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Recently, we have heard from many in the field that firefighters’ use of personal cell phones and cameras to shoot photographs and videotape on the job has become a significant distraction, and thereby jeopardizes firefighter safety.  We also are aware of field concerns that some information, photographs, and videotape that firefighters posted on personal social media accounts and websites reflect poorly on individuals, crews, the Agency, and the interagency wildland firefighting community. 

Firefighters’ lives often depend on their ability to be keenly aware of their surroundings and intensely focused on the tasks they are performing.  Activities that distract from firefighters’ situational awareness and precision in their work threaten the safety not only of those directly involved but also of all others around them.  No structure or natural resource is worth the life of a firefighter, neither is a souvenir photograph or video.  Fire supervisors have the responsibility and discretion for safe practices for their employees.  Discussion about this topic during fire refresher or tailgate sessions may be beneficial.  The firefighting community and its partners have a close bond; we are asking each person to use this close-knit relationship to be mindful of risks and safety for all involved.   

Nothing is more important than properly applying doctrine while managing risk.  Our goal is to become the preeminent wildland fire risk managers.  We achieve that by making conscious and deliberate decisions about what risks are reasonable and necessary and what risks may jeopardize the safety or tarnish the professionalism we strive to meet.  We cannot achieve that vision by shooting photos and videos without weighing the potential consequences of our actions. 

Forest Service (FS) policy allows firefighters or other employees to post information, photos, or videos about work-related activities on personal social media accounts or websites outside of work hours or otherwise not on government time.  However, firefighters should be mindful that posting work-related information or activities on their personal social media accounts or websites reflects on the professionalism of their crew, the FS, and the wildland firefighting community.  

In addition to posing threats to safety, firefighters who shoot photographs and video with their personal cell phones and cameras while on the job may be violating the USDA Photography  Policy (Departmental Regulation 3300-001), which states that “No photographic work will be undertaken that is not essential for official use or necessary in furthering the official business of the USDA.”   All employees must be aware of the USDA Regulation on Employee Responsibilities and Conduct (Departmental Regulation 4070-735-001), and that violations of the regulation may result in disciplinary action. 
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In addition, photographs, videos, and other information taken by firefighters could cause complications in the event that the FS becomes involved in any litigation regarding a particular fire.  Any information could be considered evidence in the lawsuits, and other litigants may have a right to seek that information from a personal computer or camera.

The FS is the largest U.S. wildland firefighting force.  Our international, federal, state, and local partners expect FS firefighters to be leaders.  With the ability to transmit information and images across the globe instantaneously, it has never been more important for firefighters to conduct themselves professionally.   It is the responsibility of every firefighter to maintain the FS’s reputation as the most professional wildland firefighters in the world.  For these reasons, we discourage firefighters from taking photographs and videos during operations and from posting information on personal social media accounts.  

	

	/s/ T.C. Harbour


	TOM HARBOUR

	Director, Fire and Aviation Management
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