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PART XII – LOWER NORTH FORK FIRE 
   The beginning of Colorado’s monsoon season has brought some relief to the long, dry spring and early summer, but wildfires are never far from the minds of those who live in the mountains of Colorado.

   Last week’s edition included the analysis of the Colorado State Forest Service (CSFS) Prescribed Plan for Consistency with Policy. Today’s edition will look at compliance and consistency with the prescription, actions and procedures set forth in the Prescribed Fire Plan. Keep in mind, the Lower North Fork prescribed fire was not the first one ever set by CSFS; CSFS has detailed forms that are actually filled in by a real, living human being. Ignition day for the fire was March 22nd.  

   William Bass included in his review an analysis of key actions that summarized compliance and consistency with the prescription, actions and procedures set forth in the prescribed burn plan: 

· Test Fire

· Ignition & Holding 

· Mop-up 

· Extended Mop-up & Patrol (Unit 4A, March 23rd)

· Patrol (actions Unit 4A, March 24th)

· Patrol (actions Unit 4A, March 25th) 

· Response to Red Flag weather warning 

· Patrol

· Patrol left engine at station, only pick-up and UTV on scene

· Taking apart pump and hose

· Initial request for engine to assist 

· Initiation of Escape Fire Action Plan and Declaration of a Wildfire 

   Key actions identified by Bass as increasing the risk of eventual outcome: 
· Ignition & holding:  All indications are that the ignition and holding was executed as planned and the objectives of the prescribed fire plan were met. The decision to ignite a prescribed fire always increases the short-term risk of an escape which is necessary to achieve the long-term benefits of a successful treatment; 

· Patrol left engine at station, only pick-up and UTV on scene:  The additional capability provided by the water on the engine would have been a minimal advantage given the severity of the wind and the large area experiencing control problems with only three firefighters present; and
· Taking apart pump and hose:  Bass reiterated his comments for leaving the engine at the station, having only a pick-up and UTV on scene. 

   Key action decreasing risk: 

· Mop-up: Initial mop-up efforts focused on security of the burn unit while secondary focus was placed on reducing smoke by moping up larger materials. A depth of nearly 2 chains (132 feet) was secured across the top of the Unit which was most susceptible to escape; 

· Mop-up & Patrol (March 23rd):  Personnel assigned exceeded minimum required by the plan (34 personnel w/5 engines; plan required 13 personnel w/2 engines). Maximum prescribed mop-up standard of 200 feet was achieved around the entire perimeter of the fire by end of shift; and

· Initial request for engine to assist: The additional capability provided by the engine added minimal advantage to controlling the Fire given the severity of the wind and the large area experiencing control problems with only three firefighters present.  

   The remaining items on the Key Actions plan were identified by Bass as having a neutral impact on risk of eventual outcome. Four of those items did include comments worthy of inclusion. 
   Patrol Actions Unit 4A, March 24th (the second day after ignition day):  Only 1 person (Type 4 Incident Commander) was assigned to patrol. Mop up standards had been met (200 feet) and it is speculative whether additional personnel assigned would have engaged in further mop-up as it is standard procedure to allow the interior fuels to continue burning so long as the perimeter is judged to be secure. 

   Patrol Actions Unit 4A, March 25th (third day after ignition day): Plan required patrol for 3 days following the initial burn. Impact is judged to be Neutral because mop-up standards were already met (200 feet) and it is speculative whether continued patrol would have engaged in further mop-up. 

   Response to Red Flag weather warning Unit 4A, March 25th:  Actions are in compliance with discretion allowed in the plan and did not result in any increase or decrease in response, thus the impact to risk is neutral. While this decision did represent a missed opportunity to take action, it would be speculative to say that increased response would have resulted in reduced risk because we cannot estimate how many additional resources would have been assigned or what their assignment would have been.
   Initiation of Escape Fire Action Plan and Declaration of a Wildfire Unit 4A, March 25th:  The procedures and action taken from initial recognition of fire across the control line up to the declaration of a wildfire were consistent with the plan and were taken well before established trigger points were reached. The actions are judged to have had neither a positive or negative effect on the outcome as that eventuality was set in motion well before the escape fire procedures were initiated. 

   The question that continues to haunt this writer is why plan or set a fire in the driest March on record with no snow on the ground? That statistic alone was such a dramatic turn of events, it created serious risk and uncertainty, and the fire should not have been set. 
Mark Twain once said:  “The rule is perfect – in all matters of opinion our adversaries are insane.”  
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