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Chronology of IFPM and GS-0401 Fire Management Specialist Qualification

· 1995: Pursuant to binding recommendations by the Occupational Safety and Health Administration (OSHA) and the Office of Inspector General (OIG), wildland firefighting agencies agree to “professionalize” fire management program.

· July 1997: Interagency Fire Program Qualifications Taskforce, in collaboration with the Office of Personnel Management (OPM), develops the Interagency Fire Program Management (IFPM) Standard. It was determined that the “catch-all” GS-0401 series (General Natural Resources Management and Biological Sciences) would be used as the basis for a professional series for upper fire management.

· July 29, 2002: OPM approves the supplemental Qualification Standard for professional GS-0401 Fire Management Specialist position.

· September 4, 2002: Forest Service issues guidance for counting National Wildland Coordinating Group (NWCG), Technical Fire Management (TFM), and USDA Graduate School coursework toward fulfillment of the GS-0401 education requirement.

· June 15, 2004: Forest Service and Department of the Interior (DOI) announce the five-year implement of the IFPM Standard will commence on October 1, 2004.

· November 24, 2004: Distribution of implementation information to the field.  Implementation officially began on October 1, 2004, with a five-year phase-in period.  Employees in positions to be converted to GS-0401 are to provide documentation of their education via “incumbent declarations,” to be reviewed by Human Capital Management (HCM) staff.  Notification of employees’ qualification status was to be made by March 15, 2005.  Employees unqualified under the new standard would then have until October 1, 2009 – a span of 4.5 years – to fulfill these requirements or be removed from the position.

· March 11, 2005: First step of IFPM implementation, complexity analysis for Forests and zones, is determined to have failed because of overly general IFPM direction.  To eliminate the “chaotic” placement of too many positions into the IFPM Standard, new “crosswalk” criteria were distributed.  Incumbent declarations and notification of employees of their qualification status were delayed.

· July 13, 2005: Forest Service issues clarified guidance on GS-0401 qualification standard.  This clarification more clearly states that wildland fire courses may be applied to the positive education requirement.

· August 29, 2005: Incumbent declarations are distributed in Region 5.

· June 21, 2006: Ten months after submission of their incumbent declarations, Region 8 employees have yet to receive notification of their qualification status.
  

· November 16, 2006: Incumbent declarations are distributed in Region 3.
  Also, Region 9 reports qualifications data for several Forests is missing, possibly lost during the move of HCM to Albuquerque.

· December 11, 2006: Future US Forest Service Chief Abigail Kimbell asks the Chief for delegated authority to grant waivers for IFPM coverage, stating that disqualification and reassignment of “individuals who are excelling in their current IFPM covered positions... would be disruptive both to the individuals and our organization.”

· March 8, 2007: Forest Service announces October 1, 2008 implementation of “Forest Service – Fire Program Management (FS-FPM).  Basically, FS-FPM extends the IFPM Standard to the District level.
  Incumbent employees unqualified under the new standard would have until October 1, 2013 – a span of 5 years – to fulfill these requirements or be removed from the position.

· March 27, 2007: HCM notifies a large number of employees of their qualification status.
  Employees unqualified under the new standard have until October 1, 2009 – now a span of 2.5 years – to fulfill these requirements or be removed from the position.

· May 31, 2007: Forest Service informs field of OPM change to the Operating Manual for Qualifications Standards for General Schedule Positions.
  To address “diploma mills,” OPM now requires documentation of education by inclusion on an official transcript from an accredited college or university.  This regulation excludes in-house coursework provided by NWCG, TFM, and the USDA Graduate School, in effect treating them as if they were diploma mills.  OPM changed this regulation on February 15, 2005; however, notification of agency decision-makers did not occur for over two years.
  All employees (incumbents and new hires or placements) who fulfilled part of the GS-0401 education requirement with in-house coursework after February 15, 2005 are notified they are not qualified for the positions they currently hold.  Many employees promoted, reassigned, placed, or newly hired are in this situation; OPM direction is to immediately remove them from their positions.

· June 25, 2007: Forest Service requests a waiver to continue using NWCG and TFM courses to meet education requirement for GS-0401 Fire Management Specialist positions, noting that the changed requirement “will severely affect both the Forest Service and DOI readiness in the fire area.”  Approximately 50% of the agency’s critical upper-level fire managers have been rendered unqualified by OPM’s new education requirement.
  We strongly encourage the reader to obtain and review the sources cited in note 18.
· November 29, 2007: Forest Service initiates qualifications review of all GS-0401 employees.  Those promoted, reassigned, placed, or newly hired into their positions must fulfill the new education requirements by June 1, 2009 (OPM’s original direction was to immediately remove them; however, the agency negotiated this 18-month period).  Employees who were in the same GS-0401 position currently occupied have until October 1, 2009, per the IFPM timetable.
  Experienced fire employees who have already spent years fulfilling new education requirements are given new regulations and told they must now re-plow the same ground.  As if events have not conspired sufficiently to completely erode employees’ confidence, each page of these new requirements is marked as DRAFT.  Further, the IFPM transition plan was to give employees five years to obtain appropriate education coursework; now they have only 18 to 21 months before they will be removed from their positions.

· January 14, 2008: OPM denies waiver request.
  The only explanation given is that granting the waiver would “not resolve the fundamental issue: all Federal employees must meet the educational requirements prescribed by the qualification standard for the series to which their positions are classified.”  In other words, the fundamental issue from OPM’s perspective is if they grant a waiver to their rules, then the grantee would not be following their rules.  OPM noted, “We recognize USDA and its impacted employees may encounter hardships” as a result of their refusal.  In reality, employees following inexperienced leaders on the fire lines face more than merely “hardships.”  They face death.
· April 25, 2008: OPM grants extension for those erroneously placed in GS-0401 positions from June 1, 2009 to October 1, 2010.
  The Forest Service and DOI agencies agree to extend the IFPM deadline for conversion to GS-0401 to the same date, October 1, 2010.  Assurances are given that arrangements will be made for the purchase, at agency expense, of retroactive credits on behalf of incumbents who have taken in-house NWCG courses.

Notes

� We have documented the chronology with Forest Service documents to which we have access; however, this issue threatens the Department of Interior wildland firefighting agencies as well.  We focus here only on the IFPM positive education requirement for the 401 professional series.





� According to an agency official familiar with this work, OPM rebuffed a proposal to develop an independent and specific Fire Management classification series.





� See �HYPERLINK "http://www.nffe-fsc.org/Documents/IFPM/FS_020904_401_Std.doc"��September 4, 2002 letter from Thomas Mills, US Forest Service Deputy Chief for Business Operations� and �HYPERLINK "http://www.nffe-fsc.org/Documents/IFPM/FS_020904_401_Std_Enc1-3.doc"��enclosure�.  According to agency sources, the guidance was a result of collaborative discussions with OPM officials, who agree that NWCG and TFM coursework could be used for this purpose.





� See �HYPERLINK "http://www.nffe-fsc.org/Documents/IFPM/FS_040615_CommitmentToIFPM.doc"��June 15, 2004 letter from Dale Bosworth, US Forest Service Chief� and enclosed �HYPERLINK "http://www.nffe-fsc.org/Documents/IFPM/FS_040615_Enc_WhitePaper_040524.doc"��IFPN Qualifications Standards and Guide White Paper (May 24, 2004)�.





� Since it was anticipated that 401s would be difficult to fill with experienced fire personnel, concurrent 462 technical advertisements were authorized; however, the new hires (like the incumbents) would have to meet the 401 education requirements by October 1, 2009.  The agency committed to assisting incumbent employees meet the new standards and establishing a clear and consistent career ladder for federal firefighters.  See �HYPERLINK "http://www.nffe-fsc.org/Documents/IFPM/FS_041124_IFPM_Implementation.doc"��November 24, 2004 letter from John Lopez, US Forest Service Director of Human Resources, and Jerry Williams, US Forest Service Director of Fire and Aviation Management�.  See also the enclosed �HYPERLINK "http://www.nffe-fsc.org/Documents/IFPM/FS_041124_Enc1_HR_Guidelines.doc"��HR Guidelines� (November 24, 2004) and �HYPERLINK "http://www.nffe-fsc.org/Documents/IFPM/FS_050314_401_Incumbent_Declaration.doc"��Incumbent Declaration for GS0401 Fire Management Specialist� (March 14, 2005 revision).





� See �HYPERLINK "http://www.nffe-fsc.org/Documents/IFPM/FS_050311_IFPM_Crosswalk_Update.doc"��March 11, 2005 letter from Tom Harbour, US Forest Service Fire and Aviation Management Director� and enclosed �HYPERLINK "http://www.nffe-fsc.org/Documents/IFPM/FS_050311_IFPM_Crosswalk_Enc.doc"��Crosswalk Guidance� (March 8, 2005 revision).  The former document notes that reduced capacity of HCM associated with its transition to a new organization (centralization via Business Process Reengineering) was a limiting factor in the effort.





� See �HYPERLINK "http://www.nffe-fsc.org/Documents/IFPM/FS_050713_ClarificationOfOPMQuals.doc"��July 13, 2005 letter from John Lopez, US Forest Service Director of Human Resources� and enclosure, �HYPERLINK "http://www.nffe-fsc.org/Documents/IFPM/FS_050713_ClarificationOfOPMQuals_Enc.doc"��Supplemental Qualification Standard for GS-0401 Fire Management Specialist� (not identified with a revision date).





� See �HYPERLINK "http://www.nffe-fsc.org/Documents/IFPM/FS_050829_R5_IncumbentDeclarationMemo.doc"��August 29, 2005 letter from Ray Quintanar, US Forest Service Region 5 Director of Fire and Aviation Management� and enclosed �HYPERLINK "http://www.nffe-fsc.org/Documents/IFPM/FS_050829_R5_IncumbentDeclarationMemo_Form.doc"��Incumbent Declaration for GS0401 Fire Management Specialist� (June 9, 2005 revision).  Note that R5 limited IFPM implementation to the Forest (Unit) level.  Application is inconsistent; other Regions have applied it at the District level.  Guidance appears to allow this.  See �HYPERLINK "http://www.nffe-fsc.org/Documents/IFPM/FS_050311_IFPM_Crosswalk_Enc.doc"��Crosswalk Guidance�, supra note 6.  





� See �HYPERLINK "http://www.nffe-fsc.org/Documents/IFPM/FS_060621_R8_IFPM_Questions.doc"��June 21, 2006 letter from Charles Myers, US Forest Service Regional Forester, Region 8�.  At least one Region 8 Forest submitted incumbent declarations in August, 2005.  See �HYPERLINK "http://www.nffe-fsc.org/Documents/IFPM/FS_060324_R8_IncumbentDeclarationsReferenced.doc"��March 24, 2006 letter from Marisue Hilliard, US Forest Service Forest Supervisor, National Forests in North Carolina�.  In requesting information about the status of employee notification, this Forest Supervisor states, “Questions remain concerning the applicable level of professional 401 series education requirement...  2009 is no longer a realistic completion date for most of the individuals involved since nobody, to our knowledge, has received written notification of their status.”  See �HYPERLINK "http://www.nffe-fsc.org/Documents/IFPM/FS_060307_R8_NFNC_IFPM_Questions.doc"��March 7, 2006 letter from Marisue Hilliard, US Forest Service Forest Supervisor, National Forests in North Carolina�.





� See �HYPERLINK "http://www.nffe-fsc.org/Documents/IFPM/FS_061116_R3_IncumbentDeclarationReview.doc"��November 16, 2006 letter from Harv Forsgren, US Forest Service Forest Supervisor, Region 3�.





� See �HYPERLINK "http://www.nffe-fsc.org/Documents/IFPM/FS_061116_R9_IncumbentDataLostABQ.doc"��November 16, 2006 letter from Randy Moore, US Forest Service Forest Supervisor, Region 9�.





� See �HYPERLINK "http://www.nffe-fsc.org/Documents/IFPM/FS_061211_R1_Kimbell_IFPM_Waiver_Req.doc"��December 11, 2006 letter from Abigail Kimbell, US Forest Service Forest Supervisor, Region 1�.





� See �HYPERLINK "http://www.nffe-fsc.org/Documents/IFPM/FS_070308_FS-FPM.doc"��March 8, 2007 letter from Tom Harbour, US Forest Service Fire and Aviation Management Director� and enclosure, �HYPERLINK "http://www.nffe-fsc.org/Documents/IFPM/FS_070308_FS-FPM_Enc_Crosswalk.doc"��US Forest Service Standard Position Description Crosswalk Addendum to IFPM�.  The Forest Service is unique among the Interior-funded firefighting agencies in that it has a forth organizational level, the District.  IFPM Standards, in whose development other agencies took the lead, could not be directly applied, and led to the “chaotic” situation referenced in the March 11, 2005 letter.  FS-FPM implementation is a result of the national level review that was promised at that time.  See note 6.  





� See March 27, 2007 letters from Roy Roosevelt, Assistant Director of Human Resources regarding �HYPERLINK "http://www.nffe-fsc.org/Documents/IFPM/FS_070327_Example401Qual_OK.doc"��existing� and �HYPERLINK "http://www.nffe-fsc.org/Documents/IFPM/FS_070327_Example401QualTransition_OK.doc"��new� 401 positions.  This date is noteworthy because a large number of notifications were transmitted on this day; however, it does not represent all employees affected by IFPM.  Others may have been notified earlier or later.





� See �HYPERLINK "http://www.nffe-fsc.org/Documents/IFPM/FS_070531_OPM_Quals_Change.doc"��May 31, 2007 letter from Hank Kashdan, US Forest Service Deputy Chief for Business Operations� and enclosures, �HYPERLINK "http://www.nffe-fsc.org/Documents/IFPM/FS_070531_OPM_Quals_Change_Enc_RejLtr.doc"��form letter for rescinding appointments� and �HYPERLINK "http://www.nffe-fsc.org/Documents/IFPM/FS_070531_OPM_Quals_Change_Enc_TruncQuals.doc"��Supplemental Qualification Standard for GS-0401 Fire Management Specialist� (not identified with a revision date).  The latter document is the same as that referenced in note 7, with Attachments 2 and 3 deleted.  However, these deleted sections are still referenced in the remaining portion, which states as before “Other Education Creditable (Agency):  Other Education creditable can be found in Attachment 3 of the Supplemental Qualification Standard for the GS-0401 Fire Management Specialist” and “Agency ‘modules’ listed in Attachment 3 of the Supplemental Qualification Standard for the GS-0401 Fire Management Specialist are creditable college courses.”  To add to the confusion, as of this writing the Standard posted at the official IFPM website to which employees are referred for qualifications questions is still the note 7 version, which states that in-house coursework can be used to fulfill 401 education requirements.  See � HYPERLINK "http://www.ifpm.nifc.gov/guide/electronic.htm" ��http://www.ifpm.nifc.gov/guide/electronic.htm�, Chapter 3, GS-401 Supplemental Standards.





� OPM did not distribute a memo on the change to Executive agencies until August 2, 2006, nearly 1.5 years after making this change.  See �HYPERLINK "http://www.nffe-fsc.org/Documents/IFPM/OPM_060802_Quals_Change.pdf"��OPM Memorandum for Human Resources Directors, Chronology of Changes to Qualification Standards� (August 2, 2006).  It was apparently another several months before the news reached Forest Service decision-makers.  





� See �HYPERLINK "http://www.nffe-fsc.org/Documents/IFPM/FS_071129_410QualsRecert.doc"��November 29, 2007 letter from Hank Kashdan, US Forest Service Deputy Chief for Business Operations�.





� See �HYPERLINK "http://www.nffe-fsc.org/Documents/IFPM/FS_070625_OPM_Waiver_Request.doc"��June 25, 2007 letter from Hank Kashdan, US Forest Service Deputy Chief for Business Operations� and enclosure, �HYPERLINK "http://www.nffe-fsc.org/Documents/IFPM/FS_070625_OPM_Waiver_Request_Bkgd.doc"��Wildland Fire Management Positions in the GS-401 Series�, which provide an excellent summary of this issue.  The new OPM regulation is posted at � HYPERLINK "http://www.opm.gov/qualifications/SEC-II/s2-e4.asp#e4a" ��http://www.opm.gov/qualifications/SEC-II/s2-e4.asp#e4a�.  It states, “Non-qualifying education... includes education institutions or sources commonly known as ‘diploma mills.’”  OPM references � HYPERLINK "http://www.ed.gov/students/prep/college/consumerinfo/considerations.html" �http://www.ed.gov/students/prep/college/consumerinfo/considerations.html� for more information, whose only sage advice on the subject is “Unfortunately, there are some schools – often called ‘diploma mills’ – that are more interested in taking your money than giving you a quality education.”  OPM cites Congressional concerns about diploma mills as the impetus behind this change.  The coursework excluded in this case is in-house training controlled by the interagency wildland fire organization and specifically tailored by and for the world’s experts in incident command and wildland fire suppression.  It is understandable that these courses were caught up in the crude regulatory framework whose laudable goal is to crack down on diploma mills.  However, it is in our opinion the height of arrogance and incompetence to fail to acknowledge the reality of the education coursework at issue here, especially when the effect of this failure is to seriously erode critical homeland security capabilities. 





� See �HYPERLINK "http://www.nffe-fsc.org/Documents/IFPM/FS_071129_410QualsRecert.doc"��November 29, 2007 letter from Hank Kashdan, US Forest Service Deputy Chief for Business Operations�, supra note 17, and enclosure �HYPERLINK "http://www.nffe-fsc.org/Documents/IFPM/FS_071129_410QualsRecert_Enc.doc"��Draft Department Regulation� (not identified with a revision date).





� See �HYPERLINK "http://www.nffe-fsc.org/Documents/IFPM/FS_071214_410Quals_R06_RRSiskiyou.doc"��December 14, 2007 letter from Scott Conroy, US Forest Service Forest Supevisor, Rogue River-Siskiyou National Forest� and enclosure �HYPERLINK "http://www.nffe-fsc.org/Documents/IFPM/FS_071129_410QualsRecert_Enc.doc"��Draft Department Regulation� (not identified with a revision date), supra note 19.





� See � HYPERLINK "http://www.nffe-fsc.org/Documents/IFPM/OPM_080114_WaiverDenied.pdf" ��January 14, 2008 letter from Linda M Springer, Director, US Office of Personnel Management�. 





� See � HYPERLINK "http://www.nffe-fsc.org/Documents/IFPM/OPM_080425_401_Extension.pdf" ��April 25, 2008 email from Nancy Kichak, OPM�.





� See � HYPERLINK "http://www.nffe-fsc.org/Documents/IFPM/FS_080425_GS-0401_Update.PDF" ��USDA/USDOI GS-0401 Update (April 25, 2008)�.  This arrangement was a direct result of the work of the NFFE Forest Service Council Legislative Committee on the Hill in March, 2008.  While these are positive developments, we will continue to work for a waiver that restores credit for in-house courses.  See � HYPERLINK "http://www.nffe-fsc.org/Documents/IFPM/Brief_IFPM_080505_r.doc" ��NFFE Forest Service Council Brief, OPM Policy Threatens Nation’s Firefighting and Emergency Response Capabilities (May 5, 2005)�.















































































































































For more information, contact:





Mark Davis, Chair


NFFE Forest Service Council Legislative Committee


�HYPERLINK "mailto:mwdavis01@fs.fed.us"��mwdavis01@fs.fed.us�
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