Doris Beaver’s

EYE ON GILPIN COUNTY . . . 




July 30, 2012
PART XI – LOWER NORTH FORK FIRE
   As is unfortunately the case with all tragedies, the passage of time begins to dim the horrendous consequences and maybe that’s the Almighty’s way of helping people accept what happens. For those families so directly impacted, Scott Appel, husband of Ann Appel, and the adult children of Sam and Linda Lucas, no amount of time will dull the loss and emptiness felt by those families. 
   Maybe because of the magnitude of the threat and actual occurrence of wildfires every year in Colorado, this state’s citizens have directed to them, a massive amount of what’s referred to as the disaster management cycle – prevent, prepare, respond and recover. Each year, Colorado citizens are hammered by the problems inherent in living within the wildland-urban interface areas as determined by the “powers that be.” 

   Far too often, the solution to such “problems” is determined by those insisting on imposing urban solutions to a rural environment. In Gilpin County, there seems to be no end to this happening – hiring someone from the flatlands who thinks the citizens are a bunch of dummy country bumpkins and could not possibly know what’s best. The new fire chief for the fire district in Gilpin County is a prime example of this mismatch. 
   Whether it is plain old human nature or the result of imposing one’s “expertise” on the expert’s subject(s), far too often it is ego-driven, dictatorial pronouncements that determine public policy rather than relying on proven preventive techniques. What works in urban areas seldom works in the rural mountain areas. 
   Protocols such as those that dictate a prescribed burn serve as the guiding force in policies established for citizens and what should happen with their property. But, the problem(s) with that idea is the lack of proven preventive techniques for the rural mountain areas. 

   How often are Coloradans told to cut back trees, do fire mitigation, install metal roofs and cement siding, etc. etc., only to watch just such preparation fail in preventing destruction of their homes by fire? 

   Proven preventive techniques work some of the time, but the complexity of the wildland-urban interface as described by William Bass in his analysis of the Lower North Fork (LNFF) prescribed burn is demonstrative of just how one set of preventive techniques cannot always be applied to Colorado’s mostly rural mountain areas. The LNF escaped prescribed burn hit Coloradans so hard in the face for a number of reasons, but the most difficult to accept is the unnecessary loss of the lives of Sam and Linda Lucas and Ann Appel. 

   Sam Lucas had complied with the recommendations for fire mitigation and had even installed a system that would foam his home to protect it from fire. Notification to residents to evacuate was so late in reaching Sam Lucas, he was in the process of going to turn the system on when the fire descended. 

   William Bass’ analysis of the LNFF and his Prescribed Fire Review dated April 13, 2012, included a list of 22 Plan Elements, Compliance and Potential Contributions: 
1. Signature Page
2. Project Objectives

3. Complexity Analysis Summary

4. Scheduling and Notification

5. Burn Area Description

6. Fuels Description

7. Prescription Parameters

8. Smoke Management

9. Workforce & Equipment Requirements

10. Safety Plan

11. Medical Plan 

12. Communications Plan 

13. Ignition Plan 

14. Holding Plan

15. Mop-Up Plan 

16. Escape Fire Analysis and Action Plan

17. Monitoring Plan 

18. Briefing Checklist

19. Go/No-Go Checklist

20. Test Fire

21. Prescribed Fire Report

22. Attachments 

   Only two of those were indicated by Bass as potential factors in the escaped fire: 2) Project Objectives and 15) Mop-Up Plan. 

· Project Objectives: Clearly defined objectives stated in measurable terms. One objective is to create a mosaic pattern of burned and unburned patches in the areas that were not masticated earlier, thus reducing wildfire risk while still leaving a healthy overstory, adequate protection for soil on the steep slopes, and a more visually appealing landscape with a mix of green and burned vegetation of the Unit. Potential for protracted burning may be increased when some fuels are intentionally left unburned inside the treatment area, so there is a trade-off between meeting goals for forest health/aesthetics and mitigating the risk posed by longer duration of burning within the burn unit. 

· The second statement under Project Objectives is that the objective of reducing wildfire risk is achieved in part by controlling the fire edge while allowing the interior of the unit to burn itself out rather than put it out directly. This maximizes the removal of fuels that would be available to a future wildfire. 

· Mop-Up Plan:  Optional guidelines based on Keetch/Byram Drought Index, but the responsiveness of this index to daily fire danger in this area is not well established and local managers are not sure of its utility. Regardless, the maximum level of interior mop-up specified in the plan (200 feet) was met or exceeded throughout Unit 4A by the end of shift March 23, 2012. The 200 foot mop-up standard meets or exceeds standard practice for most prescribed fire operations, and in fact a 200 foot buffer is widely used in wildfire operations as a reasonable measure of security under most conditions. 

· Second under Mop-Up Plan indicated Special Wind section places considerable discretion on the burn boss/incident commander and does not require a minimum number of resources to patrol once the 200 foot mop-up standard is met. 

   Bass’ review found that except for items 2 and 15, the Prescribed Fire Plan complied with Colorado State Forest Service policy. 
   Item 3 of the Prescribed Fire Plan, Complexity Analysis Summary Comments stated the following which was not identified as playing a role in the escaped fire: 

· Used early version of Complexity Guide and noted this in the plan. Original analysis of Moderate was made in 2006 and was re-affirmed as part of the plan update in 2009. Original plan to burn Unit 4 as a 100-plus acre unit was revised as planners agreed that the organization and technical difficulty of doing so would push it up to High complexity, thus the handline was put in to create a smaller burn unit (Unit 4A) that would be more easily managed as a Moderate complexity burn. 
   Item 6 included this comment: 

· Adequate description of fuel loading for both target area and adjacent area including photos. One piece of useful information not included was a map showing the distribution of fuels outside the Unit and beyond the Maximum Manageable Area which would provide an initial indication of where the fuel type changes occurred across the landscape in the event of an escape. 

Mark Twain once said:  “The rule is perfect – in all matters of opinion our adversaries are insane.”  
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