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   Much of Colorado is enjoying the monsoon rains that most of us welcome for the safety it provides from wildfires. To those down below suffering flooding for the second year in a row, heartbreak cannot even begin to describe what the rains mean. At this writing though, wildfires are burning on the Western Slope, but none are classified as catastrophic.
   Demonstrative of just how uninformed Denver's mainstream newspaper, also known as The Denver Post, is, the editorial board weighed in with all its wisdom, questioning the fiscal prudence of Colorado lawmakers committing $20 million to a new aerial firefighting fleet – “particularly since the federal government has long maintained and managed aerial firefighting assets.”
   Obviously, the editorial was written by someone who did not bother to read the Special Report:  Colorado Firefighting Aerial Corps (the CFAC Report). The July 21st edition of this column included this verbatim excerpt from the CFAC Report:
· Large Air Tanker Employment and Availability:  The federal large air tankers (LATs) availability has declined in recent years, from 44 in 2002 to 11-12 currently. In the 2012 wildfire season, 438 of 914 requests – almost half of the national requests for air tankers – could not be filled because they were not available. Helicopters and SEATs mitigate the situation to some extent, but the capacity to build and/or support fire lines in heavy fuels and closed-canopy fires has been diminished by the decline in the total fleet capacity. “Colorado is totally reliant on the federal interagency system for all large air tanker resources.”
   Today's edition continues with the CFAC Report.
Current Wildfire Aviation Resources in Colorado:  (Note:  It is quite by accident this section follows the above excerpt.)
   “Colorado's wildfire aviation capabilities are currently provided by the federal government with the exception of Colorado's Single Engine Air Tankers (SEATs) air craft and rotor-wing assets provided by the Colorado National Guard in some instances.” “No agency owns firefighting aircraft, but at least one (Douglas County) contracts for the exclusive use of a Type 2 helicopter during the Summer Wildfire Season.” Think long and hard on these two statements as you recall the many catastrophic wildfires in recent years in Colorado.
   The following points are descriptive of the stumbling blocks that arise when requesting federally managed aircraft to fight Colorado's wildfires:
· federal aviation assets are requested through the Resource Ordering and Status System (ROSS);
· the interagency dispatch system allows 48 hours for requests to be filled, with the federal definition of “availability” being defined by this 48-hour window;
· requests not filled within this time are deemed to be unavailable and are canceled;
· availability numbers may be influenced by this factor – available data did not include the large fire seasons of 2012 and 2013; and
· the ROSS system does not completely describe the need within the State, or the ability of the federal wildfire management organization to meet the State's needs.
   The requesting of federally managed aircraft is summarized by this statement:
· This shortage of data is a product of the nature of the ROSS program and is representative of the hurdles that must be overcome when attempting to generate conclusions or recommendations without available and effective wildfire information management systems.”
Initial Attack Limitations of Federal Resources:  The 48-hour window of ROSS is a powerful deterrent to wildfire managers in Colorado who recognize that if “wildfire effectiveness is to be improved, attention and efforts must be focused on initial attack response” – initial attack is not defined as a 48-hour window, but as the first few hours immediately after detection of a fire.”
   The CFAC Report states, “The ability of the federal wildfire aviation system to provide support with aerially delivered resources in the first hours of an incident is not documented. Often, local organizations in Colorado will not make a request to the federal system because there is an anecdotal understanding that the needed resources would not be available within the needed time frame.”
   This combined with the policy that federal resources are rarely requested during the first few hours after a fire is detected because “the fire's location, size, terrain and risk have yet to be defined or communicated, and firefighters spend a significant amount of time “chasing smoke” during the first few hours, is indicative of just how small fires become catastrophic.
Limited Availability of Federal Resources:  While Colorado made many requests and many orders were filled from the federal wildfire aviation system during the 2008-2013 fire seasons, the CFAC Report provided these statistics:
· over the course of the period, twenty percent of the orders for large air tankers were not filled; and
· the “unable to fill” rate increased to twenty-five percent over the last three years.
Current Status of Federal Aerial Resources:  During the preparation of the CFAC Report, a great deal of uncertainty existed on Large Air Tanker Modernization, largely in part because the USFS did not know “how and when needed improvements would be made to the national large air tanker fleet.”
   As Senate Bill 13-245 was being considered, Colorado faced purchasing (and operating) large air tankers if its needs for firefighting were to be met. As of publishing the CFAC Report, updated information from the USFS provided what LATs/VLAT would be available during the 2014 fire season:
· 8 Legacy Air Tankers (seven P2Vs and one BAe146)
· 2 Next Generation Air Tankers
· 1 VLAT (DC10)
· available from Canada – four CV-580s and eight MAFFs, if needed
   NOTE:  THIS NUMBER AVALABLE FOR THE ENTIRE COUNTRY!!!
   C-130H acquisitions from the Coast Guard are provided for through the National Defense Authorization Act (NDAA), but the earliest date those aircraft will be available is two in 2015 (possibly in October/November 2014); three more in 2016; and the last two in 2017.
   NDAA requirements prior to transfer of the C-130H aircraft are monumental, and at the usual governmental pace of things, not doable by those dates.
· Requires the Coast Guard to transfer seven HC-130H aircraft to the Air Force.
· Requires the Secretary of the Air Force to spend up to $130 million to upgrade those seven aircraft to make them suitable for Forest Service use as firefighting aircraft (roughly $18.6 million per plane).
· Requires the Forest Service to accept the upgraded HC-130H aircraft in lieu of exercising their right to take seven excess C-27J aircraft.
· Transfers 14 excess C-27J aircraft from DOD to the Coast Guard.
· Transfers up to 15 C-23 Sherpa aircraft from DOD to the Forest Service.
   Demonstrative of the magnitude of the necessary overhaul is this statement:
· Before transferring the C-130Hs to the Forest Service, the Air Force would perform center and outer wingbox replacement modifications, progressive fuselage structural inspections, and configuration modifications necessary to convert each HC-130H aircraft as large air tanker wildfire suppression aircraft.
   As is typical of governmental bureaucracy, the Farm Bill (H.R. 2642) was passed without an appropriation for the provision the bill contained, “to establish a large air tanker and aerial asset lease program,” a “minor” detail left out of all the hoopla about passage of the Farm Bill. That provision would have allowed the USFS to enter into a multiyear lease contract for up to five aircraft that meet the criteria described in the Forest Service Document 'Large Air Tanker Modernization Strategy'   dated February 10, 2012, for large air tankers.”
   On this aspect of the federal aerial firefighting fleet supposedly maintained by the federal government (as stated in the Denver Post editorial), it is the considered opinion and conclusion of this writer that the citizens of Colorado (and America) are being lead down the “forest” path to believe all is just hunky dory, much like the citizens of New Orleans were with regard to infrastructure protection from hurricanes. Hurricane Katrina brought to view just what the conditions were and the lack of repair, maintenance, needed upgrading and deficiencies in design that existed when that hurricane nearly destroyed the City, all due to decades-long neglect and incompetency of city and state officials.
   The reader's comments or questions are always welcome. E-mail me at doris@dorisbeaver.com.
