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          December 17, 2008 
 
Carol Clifford 
Obama Transition Team 
 
Dear Ms. Clifford: 
 
Thank you for the opportunity to introduce ourselves and share some of our concerns and hopes for the 
Forest Service.  The National Federation of Federal Employees (NFFE), the nation's oldest civilian 
federal union, represents 100,000 federal employees, among them 20,000 dedicated public servants 
employed by the Forest Service. NFFE is affiliated with the International Association of Machinists 
and Aerospace Workers (IAM).   
 
The Forest Service has suffered from unprecedented abuse and neglect over the last eight years.  We 
look forward to working with the Obama administration to restore the capacity of our proud agency.  
We believe we can play a vital role in informing the decision-making process of the new agency 
leaders – most critically by bringing them the undiluted truth from the front-line employees who are 
the heart and soul of the agency. 
 
To briefly touch on some of the pressing policy issues with which our agency and country are faced: 

• Suppression of wildfires has consumed an ever-increasing portion of the Forest Service budget, 
from 13% in 1991 to 45% in 2008.  This has left diminishing resources and personnel to 
perform critical land management functions.  We support a solution in which suppression costs 
associated with catastrophic wildfires are funded separately from the Forest Service’s budget. 
To this end, we supported the FLAME Act, H.R. 5541, as it was reported out of the House 
Natural Resources Committee of the 110th Congress.   

• A comprehensive strategy to revitalize the federal firefighting workforce is urgently needed.  
For example: 

o Substantial capacity has been outsourced, resulting in a less capable workforce that 
costs more – this trend needs to be reversed.   

o Many firefighters labor under seasonal and temporary appointments.  Converting these 
to full-time positions could provide capacity to meet fuel reduction and other land 
management priorities during low-fire periods.  Under current practice, the agency 
receives no benefit for recurring seasonal payments of unemployment compensation.  

o Firefighter retention difficulties need to be addressed by proper classification, pay 
reforms, improvements in safety policies, etc. 

• The Forest Service constitutes an existing infrastructure that could effectively and rapidly be 
used to stimulate the economy by putting much-needed green jobs in economically depressed 
rural areas.  Such an initiative would “kill two birds with one stone,” as substantial staffing 
increases on the ground are needed for the agency to regain its capacity to adequately manage 
the land after years of erosion of its workforce.   
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In addition, we look forward to working with the Obama administration to change how the agency has 
come to do business.  Under the current administration, the decision-making process has been 
ideologically-driven, top-down, and secretive.  In several major reorganizations implemented under 
Bush, employees’ voices have been completely ignored.  The outcomes have been disastrous.  This 
decision-making process ill serves the agency and the American people.  We submit that front-line 
employees are the ones who know the best way to get their jobs done and who understand what 
process barriers are blocking their way to greater efficiency.  We believe it is crucial to tap into the 
collective wisdom of the workforce.  This is particularly true of the Forest Service, an institution in 
which one size cannot be assumed to fit all because of the diversity of lands from Alaska to Alabama 
for which the agency is responsible.   
 
A process to meaningfully engage employees so their collective knowledge and wisdom may be 
brought to bear on agency challenges need not be invented.  Such a process is already available.  In 
fact, its continued appropriate use in the environmental arena is a priority for Natural Resources 
Chairman Rahall.   Chairman Rahall’s new agenda for his committee includes a renewed commitment 
to National Environmental Policy Act (NEPA) processes that require the federal government to “think 
before it acts… by requiring solicitation of public opinion and consideration of alternatives.”  To 
implement this requirement, Forest Service employees pioneered development of a method, called 
content analysis, for compilation, organization, and analysis of public comments.  We propose that the 
Forest Service engage its workforce regarding internal reorganizations, implementation of new 
policies, etc. in a similar fashion as the public is engaged regarding external proposed actions.  The 
linkage to environmental impacts, although indirect, is real: the internal capacity of the agency clearly 
affects the success with which the agency can care for the land. 
 
There will be resistance to changes such as the one we propose here.  Many current agency officials 
advanced through the civil service ranks under the selective pressure of the Bush administration’s way 
of doing business.  They were selected based on criteria that are antithetical to the change that is 
desperately needed by our proud but crippled agency.  Old habits die hard.  To effectively implement a 
new way of doing business, these officials will need to be held accountable.  We urge the Department 
to have an open door for us to provide appropriate feedback and advice on such matters. 
 
Again, thank you for the opportunity to share some of our concerns and hopes for the future.  We look 
forward to working with the Obama team to bring much needed change to our agency and to the 
American people we serve. 
 
Regards, 
 
/s/ Mark Davis 
Mark Davis, Chair 
NFFE Forest Service Council Legislative Committee 
608-231-9474 (office) 
608-772-2169 (cell) 
mwdavis01@fs.fed.us 
 
Cc: Susan Grundmann, General Counsel, NFFE 
 Ron Thatcher, President, NFFE Forest Service Council 

 


