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PART VIX – LOWER NORTH FORK FIRE
   To describe the Lower North Fork Fire (LNFF) as a tragedy is an absurd understatement. The horrendous wildfires caused by lightening and man-caused have now over-shadowed the LNFF, but the source of the LNFF is what distinguishes – set as a prescribed burn by the Colorado State Forest Service that escaped!

   The LNFF project, as mentioned previously, began in March of 2011, with the overall 335 acres divided into Units 1, 2A, 2B, 3, 4, 5 and 6, with “blacklining” conducted in Units 1 and 3 on March 1-2, 2011. (“Blacklining” is defined as preburning of fuels adjacent to and within a control line before igniting a prescribed burn. Blacklining is done prior to main ignition to reduce heat on holding crews and lesson chances for spotting across a control line.) 

   The Bass report (April 13th) included a section that is relevant at this point – “Key Analysis Observations and Learning Elements: Seasonal Severity, Weather and On-Site Conditions Leading Up To The Wildfire Declarations.” From that report: 

· Strong low pressure systems brought near record snowfall and cooler than average temperatures to the Colorado Front Range in February. An abrupt pattern shift resulted in the driest and one of the warmest months of March on record. The record warmth and dryness leading up to March 26, 2012, quickly depleted February’s snowfall gains below 9000 feet MSL. The weather pattern supported a high frequency of wind events, exacerbating the drying of fuels along the Front Range; 
· Blacklining operations on March 19, 2012, on the LNFF Unit was performed and completed under non-critical atmospheric conditions; 

· Site weather observations were taken on March 20-21 for the purpose of obtaining a spot weather forecast;
· Ignition day, March 22nd, found the eastern plains and Front Range of Colorado remained under the influence of a “cutoff” low pressure system centered over southern Kansas and Oklahoma; 
· March 23rd marked the beginning of changing atmospheric conditions that became more conducive to support large fire activity, with a ridge of high pressure extended from New Mexico, northward into Colorado, eastern Wyoming and the Black Hills of South Dakota, as a new trough of low pressure began to take shape off the west coast. Increasing temperatures set a record for March in Denver at 76 degrees and low 70’s at the LNFF burn site, decreasing relative humidity to single digits by 1400 MDT; 

· March 24-25th, the air mass along the Front Range and over the LNFF Unit became more precarious, leading up to the critical fire weather pattern on March 26th. It is important to note, relative humidity dropped into the single digits on the afternoon of March 24-25th. The air mass remained unstable and dry with calculated Haines Indices of 5 to 6 (high); 
· Boulder National Weather Service Office issued a Fire Weather Watch on March 24th for March 26th highlighting increasing winds (southwest 20 to 30 mph, gusts up to around 45 mph, low humidity of 6 percent for the LNFF Unit;

· On March 25th, that Fire Weather Watch was upgraded to a Red Flag Warning for Monday, March 26th, highlighting a west to southeast wind of 25 to 35 mph and gusts up to 65 mph for the LNFF Unit; 
· Meteorological conditions that contributed to the escape of the LNF Prescribed Fire on March 26, 2012 were consistent with historic fire events that have occurred across Colorado (South Canyon 1994, Bobcat Gulch 2000, Hayman 2002, Overland Fire 2003) . . . The “Break Down of the Upper Ridge” (or shift eastward ahead of an upper trough and surface front) is highly recognized and well documented “critical fire weather pattern” that can produce strong gusty winds, warm temperatures, low humidity (drying of fuel) enhanced vertical lift (unstable atmosphere) and extreme fire behavior; 

· Midnight to 1200 (noon) MDT on March 26th showed steady temperatures (48 to 50 degrees), poor overnight relative humidity recovery (23-28 percent); dense mid and high level cloudiness over the LNFF Unit, ahead of the upper trough and surface front; steady temperatures and poor relative humidity recovery are consistent with not only air mass characteristics in place at the time, but with known impacts from cloud cover and wind at night (both of which disrupt radiational cooling and corresponding rise in relative humidity); manual calculation of Haines Index was 6 – high; 
   Bass summarized by stating, the overall climatological and meteorological factors that contributed to rapid increase fire growth potential on the Lower North Fork Prescribed Fire include: 

1. Record warmth and dryness during the month of March;

2. Rapid depletion of snowpack gained in February, exposing fuels to prolonged warm temperatures, low humidity and wind; 

3. Air mass change (warm, dry and unstable) beginning March 23, 2012; 

4. Rapidly changing weather conditions (temperatures, relative humidity, wind and instability); 

5. A decrease in cloud cover resulted in increased vertical mixing between the air mass at the surface and aloft, allowing stronger winds to surface; and

6. Critical fire weather pattern (above average temperature, low humidity, strong and gusty winds, unstable atmospheric conditions, Haines Index of six, poor overnight relative humidity recovery), Red Flag Conditions.  

   With all the forecasts for the days and at the time day available to those in charge at the Colorado State Forest Service, the prescribed fire was still ignited; additionally, the minimum time of three days of patrol and monitoring following the initial burn was shortened to two days. 
   Next week, more on the On-Site Conditions leading up to the wildfire declaration and Analysis of the Prescribed Fire Plan for Consistency with Policy.
Mark Twain once said:  “The rule is perfect – in all matters of opinion our adversaries are insane.”  
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