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PART III – WILDLAND URBAN INTERFACE  

   The two prior editions of Seeing the Round Corners presented an “introduction” to specifics of the report prepared by Governor Hickenlooper’s Wildfire Insurance and Forest Health Task Force (the Report), a report that received scant coverage by the Denver print and on-air media. 
   As discussed in the earlier editions of Seeing the Round Corners, the long-term proposals by the Task Force are based on a massive risk mapping system presently in the infant development stages by the Colorado State Forest Service, identified as the Colorado Wildfire Risk Assessment Portal (CO-WRAP). CO-WRAP relies on LANDFIRE, an interagency satellite-based vegetation data source so limited, the CO-WRAP model “cannot yet produce site- or property-specific results,” and “can also produce such anomalies as predicting high wildfire risk in urban areas and assigns the highest risk rate to both an urban area like Cherry Creek and a forested area like Evergreen, Colorado.” 

   The purpose for establishment of CO-WRAP was “to provide a consistent, comparable set of scientific results for wildfire mitigation and prevention planning in Colorado.” 

   Funds for further development of the CO-WRAP tool will be provided to the Colorado State Forest Service through a $300,000.00 2014 grant funding from the U.S. Forest Service. The Report points out “updating the model [CO-WARP] is likely to take about 5 years and cost $600,000.00 per year. Managing development workshops with stakeholders and gathering the underlying data for the model will result in additional costs. (No estimate was provided for the amount to accomplish.) Point-of-information:  No other source of funding is identified which means the legislature will have to step in. 
   The most disturbing factor of the Task Force’s Report is basing all the recommendations on a tool that is so unproven, is in such infant stage of development and the admitted measures it would take to try and make it work for the identified purpose.
   Two statements in the Executive Summary of the Report are telling:  “The Task Force recognizes that some of its recommendations will be costly and potentially difficult to implement;” and “However, the Task Force accepted that its mission was to identify bold and innovative recommendations to break through the historic barriers.” 

   The second statement is the one that should raise the red flags all across Colorado. The statement brings to mind a 2007 federal court ruling entered in a lawsuit over Bush Administration rules that “gave national forest managers more discretion to approve logging and other commercial projects without lengthy environmental reviews.”  

   The federal court’s ruling:  “The government failed to adequately consider the effects the rules would have on the environment and neglected to gather public comment on the issue.” 
   That ruling overturned “a key administration environmental rule that governs all 192 million acres of national forests and stops plans such as logging and mining in the parks.” Mega regulations and changes have taken place since that 2007 litigation, but that is for another discussion another day. 

   Far too often in Colorado, those persons tasked with a mission such as this Task Force was given, take the fork in the road to “identify bold and innovative recommendations to break through the historic barriers.” Such lofty goals are just great and quite admirable for sometime in the future, but does nothing for what is urgently needed right now just months before another wildfire season begins. 
   The explanation for focusing exclusively on methods and measures to reduce risk was recognition that the Governor’s Executive Order creating the Task Force also created a separate advisory Committee to the Director of the Division of Fire Prevention and Control on Wildland Fire and Prescribed Fire Matters to identify availability of firefighting resources and coordination as a critical issue. 

   That focus on methods and measures to reduce risk ignores just how Colorado’s own permanent fleet of air tankers and helicopters would greatly impact and most likely change the game plan for the Wildland Urban Interface (WUI) and the proposals of this Task Force. Pursuit of lofty goals and the glory leaves in the dust what is urgently needed in the here and now. 

   As you read, consider these historical figures from the Report:  “The U.S. Forest Service and the Department of Interior spent a combined $206 million on fire suppression in 1991; $953 million in 2001; and, $1.7 billion in 2011. Total:  more than $2.85 billion!! 

   The guiding principles from the Governor’s Executive Order used by the Task Force to formulate its recommendations follow.

· Identify and support state and local activities and partnerships that would promote forest health and reduce the loss from wildland fires and protect communities, first responders and investment from wildfire.
· Protect citizens who live in the WUI.

· Protect Colorado’s landscape, which is a critical element of the state’s economic health. 

· Increase awareness of the first risks in the WUI.

· Identify insurance options that incentivize actions, practices and policies that can lead up to reduced losses and better understanding of coverage by policyholders. 

· Identify legislation and regulatory options that promote wise planning and stewardship and reduce loss of life and property. 
· Promote state and local coordination that will foster forest health and reduce wildland fire threats. 

· Explore public-private partnership opportunities.  
   The fall-back theory invoked by the Task Force was “one significant hurdle to raising funds in Colorado is the Taxpayer’s Bill of Rights (TABOR), a provision in the Colorado Constitution that, among other things, requires voter approval for any new taxes, or any increase in tax rates, mill levies, or property transfer taxes. To avoid TABOR implications, any payment must be structured as a “fee” that is paid by those who benefit from the service, where the proceeds of the fee are used for the particular government service.” 

   In Part 2 of the Working Group Analysis section of the Report, the first recommendation of the Tax Force was to develop the CO-WRAP model. A suggestion by the Task Force members that “the wildfire risk rating review could occur biennially, in connection with the County’s property tax assessment process, using local knowledge and expertise,” met with the Colorado Association of Home Builders voicing concerns “about the potential impact that this recommendation may have on property values and the availability and cost of insurance.” 
   Part 2.2 of the Report addressed “Environmentally Sensitive Ways to Improve Forest Health and Limit Exposure.” As stated earlier, the Task Force focused exclusively on methods and measures to reduce risk, and based its recommendations on what it views as determining factors. From the report:  
· Wildfire is a natural part of Colorado’s forested environment.

· Poor forest conditions and continued urban development in fire-dependent ecosystems have led to increasingly destructive wildfires in recent years.

· Many forests in Colorado are over-stocked due in part to fire suppression policies over many years that have prevented natural thinning.

· Strategic hazardous fuels reduction combined with implementation of defensible space around homes and structures have been demonstrated to significantly reduce wildfire risk.

· Active forest management is also essential for protecting Colorado’s watershed – high severity wildfires can have devastating and long-term impacts on water quantity and quality. 

· Fire is an essential component of Colorado’s forested ecosystems. It serves critical ecosystem functions, including replenished soil nutrients, reduced tree diseases and insect pests, and healthy regeneration. 
· As forest health has declined, the continued expansion of private development in forested areas has meant ongoing fire suppression for the sake of public safety. 

· The increasing intensity of wildfire also threatens Colorado’s watersheds. 

· The Colorado Forest Action Plan acknowledges that forests exert a strong influence on the quantity and quality of water within watersheds by protecting soil and preventing erosion, enhancing soil moisture storage and groundwater recharge, reducing flooding, filtering contaminants and maintaining the plant communities that also contribute to this process. 
· If significant precipitation occurs following a high-severity fire, resulting impacts on water systems can include: rapid surface runoff and peak flows; flash floods that mobilize large amounts of suspended sediments, ash and debris; increased transport of materials that can adversely affect water quality for human use; and serious alteration or destruction of aquatic habitat. 

· Colorado has experienced major impacts to municipal water supplies as a result of flooding, erosion and sediment deposition after the 1996 Buffalo Creek fire, the 2002 Hayman and Schoonover fires, and most recently this year’s flooding in Manitou Springs as a result of the 2012 Waldo Canyon fire. 

   Next week, more from the Environmentally Sensitive Ways to Improve Forest Health and Limit Exposure. 

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