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Wildfire News of the Day

Wildfire News of the Day is an e-newsletter which provides news stories from around the globe to subscribers on six continents five days a week. For over fifteen years, Wildfire NOTD, as it is known among thousands of subscribers, has offered not only current news stories on wildfires, but also the latest studies into wildland fire, press releases from companies who have achieved some new breakthrough in the firefighting industry, and commentary on the direction (or misdirection) of current thinking on how best to deal with wildfires.

In the Beginning
In 1992, I was finishing up a bachelor’s degree in Engineering Technology at California State Polytechnic University (Cal Poly) Pomona. Wildfires would occasionally appear in the news and, while watching video from the firelines, I would ponder how engineering principles could be applied to the growing war on wildfire. 
I did some research on the topic and considered what a high-tech wildland firefighting force could accomplish. Technologies like night-vision, computer control, and advanced chemical compounds were only in their infancy in the industry at the time, so I took them to the next level in a pair of novels I wrote, Firebombers Incorporated (2001) and Firestorm (2004), while working as a Senior Staff Systems Engineer at Motorola.
To keep current on advances in the wildland firefighting industry, I began scanning the news for pertinent articles. The Internet was still relatively limited at that time, but by searching for articles with tags on wildfire-related topics, I was able to find a few of interest.

One of the articles I came across in my news search had been written by Southern California-based Wildfire Research Network (WRN), advocating for fighting wildfires at night using Night Vision Goggles. I met with Bob Cavage and Tony Morris, the President and Communications Director, respectively, of the organization in late 2005 and we began a long and fruitful relationship which resulted in numerous studies on improvements to wildland firefighting, including two which were presented at Congressional hearings.
In late 2007, WRN was invited down to San Diego to attend the inaugural meeting of the San Diego Regional Fire Safety Forum. This was an organization which had been put together by former San Diego Fire-Rescue Chief Jeff Bowman to look at improving wildfire response in San Diego County following the horrific wildfires of 2003 and 2007. Within that organization were representatives of U.S. Forest Service and CAL FIRE, as well as chief-level officers from various fire agencies across the county, researchers from local colleges and universities, and businessmen who were concerned about the worsening wildfire situation.

Since the Forum members were interested in how technology could be applied to better fighting wildfires, I offered to share the news items I collected with them. The response was overwhelmingly positive, with Chief Bowman saying “I read it daily and appreciate how much effort you put into it!” And so began Wildfire News of the Day.

Baby Steps
The first issues of Wildfire NOTD were little more than a short summary of the news, with perhaps a dozen articles, mostly concerned with wildfire news in North America. But word spread from the dozen or so Forum members to their colleagues and the readership began to grow, slowly at first, but like a snowball rolling downhill, it grew over time. It helped to have positive reviews to share, like the one from San Diego Fire-Rescue Chief Brian Fennessy, who dubbed it “the best wildfire newsletter I've seen in 32 years in the fire service.”
As I would see researchers, firefighting companies, and fire personnel mentioned in the news, I would reach out to them to see if they would be interested in also subscribing. Needless to say, the fact that the e-newsletter was free and came in the form of an email made it an easy sell. Before long, the recipient list had reached over 100 individuals and continued to grow. And companies which provided firefighting products or services to the industry saw its value as well, with Tim Stinson, Business Operations Manager at Erickson Aircrane, stating “I think this is great information - especially for positioning purposes for aircraft,” while Jamie Sargent, Business Development Consultant at Aero Spray Inc, said “Just about everyone I know in the industry reads your daily media scan.”
The first international readers generally came from Canada, constituting both researchers and fire officials. They began to share Wildfire NOTD with their colleagues and many requests to be added to distribution began to trickle in. The trickle soon turned into a flood. It was easy to see why with reviews like one from Jason Robinson, who was Provincial Aerial Fire Operations Coordinator for Ontario, Canada, who said “I think your Wildfire News of the Day email is extremely informative, and probably one of very few emails that I actually look forward to receiving and reading on a daily basis.”
A number of subscribers were with the International Association of Wildland Fire, mostly in the U.S., and they began to spread the word to their colleagues overseas. Some, like David Cant, who was the Manager of Aviation Services at South Australia Country Fire Service, noting that “your links have also been useful in finding out information I would otherwise not have known about even here in Australian wildfires.”

Researchers and scientists were keen on finding out what advances colleagues in the U.S. and overseas were making in the study of wildland fire, so many of them began subscribing, sharing it with colleagues who would ask to subscribe as well. Dr. Kevin Ryan, who was a Research Forest Ecologist at the USFS Fire Sciences Laboratory in Missoula, Montana remarking “I really enjoy the News of the Day. It is interesting to see the common threads, as well as the unique issues, that emerge in the global fire community. I really appreciate your work to keep us informed.”
Scientists like Dr. Ryan also shared Wildfire NOTD with scientists in other countries, so soon the newsletter had subscribers from Australia, Europe, North America, Asia, Africa, and Latin America partaking of its news items five days a week, including Dr. Johann Goldammer, Director of the United Nations Global Fire Monitoring Center in Freiburg, Germany, who said “we are cross-checking your news every day. You are catching sometimes more than we do.” Their organization started archiving some of the articles they gleaned from Wildfire NOTD in their own news section.

A Short Diversion
In 2015, Wildfire NOTD subscriber Steve Wilent, who wrote The Forestry Source for the Society of American Foresters (SAF), and who had said that Wildfire NOTD was “a great resource for foresters and anyone interested in wildland fire,” inquired whether I would be willing to write their popular E-Forester newsletter? They needed a replacement writer for that publication, and, although it was a fair amount of additional work, unlike Wildfire NOTD it would be a paying gig, so I agreed to begin writing it.
The response to my article selection for the E-Forester was very good, both from the SAF staff and from SAF members, so I felt I had a long-term job which would pay the bills for the foreseeable future. As a result, I decided that there was no need to keep tying up my time writing Wildfire NOTD for free, even though subscribership continued to grow. So in October 2015 I announced that I would be ending the newsletter on 10/30/15.
Needless to say, there was widespread consternation from many subscribers who had grown to depend on the steady flow of wildfire news Wildfire NOTD provided. Nevertheless, I stood firm, feeling that I could put my time to better use writing articles for which I would be paid, while earning steady income from writing the E-Forester.

My hiatus was a short one. After many suggestions from former Wildfire NOTD subscribers about how I could get paid for writing the newsletter instead of writing it for free, everything ranging from paid subscriptions to advertising, I decided to restart publication, beginning on 4/4/16. Following several months spent rebuilding readership to numbers I thought would be sufficient to draw the interest of potential advertisers, I began soliciting firefighting companies in early 2017 to purchase ads in Wildfire NOTD.
On 5/26/17, the new format premiered with a single advertisement which brought in some much-needed revenue, and it was just in time, as I was about to find out. Little did I realize that big changes were afoot at SAF, with executives looking for ways to make more revenue, while also cutting expenses. They had decided that they could do without some of their staff, and that included the folks who oversaw the publication of the E-Forester. As a result, on 11/1/17, I received notification that my services would no longer be needed by SAF after sometime in December. That motivated me to add more advertisers to Wildfire NOTD’s issues and the sudden cash flow problem was resolved.
Final Form

Today, Wildfire NOTD takes about 4-5 hours to create, depending on the amount of news that day, which drops off considerably when the Northern Hemisphere’s fire season comes to an end. Publication is five days a week (for a time it was six, but that proved to be a bit much), fifty weeks out of the year (two weeks’ vacation at Christmastime). Typically, an issue contains 8-10 ads, which help pay for my time.
Probably due to climate change, the amount of news is up considerably from those early days of a dozen or so articles, with most issues topping out at around 40+ articles, which sounds like a lot, but it’s broken up geographically so that readers who are only interested in regional news, like Australia or Europe, can skip to those sections. For die-hards like myself who are interested in global trends, it provides a deep-dive on what is happening across the globe. 
Typically, I skim through 400-600 articles each morning (hereagain, depending on the time of year) to distill content down to the 40+ for a given issue. I include a short summary with the title and link to the article so that readers who are in a rush can get the gist of the article without having to read the whole thing, which is a great improvement over the early days, where there was a summary block at the top of the newsletter and individual headlines/links below – something which drew a number of complaints from readers.
The subscriber base has also changed from those early days. In the past, subscribers were individuals who worked for an agency like U.S. Forest Service or the Bureau of Land Management, or for companies like Perimeter Solutions or Neptune Aviation. Now, entire agencies sometimes sign up for it, with everyone at Alaska Division of Forestry, San Diego Fire-Rescue, and others receiving it directly, for example. Australia’s National Aerial Firefighting Centre, Ventura County Fire Department, and others have a single point of contact who receives it, then distributes it to members of their organization who have opted to receive it. CAL FIRE leadership chose to have it sent to the public information office of each of their 21 Units for distribution to their personnel. In some cases, entities within an organization encourage their members to sign up for it individually, which one Los Angeles County Fire Department Assistant Chief did with his entire staff of Battalion Chiefs.
Political leadership has also discovered the virtues of keeping up with wildfire news, so over the years the staff of California U.S. Senator Dianne Feinstein, Colorado State Senator Steve King, and others have commented on Wildfire NOTD’s value in their efforts to keep up with the changing world of wildfire. As Devin Rhinerson, who was Senator Feinstein’s fire staffer, put it, “This is great and will be a great resource to me and the Senator.”
Journalists who subscribe seem to find the content of interest as well, with Mead Gruver, an Associated Press reporter based in Wyoming, noting that it is “informative and insightful,” and Pulitzer Prize-winning Los Angeles Times reporter Bettina Boxall stating “I scan your wildfire list every day.”

Even non-profits and research organizations find Wildfire NOTD to be a source of information vital to their efforts, which explains why so many scientists have subscribed over the years. As Mikel Robinson, the Executive Director of the International Association of Wildland Fire put it, “Thanks for your work Mike!! I know it is not easy to pull this together each day. I appreciate and wanted you to know.” Mark Parrington, Senior Scientist at the European Centre for Medium-Range Weather Forecasts, which contributes to Copernicus, the Earth Observation component of the European Union's space program, said that “I find Wildfire News of the Day to be very informative and helpful in my work.”
A number of Wildfire NOTD subscribers are so loyal that, even after they have left the field, they like to continue receiving it, despite the fact that they are retired. As Tom Harbour, the former Director of U.S. Forest Service Fire and Aviation Management put it, “I read your compilation every day -- I find the news enlightening and informative. Thank you for your efforts in our wildland fire world. I know folks all over the world who read your wildland fire news. You do a great job!” Mike Rogers, the former Angeles National Forest Supervisor, adding “Your wildfire news is a great vehicle and you allow the inclusion of appropriate information that will get people thinking.”
Looking Forward

As the world continues to warm and wildfires continue to worsen, fire officials are hungry for news about what’s going on, governments are looking for new innovations they can employ to reduce the impacts of wildfires, researchers are interested in new studies within the field, and fire-related companies are eager to help out by finding new markets they can enter and new products they can develop. In all of these cases, Wildfire News of the Day will continue to provide them with an abundance of news and studies which can help them better do their jobs and keep all of us safer in the ongoing war against wildfires. To sign up for Wildfire News of the Day, click on this link.
Michael Archer has been researching and writing about wildfires since 1993, when he wrote the draft of his first novel, “Firebombers Incorporated.” Since that time, he has written magazine articles for Wildland Firefighter and Air Attack Magazine, as well as columns for Firehouse.com and Military.com on wildfire-related topics. He has been quoted in stories dealing with wildfires by Associated Press, the New York Times, USA Today, and a few dozen other news sources. He has been interviewed numerous times about wildfires by CNN, KABC-TV, KKSF and other news outlets. He has also been invited to Congressional Subcommittee hearings in the aftermath of major Southern California wildfires.
