i
g GAO
Accountability- Integrity- Reliability

Highlights

Highlights of GAO-09-444T, a testimony
before the Subcommittee on Interior,
Environment, and Related Agencies,
Committee on Appropriations, House of
Representatives

Why GAO Did This Study

Our nation’s wildland fire problems
have worsened in the past decade.
The Forest Service within the
Department of Agriculture and four
agencies within the Department of
the Interior (Interior) are
responsible for managing fires on
federal lands. Federal
appropriations to these agencies
for wildland fire management have
more than doubled since the late
1990s, averaging $2.9 billion
annually in recent years. Rising
wildland fire costs have challenged
the agencies to meet their land
management responsibilities. This
testimony, based on previous GAO
reports, discusses (1) the
budgetary and programmatic
effects of the increasing cost of fire
management activities and

(2) steps the agencies could take to
help contain wildland fire
expenditures and steps they could
take, and Congress could consider,
to reduce the need to transfer
funds from other programs.

What GAO Recommends

GAO previously recommended that
the Forest Service and Interior take
several steps to help contain the
rising costs of managing wildland
fires and address the problems
associated with transferring funds
to fight fires. Although the agencies
have made some progress, they
have been slow to implement
several key recommendations.
GAO also previously identified
alternative funding approaches
Congress could consider, which
could reduce the need to transfer
funds from nonfire accounts.

View GAO-09-444T or key components.
For more information, contact Robin M.
Nazzaro at (202) 512-3841 or
nazzaror@gao.gov.

WILDLAND FIRE MANAGEMENT

Actions by Federal Agencies and Congress Could
Mitigate Rising Fire Costs and Their Effects on Other
Agency Programs

What GAO Found

The sharply rising costs of managing wildland fires have led the Forest Service
and Interior agencies to transfer funds from other programs to help pay for
fire suppression and, according to agency officials and others, may also be
reducing the total funds available to agency programs unrelated to fire. GAO
reported in 2004 that from fiscal years 1999 through 2003, the Forest Service
and Interior transferred over $2.7 billion from nonfire programs to help fund
fire suppression. Although agencies received additional appropriations to
cover about 80 percent of the transferred funds, GAO found that the transfers
led to canceled and delayed projects and strained relationships with
nonfederal partners. Moreover, some of the canceled or delayed projects,
such as constructing new facilities, were intended to improve the agencies’
capabilities to fight fires. Since 2004, funding transfers have continued, with
the agencies’ transferring funds in fiscal years 2006, 2007, and 2008.
Furthermore, federal and state officials have expressed concern that rising
fire management costs are reducing the total funds available to the agencies’
nonfire programs.

As GAO has reported, there are several steps the agencies could take, and
actions Congress could consider, that could mitigate the rising costs of
wildland fire management and its effect on the agencies’ other programs.

e Although the agencies have, among other actions, improved decision-
support tools for helping officials select appropriate strategies for fighting
individual wildland fires, the agencies continue to lack both an
agencywide strategy for containing fire suppression costs and a broader
long-term wildland fire management strategy that identifies options, along
with associated funding, for reducing excess vegetation and responding to
fires—what GAO has termed a cohesive strategy.

e The agencies could develop a better method of estimating the suppression
funds requested, as GAO recommended in 2004. Better estimates in a
given year could reduce the likelihood that the agencies would need to
transfer funds from other accounts, yet the agencies continue to use an
estimation method with known problems. The Forest Service told GAO it
analyzed alternative methods for estimating needed suppression funds but
determined that no better method was available. Because the agencies
had to transfer funds in each of the last 3 years, however, a more accurate
method for estimating suppression costs may still be needed.

¢ In addition, Congress may wish to consider establishing a reserve account
to fund emergency wildland firefighting, which could reduce the need for
the agencies to transfer funds. The advantages and disadvantages of
several alternative funding approaches were discussed in GAO’s 2004
report. Congress considered at least two bills in 2008 proposing
establishment of a reserve account, but neither bill passed. One of those
bills was reintroduced in March 2009.

United States Government Accountability Office



http://www.gao.gov/cgi-bin/getrpt?GAO-09-444T
mailto:nazzaror@gao.gov
http://www.gao.gov/cgi-bin/getrpt?GAO-09-444T


<<
  /ASCII85EncodePages false
  /AllowTransparency false
  /AutoPositionEPSFiles true
  /AutoRotatePages /PageByPage
  /Binding /Left
  /CalGrayProfile (None)
  /CalRGBProfile (sRGB IEC61966-2.1)
  /CalCMYKProfile (U.S. Web Coated \050SWOP\051 v2)
  /sRGBProfile (sRGB IEC61966-2.1)
  /CannotEmbedFontPolicy /Warning
  /CompatibilityLevel 1.4
  /CompressObjects /Off
  /CompressPages true
  /ConvertImagesToIndexed true
  /PassThroughJPEGImages true
  /CreateJDFFile false
  /CreateJobTicket false
  /DefaultRenderingIntent /Default
  /DetectBlends true
  /ColorConversionStrategy /LeaveColorUnchanged
  /DoThumbnails false
  /EmbedAllFonts true
  /EmbedJobOptions true
  /DSCReportingLevel 0
  /SyntheticBoldness 1.00
  /EmitDSCWarnings false
  /EndPage -1
  /ImageMemory 1048576
  /LockDistillerParams true
  /MaxSubsetPct 100
  /Optimize true
  /OPM 1
  /ParseDSCComments true
  /ParseDSCCommentsForDocInfo true
  /PreserveCopyPage true
  /PreserveEPSInfo true
  /PreserveHalftoneInfo false
  /PreserveOPIComments true
  /PreserveOverprintSettings true
  /StartPage 1
  /SubsetFonts true
  /TransferFunctionInfo /Preserve
  /UCRandBGInfo /Preserve
  /UsePrologue false
  /ColorSettingsFile ()
  /AlwaysEmbed [ true
  ]
  /NeverEmbed [ true
  ]
  /AntiAliasColorImages false
  /DownsampleColorImages true
  /ColorImageDownsampleType /Bicubic
  /ColorImageResolution 300
  /ColorImageDepth -1
  /ColorImageDownsampleThreshold 1.50000
  /EncodeColorImages true
  /ColorImageFilter /DCTEncode
  /AutoFilterColorImages true
  /ColorImageAutoFilterStrategy /JPEG
  /ColorACSImageDict <<
    /QFactor 0.15
    /HSamples [1 1 1 1] /VSamples [1 1 1 1]
  >>
  /ColorImageDict <<
    /QFactor 0.76
    /HSamples [2 1 1 2] /VSamples [2 1 1 2]
  >>
  /JPEG2000ColorACSImageDict <<
    /TileWidth 256
    /TileHeight 256
    /Quality 15
  >>
  /JPEG2000ColorImageDict <<
    /TileWidth 256
    /TileHeight 256
    /Quality 15
  >>
  /AntiAliasGrayImages false
  /DownsampleGrayImages true
  /GrayImageDownsampleType /Bicubic
  /GrayImageResolution 300
  /GrayImageDepth -1
  /GrayImageDownsampleThreshold 1.50000
  /EncodeGrayImages true
  /GrayImageFilter /DCTEncode
  /AutoFilterGrayImages true
  /GrayImageAutoFilterStrategy /JPEG
  /GrayACSImageDict <<
    /QFactor 0.15
    /HSamples [1 1 1 1] /VSamples [1 1 1 1]
  >>
  /GrayImageDict <<
    /QFactor 0.76
    /HSamples [2 1 1 2] /VSamples [2 1 1 2]
  >>
  /JPEG2000GrayACSImageDict <<
    /TileWidth 256
    /TileHeight 256
    /Quality 15
  >>
  /JPEG2000GrayImageDict <<
    /TileWidth 256
    /TileHeight 256
    /Quality 15
  >>
  /AntiAliasMonoImages false
  /DownsampleMonoImages true
  /MonoImageDownsampleType /Bicubic
  /MonoImageResolution 1200
  /MonoImageDepth -1
  /MonoImageDownsampleThreshold 1.50000
  /EncodeMonoImages true
  /MonoImageFilter /CCITTFaxEncode
  /MonoImageDict <<
    /K -1
  >>
  /AllowPSXObjects false
  /PDFX1aCheck false
  /PDFX3Check false
  /PDFXCompliantPDFOnly false
  /PDFXNoTrimBoxError true
  /PDFXTrimBoxToMediaBoxOffset [
    0.00000
    0.00000
    0.00000
    0.00000
  ]
  /PDFXSetBleedBoxToMediaBox true
  /PDFXBleedBoxToTrimBoxOffset [
    0.00000
    0.00000
    0.00000
    0.00000
  ]
  /PDFXOutputIntentProfile (None)
  /PDFXOutputCondition ()
  /PDFXRegistryName (http://www.color.org)
  /PDFXTrapped /False

  /Description <<
    /JPN <FEFF3053306e8a2d5b9a306f300130d330b830cd30b9658766f8306e8868793a304a3088307353705237306b90693057305f00200050004400460020658766f830924f5c62103059308b3068304d306b4f7f75283057307e305930023053306e8a2d5b9a30674f5c62103057305f00200050004400460020658766f8306f0020004100630072006f0062006100740020304a30883073002000520065006100640065007200200035002e003000204ee5964d30678868793a3067304d307e30593002>
    /DEU <>
    /FRA <>
    /PTB <>
    /DAN <>
    /NLD <>
    /ESP <>
    /SUO <>
    /ITA <>
    /NOR <>
    /SVE <>
    /ENU <>
  >>
>> setdistillerparams
<<
  /HWResolution [2400 2400]
  /PageSize [612.000 792.000]
>> setpagedevice


