In Memorium, Mark Loutzenhiser, BDF Captain 57


Realistic Core Values
Desires are often expressed as core values.  “All firefighters have the right to a safe assignment.”  “Firefighter and public safety is our first priority.”  “The Standard Firefighting Orders are firm.  We don’t break them, we don’t bend them.”  These statements express our sentiments, our desires, but have little to do with accomplishing the agency’s legally mandated mission of fire protection.  They ignore and downplay the nature of firefighting as hazardous, risk filled, chaotic, and dynamic, and the importance of the mission to protect natural resources.  Yet they raise the expectations of those who have little understanding of this environment that we can operate in that manner, and it is to that measure they hold us accountable.

Defining Doctrine and Guiding Principles of

Wildland Fire Suppression in the USDA Forest Service

The Esperanza Fire was a dangerous fire, and easily had the potential to inflict horrendous civilian casualties similar to the horrifying Cedar Fire of fall 2003. CALFIRE deserves much credit and recognition for its handling of the incident in terms of public safety. A fast moving fire bearing down on unsuspecting residents as they sleep is a nightmarish scenario for sure. Forest Service units from the San Jacinto District responded when called, and deserve equal credit. All units involved from Commanding Officers down to individual Firefighters and Law Enforcement Agencies demonstrated a strong and courageous commitment to Public and Emergency Responder safety. The entire Incident must be scene within the context of a successful Public Safety incident before we can begin to understand events beyond that. This report does not do that. The tragedy that occurred with Engine 57 is exactly that. There is no need to pursue a hyper critical, fault finding effort only to discover the truth, that rather than multitudes of mistakes being made at every level, the Esperanza Fire was fought with career professionals who know their job and are willing to do it when duty calls.

As has been demonstrated, the Esperanza Fire Accident Investigation Factual Report is flawed. While some parts are well written and improve the readers understanding of the incident, far too many other portions are factually incorrect, misleading to a fault, or completely inappropriate to be included in this report. Virtually no insight is provided by first hand accounts of San Jacinto Captains that have the best vantage to express where, 

how and why critical decision points were made in terms of the entrapment scenario. Instead, the report uses poor analyses by individuals that do not appear to be qualified to confidently pronounce judgment. For this reason San Bernardino National Forest Fire & Aviation Management continues to request a Peer Review to be conducted by a small group of individuals with the kind extensive, in depth background dealing with late season, Santa Ana wind driven fires in the Southern California Wildland Urban interface/intermix. The Peer Review process is a foundational, core component of Fire Suppression Doctrine and needs to be utilized for what it is intended. Gaining understanding why fire ground decisions were made, and what can be learned from this. The report as is, unfortunately misleads the reader, and will likely give firefighters reviewing it a false sense of security by thinking they are not making the same decisions, when all the while they may be following the same path.  
At least part of the tragedy of Esperanza has now become the Factual Report. It shows that the USDA Forest Service is completely unwilling to truly embrace Doctrine as the bedrock and pathway into the future of wildland firefighting operations. This Agency has literally spent millions of dollars, and devoted several years now at conferences, workshops and meetings expounding on the obvious merits of, and need for, a Doctrinal approach to infuse all of Fire & Aviation Management’s programs and operations. We have made speeches and have volumes of postings on the web reaffirming the folly and dead-end, downward spiral that we have created and followed for years in a mindless effort to create the perfect system complete with endless, impossible rules and regulations to follow. We have finally confessed that it is the best people we need to produce, empower, and support, not the perfect system which can never be. It is a fact that Captain Mark Loutzenhiser is the focal point of this report regardless of whether it is explicitly stated; it is certainly implicit throughout the report. Captain Loutzenhiser was a shining example of the type of Leadership Doctrine hopes to create throughout the Agency. As a Captain, he was superbly qualified, had a breadth and depth of wildland firefighting experience achieved by very few in comparison, was well respected and admired by all of his peers, and was the offspring and product of development and mentoring throughout his career by some of the absolute best in the business. He had completed all of the new doctrinally motivated Leadership courses, and was a Simulation Team member for ICT3 evaluations for the Southern California area. He did his part, and Captain Mark Loutzenhiser lived up to all of the demands and expectations placed on him by his chosen career, and became an example to follow as a man, a husband, a father and a fireman. And yet he is not given one sentences worth of credit for this anywhere in this report, nor ever even given the benefit of the doubt even once. He is simply portrayed as an employee who made a series of monumental mistakes and paid the inevitable consequence for his actions along with his crew. This is the travesty that is the Esperanza Fire Accident Investigation Factual Report. By allowing this report to be released and supported as is, this Agency has failed in its obligations and responsibilities to the troops, who willingly go out to protect and serve, in a way that will have long term consequences. Likely one of the saddest lessons learned in all of this will be the realization that possibly the biggest mistake Captain Mark Loutzenhiser made was believing in an Agency that did not believe in him. 

San Bernardino National Forest Fire & Aviation Management stands ready to engage in whatever challenges may lie ahead, positive, optimistic ready to lead and to serve, and believing the future will be brighter than the past for all of us.

Firefighters do not knowingly "break" or "bend" the Standard Fire Orders, nor do they ignore mitigation of the 18 Watchout Situations. In every case we examined they were focused intently on these core values. However, we have created an environment where deviation from the letter of policy is described as lack of adherence or a violation of firefighting fundamentals. It is simply not true.
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