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PART III – LOWER NORTH FORK FIRE 

   William Bass’s Lower North Fork Prescribed Fire Review (April 13, 2012) was tasked with addressing the Prescribed Fire up to the time of the wildfire declaration, with the wildfire itself done as a separate review. The fire origin and cause is also to be a separate review. The April 13th report sets the stage so to speak for two separate reviews and is a clue to just how complex the matter really is. 

   Bass outlines the foundational goals of the review as a guide to future program actions by minimizing future unintended outcomes; and to identify actions necessary to reduce the likelihood for escapes from prescribed fires generally. 

   The April 13th report by Bass could easily digress into a witch hunt if for no other reason than the unnecessary and hellacious deaths of three innocent people – a consequence that can never be excused, much less with a hollow, inane “I’m sorry.” Included in Bass’s specific purpose of the review were these items: 

· Document the problem statement associated with fuel treatments and wildland-urban interface (WUI) growth; 

· Describe the fuel treatment program for this portion of the Colorado Front Range;

· Describe the Lower North Fork Prescribed Fire;

· Document key observations and learning elements through analysis; 

· Summarize factors potentially contributing to the escape of the Prescribed Fire; 

· Define lessons learned from this event; and 

· Provide recommendations to strengthen future program activities and build prescribed fire capacity. 

   As Bass continues to hammer home that “prescribed fire is accepted as a highly feasible technique for vegetative manipulation and fuel treatment,” he also points out that the method has been used for more than 80 years, but on a very small scale in early times.” Bass reiterates that “Without the option of prescribed fire, many land management objectives either could not be accomplished, or they could only be accomplished under much higher cost scenarios with potentially greater environmental damages.” Note yet again the higher cost factor. 
   The Colorado State Forest Service (CSFS) is identified by Bass as one of the leading agency practitioners of prescribed fire in Colorado, and statistics provided to Bass by CSFS reveal that between 2004 and 2011, prescribed fires were implemented 175 times covering 14,189 acres, with only two of the fires escaping. 

   Unforeseen and unexpected events and weather are important factors contributing to prescribed fire escapes, according to Bass. Details of these three factors give reason as to why this particular prescribed fire should not have been set: 
Unforeseen and unexpected events:  the most common form of unforeseen events are related to unexpected amplitude of events, such as greater than expected fire behavior due to winds, fuel moisture, fuel complexes and unexpected complexity: 

· winds – ignition date was March 21st; March 23rd marked the beginning of changing atmospheric conditions that became more conducive to support large fire activity; 

· fuel moisture – the month of March 2012 was recognized as the driest in recorded history with only a trace of snow; 

· fuel complexes – Bass notes changes in forest structure and composition over the past 60 to 100 years are increasing fuel loads, making coniferous forests more susceptible to intense and highly severe fires; masticated fuels and un-masticated fuels were the in same area leading to intensity of the fire; and
· unexpected complexity – the area of the Lower North Fork wildfire ignited March 22nd was part of a much larger area already worked with prescribed fire in 2011, thus providing CSFS with experience and on-the-ground familiarity of the area to greatly diminish unexpected complexity.
Mark Twain once said:  “The rule is perfect – in all matters of opinion our adversaries are insane.”  
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