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   Colorado's 2014 wildfire season has proved to be the “mildest” in many years.  As of this writing, the state has been spared a catastrophic wildfire, and has been blessed with a real abundance of rainfall in most areas of the state, too much in many areas, but . . .
   The Special Report:  Colorado's Firefighting Aerial Corps (the CFAC Report) emphasized throughout the dire need for a Wildfire Management System Tool – a tool that “should be tailored to each individual's role in the wildfire management system while providing a near real-time common operating picture.”
   That statement is explained:  “State aviation resource managers responsible for pre-positioning of air tankers should be presented with a different view than a county sheriff responsible for managing a grassland fire on Colorado's Plains.” BUT, “The database that provides the information should be shared among all users.
   Establishing such a database is no small undertaking, and should “record and display all of the available parameters for wildfire management,” including:  (verbatim from the CFAC Report)
· Parcel level risk assessment
· Regional risk assessments (state, fire management region, county, or other geographic boundaries)
· Resource availability and tasking
· Resource requests
· Active incidents
· Risk assessment
· Growth potential
· Lives, structures and resources threatened
· Real-time suppression cost estimation
· Location
· Perimeter
· Active hot spots
· Assigned resources
· Requested resources
   The CFAC Report admonishes that it is critical to ensuring the maximum effectiveness of state-wide wildland risk mitigation and suppression efforts for all local wildfire management organizations to participate. Such a risk management strategy “will be the core of all decisions related to wildland fires.” This strategy should include existing risk models (e.g., CO-WRAP and others).
   We'll digress from the CFAC Report for a moment. What is troubling about the last statement in the preceding paragraph is the inclusion of the CO-WRAP risk model.
   CO-WRAP was identified in a September 2013 report to the Governor and the Colorado House and Senate titled,“Wildfire Insurance and Forest Health Task Force.” In that report, the Colorado Wildfire Risk Assessment Portal (CO-WRAP) was identified as being established by the Colorado State Forest Service “to provide a consistent, comparable set of scientific results for wildfire mitigation and prevention planning in Colorado.”
   Including CO-WRAP in the risk management strategy is risky (no pun intended) because of its present stage of development:
· not sufficiently developed to operate as a statewide disclosure tool at the individual parcel level;
· cannot yet produce site- or property-specific results;
· can also produce anomalies such as predicting high wildfire risk in urban areas; and
· it its present stage, the model assigns the highest risk rating to both an urban area like Cherry Creek and also a forested area like Evergreen which would be inaccurate and inequitable.
   CO-WRAP at its present stage is primarily “a risk assessment tool used to inform decision-makers,” but not advanced sufficiently to use as the CFAC Report describes. Funds to continue such development are thru grants – never a definite source of funding with annual updating required at substantial expense each year.
   The CFAC Report cautions against developing custom solutions, stating:
· The cost and complexity of developing custom solutions to address the capability needs of the state should be avoided; and
· Proven, fielded systems are available to fill all of the capability gaps in Colorado's wildfire management system.
   Three recommendations were made regarding such a Wildfire Management System Tool:
· An integrated and ubiquitous tool for all participants in wildfire management should be implemented in Colorado The utility and full value of the information management, risk management and pre-planning capabilities will only be realized if they are adopted by all wildfire organizations within the state;
· All local wildfire management organizations should be encouraged to adopt tools, strategies and policies set by state-developed risk management, incident pre-planning and information; and
· Evaluation of the effectiveness of the proposed 2014 components should be performed during the year and at the end of the fire season.  
   In a somewhat unusual move in a report such as the CFAC Report, an explanation is undertaken by using the Waldo Canyon and High Park Fires as examples of “how the capabilities and tools recommended here [the CFAC Report] may have facilitated a more effective response,” being careful to “not comment on the decisions or effectiveness of the personnel or organizations involved in the incidents.”
Waldo Canyon Fire:
· As many as 17 hours elapsed from first detection of smoke and determination of location;
· difficulty in ascertaining the location allowed the fire to grow unchecked; and  
· the fire became the most expensive wildfire in Colorado state history: two people dead; destroyed 346 homes; burned 18,247 acres; took firefighters 18 days to contain it; total suppression cost of $16.7 million.
High Park Fire:
· smoke detected on June 8th, but fixed-wing aircraft was unable to visually locate smoke;
· smoke not located until morning of June 9th, with first ground firefighters spending valuable time determining the location, access routes, and initial assessment of the fire;
· difficulty in locating source of smoke and travel time to incident delayed the ability of incident commander to generate a suppression strategy;
· effective tools were unavailable to locate the fire and communicate pertinent information;
· ground personnel had long transit times due to poor access;
· fire grew to an event that exceeded the capability of the initial attack resources;
· became third-largest fire in recorded Colorado history; and
· fire burned more than 87,284 acres; destroyed at least 259 homes; killed one person; resulted in insured loss of $114 million; took firefighters 21 days; estimated suppression cost of $38.4 million.
   At this point, the goal of the Division of Fire Prevention and Control should be repeated:  Key to achieving DFPC's wildfire management goal is developing the capability to detect fires earlier and locate them faster and providing the local incident commander with data needed to make informed decisions regarding suppression strategy. The improvements recommended by this report will provide these capabilities:
· Colorado's remote sensing fixed wing aircraft would be on-site within approximately 30 minutes of launch and would employ thermal imaging sensors to survey the reported area;
· fire would be located and mapped, and this information would be loaded in real time to the state's information management system;
· within an hour of the first report of smoke, the local incident commander would have access to a map of the fire, ingress and egress paths, fuels involved, fire behavior, values at risk, weather forecast and other data needed to make informed decisions regarding the appropriate management response; and
· when appropriate management response is full suppression, DFPC should provide the local incident commander with the support (including aviation suppression resources) needed in a prompt and efficient manner.    
   As the reader has most likely realized from the information provided in this and previous editions on the CFAC Report, the status of Colorado's firefighting preparedness can only be described as still in the dark ages, especially in light of the technology available today.
   Senator Steve King learned the hard way, speaking out and spearheading the battle for the Colorado Firefighting Aerial Corps as he did in the 2014 legislative session does not always set well with the crowd responsible for the present status of preparedness in Colorado.
   Of course, there is always the funding to have yet another report prepared that reaches the conclusion that those living in the Wildland Urban Interface are to blame for the escalating cost of wildfire suppression costs. The estimated $32 million annual cost for the Colorado Firefighting Aerial Corps is a drop in the bucket when considering just the costs resulting from the Waldo Canyon and High Park Fires.  
   More next week.
   The reader's comments or questions are always welcome. E-mail me at doris@dorisbeaver.com.
