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PART II – LOWER NORTH FORK FIRE   

   Far too often, after a major catastrophe and needless loss of life such as occurred with Hurricane Katrina, the innocent population learns too late and the hard way that the government/public officials have not done their duty to provide for the safety and protection of lives and property. 
   Public officials were aware that levees and flood control procedures in New Orleans were inadequate to protect the city should there be a direct hit by a hurricane of the magnitude of Katrina. Levees had not been strengthened or deepened to compensate for constant soil subsidence, even though most of the area is below sea level and the levees were decades old. As is always the excuse, money was the reason why not. 

   The reader may be asking, how/why does Hurricane Katrina have anything to do with the Lower North Fork wildfire here in Colorado. By analogy, plenty! 

   Much of Colorado is forest, plain and simple, except of course, for the eastern plains, and that means the forest services – Colorado (CSFS) and Federal (USFS) – exert tremendous control over the lives of those of us who choose to live surrounded by the forest. Realistically, many thousands of Coloradans’ lives are literally in the hands of and under the control of the Colorado and U.S. forest services. 
   The CSFS and its responsibilities for wildland fires have been housed in the Colorado State University (CSU) which means it has always been out of the purview/accountability of a state executive agency “despite its massive responsibility for the safety and well being of citizens throughout Colorado.” That is one of the proposed major changes arising out of the Lower North Fork wildfire (LNF wildfire).
   It seems that every expert alive and still walking lives by the mantra that controlled burns are the only means for a healthy forest, or to prevent hellacious fires such as the Haymen (CO) and Los Alamos (NM) fires – fires that became exactly what they were supposed to prevent! But again, just as in New Orleans, this premise is based on the money factor – no funds are available to do proper forest management, physical removal of fuels and thinning of trees. 
   The controlled burn idea amounts to what is a second-front protocol for this reason. Just as city officials in New Orleans ignored the state of the levees and flood protection for decades, CSFS was aware of the forest conditions existing in the area of the LNF wildfire – in this particular case, because of work done in 2011 in the adjacent area identified in the Bass report (Fig. 8) as the Lower North Fork Prescribed Fire treatment units. According to Bass, “Strategic plans have been developed identifying fuel treatment projects to be completed in the Lower North Fork area of Jefferson County, Colorado. Many specific projects have been completed over recent years.” (Note: In last week’s edition, Bass’s name was erroneously misspelled – it is not Blass.)
   Additionally, Bass points out that “escaped prescribed fires can result in serious consequences.” The Colorado State Forest Service Prescribed Fire Procedures (CSFS 2011) as well as the National Wildfire Coordinating Group (NWCG 2008) incorporate “interagency endorsed broad-scale planning and implementation guidance for prescribed fire,” but also, include recommendations for reviews of escaped prescribed fires. The CSFS Prescribed Fire Procedures “outlines a process and applicable questions for review of escaped prescribed fires” (CSFS 2011). 
   Bass makes this rather profound statement about developing more successful and efficient review processes. “Most past reviews have fixated on determining, in hindsight, what rules or protocol were broken, identify blame, and create additional rules and compliance incentives.” 

   The USFS also prepares a Facilitated Learning Analysis (USFS 2012) which Bass states, “recognizes a basic review principle, while accidents are very rare, risk is never absent.” 
   Next week, more from William Bass’s report.

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