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PART II – WILDLAND URBAN INTERFACE 
   The Wildfire Insurance and Forest Health Task Force Report (hereinafter the Report) is out and highlighted by an overview in the Denver Post, with numerous comments from Governor John Hickenlooper. 

   Whether intentional or unintentional, not mentioned in the article is the Report’s recommendation for reliance on the Colorado Wildfire Risk Assessment Portal (CO-WRAP) that is still in the cradle development stage. CO-WRAP is a massive risk mapping system that presently relies on LANDFIRE as described in last week’s edition. (LANDFIRE can produce such anomalies as predicting high wildfire risk in urban areas – assigns the highest risk rate to both an urban area like Cherry Creek and a forested area like Evergreen, Colorado.) 
   Pointed out in the Report is that “with additional funding and significant involvement of likely end-users, CO-WRAP can be developed and enhanced to provide a consistent  method for providing site-specific risk assessments throughout the state.” Translation in laymen’s language, a far-into-the future method to punish homeowners who choose to live in the Wildland Urban Interface is the only way to describe it. 

   The tone of the report is the most disconcerting aspect – the escalating costs to fight wildland fires are the fault of homeowners, and the ignoring of government’s responsibility to protect the forest. 

   In the meantime, nothing is ever mentioned about a way to immediately fund a Colorado fleet of firefighting equipment to fulfill the responsibilities of government to protect the forests – air tankers, helicopters, wildland-equipped land vehicles and other equipment. 
   The world we live in is a world we made. This country was founded on expansion into areas that were mostly forested land until development reached the areas of the west. 

   Present-day officials have lost sight of, never understood or just plain old ignore what purpose the forests serve, which necessitates a trip back in time for a review of just what purposes our forests serve. The details of the Task Force’s Report will be presented next week.  
   There is no dearth of legislation on the books meant to regulate and preserve the forests of this country:  The Forest Management Act of June 4, 1897; the Wilderness Act of 1964; The National Forest Act of 1976; and The Roadless Conservation Rule of 2001. 

   The Forest Management Act of June 4, 1897 was passed after a long battle which began in 1891 when the Forest Reserve Act was enacted. The Act represented the “beginning and basis of our whole National Forest System.” The Forest Reserve Act served as the impetus for enactment of the Forest Management Act of 1987 which provided for specific management provisions and monies for the protection of the forest reservations. 

   The Forest Management Act and the widespread debate leading up to its passage recognized the forests as a “conservation of the water supply,” but also stated “the object in creating the forest reserves was to preserve the lands and timber and undergrowth thereon in a state of nature, as near as possible.”  
   The Wilderness Act of 1964 was enacted “to establish a National Wilderness Preservation System for the permanent good of the whole people and for other purposes.” 

   The National Forest Management Act of 1976 had as one of its most significant requirements, development management plans that “ensure clear cutting and other harvesting will occur only where it may be done in a manner consistent with the protections of soil, watersheds, fish, wildlife, recreation, aesthetic resources and regeneration of the timber resource; entire timber harvesting will occur only where water quality and fish habitat are adequately protected from serious detriment.” 

   The Roadless Area Conservation Rule of 2001 was “the result of more than two decades of effort; the roadless rule turned a patchwork of local management practices into a balanced federal strategy that now protects America’s last undeveloped national forests,” according to the Pew Environment Group. 

   The Rule protects 58.5 million acres in 39 states, and “placed off limits to logging, mining and drilling interests some of America’s most unspoiled national forests, increased public access and recreational opportunities for hiking, camping, hunting and fishing.” The areas placed under protection by the Roadless Rule are “vital because they serve as important sources of drinking water for 60 million Americans, provide habitat for more than 1,600 threatened or endangered plants and animals, generates a portion of the outdoor recreation industry’s $730 billion in annual revenue, and counts 6.5 million jobs across the country.” (2011 figures) 
   All of the historical legislation information is meant to emphasize this point:  It has always been the responsibility of the government/forest service to protect the forests from devastating, catastrophic fires. The responsibility to do so did evolve or arise because people started living in the Wildland Urban Interface. 
   It should also be pointed out that protecting the forests – fire suppression – is vital to protect areas from potential mudslides as Colorado witnessed occurring in Manitou Springs, Colorado after the Waldo Canyon fire earlier this year.

   In the 1980’s, more than a billion dollars was spent attempting to revise national forest plans for each of more than 120 or so national forests. The time frame to do so took so long, the plans were obsolete by the time they were made available to forest managers. Think what $1 billion could have purchased in firefighting equipment – air tankers, helicopters, wildland firefighting-equipped trucks and ground equipment. 

   Yet, the Task Force is recommending development of CO-WRAP, a project that is at such infant stage of development no one even ventures a guess when it could be implemented. In the meantime, in the here and now, officials sit back blaming those who live in the WUI for the escalating costs of fighting wildland fires. 

   Even before there was a Wildland Urban Interface, it was the responsibility of the government/forest service to protect the forests from wildland, catastrophic fires. The government did the job in a deplorable manner, and now Colorado’s officials have set out to blame homeowner’s who choose to live in the WUI. Is anything new? Blame the victims!
   Next week, that Task Force Report.

   The reader’s comments or questions are always welcome.  E-mail me at doris@dorisbeaver.com.
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