness budget is already over 35 percent – any additional funds coming to California would have to come from other Forest Service regions.

Table 2: Salary Comparisons 
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Firefighter

Engineer

Captain

Los Angeles County Fire Department

$47,494 

$70,279 

$83,105 

Los Angeles City Fire Department

$65,724 

$77,064 

$90,360 

Burbank City Fire Department

$51,228 

$60,564 

$70,812 

Cal Fire

$49,690 

$58,278 

$74,621 

Angeles National Forest (GS-5/7/8)

$32,084 

$39,738 

$44,004 


California State (Cal Fire), Counties and Local Fire departments has hired, and continues to hire, firefighters in large numbers.  The attraction to younger Forest Service fire management personnel is clear. Approximately 58 percent of our resignations are going to another state, county, or federal fire agency and 44 percent are at the GS 4-5 entry-level Forest Service salary. Table 3 displays the number of resignations since January 1, 2007, and the reasons, when known.  Table 4 illustrates the pay-grade of the employees that resigned during this same period, and where they indicated they were going. Cal Fire will begin hiring mid-level fire managers in the near future, and many of our mid-level fire leadership have indicated they will apply.

Table 3: Reasons for Resignations 
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Table 4: Resignations by Pay Grade 
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Table 5 displays the current condition of the permanent employees in FAM. The largest numbers of remaining vacancies occur at the grade 5 level. These positions are currently set aside for apprentices that complete their training program and graduate at the grade 5 level. Apprentices are represented at the grade 4 level in table 7. Currently there are 831 apprentices working toward graduating to fill the 704 vacant grade 5 positions. In the interim Forests are hiring additional temporary employees to fill the gap. Key leadership position at the 8 grade, Engine, Helitack, Hot Shot, Captains, at the 9 grade level Battalion Chiefs, Helitack Supervisors and Hotshot Superintendents, at the 11 grade level Division Chiefs. The vacancies in these positions have been greatly reduced due to the hiring efforts completed in 2007. The majority of these position were filled with promotions from within the existing FAM organization, this accounts for the higher vacancy rates at the 5,6 7 grade levels.
Table 5: Planned, Current, and Vacant Permanent Positions [image: image5.wmf]Grade
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Actions to Date: 

1. Regional Fire Hiring process has been developed and implemented in July of 2007. This approach consolidates the hiring process into a 4 to 5 week window where all applicants from open and continuous announcements are SME reviewed, forest recommendations made, selections completed by regional selecting team, jobs offered and all HR functions completed. This process includes any “backfill position” that becomes vacant during the process from a promotion. In 3 sessions from July thru October 800 selections were completed of which 100 were backfills.

2. A small team comprised of key RO FAM staff, experts in human resources management, experienced forest fire management officers from northern and southern California, and a member of the R5 Line Officer Team will be convened to fully explore options to address the issue of FAM workforce retention state-wide during the week of December 10-14, 2007, target for completion of this effort is January 15, 2008
3. The Region evaluated the existing Apprentice program to identify if the program was meeting the needs for a grade level 5 Senior Firefighter position. The evaluation also looked at elements of the program that increased time in the program and was contributing to higher attrition rates. Our review showed that the average time for an apprentice to complete the program in this region was 2.8 years. The Region developed and proposed in October of 2007 to the National Interagency Joint Apprentice Committee (NIJAC) changes to the current program. Generally this proposal would reduce the work process hours by 25% from 4000 to 3500 hours. It eliminates the minimum 2 year requirement and restructures how work process is obtained. The proposed changes would reduce the average time to completion in this region from 2.8 to 1.3 years while still developing highly trained graduates.
Contact: Gary Biehl, Assistant Director Strategic Planning, Fire and Aviation Management, R5.
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