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WILDLAND URBAN INTERFACE 
   Last week’s edition presented the preliminaries of a plan to assess a fee (as opposed to a tax) on residents who live in the Wildland Urban Interface (hereinafter WUI). 
   There are those experts who place much if not all of the of the blame for the escalating costs of fighting wildfires on people choosing to live in the WUI. Yet, approval of development into the WUI continues by County Commissioners throughout Colorado. 

   In this writer’s county of residence (Gilpin, Colorado), County Commissioners approve every subdivision application submitted. In 2004-2005, an application process was completed to make a 540-plus tract of land into a residential subdivision (20-acre parcels in two phases). To accommodate this developer, the County’s Community Development Department created a way around Colorado’s subdivision law passed in the 1970’s. That end run around the law was named the Rural Mountain Exemption which made way for the Roosevelt Ridge Subdivision approved in 2005. The tract of land was nearly 100% forest land and serves as a prime example of the forest being desecrated for yet another subdivision. 
   Point-of-Information:  For those readers unfamiliar, Gilpin County is a small county (smallest in land size in Colorado except for Broomfield), and encompassing a little more than 149 square miles. Not one of the more than 62 subdivisions in Gilpin County is sold out.
   Colorado Governor John Hicklooper’s Task Force on Wildfire Insurance and Forest Health is said to be looking at California’s $150.00 per-property in fire-prone areas as one example of ways to generate funds to fight wildfires in the WUI. 
   Here are some points the Task Force should consider:

   Misplaced Blame:  The homeowners living in the WUI are being blamed as the cause of the worsening wildfires and for costs to fight the fires. 
   Two of Colorado’s most horrendous fires were started by people who knew better and were trained to not be careless – a retired fireman and a distraught forest service employee. 
   Should homeowners be blamed and punished for such acts? 

   Insurance Issues:  The Task Force is said to be looking at possibly a type of insurance program such as the National Flood Insurance Program. Such a program would be a boon to insurance companies just as policyholders in northern Colorado, the Lower North Fork, the Waldo Canyon and Black Forest fires have painfully learned – insurance companies refusing to fully pay claims even though property was fully insured. The State of Colorado has dragged out paying victims of the Lower North Fork Fire even though officials recognized the Colorado State Forest Service was at fault in handling a prescribed burn in March of 2012, a fire that was set in the driest March in recorded history with no snow on the ground. 

   Sprawl of Development:  Elected county officials continue to approve development into the WUI. 

   Today’s experts blame the escalating costs of fighting wildfires on present-day homeowners because they have chosen to live in the WUI. Is it appropriate or perhaps the question should be asked, is it fair to do so if one looks back at the issue of forest health and the lack of proper fuel removal programs almost always blamed on lack of funding. 

   What elected officials fail to acknowledge or are incapable of recognizing is the impact new development has on the resources to fight wildfires. Does it take a rocket scientist to figure out the more widespread development is, the greater the demand made on the resources to fight wildfires? Of course, new subdivisions typically have no choice but to apply to the local rural fire district for inclusion, thereby further burdening those fire districts. 
   Never mentioned are the decades-ago logging practices when logging companies logged the easily-accessed prime areas of the forest with taxpayers footing the bill for roads to access those areas. 

   Little information has been released on the public’s opportunity for input to the Task Force. Residents living in the WUI would be wise to contact their elected representatives in the event legislation is prepared and introduced for the 2014 Colorado legislative session. 
   At deadline, recommendations of the Task Force are due out later this week.
   The reader’s comments or questions are always welcome.  E-mail me at doris@dorisbeaver.com.
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