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   Strange as it may sound, there's not a whole lot of certainty in America today, but hurricanes, tornadoes and massive seasonal flooding have come to be a sure bet.
   As of this writing, Colorado has been blessed with only a few minor wildfires that have not grown into catastrophic events, no doubt thanks to the unusually humid weather. California, Oregon and Washington have not been so fortunate.
   Colorado's U.S. Senators (Udall and Bennett) are urging Congress to vote on the Wildfire Disaster Funding Act. The Senators believe this bill “would fix the broken system of stealing funds from prevention programs to fight wildfires that are already burning,” and are also supporting swift passage of President Obama's emergency supplemental funding request for allocating $615 million, “accessible immediately,” to fight wildfires.  
   In a joint news release, Udall and Bennett explain the need for passage of the Wildfire Disaster Funding Act:
· Cost of fighting wildfires regularly exceeds the amount appropriated by Congress in past years.
· Covering the needs for additional funds necessitated money being redirected from mitigation and prevention efforts such as hazardous fuel removal programs in the last two years.
· The needs to ensure that fires are treated like other natural disasters, and that both firefighting and prevention efforts are adequately funded.
· The need for a permanent fix to a broken system of wildfire suppression funding.
   Now to the continuation of the Colorado Firefighting Air Corps Special Report.
   The Director of the Colorado Fire Prevention and Control (DFPC), Paul Cooke, stated early on in the CFAC Report that the California Department of Forestry and Fire Protection (CAL Fire) is a model workable for Colorado – “CAL Fire manages the most robust fire aviation program in the country.”
   The CFAC Report notes, “From 13 air attack and nine helitack bases located statewide, CAL Fire aircraft can reach most fires within 20 minutes,” and is responsible for fire protection in areas of 56 of California's 58 counties, encompassing more than 31 million acres, and responding to more than 5,600 wildland fires each year which burn more than 72,0000 acres annually. CAL Fire also provides related emergency services in 36 of the state's 58 counties via contracts with local governments.
   The CFAC Report explains Colorado's Current Firefighting System divided into these areas:
· Organization
· Colorado's Current Firefighting Capability
· Current Wildfire Aviation Resources in Colorado
· Current Status of Federal Aerial Resources
· The State's Supplemental Resources
Organization: Wildfires are fought through a cooperative interagency system involving local, county, state and federal agencies.
· Local jurisdiction - fire chief in each fire protection district; when wildland fire exceeds capability of local fire department, responsibility is transferred to sheriff;
· county sheriff – responsible for all wildland fires that occur outside the boundaries of a municipality or fire protection district;
· State of Colorado/Division of Fire Prevention and Control – when wildland fires exceed capability to control, may assist sheriff or may assume command on such incidents (w/concurrence of sheriff).
   The DFPC Wildland Fire Management Program provides initial responses through nine Regional Fire Management Officers (FMOs) who cover the State's All Hazard Regions with two Area FMO positions in supervisory and backfill roles.
   The Wildfire Emergency Response Fund (WERF) will, when funds are available, reimburse the cost of eligible wildland firefighting costs: 1) for first serial tanker flight or the first hour of a firefighting helicopter to a wildfire; and 2) employment of wildfire hand crews to fight a wildfire for the first two days of a wildfire.
   Senate Bill 13-270 is the legislation whereby the governor may authorize DFPC to increase use of WERF to fund or reimburse for additional aerial tanker flights or additional usage of wildfire hand crews to fight a wildfire.
Colorado's Current Firefighting Capability:  The CFAC Report addresses Colorado's aerial firefighting capabilities, and notes that “aviation is a tool for firefighters to employ during the suppression of a wildfire.” What firefighters rely on planes and helicopters to do:
· often used to fight wildfires, but cannot alone put them out;
· deploy smokejumpers and supplies;
· transport firefighters;
· provide reconnaissance of new fires, fire locations and fire behavior;
· drop fire retardant or water to slow down a fire so firefighters can contain it; and
· ignite backfires and prescribed fires.
The goal of aviation is suppressing fires by “removing the source of fuel, rearranging fuel, or removing heat sources by applying suppressants and retardants that “reduce the ability of the fire to consume the fuel, thus slowing the fires progress.”
   Unfavorable weather conditions may render aviation as an unusable tool:
· high winds and extreme conditions may mean some fire aviation is not allowed to operate;
· high winds and/or low visibility will keep air tankers and rotor-wing aircraft grounded for safety reasons;
· higher altitude aircraft used for surveillance or remote detection may be able to operate on high wind and low visibility days, but may have visible obstructions in weather diversions that reduce their effectiveness; and
· many devastating wildfires occur during extreme wind events – incidents that were small and manageable before the weather-induced changes removed any capability for suppression or management, even though the adverse weather conditions were predicted.
   Such situations as outlined above “justify and validate the need to establish a risk model that encompasses all of the aspects of wildfire management and to apply the appropriate resources in light of this identified risk. If appropriate risk is identified during the time the incident is manageable, the incident can be contained.” This statement is especially significant when recalling Colorado's previous policy of contracting for a plane sitting at an area airport, but the qualified pilot must FLY from Montana to fly it WEATHER PERMITTING!
   Next week, Current Wildfire Aviation Resources in Colorado and more.
   The reader's comments or questions are always welcome. E-mail me at doris@dorisbeaver.com.
