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PART IV – LOWER NORTH FORK FIRE 
   Already since the catastrophic Lower North Fork Fire, Coloradans have yet another look at just what reckless ignorance subjects their lives to. It is gratifying to see the Forest Service step up to hold the person whose carelessness caused the Hewlett fire responsible for the millions of dollars expended to fight the more than seven-thousand acre fire ($2.9 million at last count, but not all costs to date were included). 

   The only positive consequences is that no homes were burned and no loss of lives—firefighters or civilians. The toll on wildlife habitat and the watershed for the area is yet to be determined. As with the Haymen fire, this aspect of harm from erosion alone will be ongoing for many years. Coloradans can only hope any judgment obtained against Mr. Weber who caused the fire will be made non-dischargeable in bankruptcy, to serve as a heads-up for those who go into the forest and cause fires. 
   The May 21st edition presented portions of William Bass’s (Bass) April 13th, 2012 report which described prescribed fire success and statistics on both successful and escaped burns. The two-fold purpose was to minimize future unintended outcomes and reduction of likelihood of future escaped burns. 

   Bass describes Jefferson County as highly desirable for mountain living due to its location in the foothills area of southwest Denver. As such, that desirability means a continual population growth and expansion of the wildland-urban interface (WUI). 
   In this writer’s opinion, this is a natural progression for population growth when considering what life in the city offers – traffic congestion, air pollution and its impact on environmental health, and the every-increasing crime rate. Natural progression of the population is a common sense occurrence the powers that be, as a rule, fail to factor into planning for the future. 
   Bass emphasizes that several factors impact vegetated areas and fuel complexes in wildland areas subjected to structural shifts and alterations. Such factors include “changing land use, fire suppression, environmental changes, insect, disease, invasive species, spread and proliferation, landscape fragmentation and weather and climatological drivers.” 

   Far too many citizens remain unaware, at least until news arrives of the harm inflicted by erosion and the factors emphasized by Bass, of what can only be described as “clear gold,” also known as water – a play on words as oil is referred to as “black gold.” One only has to ask the people whose wells (in the drought of 2002) erroneously said to have gone dry, but technically the water level dropped below their well pump depth, or those whose tap water is so contaminated the stream of water can be lighted with a match. 

   In all the news coverage on the LNFF, only minor mention was made of the potential harm to the watershed. Bass states the “Upper South Platt Watershed in the heart of this area is extremely important. This watershed supplies the Denver Metro area with 80 percent of its water,” and that “It has experienced severe erosion and sedimentation following past fire events, and future wildfires may cause even more negative fires.” 
   According to Bass, the Buffalo Creek Fire in 1996 which caused severe post-fire erosion and sedimentation, served as the impetus to “develop a comprehensive, long-term, strategic plan to increase watershed protection for the Upper South Platte area.” The result was a steering committee formed to address forest health issues within the watershed, composed of these land and fire management organizations: 
· Colorado State Forest Service

· Denver Water

· United States Forest Service

· Environmental Protection Service

· U.S. Geological Survey

· Natural Resource Conservation Service

· Coalition for the Upper South Platte

· U.S. Fish and Wildlife (on board a little later) 

   After the 2002 Haymen fire burned 140,000 acres, the need for protecting communities and restoring health was recognized. A coalition of organizations and government agencies to be known as the Front Range Fuels Treatment Partnership Roundtable (FRFTP) was formed, with the coalition ultimately identifying 1.5 million acres of forest that “may be in need of treatment,” with approximately 60 percent of the area privately owned. (As a reminder, not only erosion occurred but devastating landslides did enormous damage and washed out roads in the aftermath of the Haymen fire.)
   Bass points out that the fire risk mitigation and ecological restoration activities the coalition is tasked with are “a sampling of the multitude of strategic planning and implementation activities that have taken place to date” since the Buffalo Creek fire in 1996. 

   Bass credits the Healthy Forests Restoration Act (HFRA) of 2001 with being the impetus for getting local communities to engage in comprehensive forest and wildfire management planning. Community Wildfire Protection Plans have grown out of the HFRA. Bass credits the CWPP development process with facilitating “collaboration among community-based organizations, fire protection authorities, local governments, public land management agencies and private landowners in an effort to identify and prioritize measures to reduce wildfire risk.” 

   Values at risk, as Bass explains, include: 
1. Watersheds

2. Tourism

3. Private property and infrastructure. Many homes in the area have a “high fire hazard rating due to expected fire behavior and surrounding wildland fuels 

4. Aesthetics

5. Recreation
6. Historic/cultural resources

   Bass stated Community Wildfire Protection Plans may recommend treatment options such as: 

· shaded fuel breaks

· machine moving

· prescribed fire

· brush mastication

· timber mastication

· manual thinning

· felling and feller buncher removal of larger diameter trees
Mark Twain once said:  “The rule is perfect – in all matters of opinion our adversaries are insane.”  
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