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PART XIII – LOWER NORTH FORK FIRE 
   Embers blown across the road “looked like little burning fleas moving across the ground,” as the Lower North Fire escape began – that’s how observers described it. 
   The William Bass April 13th, 2012 report on the Lower North Fork Fire has been the subject of this column since May 7, 2012. Because of the disastrous consequences, it becomes obvious as one reads the report, there was a determined effort to present the facts that led to the escaped burn and not to place blame. 

    That said, Bass did summarize his findings in the section of the report “Summary of Factors Potentially Contributing to the Prescribed Fire Escape.” His opening statement to that section:  “Several other factors contributed to the Prescribed Fire escape. Each of these factors individually would not have caused the escape, but together created a cascading effect that set the stage for the events of March 26, 2012.” 
Critical Fire Weather Event: 

· after March 22nd ignition date, mild weather continued;

· atmosphere became drier, decreasing fuel moisture in unburned fuels; 

· decreased moisture combined with unburned fuel pockets and residual heat remaining on the Unit created circumstances conducive to increased combustion under the influence of high winds; and

· high winds event occurred on March 26, 2012, and was the catalyst that set in motion the Prescribed Fire escape. 

   Bass described the March 26th high winds event as comparable (if not identical) to the meteorological conditions that occurred on the South Canyon Fire in 1994. 

Unburned Fuels and Residual Heat Left in the Burn Unit: 
   Bass states that “the overall project design was to perform a combination of mastication treatments and prescribed fire.” 

· project design, burn plan objectives, moisture gradients, ignition pattern and mop-up standards were the reasons Unit 4A continued to hold residual heat as well as unburned fuels within the perimeter of the control lines; 
· slope constraints for the mastication treatment equipment dictated that only gentle slopes and ridge-tops were treated, resulting in Unit 4A with a mixture of masticated and natural fuels; 

· objective of the plan specifically called for a burn to remove the majority of material created by mastication treatment, but also to create a mosaic of burned and unburned areas to improve forest health; 
· added benefit of this pattern was producing less smoke and providing a more aesthetically pleasing visual effect by leaving smaller visible burn scars on the landscape; and
· previous burning experience in these masticated areas produced results that were felt to be too hot, and the desire for this Unit was to burn under cooler conditions to reduce the potential harm to the soil and overstory. 

   Bass notes that normal prescribed fire practice is to control the perimeter while allowing the center to consume as much as possible to further reduce fuels. 
· firefighters initially expressed concern that the interior Unit posed a hazard in terms of generating too much heat and throwing spots out of the Unit; 
· firefighters had to move slowly through the masticated fuels, and thus needed to concentrate ignitions along the fires edge to secure the Unit and did not introduce fire into the center of the Unit, hoping the fire would consume the interior on its own; 
· during mop-up on March 23rd, firefighters recognized safety hazard posed by fire-weakened trees falling which were heard repeatedly crashing down throughout the day leading to best strategy would be to avoid mop-up within interior beyond 200 foot buffer, allowing center of Unit to consume on its own inside of the cold black buffer; 
· stumps left from the mastication treatment six years prior to the prescribed fire meant stumps had ample time to dry allowing fire to smolder in the root system for several days, possibly even weeks after ignition, providing a source for long-term ground fire; and
· topography for Unit 4A varied from narrow draws to several hundred feet of elevation difference top to bottom, with masticated treatment allowing more sunlight onto the upper end of the Unit while the lower end remained shaded, meaning masticated areas along the top were drier, while the lower area with shaded natural fuels at the bottom were wetter and did not burn well. Duff from fuels on site and debris from earlier mastication had flowed downhill over the past several years. 

Operational Actions Drawn From Common Practice and Experience: 
   Bass states that a prominent standard operating procedure common to the fire service as a whole is the use of a 200 foot buffer as a standard for mop-up, BUT “the problem with this standard lies in the fact that it is a reasonable measure of security under ‘most’ fire behavior conditions, but not under all conditions.” (writer’s emphasis) Bass goes on to emphasize, “The key participants in this case were vigilant in attaining this standard and the group as a whole believed that the buffer would be sufficient enough to contain the Prescribed Fire under the Red Flag conditions predicted for March 26, 2012.” 

   An additional factor that delayed taking action to control the fire was taking the pick-up to remove gear. The engine then had to be brought from the station, but such was typical procedure as earlier patrols and past experience favored use of the pick-up over the engine to facilitate removal of water handling equipment. 
   Bass explains that the Colorado State Forest Service (CSFS) would be called during a Red Flag day to assist cooperating agencies with wildfire response, and returning of the water handling equipment to the engine would be proper to be prepared for timely wildfire response. “CSFS does not have primary fire suppression responsibility on any lands, and are typically called in as support to wildland fires rather than first response.” A crew vehicle broke an axle along the dirt road leading to the burn on March 23rd. “Managing wear and tear on expensive equipment such as a fire engine was a consideration in planning daily activities.” 
Limitations of Weather & Fire Behavior Forecasts: 

   Bass takes issue with forecasts made for weather and/or fire behavior, whether by computer models or human intuition – actual conditions were not accurately predicted. 

· long-range forecasts issued prior to ignition day (March 22nd) indicated a slight cooling trend for March 25th, with only minor disturbance and moderate winds on Monday, March 26th; 
· forecasts continued to improve until the critical weather event became evident on Saturday, March 24th, when the Fire Weather Watch was issued; 

· wide-spread cloud cover on the morning of March 26th was perceived by firefighters on patrol as presenting no control problems due to the cold-black buffer around the entire unit; and
· conditions changed as the front moved through, clear skies meant direct sunlight dried out fuels, while stronger winds and an unstable air mass impacted the area.
   Bass then addressed the fire behavior model used in creating the Prescribed Fire Plan. That model predicted fire control problems – spotting distances in excess of 300 feet with winds above 15 mph could be experienced whenever tree torching is a possibility under those winds. 
   Tree torching from the interior is described as one possible source of embers that could have led to an escape. “Firefighters however, did report that the fire was also propagating by embers blown across the ground into previously cold black reigniting any available fuels which were also blown across the ground igniting more spots ahead,” described as looking like “little burning fleas moving across the ground.” Bass describes this as a “very rare mode of fire spread that is not normally experienced and indeed none of those who witnessed it report ever seeing such fire behavior previously”; no model is available to provide accurate estimation of how far embers could travel in such a situation.
Mark Twain once said:  “The rule is perfect – in all matters of opinion our adversaries are insane.”  
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