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PART VIII – LOWER NORTH FORK FIRE

   Full containment was finally reached this past weekend on the High Park wildfire in Northern Colorado. Saying a heart-felt thanks to all those tired and weary firefighters is such a small gesture for a job well done. The massive Waldo Canyon fire in Colorado Springs reached 55 percent containment with the area being visited by President Obama last week. Sometimes, just sometimes, an up-close and personal inspection leads to action and hope for doing something about the aging fleet of tankers and equipment that fight such monstrous blazes.
   Continuing with the William Bass review of the Lower North Fork Fire . . .

   On March 26th, the National Weather Service issued at 0551 MDT contained a “Red Flag Warning in effect from 10 AM until 7 PM for fire weather Zones 215…216…and 238 through 251 for strong winds and very low humidity…20-foot winds/Valleys and Lower Slopes...southeast 8-13 mph with gusts to 25 mph increasing to 22-32 mph with gusts to 60 mph in the afternoon.”
   Around 1000, an ICT4 (Incident Commander Type 4) arrived in a pickup truck with two firefighters at the burn scene to find the same two interior smokes noted on Saturday were still visible, at which time no mop-up needs were determined and no additional mop-up was conducted. 
   By the time the water handling equipment (a port-a-tank, pump and hoselay) was loaded at approximately 1240-1250, winds had increased to approximately 10-15 mph. Those winds “fanned the hot areas within the burn resulting in increased smoke and embers ‘like fleas’ landing in the blackline area and igniting available fuels. The patrol crews began to mop-up these new smokes within the perimeter.” 

   At 1300, the two firefighters were left at the burn while the ICT4 went to the creek for a load of water in a UTV w/70 gal tank and pump. During that time, one of the firefighters radioed the Colorado State Forest Service (CSFS) Golden District office for a Type 6 engine to be brought up to the burn, but “specifically stated no additional firefighters were being requested, just the engine.” 

   While the ICT4 was getting the water, the firefighters discovered “a couple of small spot fires across the road approximately 1/8 mile southeast.” The two “desk sized” spots were being worked by the firefighters when the ICT4 returned with the water at approximately 1315. By then, the spots were lined and being mopped up, and the water in the UTV was used to extinguish the spots. 

   Increasing wind speeds began blowing more smoke and embers across the control lines. According to Bass’s report, firefighters expressed surprise at material reigniting in the black and how the stuff could be burning. Increased smoke was observed from the area around DP-5, and upon investigation by one of the firefighters on scene from a higher point on the road, the ICT4 was notified that it was smoke from within the burn unit blowing across the line. 

   With the CSFS engine still five minutes away from the gate the bottom of the project area, the ICT4’s growing concern over the volume of smoke being observed prompted a closer inspection. Using the UTV that was out of water, the ICT4 discovered a new spot fire (roughly 10 feet by 10 feet) adjacent to the control line “in the same saddle where a spot fire occurred during blacklining the previous October. The new spot fire was described as burning hot in the masticated fuels.” 

   At 1340, the ICT4 notified the CSFS Golden office of the spot fire and relayed the size-up information, with a call at 1347 to the CSFS Golden office requesting more resources, then made another trip to the creek to fill the UTV with water. 

   At 1348, the Burn Boss requested that the Jefferson County Sheriff’s Office Fire Management Staff send the North Fork Fire and Elk Creek Fire resources to the burn. 

   When the CSFS engine arrived on scene, the ICT4 and the two firefighters began utilizing it on the new spot fire, reported at 1350 to already be “1.5 acres in size, well established in the masticated fuels and resistant to control efforts given the increased winds.” 

   The North Fork Fire and Elk Creek Fire resources arrived on the scene within ten minutes of each other, between 1400 and 1425. At that point, after discussion between the ICT4, the District Forester and the Burn Boss, “the fire was declared an escaped fire at 1430.” 
   A time of roughly four and a half hours had lapsed since the ICT4 and the two firefighters arrived to load the water handling equipment. 
   Once a prescribed burn is declared an escaped fire, a new protocol comes into play. Before further discussion of that, Bass’ analysis will be presented on “Compliance and consistency with the prescription, actions and procedures set forth in the Prescribed Fire Plan.” That’s for next week’s edition.
Mark Twain once said:  “The rule is perfect – in all matters of opinion our adversaries are insane.”  
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