= Fire and Aviation Management Recruitment and

Retention Analysis
USDA Forest Service

Introduction

This report is in response to the following language in the Explanatory Statement
accompanying the Consolidated Appropriations Act of 2008 (P.L. 110-161).

The Appropriations Committees are aware thal the Forest Service is facing
challenges to recruit and retain wildland firefighters in Region 5,
particularly on Southern California forests, due to the agency's vastly
different pay scales and personnel policies and the high cost of living in the
region. The Forest Service should examine Federal firefighter pay and
personnel policies and provide the House and Senate Committees on
Appropriations with a proposal to increase recruitment and retention for
Southern California forests no later than February 1, 2008.

The Forest Service (FS) appreciates the patience of the Appropriations Comumittees in
allowing Region S and the national headquarters to develop a thorough analysis of this
complex set of issues. The dynamics studied in this proposal are controversial and will
not be solved quickly or easily. For that reason, our proposal includes a series of long
term suggestions to address the issues identified above.

It is important to note two things about the national context surrounding this report. First,
the efficacy of Forest Service initial attack response has not diminished. The success
continues to stay around 98% for all initial attack incidents. The agency is committed to
maintaining this high level of success. Second, recent increases in Fire Suppression
expenditures have been well documented, as has the resulting impact on other agency
programs. In response, Forest Service leadership has aggressively implemented cost
containment measures, resulting in decreased Suppression costs in FY 2007. It is
essential that the proposals related to Region 5 firefighter recruitment and retention
support both continued initial attack success and cost containment efforts.

The issues highlighted by this report will continue to be closely monitored.

Issues Examined

The issues examined in the report are widely circulated and are frequently polarizing;
therefore the methods used to complete the analysis relied on data from a variety of
sources. Rates of attrition were from Region 5 records, Forest Service Human Capital
records and the Office of Personnel Management. Pay data was from employees’ W-2's
both CAL FIRE and U.S. Forest Service. The reasons for leaving were provided from
exit interviews in Region 5.

Forest Service Human Capital Management staff reviewed pay act and authorities and
determined there are actions available locally, regionally and nationally. The Regional
Forester and other line officers have discretion in the application of these authorities.
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There is a perception, as noted by the Appropriations Committees and confirmed through
informal employee sensing, the Forest Service faces recruitment and retention challenges
in Southern California. While a detailed analysis shows the region has some retention
challenges, it also suggests the problems are manageable.

A 10-year analysis of permanent fire workforce in Region 5 reveals several important
trends.

1) The total number of permanent Fire and Aviation Management staff in the region
nearly doubled between 1997 and 2007, from 1,257 to 2,290. An 82% increase indicates
successful recruitment efforts, not the opposite.

2) In 2007 the Region 5 Fire and Aviation Management staff experienced 370
retirements, resignations and transfers. However, recruitment resulted in a net gain of 68
employees, or 3%.

3) The overall Forest Service attrition rate in Southemn California (9.4%) is actually
lower than the national Federal attrition rate (13.4%).

These statistics indicate that recruitment is outpacing attrition in Region 5. Furthermore,
attrition within Southem California is well within national averages. Based on these
trends, it appears that recruitment and retention are within expected norms. However,
there are areas within the statistics cited above which deserve closer examination, and
which the proposals of this report will address.

First, the largest component of separations within the Region 5 Fire and Aviation
Management organization come at the GS-4 level, where the attrition rate is 46.6%.
Attrition rates above the GS-4 level do not differ significantly from regional or national
averages.

Figure 1: Attrition rates by grade in Southern California, Region 5, Forest Service
and Federal Service.

GS-04 466 | 321

GS-05 .87 109 . - 123 -}, UNK
GS-06 39 2.9 2.1 UNK
. "GS-07. 3 -"30k 2.4 _ 15 - - UNK
GS-08 1.1 0.7 0.3 UNK
‘GS-09 | - 11 - " 12 .09 . UNK -
GS-11 0.2 0.6 0.6 UNK
- Overall | 94% 1% . | 63% . | 13.4%.
Notes:

+  [Includes series only 0462 and 0401 both fire and non fire positions
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Data retrieved from NFC Reporting Center
Southern California includes Angeles, Cleveland, Los Padres, and San Bernardino
Nutional Forests.

The rate of atrrition for Cal Fire is currently unknown.

Second, a higher percentage of separations are due to resignations (as opposed to
retirement or transfers) than the regional or national average (Figure 2). Exit interviews
indicate that 44% of those leaving the Forest Service went to CAL FIRE or local fire

departments (Figure 3).
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Thirdly, these trends are most pronounced on the Angeles National Forest and the San
Bernardino National Forest, which saw the most resignations of any Region 5 forests. Of
the resignations on these two forests in 2007, 45% were at the GS-4 level, and 61% went
to State, county or local fire departments. The aftrition rates for the two forests were
12.2% and 9.3% in 2007, according to Region 5 data.




Figure 3. Reason for Leaving Forest Service
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Pay Scales, Cost of Living , and Personnel Policies

Local perception, as noted by the Appropriations Committees, is Forest Service pay
scales and personnel policies, coupled with the high cost of Jiving in Southem California,
make it difficult to attract and retain Fire and Aviation Management workforce in the
region. Upon closer examination, the perception of the effects of pay scale and personnel
policy discrepancies and high cost of living appears to be unsupported by the data.

‘Pay Scales

Comparison of Forest Service and CAL FIRE payment and hours worked data for 2007
suggests that actual hourly rates of pay are comparable. It was difficult to determine the
appropriate metric for comparison as the pay, staffing and personnel policies differed
greatly. Wages as shown on W-2 forms were chosen as a measure. Cal Fire employees
on average for the three (3) positions examined worked about 62% more hours (4,457 v.
2,768) than their Forest Service counterparts. The comparison of pay and hours is not
straight forward due to persounel policy differences, such as portal-to-portal pay and
planned overtime that guarantee Cal Fire firefighters more total hours annually.






