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   Seeing the grief on the face of a Coloradan who has lost a home in a catastrophic wildfire evokes compassion from even those with a  heart of stone. As the two previous editions of Seeing the Round Corners presented, there is a great deal Colorado can do to improve its “ability to protect people, property and the environment from the ever-increasing toll that wildfires bring.”
   With the history of wildfires in Colorado in just the last 13 years, every citizen in the state should be holding legislators and other state officials accountable for the deplorable status of wildfire fighting capabilities as they presently exist. The failure to make appropriations required to rectify capabilities and the aftermath of catastrophic wildfires is unconscionable. Careful thought given to what the Colorado Firefighting Air Corps Special Report (the CFAC Report) recommends should provide “fuel” for a citizen's revolt to force the state of Colorado to fully implement the recommendations.
   In this writer's opinion, it would also be a good idea to rely on the experts in the Department of Public Safety on such matters rather than the forest service(s) considering their abysmal record in managing the health of national and state forests.
   The Executive Summary of the CFAC Report concludes with this paragraph:
· The improvements and capabilities recommended by this report will not ensure that Colorado will be free of wildfires, but they will improve our ability to protect people, property and the environment from the ever-increasing toll that wildfires bring. The recommendations in this report will also likely decrease the overall cost of fire suppression and post-fire recovery.” (writer's emphasis)
   Far too often when the list of what's protected is “listed,” the lives of firefighters” is unspoken. Making it safer for fire fighters to fight fires should never be left off.
   As background, keep in mind these statements:
· Senate Bill 13-245 became law in 2013 and established the Colorado Firefighting Air Corps (CFAC) within the Division of Fire Prevention and Control (CFPC) in the Department of Public Safety.
· Also created was a CFAC fund to receive grants, reimbursements and funding from other services, as well as state appropriations – a fund that is to be continuously appropriated and may be used for CFAC operational expenditures.
· The 2013 General Assembly made no appropriations to the fund, so acquisition and operation of aircraft is not possible until funding is allocated. (writer's emphasis)
· Senate Bill 13-245 required a report (by April 1, 2014) to the Joint Budget Committee and General Assembly concerning the efficacy of CFAC and strategies to enhance the state's aerial firefighting capabilities which the CFAC Special Report satisfies, including recommended budget requests – all codified in the Colorado Revised Statutes 24-33.5-1228(4).
   The DFPC's primary goal of keeping fires small is worthy of repetition before we continue:
· Wildfire management 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.
   The importance the forests serve for watershed purposes is difficult to put a price on. The watershed role the forests provide is often forgotten or overlooked until the rains cause the massive mud slides. The CFAC Report addresses watershed with these concise points:  
· The forest floor consists of living and dead plants, litter and duff, and decomposing organic matter that serve as a sponge and filter where surface runoff is rare and soil erosion rates are low.
· Trees protect the surface from impacts of raindrops and their root systems provide soil stabilization.
· A main problem occurring after wildfires with areas of high severity is that the landscape is completely changed and the sponge and filter are no longer present to help prevent erosion and surface runoff.
· Surface runoff can cause loss of life, premature sedimentation accumulation in reservoirs, flooding, infrastructure damage and damage to fisheries and wildlife habitat.
· Mitigation to protect a community against such effects can cost millions of dollars.
· Fire can affect the presence of calcium and nitrogen in the water, as well as increase the conductivity.
   Colorado's fire history has grown increasingly ominous just since the 1990's as evidenced by the number, intensity and complexity of wildfires:
· 1960's -
average annual fires, 457 burning 8,170 acres
· 1990's -
average annual fires, 1300 burning 22,000 acres
   Those figures more than doubled by the 2000's. In 2012, “6,459 wildland fires destroyed more than 648 structures, killed 6 civilians, burned more than 259,451 acres, and caused at least $538 million in property losses.”
   Predictions are that by 2050, increasing severe wildfires see some regions, including Colorado, experiencing an increase by fivefold in acres burned, “if drought and weather trends continue on the current trajectory.”
   Contrary to the traditional perception of “a wildfire season,” (singular), Colorado can have the potential for wildfire year-round:
· First peak period:  generally runs from late February to mid May, “characterized by wind-driven fires burning in cured grasses from the previous year; the driving force of these wildfires are the frequent frontal passages that come in from the west, bringing with them strong winds and dry air that can produce large, fast-moving wildfires; period ends with greening up, new grasses are emerging, actively growing, shrubs and trees beginning to put on the new year's growth.”
· Second peak periods:  typically runs from June to early July, possibly into August for northwest Colorado, with wildfires driven by an abundance of critically dry, curing or dead vegetation that serves as fuel for the fires; characterized by smaller but higher-intensity fires burning in timber and brush, when vegetation becomes critically dry; drought is a strong contributor to wildfire during this period when coupled with persistent frontal winds from the waning spring weather patterns, leading to the larger or mega fires experienced in June; strong winds often associated with dry thunderstorms; the Monsoon may affect onset and strength of the second peak period.
· Third peak period: late September to early November, follows the Monsoon which  impacts the onset and severity of the Fall Wildfire Season; characterized by wind-driven fires, typically short in duration due to shorter day length, cooler temperatures and moist fall weather.
   “Experts warn that drought and the other causal factors would result in repeats of the 2012 with widespread fire activity and extended, year-long wildfire seasons may be representative of a new normal,” (the drought conditions and fire activity experienced throughout 2012 was one of the worst wildfire seasons in state history).
   The CFAC Report cautions that data derived on losses to Colorado and its residents are derived from ICS 209s filed, but this report is not filled on all fires, thus the number of large fires included less than reported in the Annual Wildland Summary Report. “Between 2002 and 2012, there were a total of 258 large fires on Colorado, collectively burning 697,000 acres of land, with cost to suppression of those fires at approximately $287.6 million.
   Remember, “suppression costs are only a small portion of the true costs of a wildfire event; property losses add significantly to the toll of wildfire” (2012 estimates totaled $567.4 million from insurance claims:  Waldo Canyon, $453.7 million; High Park, $113.7 million; commercial losses not included in these figures.)
   Other direct costs of wildfires: rehabilitation costs, post-fire flooding, water degradation costs; indirect costs (typically unaccounted for): lost tax revenues, business revenues, and costs related to the loss of human life and ongoing health problems. As mentioned in earlier editions, “A study of the true cost of wildfire in the western United States suggests that total wildfire costs can be as  much as 30 times greater than suppression costs.”
   The reader's comments or questions are always welcome. E-mail me at doris@dorisbeaver.com.
