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It’s an even-numbered year and that means elections on local, state and, in 2012, national levels.  Given the high interest that active wildfire seasons produce, it’s only natural people on the campaign trail might want to take a side trip to fire camp or visit the fireline.

How do you manage requests from candidates who want to visit fire camp, meet with the Incident Commander, shake hands with firefighters or request a helicopter trip over the fire?

First, accessibility to fire management is a good thing.  No PIO or IC is likely to turn down an elected official’s request for information or a visit, whether it’s from a local mayor or county commissioner or member of the House or Senate.  The same holds true for candidates in major statewide or national elections. 

It can get more complicated when it comes to figuring out just what you should and shouldn’t do for the VIP.  Some of it is a judgment call.  The determining factor may be what your instincts tell you the candidate really wants out of the visit.  Is it to learn more about fire management or is it a chance for publicity?  We’re unaware of any strict list of do’s and don’ts when these requests come in.  But here are a few guidelines that might help you to determine your responsibilities when a candidate for elected office wants to visit a fire, fire camp, information center or just meet with firefighters.

· The first guideline, as you’d guess, is safety.  Safety for the firefighters, overhead and the candidates.  If something isn’t safe, it’s okay to deny the request based on the “Interagency Standards for Fire and Fire Aviation Operations,” also known as “the Red Book,” and “Wildland Fire and Aviation Program management and Operations Guide for the Bureau of Indian Affairs (called “the Blue Book”). Both are clear: “Firefighter and public safety is the first priority in every fire management activity.”  So if the level of risk to a candidate is unacceptable, then the answer is, “We can’t do that.”

·  Another guideline is to assess the impact of a visit to operations.  If a visit would interfere with operations, then it needs to be rescheduled or a different itinerary developed that would steer clear of conflicts with operations.

· Set clear expectations from the start when a candidate wants to visit fire camp or the fireline.  Make sure there are no surprises for the candidate, the incident managers, firefighters, or the agency administrator.  For example, it is rare for a candidate to participate in a helicopter flyover.  When the advance staffer for the candidate calls, ensure he or she knows from the start what is feasible and what is not.

· Let the Incident Commander know about requests for VIP visits.  It’s vital to gauge what he or she is comfortable with.  It’s the IC’s call, for example, as to whether a candidate can be included in regularly scheduled briefings, or if other briefings need to be arranged.  

· Work with the local agency administrators and tribal councils, if for no other reason than professional courtesy to let them know a candidate or elected official is visiting. Get a briefing from the hosting unit on the political landscape and local issues if you’re from out of the area.  Remember, too, that after you leave, the local jurisdiction still will continue to work with elected officials.  Do all you can to ensure the relationship is strengthened, not damaged, because of your efforts. 

· One Type I PIO had good advice regarding the purpose of a candidate’s visit. “In my experience, (candidates) usually have a genuine interest and want to learn about firefighting and incident management, so I’m happy to oblige.  When they show up with only a staffer or two, you can tell they are serious.  If they want to learn, I’ll spend however much time it takes talking to them.  If it is apparent that they are on a photo opportunity, I’ll spend a little time with them and then find (someone) to escort them around fire camp.” 

· Requests by candidates to address groups of firefighters should be declined.  The general rule for attending fire-related meetings and speaking to firefighters is that a candidate should not receive treatment that would substantially differ from any other citizen. 

· Remember, too, that everything you do sets a precedent.  If, for example, Candidate Jones is escorted to the fireline, that means her opponent, Candidate Smith, also has the right to visit the fireline.  

· [bookmark: _GoBack]The rules change a bit when appointed officials want to visit fire camp.  Let’s say the Secretary of the Interior or the Forest Service Chief wants to visit.  It goes without saying that you need to do your best to meet their expectations, working with the ICT and the local agency administrator or administrators, within the bounds of safety and undue interference with operations.

· Here’s something to handle with care: Avoid discussion and debate about how the fire is managed, availability of resources, cost of the fire and other issues.  Fortunately, most candidates also want to steer clear of controversial issues.  They would much rather show their support for firefighters and learn more about the incident. 

· Finally, when in doubt – and after you’ve checked with the IC, the agency administrator and the local PAO – you can always seek advice from your national office.  

Most visits to fire camp by candidates or elected officials represent opportunities – to show our firefighters and managers at their best.  We can make a positive impression on a candidate or elected official by providing information that is accurate and helpful.  It’s an opportunity to establish good working relationships and build support.  

But it all must be done in a professional and impartial way.  Otherwise, the political fires may burn on long after the wildfire is contained. 




