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SPECIAL REPORT:  COLORADO FIREFIGHTING AIR CORPS
   Today's edition begins detailed presentation of the “Special Report:  Colorado Firefighting Air Corps” (the Report), made to the Governor and General Assembly on Strategies to Enhance the State's Aerial Firefighting Capabilities, under date of March 28, 2014. The Report was submitted by the Colorado Division of Fire Prevention and Control (CDFPC) and signed by Paul L. Cooke, Director.
   There is no dearth of information on the Wildland Urban Interface (WUI) and far too much blame is placed on expansion of development into the WUI for the phenomenally escalating costs of fire suppression, fighting wildland fires and protecting the WUI. What officials, without fail, refuse to acknowledge is that even if not one person lived in the WUI, the forests must still be protected from catastrophic fires. Why? The very purpose which the forests serve – watershed, wildlife habitat and recreation.
   Statistics from the Heritage Forest Campaign, a project of the Pew Charitable Trust Group, include these:
· Heritage Forests represent one-third of the National Forest System that remain without roads (roadless).
· Such roadless forests “safeguard clean waters for more than 2,000 watersheds – the source of drinking water for more than 60 million Americans.”
· Heritage Forests preserve critical habitat for fish and wildlife, including more than 1,600 threatened, endangered or sensitive plant and wildlife species.
   The CFAC Report was mandated by Senate Bill 13-245, to be submitted prior to April 1, 2014. Governor Hickenlooper's Executive Order B 2013-001 created the Advisory Committee to the Director of the Division of Fire Prevention and Control to fulfill the mandate set forth by Senate Bill 13-245. That Advisory Committee subsequently created an Ad Hoc “Fire Aviation Working Group” that included stakeholders as well as industry experts.
   As you read today's edition and the editions that follow, keep in mind these comments from Cooke's cover letter to the Report:
· Early in the preparation of this report it was apparent that information critical for guiding policy, strategy and decisions regarding the management of wildfire is not sufficient, accessible or readily available. Thus a key recommendation concerns the implementation of an integrated information management system to ensure the maximum effectiveness of current and future resources.
· The goal of the CDFPC is to “Keep all wildfires with values at risk smaller than 100 acres and to suppress all fires in Wildland Urban Interface (WUI) areas at less than ten acres, 98% of the time.”
· Because the role of CDFPC is primarily to support local and county firefighting organizations, in order to achieve this wildfire management goal, accomplishment of the following enabling goals will be necessary:  1) Generate an incident assessment for every fire within 60 minutes of report or detection; and 2) Deliver the appropriate aviation suppression resources to every fire within 60 minutes of request.
   Cooke's recommendations for improving Colorado's firefighting capabilities, in order to meet wildfire management goals, details of which he provides in the Report:
· Colorado should procure and train fire managers in the state to use an off-the-shelf wildfire information management system.
· In order to achieve the goal of generating an incident assessment for every fire within 60 minutes of report or detection of a wildfire, Colorado should procure and operate two fixed-wing multi-mission aircraft.
· In order to achieve the goal of providing the appropriate aviation suppression resources to every fire within 60 minutes of the request, Colorado should:
· contract for the exclusive use of four Type 3 or larger rotor-wing aircraft; and
· increase the exclusive use single engine air tankers (SEAT) contract to four aircraft.
· Instead of procuring state-owned air tankers, Colorado should identify and contract for the use of existing air tanker systems during the fire season. An exclusive use contract for two Type 2 or larger air tankers is recommended.
   Other recommendations made by Cooke:
· CDFPC should evaluate the benefits, opportunities, costs and risks associated with implementing an “Agricultural Aircraft-Based Rapid Response Aerial Firefighting Program” for Colorado.
· CDFPC should explore ways to further incorporate Colorado National Guard rotor-wing assets as a standing wildland firefighting resource for initial or extended attack.
· CDFPC should work to ensure all firefighters are provided the appropriate training equipment and facilities necessary to successfully and safely meet the increasingly complicated and challenging wildfire and emergency response environment.
   Cooke's final remarks warned that the improvements and capabilities recommended in the Report will not mean Colorado will be free of wildfires, but they “will have a positive effect on wildfire suppression response and will improve Colorado's ability to act on fires in a more efficient, effective and elegant manner.” He also said, “The recommendations in this report are likely to decrease the losses suffered as a result of wildfire in Colorado as well as the overall cost of fire suppression and post-fire recovery.”  (writer's emphasis)
   Next week, details from the report.
   The reader's comments or questions are always welcome. E-mail me at doris@dorisbeaver.com.
