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SPECIAL REPORT:  COLORADO FIREFIGHTING AIR CORPS
   Today's edition begins the presentation of details from the Special Report:  Colorado Firefighting Air Corps (the CFAC Report) prepared by the Colorado Division of Fire Prevention and Control.  
   The reader may be wondering why a writer would choose to chronicle such a lengthy report (100 plus pages). This is the reason – the on-air and print media pick up a few of the primary points on an issue addressed by such a report, depending on what side of the issue is being touted, but never get into the nitty gritty of the contents. This writer has yet to see this type of report ever presented in detail, despite the grave impact catastrophic fires have had on the lives of Coloradans in recent years.
   Also informative is the analysis relating to the current operating procedures for wildfire reporting, wildfire management, and it's many steps. The Director of the Colorado Division of Fire Prevention and Control, Paul L. Cooke, (with the input and help of many, many others) makes an excellent case for significant changes in the way Colorado citizens and property are protected.
   The Introduction to the CFAC Report acknowledges points that are relevant for establishing the focus and analysis required in Senate Bill 13-245. What should  not be buried in the list that follows is this point:  “The objective of wildfire management is protecting people, property and the environment. All wildfighting authorities do their best to achieve these goals with the resources available.” (writer's emphasis)
   How often has the forest service(s) blamed the unhealthy forest conditions on the lack of funds?
   As the CFAC Report states, “improvements are always sought, especially after every devastating wildfire.” Early wildfire identification and initial attack will be one such significant improvement focused on in the CFAC Report.
   In-depth examination will be made of the full range of aerial firefighting resources, but the “primary recommendations will involve developing  new and improved processes, integrating them in support of risk-informed decision making and backing these with aerial firefighting resources needed for an aggressive initial attack strategy.”
   Potential improvements resulting from such a strategy:
· natural resource and community protection;
· reduce the exposure of firefighters; and
· potentially decrease suppression costs by stopping small fires before they can become devastating catastrophic wildfires.
   The steps in traditional approach to wildfire management:
· local dispatch center receives a report of smoke;
· dispatch center notifies the jurisdictional authority;
· jurisdictional authority mobilizes firefighting resources to look for the source of the smoke;
· a distinct column of smoke visible from the ground may result in countless hours to pinpoint the location; and
· once location is pinpointed, an assessment of the fire is made to develop a suppression strategy.
   The CFAC Report uses the “What if” type of suggestion as a way of presenting what could be if there was adequate funding, and what the vision is for the Colorado Firefighting Air Corps (CFAC). Those “What ifs” in their entirety follow.
· “What if, following notification of the jurisdictional authority, an order was made to launch Colorado's remote sensing fixed wing aircraft? The aircraft would be on site within approximately 30 minutes of launch and would employ thermal imaging sensors to survey the reported area. The fire would be located and mapped, and this information would be loaded in real time to the state's wildfire 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.”
· “What if the appropriate management response is full suppression, but the fire is in a remote area with difficult access? What if the local incident commander could call for the state's contracted aviation resources, a helicopter, single engine air tanker, or large air tanker, with much greater confidence in their availability to be promptly over the fire?”
· “What if all this can happen while the fire is small and still manageable? What if we can prevent the next mega fire that would otherwise result in lives lost, property destroyed, precious watershed damaged, and millions of dollars in suppression cost? This is the vision for the Colorado Firefighting Air Corps (CFAC).”
   As a heads up, the Executive Summary of the report provides the analysis required by Senate Bill 13-245:
· information on Colorado's current wildfire structure and resources, with emphasis on aerial firefighting resources;
· examine opportunities, challenges and costs associated with various options to augment those resources;
· present the case for the most effective use of aerial fighting resources; and
· make recommendations regarding aerial firefighting resources.
   The details of all this beginning next week.
   The reader's comments or questions are always welcome. E-mail me at doris@dorisbeaver.com.
