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Regarding Prescribed Burning Off-Service Lands

This memorandum transmits an addendum to Chapter 18 of the Service Fire Management
Handbook. This addendum clarifies that when the Fish and Wildlife Service conducts or funds
fire management on lands other than National Wildlife Refuge System lands, the activity will be
conducted by qualified personnel who meet agency or interagency standards as identified in
established policy documents for wildland fire management activities. Unqualified personnel
must not be dispatched to wildland or prescribed fire duty even on off-Service lands. Additional
clarifications regarding the qualifications of sub-contractors and the project managers are
described.

The Service recognizes that prescribed fire is a necessary tool to properly manage wildlife and its
habitats in many areas of the Nation. The Service’s role in conserving Federal trust resources has
expanded beyond the boundaries of the Refuge System to off-Service lands. In fact, during

FY 2003 and FY 2004 the Partners for Fish and Wildlife and Coastal Programs used prescribed
fire to restore and enhance more than 57,000 acres on private lands. Projected acreage is similar
for FY 2005.

Many habitat restoration projects on off-Service lands involve multiple Service and non-Service
funding sources for their implementation. As a result, uncertainty may exist among the Regions
and field stations concerning which policies to follow when prescribed fire is used on off-Service
lands. The lack of consistent policy application for prescribed fire on off-Service lands increases
the risk of personal and property damage, increases the Service’s liability, and minimizes the
effectiveness of habitat management efforts.

The act of providing funds to a private landowner, organization or agency for the specific
purpose of prescribed burning obligates the Service to ensure that the proposed activities meet
certain legal and Federal standards. There are national safety standards and operational
guidelines that help ensure public safety and reduce agency liability should an injury, fatality, or
loss of property occur. Safety is the primary reason to encourage Service employees to conduct
all prescribed fire operations within agency and interagency policy.
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