Doris Beaver’s

EYE ON GILPIN COUNTY . . . 




July 16, 2012  

   Gilpin County’s Code Red Emergency Notification System was tested on Thursday, July 12, 2012. It was indeed reassuring to have the land line and cell phone ring and then also receive an e-mail notification. A huge THANK YOU to all those involved!! No doubt, Gilpinites will sleep a little easier for the rest of the wildfire season. For sure, this Gilpinite is grateful for the extra effort put forth by the County to ensure the reliability of the System.
PART X – LOWER NORTH FORK FIRE 
   The Lower North Fork Fire will most likely go down in the history books for more than a prescribed burn that escaped, although that reason will no doubt be at the top of the list. Failures and errors in the Jefferson County Emergency Notification System will probably be next on the list with the intensity and spread on an equal par. 

   Today’s edition will continue with William Bass’ “Key Analysis Observations and Learning Elements” from the April 13, 2012 report. Season Severity and Weather were presented in last week’s edition. 

   Fire Behavior is most certainly driven by the topography of the mountains in this type of fire. Bass’s report describes the terrain in the general vicinity of the Prescribed Fire Unit as “mountainous” with a major river drainage (North Fork of the South Platte River) running to the south-southwest of the Unit of the Prescribed Fire Project. 

   Elevations vary: 6,300 along the river to 7,000 at the top of Unit 4A, to 6,600 at the southernmost edge of Unit 4A; varying in slope from moderate to steep – nearly flat along the upper road to 85 percent in the steepest portion near the bottom of the Unit (average is 36 percent). 
   Bass points out that significant to the area are several prominent draws in the Unit, running to the north, north-northeast and east from the bottom. Included in the report were photographs of fuels on north-facing slopes and the lower reaches of the draws of the unit, showing both “mechanically treated fuels with interspersed grass and non-treated fuels found within draws and on steeper northerly exposures.” The photographs are striking, portraying nearly “complete consumption of surface fuels near the control line at the southeast corner of Unit 4A,” but “just 80-100 feet below near the bottom of the draw, fuels appear to have not burned at all.” Another photograph shows a draw in the southeast portion of Unit A with partial consumption of surface fuels, but no apparent consumption in the lower third of that draw. 

   Bass attributed the difference in fuels consumption at upper and lower levels of the two deeper draws as observed during the post burn assessment to a “moisture gradient that influenced vegetation – from no visible evidence of any fire activity to some areas where fuels had been reduced to white ash.” Also noted was evidence of a small group of trees torching in the uppermost part of a draw, but not determinable if it took place during the day of ignition or later. 

   On Friday and Saturday, days 1 and 2, after ignition day, patrol personnel reported fuels largely burned out within the Unit and no apparent fire activity or heat within 200 feet of the perimeter, with two small plumes of smoke from two interior locations, with no increase in volume or density visible, but dissipating when it reached treetops. 
   March 25, Sunday, the third day of the prescribed burn was not patrolled contrary to minimum standards set forth in the Forest Service Guidelines. 
    March 26, Monday, mid-to-late morning finds the area under a full cloud cover all morning. Readers should recall, the Boulder National Weather Service issued on Sunday, March 25th, an upgraded forecast for Monday, “a Fire Weather Watch to a Red Flag Warning with increasing winds (Southwest 20-30 mph with gusts up to around 45 mph) to west to southwest wind for 25-35 mph and gusts up to 65 mph.” 

   Bass notes that conditions began changing on the site by late morning when cloud cover began breaking up and the morning surface inversion was also dissipating, but personnel on site at about 1200 noted “everything still looked ok.” Clouds breaking up subjected the area to increasing solar radiation and solar heating which has the effect of drying and warming fine fuels in the area. Between 1222 and 1254, clouds dissipated with relative humidity dropping to single digits (5 percent by 1254).

   By 1230 (roughly two hours before the fire was declared escaped), with increasing winds, the first signs of re-ignition were sighted when personnel “noticed embers being blown from inside the Unit below DP4 and re-igniting spots in the existing black line below DP4.” Duffer (small smokes) also appeared at this time in the blackline below the road inside the Unit working their way up the hill on the northern perimeter, necessitating suppression by personnel who expressed surprise, as the area appeared black and cold since the day of ignition. 

   By 1240-1300, the spread of embers intensified, winds continued to increase and relative humidity continued to drop, with winds across the road on the upper (north) part of the unit estimated at 15 mph with stronger gusts. 

   Between 1320 and 1330 (just barely one hour before the wildfire declaration), the volume of smoke in a draw in the eastern portion of the unit increased, no longer considered light and no longer dissipating at the treetops, but moving up the slope and across the east line north of DP5, traveling to the northeast, with winds increasing to 15-20 mph with strong gusts. 
   Shortly thereafter, at about 1340, a 10 foot by 10 foot spot fire was discovered in the southern portion of the eastern perimeter, with personnel seeing “numerous small embers crossing the road in the saddle above one of the southernmost draws,” but they were unable to ascertain exactly where the embers were originating, “only that these embers were coming from the draw within the unit and crossing the control line above the draw.” 

   Unfortunately, the embers were landing in an area consisting largely of masticated fuels that were dried by the solar heating brought on by change in the weather and the area began burning aggressively, growing from the 10 foot by 10 foot size to 1.5 acres within 15 minutes, and “growing fast” to 7 acres by 1430, the time of declaration. “Strong winds pushed the fire down slope from the control line and then up-canyon in a northerly direction. 

   The Lower North Fork Prescribed burn was declared escaped at 1430.
Mark Twain once said:  “The rule is perfect – in all matters of opinion our adversaries are insane.”  
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