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FLAME ACT REVISIONS NEEDED  
JULY 2008 

 

The passage of the Federal Land Assistance, Management and Enhancement Act (FLAME Act) in 
the House was an important first step toward addressing the growing financial crisis of suppressing 
wildfires and managing our national forests and other public lands. The National Association of 
State Foresters (NASF)  urges the Senate to take the next step by revising the bill to meet 
the intent of the Act: to adequately fund a stand-alone account that covers the cost of 
exceptional wildfire events . 
 
Emergency wildfire suppression costs are burning up the USDA Forest Service (USFS) and the 
Department of Interior’s (DOI) constrained budgets, exceeding $1 billion every year since 2000.  In 
2010, the Forest Service will have to set aside more that 50% of its budget for fire suppression. 
This places all other forest management efforts at risk on both public and private lands by diverting 
funding from all other activities, including fire management activities, that help manage resources 
and mitigate wildfires.     
 
Extraordinary emergency fires should be treated the same way as other disasters and should not 
come at the expense of all other agency priorities and programs. Congress is now in a position to 
deliver a meaningful solution, and as this fire season proves, it can’t come soon enough. 
 
FLAME ACT (HR 5541 AND S 3256) 
The FLAME ACT sets up a 'fund' for emergency wildfire suppression cost that is partitioned from 
the rest of the Forest Service and DOI budgets. The intent of this legislation is that the ‘fund’ 
monies will not count against the agency’s constrained budget.  The FLAME Act must be 
amended so USFS and DOI budgets can be reformulated to reinvest in the fire and non-fire 
programs that have been decimated by the rising fire suppression costs.   
 
THE NEEDED REVISION 
The ‘sense of Congress’ statement [Sec 2(c)(2)] in S. 3256 must be revised  in order to 
address this budget formulation issue. The partitioned account will not solve the problem unless 
the funding for large-scale, emergency wildland fire events comes from a source other than the 
agencies normal program funds.  Extraordinary suppression costs must be designated as 
supplemental and emergency monies. Without this revision, the FLAME Act is not a 
comprehensive legislative fix for fire suppression budgeting.  This is not just about fire suppression; 
any comprehensive change must allow reinvestment in wildfire mitigation as well as other resource 
management programs. 
 
THE NATIONAL ASSOCIATION OF STATE FORESTERS ON THE ISSUE 
NASF supports a revised FLAME Act that eliminates or changes the ‘sense of Congress’ 
statement [Sec 2(c)(2)] to ensure that funding for the partitioned account comes from a source 
outside of normal agency budgets.  Any meaningful, fiscally responsible solution requires that 
catastrophic emergency wildfire costs be treated like other emergencies and not be scored against 
the agencies’ (DOI or USFS) constrained budgets.  It is imperative that Congress revise the 
FLAME act to provide a real a solution before the end of the 2008 fire season.   Without this 
change catastrophic wildfire problems will continue to escalate.   
 
FOR MORE INFORMATION 
Visit www.stateforesters.org for more information, including testimony and recent letters. 
Contact: Caitlyn Peel (303.445.4363, CPeel@colostate.edu) 



 
National Association of State Foresters | 444 N. Capitol St NW, Suite 540 | Washington DC 20001 | 202.624.5415 | www.stateforesters.org 

FEDERAL WILDLAND FIRE SUPPRESSION COSTS: BUDGET REFORM 
 

 
Wildfires continue to increase in number, size and intensity, and we need to change 
existing federal budget practices to better prepare for the reality of increasing suppression 
costs.  Our nation’s forests and communities need wildland fire protection delivered in a reliable, 
consistent and cost effective manner. 
 
 
A SOLUTION  
Partition the federal suppression budget by introducing a budget set-aside for a flexible 
suppression spending account that would be linked to rigorous cost containment management 
controls and agency line officer incentives. 
 
 
ESCALATING COSTS 
Fire suppression costs for the USDA Forest Service and the Department of Interior have 
exceeded $1 billion every year since 2000. In two of those years, costs exceeded $2 billion. In 
2007, the Forest Service will spend 45% of its budget on wildland fire suppression compared to 
13% in 1991. This increase has had effects on other programs, which is limiting our capacity to 
manage the wildland fire problem and hampering landscape-scale sustainable forest 
management efforts on both public and private lands. 
 
In addition, higher temperatures combined with drought conditions, increasing hazardous fuel 
build-up in forests, and more homes located in or near fire-prone forests add complexity to 
wildfire suppression efforts and frustrate cost containment efforts. The noticeable results of these 
program cuts are the agencies inability to adequately address the threats to forestlands.  Threats 
to forests are not being reduced fast enough, allowing the public benefits of forests, such as 
water quality, carbon sequestration, wildlife habitat, and air quality, to be compromised. 
 
The result of the diminishing capacity to deliver core agency duties and programs is actually 
harmful to long-term prospects for reducing wildfire costs.  Forest health management and 
community assistance which reduce wildfire threats are actually long-term investments that don’t 
provide immediate payoff in reducing wildfire suppression costs.   
 
 
ELEMENTS OF REFORM 
There is an urgent and dire need to reform federal wildfire suppression budgeting.   
 

• Partitioning the wildfire suppression budget will provide a new financial mechanism 
that must be closely tied to cost containment management controls.  This partition should 
be based on large fires – the true cost-driver of suppression expenditures.  The fact is 
that only 1% of the wildfires burn 95% of all burned acres, consuming 85% of total 
suppression costs.  These 1% of escaped fires are truly above and beyond normal 
budgeting processes, and should be partitioned into a flexible suppression spending 
account, accessible only if certain cost containment measures are undertaken and 
normal suppression appropriated dollars have been expended. 
 
The agencies' normal suppression budgets must reflect the actual non-emergency 
wildland fire suppression needs.  The partitioned emergency wildland fire monies shall 
not be counted against the budget caps for the agency concerned.  Investment in the 
Agencies' other programs, not just suppression activities, is a necessary component of 
this solution. 

 
• Incentives:  If in any one year the agencies do not spend their normal suppression 

budget, the remainder should be made available to the agencies to be spent on other fire 
management related programs/activities, but only if strict cost containment controls are 
followed.  If the cost control incentive structure is applied and left over suppression 
monies are invested in proactive fire management actions, wildfire threats will be reduced 
and simultaneously wildfire costs in the long run. 
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• Full implementation and funding of the National Fire Plan and 10-year 

Comprehensive Strategy Implementation Plan will enable the country to get out from 
underneath the current perpetuating cycle of increasing federal fire suppression costs.  
This would focus more attention to hazardous fuel reduction, forest restoration and most 
importantly community fire assistance aspects. 

 
• Increase the ability of local-level planning authorities to implement zoning and 

building codes in the Wildland Urban Interface (WUI) by monitoring and supporting 
efforts, such as those outlined in the 10-year strategy.   

 
• Improving our initial attack capabilities.  Our collective wildfire response efficacy is 

highly dependent on the readiness of state and local wildfire responders.  And no one 
entity can do it all alone.  Federal support to strengthen state and local preparedness will 
go a long way in improving initial attack success, especially considering the efficiency of 
state and local departments.   

 
• Provide a system whereby incentives are provided to foster creative and effective 

cost control measures that ensure wise expenditure of taxpayer dollars.  Most of our 
wildfire cost drivers are based on decisions by line officers making field level decisions.  
These are cultural and behavioral decisions, and we believe the best way to influence 
behavior is to provide incentives.   
 

 
SUMMARY  
Wildfire management is a collaboration of federal, state, local and other resources, involving 
human capital, equipment, and materials. Current budget and wildfire management systems limit 
capacity to prevent, prepare and suppress wildland fire.  This exacerbates not only current fiscal 
challenges, but also diminishes the environmental, economic and social values derived from our 
vital forest resource.  To provide critical investments in forest health, fuels management and 
community preparedness that make our forests safer, a new federal wildfire suppression funding 
financial mechanism is needed. 
 




