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PART IV – WILDLAND URBAN INTERFACE 
   This week’s edition continues presentation of the Report by Governor John Hickenlooper’s Wildfire Insurance and Forest Health Task Force. The quotes and information presented are from the Task Force’s Report. 

   As previously mentioned, the Task Force concluded that “As forest health has declined, the continued expansion of private development in forest areas has meant ongoing fire suppression for the sake of public safety.” 

   The decline in forest health was attributed in part to “fire suppression policies over many years that have prevented natural thinning.” Statistics from the Colorado State Forest Service: 

· Increase in number of wild fires from an average of 457 fires per year in the 1960’s to an average of 2,707 fires per year in the 2000s; 

· The annual number of acres burned has increased from an average of 8,170 acres per year in the 1960’s to an average of 97,408 acres in the 2000s; and

· Harvard School of Engineering and Applied Science predicts that by 2050, wildfire seasons will on average, burn twice as many acres as they do today and be about three weeks longer.  

   The Task Force blamed the ban on prescribed burning pursuant to the Governor’s Executive Order after the Lower North Fork Fire for the unintended consequence of a buildup of fuel piles in forests around the state. The Executive Order was amended in January of 2013 to allow for pile burning which the Governor recognized as “the least expensive and most effective method of removing slash.” 
   Restrictions were imposed by the 2013 Order, including the “restriction that ignition should only occur on days with adequate snow cover and when the Colorado Air Pollution Control Division has determined the weather conditions are appropriate for burning because good smoke dispersal can be achieved.” 

   The requirements that must be met for planned burns are: 

· Permits are required from the Colorado Air Pollution Control Division (or from a designated county/local agency); 
· Purpose and size of burn determines  what kind of smoke permit is required; 

· Prescribed fire permits establish in advance the conditions under which a burn may occur; 

· Permit conditions address such issues as forecasted smoke ventilation, wind direction, ignition end time, distance to residences, and maximum daily acres or number of piles; 

· When weather conditions suggest that smoke will create health hazards for nearby residents, prescribed burns cannot proceed until the permit conditions can be achieved, thereby protecting public health though simultaneously limiting the use of prescribed fire. 

   Colorado already has a number of existing programs dealing with forest health information conducted by the Colorado State Forest Service and county/community organizations. 

   Colorado Forest Action Plan (the Plan):  A plan that encompasses two documents, the Colorado Statewide Forest Resource Assessment and the Colorado Statewide Forest Resource Strategy, initiated pursuant to federal requirements in the Forestry Title of the 2008 Farm Bill. 

   The intent of the Plan is to “provide a science-based foundation to assist state forestry agencies and their partners in identifying areas of greatest need and opportunity for forest management across their states and developing subsequent long-term implementation strategies.” 

   Community Wildfire Protection Plans (CWPPs):  These plans were encouraged by the 2003 Healthy Forests Restoration Act, and resulted in more than 200 CWPPs, which describe specific community risks and values and established priorities for fuels treatment projects. Creation of the CWPPs brought together “diverse local interests to discuss their mutual concerns for public safety, community sustainability and natural resources.” 
   Fire Adapted Communities:  The designation is gained when a community provides the following: 

· adequate local fire suppression capacity to meet most community protection needs; 

· ensures that structures and landscaping are designed, constructed, retrofitted and maintained in a manner that is ignition resistant; 
· implemented local codes, such as building, planning, zoning and fire prevention codes which require ignition-resistant home design and building materials; 

· treating and maintaining fuels on land near and inside the community for safety; 

· implementing a community wildfire protection plan; and

· building other safety features such as buffers between fuels and the community, safe designated evacuation routes and safe zones in the community when evacuation is not advisable. 

   Firewise Communities/USA:  Based on nationwide homeowner education effort, the “Are You Wise” manual is meant to help homeowners create defensible space around their homes.    The manual is often used by Colorado insurance companies as a basis for identifying sound mitigation. 

   Front Range Roundtable:  This Roundtable evolved from a group formed after the Hayman Fire in 2002 and has a focus area that encompasses 10 counties and 1.5 million acres of forest land in need of restoration. The Roundtable now includes individuals from state and federal agencies, local governments, conservation organizations, the academic and scientific communities, and industry and user groups, all with a commitment to forest health and wildfire risk mitigation along Colorado’s Front Range. 

   Existing Funding Sources to Promote Forest Health:  Funding is always a stumbling block to forest health at both the federal and state levels. Colorado has two competitive grant programs:  the Forest Restoration Grant Program (funded annually since 2007), and the new Wildfire Risk Reduction Grant Program. 

   The Forest Restoration Grant Program is a cost-share program administered by the Colorado State Forest Service. “Projects must address protection of water supplies or related infrastructure, as well as the restoration of forested watersheds, and must be located in communities with a CSFS-approved CWPP.” 

   The Wildfire Risk Reduction Grant Program was established by the legislature through the passage of Senate Bill 13-269 with funds directed to non-federal lands within Colorado. The intent of that legislation is to “fund projects that will reduce the risk for damage to property, infrastructure and water supplies, and will limit the likelihood of wildfires spreading into populated areas.” This program requires that applicants contribute matching funds. 

    Next the Task Force addressed Barriers to Progress. Lack of funding, public perception and practical impediments to fuels reduction, prescribed fire-quality permitting and public concern were addressed as the primary barriers.

   Lack of funding is identified as the major stumbling block facing land managers and homeowners in how to remove the millions of acres of hazardous fuels across the state. The old timber-sale model no longer works and the limited funds for paying contractors to clear or thin forest stands accounts for slow and little progress on removing millions of acres of hazardous fuels. 
   Public perception is an additional barrier to surmount, with homeowners concerned that “aesthetic value of a forested property will be diminished if trees are removed,” even “reluctant to live in an area cleared for defensible space,” and fearing a reduction in real estate value. Even when homeowners agree with the mitigation concept, lack of funding may be a significant impediment to transporting cleared materials away from their individual home. 

   The Task Force sticks with the same theme – prescribed fire performs ecosystem functions that can only be met with prescribed fire. But prescribed fires are now restricted by two important factors which, admittedly, are complex: 

· obtaining necessary air quality permits can be difficult, thereby limiting burning opportunities; and 

· the Air Pollution Control Division is tasked with the responsibility of protecting public health, while faced with the responsibility of  “approving an activity that has known risks for respiratory health.” 

   Perhaps an even more powerful barrier to prescribed fire is localized opposition. The Task Force acknowledges that “high profile coverage of escaped prescribed burns leaves many with the impression that prescribed fire is riskier that it actually is – despite decades of research showing the effectiveness of prescribed burning.” 
   One last point in the Barriers to Progress section of the Report is this statement:  The public has a perception that all fire is bad and the smell of smoke in the air generates a flurry of public concern.”   

   The 2012 Lower North Fork Fire was an earth shattering, catastrophic event not to be forgotten. The death of three people in a prescribed burn set by the Colorado State Forest Service in the conditions existing at the time of ignition brought to the forefront just how misguided the State of Colorado had been by allowing such large-scale responsibility for public safety to rest in the hands of a department “embedded” within the forest service, long overlooked and unrecognized by state officials. 

   As the smoke of the Lower North Fork Fire approached her home, Ann Appel could smell it and called local fire officials at which time she was told the forest service was conducting a controlled burn. Ann Appel was one of three victims burned to death in the Lower North Fork Fire. Lawyers for victims of the Lower North Fork Fire have labeled the conduct of forest officials as gross negligence. 

   The final reason offered as a barrier to progress is the public’s perception of confusing messages from the many agencies involved in the various aspects of forest health and homeowner safety. Homeowners lack clear guidance on how to mitigate and where to find technical and financial assistance. 
   Next week, recommendations made by the Task Force.
   The reader’s comments or questions are always welcome.  E-mail me at doris@dorisbeaver.com.
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