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NEGLIGENCE RESULTING IN DEATH! 
   Today’s edition will be the first of whatever it takes to cover the review and recommendations regarding the Lower North Fork Prescribed Fire (the wildfire) that resulted in the deaths of three residents and more than $11 million in property damage. 
   All information in this and future editions was taken directly from the Governor’s Executive Orders, the Lower North Fork Prescribed Fire Review by William Blass of the U.S. Forest Service, and the Review and Recommendations: Enhancing Response and Management in Colorado State Government – Review Team Co-chairs: Roxanne White, Chief of Staff for Governor John Hickenlooper, and Mark Gill, Chief of Staff for Colorado State University President Tony Frank. 

   As often happens, flaws in any system in operation often do not surface until the occurrence such as the deaths in the wildfire. Politics almost always play a role in such matters when a governmental entity is involved or looks to be the cause, even if only indirectly, as damage control quickly moves into high gear. Blass’ report was conducted and submitted on April 13th before damage control could kick in. 

   In the case of the Colorado State Forest Service (CSFS), prior to the wildfire, it was rare if ever for this point-of-information to be emphasized: the prescribed fire and wildfire management portions of the CSFS are housed within Colorado State University (CSU), which means it was out of the purview/accountability of a state executive agency despite its massive responsibility for the safety and well being of citizens throughout Colorado.

   State universities throughout America have difficulty in avoiding politics in that legislatures control the purse strings, so how can such universities be anything but in the throws of politics. 
   Pursuant to the Colorado Revised Statutes §29-22.5-103(3)(a), the CSFS is identified as the lead agency for wildfire suppression. The State of Colorado’s Emergency Operations Plan identifies the CSFS with primary responsibility for Emergency Support Function 4a (wildland fire response). 

   On March 27, 2012, Lieutenant Governor Joseph A. Garcia issued Executive Order D-2012-005 activating the National Guard “for the purpose of protecting life and property and public health and safety,” in response to a request from the Jefferson County Sheriff’s office for firefighting assistance. That Executive Order also activated the State Emergency Operations Plan pursuant to Colorado Revised Statutes §24-32-2502. 

   On March 30, 2012, Governor Hickenlooper issued Executive Order D-2012-007 declaring a state of disaster emergency due to the wildfire in Jefferson County, Colorado. 

   There is protocol to follow for the various entities to be activated. The Colorado Disaster Emergency Act of 1992 defines a disaster as “the occurrence or imminent threat of widespread or severe damages, injury or loss of life or property resulting from any natural cause or cause of human origin, including but not limited to . . . fire.” 

   On March 26, 2012 (1745 hours), a request for a FEMA Fire Management Assistance Grant was made, with notification to the state at 2100 hours that the Lower Northfork Fire (LNFF) was accepted as a qualifying fire. Also at approximately the same time (2100 hours) a request was made by the Jefferson County Sheriff to the CSFS to assume charge of the LNFF in accord with the Emergency Fire Fund Agreement, with verbal notification made to the Sheriff at 2215 hours that the state was accepting the LNFF as a Disaster Emergency Fund designated fire. 
   The Governor’s Executive Order also acknowledged that $3.5 million existed in the Disaster Emergency Fund as unexpended funds from the Four Mile Fire, and encumbered those funds to “pay for fire suppression efforts related to the Lower North Fork Fire since its inception.” 

   It should be pointed out that while all this protocol is being followed, the fire is being fought and no one is standing by idly waiting for a go ahead. [Blass report, Page 1.] On April 13, 2012, Blass issued his Prescribed Fire Review on the Lower North Fork Prescribed Fire, a 152 page document. 
   Prescribed fires, commonly referred to as controlled burns, are defined by Blass as “the application of fire through a planned ignition to meet specific objectives identified in a written and approved prescribed fire plan.” 

   Blass described a wide range of vegetation manipulation techniques and fuel treatment options that are available to accomplish the central goal of reducing potential fire behavior. Blass explains that specific methods allow focus on different components of the fuel bed: 

· thinning of trees mainly affects standing vegetation;

· mechanical methods such as chipping, mastication and roller chopping can affect understory, mid-level vegetation and some lower level forest crown fuels; 

· mechanical thinning can be effective in reducing vertical fuel continuity, but as single treatment it does little to reduce surface fuel amounts;

· mastication alone does not reduce fuel quantities; however, it is useful in changing fuel location and configuration;
· in some cases, mastication affects the vertical fuel continuity but can actually add to surface fuels and potentially increase surface fire intensity; and 
· generally mastication opens up forest stands, rearranges fuels from aerial positions to surface positions and can lower overall resistance to control and improve accessibility. 

Point-of-Information: The mastication and non-mastication fuels in the same area were an issue in the intensity of the LNFF, explained in a later edition.

   Prescribed fire can be conducted as pile burning or broadcast burning:  pile burning follows other treatments to reduce woody debris remaining after those treatments; broadcast prescribed burning removes natural and activity-generated fuels and modifies surface fuel complexes. 

   A 2006 program was initiated by the U.S. Forest Service (the USFS) to “evaluate the effectiveness of prescribed fire, mechanical and chemical treatments designed to reduce the risk of wildfire.”  In 2011, the effectiveness assessment was made mandatory by the USFS whenever a wildfire impacted a previously treated area, which applies to the LNFF area. 

   One of the guidance source documents Blass references is the Interagency Prescribed Fire-Planning and Implementation Guide prepared by the National Wildfire Coordinating Group. According to Blass, the elements of CSFS’s standard plan template are derived from this guide, and while not mandated or expected, the guide states: “The guide describes what is minimally acceptable for prescribed fire planning and implementation. Agencies may choose to provide more restrictive standards and policy direction, but must adhere to these minimums.” (NWCF 2008, Paged 7) 

   The guide is approved for use by the U.S. Fire Administration, National Association of State Foresters, U.S. Forest Service, U.S. Fish and Wildlife Service, Bureau of Indian Affairs, Bureau of Land Management and the National Park Service. 
   As a heads up, one of the minimums not followed in the LNFF is a requirement for three days of patrol once a fire is considered out – as determined by “stick your hand in and it is cold.” Only two days of patrol were conducted. 
Mark Twain once said:  “The rule is perfect – in all matters of opinion our adversaries are insane.”  
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