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PART XVI – LOWER NORTH FORK FIRE 
   On April 16, 2012, Governor John Hickenlooper announced that a review and examination would be conducted of Colorado’s emergency response capabilities – an announcement that came just three days after the release of William Bass’s April, 13th report on the Lower North Fork Prescribed Fire. 

   In the announcement, Hickenlooper said “We must ensure that going forward we have one central point for authority over wildfire coordination at the state level.” 

   The Governor then directed the chiefs of staff (Roxane White for the Governor’s office and Mark Gill for Colorado State University President Tony Frank) to convene officials of the Colorado State Forest Service (CSFS), the Department of Natural Resources, the Department of Local Affairs, the Colorado Division of Emergency Management, the Department of Public Safety, the Division of Fire Safety and Colorado State University (CSU) (hereinafter referred to as “the Team”) “to thoroughly examine emergency response capabilities.” 

Point-of-Information: “On March 28, 2012, Governor Hickenlooper issued an Executive Order (D 2012-006) that suspended all prescribed fire conducted by state agencies or on state property until a thorough review of prescribed fire protocols and procedures is conducted.
   The Team appointed by Hickenlooper was tasked with conducting a review and seeking out “recommendations for improvements in emergency coordination between the Colorado State Forest Service and the Division of Emergency Management, so that officials can improve response to wildfires,” and “the officials will assess potential organizational changes to ensure the CSFS is best positioned to service the entire state.” 
   Hickenlooper also announced that he had joined Colorado’s Senators and Representatives in a request for the U.S. Forest Service seeking a federal review of the Lower North Fork Prescribed Fire that will entail such issues as fire suppression efforts, evacuation procedures, communications among responders and residents, as well as forest and weather conditions leading up to the fire. The difference in this review and previous studies conducted of Hayman and Four Mile Canyon is the Governor requesting that the affected public be given the opportunity to provide input about what happened at the Lower North Fork Prescribed Fire. 

Point-of-Information: The U.S. Forest Service just released its final report on the Fourmile Canyon fire. Among the most telling is that “forested land that had been treated to reduce wildfire risk did not appear to alter the fire’s behavior, and in some cases, burned more intensely than adjacent, untreated land.” Additionally, leaving waste from previous treatments on the ground as was the case in the Lower North Fork Fuel Treatment Project added intensity to the fire. 
   For simplicity, the “Review and Recommendations: Enhancing Fire Response and Management in Colorado State Government” will be referred to hereinafter as the White/Gill review. 

   White/Gill first addressed “Restructuring Options for State Agencies.” To meet the Governor’s requirement of “one central point for authority over wildfire coordination at the state level,” White/Gill agreed that: 

· CSU would ask the State of Colorado to immediately assume management of prescribed burns and wildfire management; 

· given the long history and working relationship between CSFS and CSU, all other components of the CSFS would remain at CSU at this time; and

· separating and then structurally re-defining the way the state conducts prescribed burns and wildfire response became the question before the Team. 

   The Team determined two guiding fundamental points for the review:  1) Goal: improving wildfire response and the management of prescribed fire; and 2) identifying one ultimate point of authority on wildfire and emergency management. 
   Additionally, the Team “carefully evaluated both the wildfire suppression and recovery needs.” Other issues considered for the final recommendations were:  1) infrastructure support; 2) ability to immediately assume responsibility; 3) relationship with counties and local jurisdictions; and 4) budget and staffing. 
   By process of elimination, various other agencies were eliminated by the Team as not viable in the restructuring options for state agencies (eliminated were Agriculture and the Department of Natural Resources as neither currently manages prescribed fire or wildfire suppression or recovery; the Department of Military and Veterans Affairs due to their role as a support agency and not a lead agency). 
   According to the Team’s review of ongoing challenges and opportunities involving Colorado’s emergency resource mobilization system have long been of concern. Previously prompted recommendations included restructuring and moving wildfire functions from CSU, updating technology, streamlining communications, tightening dispatch systems and restructuring state agencies that deal with emergency management. The Team summarized these briefly, and suggested they “could be done in concert with structural reorganization,” but this writer must point out, it took the needless loss of three lives to force something being done: 

· technology and resource mobilization systems in Colorado need immediate attention; 
· concerns about wildfire responses in the state prompted the Colorado State Fire Chiefs Association (CSFCA) to task a multidisciplinary working group to make recommendations to the Governor regarding what can be done to the fix resource mobilization system in Colorado. “Resource ordering and resource availability during wildfire incidents were identified as pervasive and urgent problems.” (writer’s emphasis) 

· a single statewide plan was recommended by the CSFCA working group for the mobilization and deployment of resources for all-hazard emergency response – a plan that should be supported by a single database for the inventory and tracking of available and mobilized resources, and interface with the National Interagency Dispatch System;

· the states should evaluate how it uses the Interagency Dispatch System, particularly the Zone Dispatch Centers; 

· fixing Connect Colorado (the state resource inventory database) and linking it to WebEOC (the state’s Emergency Management System) will enhance resource mobilization;

· the ongoing problems arising from interoperable communications between local and state emergency responders is further exacerbated by “local government transitions to Digital Trunked Radio systems as the state builds out the infrastructure”; 
· House Bill 12-1224 will create the Consolidated Systems Authority which the Team recommends “should include interoperable communications for wildland fire in its plans for addressing DTR infrastructure needs.” 

   Next week, the White/Gill Team’s address of and current status of the recommendations of William Bass’s “Lower North Fork Prescribed Fire, Prescribed Fire Review” dated April 13, 2012
Mark Twain once said:  “The rule is perfect – in all matters of opinion our adversaries are insane.”  
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