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Introduction
(Slide 1) I’m Don Smurthwaite and I work at NIFC in External Affairs.
Thanks for the chance to share a few thoughts with you on what is undoubtedly the most difficult part of any PIO’s responsibilities – a serious accident that involves fatalities.  There is so much to say about the topic and we’ll only scratch the surface today.  The real-life experiences that Frank and Robyn have talked about should have you thinking hard about how ready you are for responding to a fatality.  While preparing my thoughts for today, I began to think about how many times I’ve been a PIO or investigation team member for fatalities, and I got well into the twenties when I stopped because they are somber memories, the work is draining, and the consequences can be high.  (Slide 2) Some of you know the feeling, when the phone rings at home in the evening or at night, and your stomach jumps, your heart races, and you know that something has gone very wrong.  That is what happened on July 7, when a young BLM hotshot died on a fire in Texas, and the voice on the other end of the line said, “I’m sorry to tell you this, but he was one of your own.”
I’ll talk about four lessons learned, or more accurately, lessons affirmed that I took away from the death of Caleb Hamm on the CR 337 fire. 
· (Slide 3) My first lesson:  Every serious accident will be different
Some of the general characteristics of serious injuries and fatalities will be similar.  Obviously, something went wrong and someone was badly hurt or worse.  But after that, the characteristics can vary widely.  Much of the public reaction will be based on circumstances that we have no control over:  Where the accident took place; the nature of the accident (was it a burnover, a heart attack, an airtanker crash, a vehicle mishap?)  the age of the victims; the facts at first blush (was the accident seemingly caused by negligence or was it more of a random, unpredictable occurrence?)  and many other factors that may seem entirely left to fate.
The list of how each serious accident differs could go on and on.  In the case of the BLM firefighter’s death in July, there were several circumstances that captured public empathy and interest.  The public wanted to know why a young, healthy firefighter collapsed and died for no apparent reason.  The fact that he was an Idaho resident working for a Utah hotshot crew who died in Texas and the IO assignment was handled in three states all added to the complexity of the communications challenge.  You need to be keenly aware of the unique circumstances of the situation and plan accordingly.  
We have some good, useful tools that can help you get through the communications problems that will confront you.  Some of them are on the PIO bulletin board on the NIFC website. (Slide 4) But in the end, there likely is no textbook approach to your particular incident.  You’ll be breaking ground.  You can’t expect a check-off-the-box approach to get you all the way through, especially if the incident involves more than one agency. You’re going to need to rely heavily on your own judgment, experience and common sense.   In short, you’re going to have to just figure out a lot of it on your own. 
· (Slide 5) The next lesson:  Find your go-to people
In every serious injury or fatality, I’ve needed to find people who are knowledgeable, calm, reliable, and have access to other key authorities or contacts.  Maybe it’s the local public affairs specialist.  It could be the IC or the safety officer.  The county sheriff or deputies are often helpful.  Family liaisons have been invaluable.  You need to have the sixth sense about who can help and who is willing to help, and those who may be in a position to help but cannot or will not.  This may sound harsh, but you need to make a judgment call and stick with people who are able to help you and jettison those who cannot or will not.
In the case of the Texas fatality in July, I quickly began to rely on Linda Moon of the Texas Forest Service; Kris Erikson of the Portland NIMO team; Mitch Snow and Teresa Rigby of BLM in Utah; Michelle Ryerson, BLM’s safety officer at NIFC; Randy Eardley of the NIFC External Affairs staff, and the family liaison, Deron Williams.  They were the dependable go-to people.  You’ll never find this advice in a written crisis plan or fire course, but it’s vital that you quickly find those go-to people and work with them.
· (Slide 6) Here’s a basic learned lesson, but it always is worth repeating:  Keep calm
This might be the best piece of advice anyone can hear.  It’s essential that PIOs have that calm presence and reassurance about them.  It’s okay to have butterflies, even great big butterflies, but as a friend once said, you need to learn how to herd those butterflies.  
The Texas fatality was complicated in many ways.  It wasn’t easy serving working on an fatality from 2,000 miles away, just as it wasn’t easy for the PIOs on site.  A reporter in Texas wrote a story that caused me an extraordinary amount of pain. Certainly, it was a highly emotional time for many people.  Yet the go-to people I worked with never allowed themselves to show anything but a steady calmness.  Many things in a crisis will be beyond your control – that’s part of what makes it a crisis -- but one thing you can control is your own demeanor.  Part of remaining calm is the ability to listen, to speak softly, to provide reassurance, and make reasoned decisions.  
(Slide 7) Remember Standard Firefighting Order #6, which I think should be Standard PIO Order #1:  Be alert.  Keep calm.  Think clearly.  Act decisively.
· (Slide 8) The last lesson I’d like to mention is that you need to take care of yourself. 
Working as a PIO for a fireline fatality is demanding.  It calls for your best professional efforts.  It’s the culmination of your training and experience. Plus, your ethical standards and know-how will be at the surface for everyone to see.  Your work may extend for weeks, months, and occasionally, even for years.  
And if you’re not careful, all of that can chew you up.   It’s a lot of responsibility.
(Slide 9) There may come a time when you need to take a break or end your PIO service for that incident.  It’s a healthy idea to take a few minutes every day and ask yourself – and answer with brutal honesty – several questions:  Am I still performing my job at a high level?  Am I exhausted?  Are some details starting to slip by?  Am I becoming too possessive of my duties?  And a couple of painfully direct questions, Am I in over my head?  Am I the right person for this assignment?
Almost 25 years ago, a small airplane crashed into Steens Mountain in southeastern Oregon, killing six people.  I was asked to be the lead PIO on the incident, an assignment that I was reluctant to take on, but agreed to anyway out of a sense of duty.  My reluctance was because of this:  My supervisor died in the crash.  So did a very close friend, as did a third person I knew well and admired.  Fortunately, a wise soul intervened and said it wouldn’t be appropriate or fair to ask me to fill that assignment and a replacement was found. 
There is no harm in saying, “I’m drained, someone else needs to step in,” or “This is beyond my experience and I’m really uncomfortable in what needs to be done.”  The truth is, we should admire and respect people who have that kind of candor and integrity.  We all have our limits.  If your IO organization is set up well, then breaks in responsibility should be a part of everyone’s schedule. 
All of these four lessons were part of the PIO experience on the CR 337 fire last July.  Your work during these tremendously stressful, emotional and complex situations requires your clearest thinking.  (Slide 10) All along the way, it’s important to remember the people whom you are serving during these sensitive times – the family of the fallen, the loved ones, the friends, the crew members, co-workers, the larger fire community and a grieving local community.  It’s a time when you need to rise to the occasion.  And if you truly understand your assignment and do it in the right way, you will feel humbled for the chance to help people in a unique way during an agonizing time in their lives. 
Almost twenty years ago, Jack Ward Thomas, a former Forest Service chief, answered a question from a probing congressman during a hearing about why the agency was not more aggressive in fighting fires.  (Slide 11) What Mr. Thomas said still rings in my ears today: “In the final analysis, human life is the ultimate value.  Things are just things and can be replaced.  Once a life is expended, it is gone, save for the continued anguish of survivors, family, and friends, and in fond memories.  I can speak only for myself, but I would freely give up all of my wealth and possessions to get back one single life of the wildland firefighters who died on my watch.”

I’d like to think that we in the PIO community share the same feeling as Chief Thomas, and would gladly give our wealth and possessions to get a life back.  But we can’t.  What we can offer is simply this: the highest in professionalism, the utmost in our knowledge and experience, the greatest compassion that any of us can ever feel.

Let’s do it.  Thank you. 
