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PART III – WILDFIRE PREPAREDNESS IN COLORADO
   Keep in mind as you read, it was during 2012 that the department of the Colorado State Forest Service (CSFS) responsible for wildfire suppression and wildland fire response was moved into the Department of Fire Prevention and Control (DFPC). That reorganization was a consequence of the prescribed burn that became the Lower North Fork Fire in which three people were burned to death.
   This week's edition continues with the Wildfire Preparedness Plan 2013. As a reminder to readers, the Colorado Revised Statutes 24-33.5-1226(3)(a) requires that such a plan be developed annually by the Director of the Department of Fire Prevention and Control. The plan for 2013 was adopted  April 25, 2013.
   What we as Colorado citizens overlook far too often is there are many, many small fires that are extinguished before they get out of control that the public never hears about – from lightening or careless human beings or however.
   The goal of chronicling the Plan in this column is to give Colorado citizens more insight into what are the actualities in place when wildfires do reach the catastrophic state, but also what efforts it takes to prevent small fires from reaching the catastrophic stage.
   Historically, Single Engine Air Tanker (SEAT) aircraft were contracted for by the CSFS on an “Exclusive Use” basis during the wildland fire season, and could not leave the State for interagency use without permission of the CSFS. According to the 2013 Plan, that policy changed for the 2012 fire season.
   CSFS “due to contracting issues,” opted not to go with an Exclusive Use Contract. Instead, CSFS opted to be a part of a regional interagency joint use agreement for SEATs which were based out of the State of Colorado.
   The CSFS took extraordinary steps to gain more say in the operational control of the SEATs, by “providing virtually all of the support for their operation, including SEAT bases and SEAT Managers. These steps and aggressive representation by the DFPC succeeded in maintaining SEAT availability in the State of Colorado throughout the 2012 fire season.
   Although fire season has been expanding (necessitated by existing conditions in recent years), there is an off-season for wildfires. During the off-season, CSFS had an Exclusive Use contract for one SEAT available as a Call-When-Needed resource. The SEAT was in a hangar here in Colorado, BUT the pilot was on-call at home base in IDAHO, and had to travel to Colorado before the SEAT was ready for a mission. “Minimum contract period was 10 days.” Release of SEATs upon completion of the federal contract meant return to their home base in Idaho. Because of the fire potential that existed at that point in 2012, the DFPC maintained a SEAT here in Colorado on a weekly contract until November 13th at which time it was released to return to its home base (after consultation with stakeholders).
   For the 2013 fire season, the DFPC increased the number of SEATs to two for 120 days each. The DFPC continues to “evaluate options towards the goal of making the State's fire aviation program more diverse, effective and efficient.” According to the report, these options include:
· Support additional training to ensure further integration and consistent competency of CONG helicopters and streamline the process of mobilizing this resource.
· Utilizing Colorado State Patrol fixed wing and other available aircraft for detection activities.
· Increased training of local fire departments and sheriffs in the use of aircraft for initial attack on fires.
· Consider call-when-needed (CWN) contract for large air tankers (LATs).
· Consider call-when-needed (CWN) contract for SEATs for initial attack on fires in the eastern plains.
   DFPC also has authority to “enter into agreements to provide firefighting services, including personnel or firefighting aircraft, engines or other vehicles to federal, state or local agencies.”  
   Most Coloradans are unaware of the many aspects and details of the DFPC's various other programs than interagency resources for protecting Colorado's public safety.  These include:
· the State Engine Program;
· the Colorado Department of Corrections:
· State Wildland Inmate Fire Team; and
· the Federal Excess Personal Property (FEPP) Engine Program.
State Engine Program:  DFPC currently maintains 12 Type 6 Engines and 4 Type 4 Engines, traditionally deployed as follows:
· 4 state permanent staffed engines
· 3 state seasonal staffed engines
· 6 state engines with cooperator (call-when-needed) staffing
· 3 loaner engines
   This program is “important to filling gaps that exist in local wildland fire resources,” and DFPC is “looking for innovative and cost-effective means to continue it.” Due to lack of funding for 2013, in order to maintain this program at the same level as in previous years, DFPC is soliciting joint interest from local fire department and county sheriffs for jointly staffing state engines and negotiating agreements.
   Plans vary from year to year.  The 2013 plan for state engines was based on wildfire risk and need as well as available funding, with potential arrangements including:
· strategically located state engines (with permanent, seasonal and/or interagency staffing);
· strategically located super modules (Type 4 and Type 6);
· incorporate into local and regional response plans and honor mutual aid periods, to the degree practicable and possible;
· relocate around the state based on need, to fill gaps in coverage or to address wildfire potential and wildfire activity (severity assignments) to the degree practicable and possible;
· provide fire equipment shop support for equipment maintenance and repair; and
· two lowboy transport trailers for maintenance.
Colorado Department of Corrections – State Wildland Inmate Fire Team:  This team is another of the “resources” Colorado citizens know little if anything about. It was formed by Colorado Corrections Industries to “provide hand crew support and assistance on wildland fires within Colorado, and there are now four State Wildand Inmate Fire Team (SWIFT) crews, housed at various Colorado correctional facilities.”
   SWIFT crews responded to 31 separate wildfire incidents in Colorado, working a total of 184 days on fire assignments in 2012. The DFPC supported those crews in 2013 in case they were needed, providing “training, logistical and/or overhead support that could be needed to ensure operational readiness and hazardous fuel reduction projects.”
Federal Excess Personal Property (FEPP) Engine Program:  Federal excess personal property becomes available each year and while not a required component of the Wildfire Preparedness Plan, it is a vital part. The program role:  
· responsible for building and maintaining a fleet of federal excess personal property (FEPP) engines that are placed with local jurisdictions across the State of Colorado;
· currently, there are 118 FEPP engines under agreements across the state; and
· the Fire Equipment Shop builds an average of 10 such engines each year to maintain and expand the fleet.
   Next week, a summary of the 2013 Wildfire Preparedness Plan.
   The reader's comments or questions are always welcome. E-mail me at doris@dorisbeaver,com.
