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   Even before the containment of the Lower North Fork Fire (LNFF), the Colorado State Forest Service (CSFS) came under almost microscopic scrutiny as residents began reporting their inquiries about smoke to the news media before the fire exploded. 

   Until this catastrophic fire occurred, most Colorado citizens did not realize that the CSFS and its responsibilities were housed in Colorado State University, and exactly what that meant. 

   The Colorado Revised Statutes, §29-22.5-103(a)(a) identifies the CSFS as the lead agency for wildfire suppression and in the State of Colorado’s Emergency Operations Plan with primary responsibility for Emergency Support Function 4a (wildland fire response), according to the Review Team appointed by Governor Hickenlooper. That review team was Roxane White, Chief of Staff to the Governor, and Mark Gill, Chief of Staff to the President of Colorado State University, tasked with conducting “a thorough examination of the state’s emergency response capabilities.” That report and its recommendations follow upon completion of the Bass report. 

   The Governor moved swiftly on one of the major recommendations of the White/Gill report – moving the portion of the CSFS responsible for wildfire suppression and wildland fire response into and under the control of the Colorado Department of Safety. That move becomes effective July 1, 2012. More of what the move of those two departments entailed will be included in the presentation of the White/Gill report. 
   Continuing from last week’s edition – The Lower North Fork Fire Project actually began back in March of 2011, in part to support the Upper Platte Watershed Restoration Plan and to “improve protection capability in the Upper South Platte Watershed area.” 

   The CSFS developed the plan to reduce fuels and decrease potential fire behavior, with six treatment units within the planned maximum of 335 acres to be treated. 

   Bass’s April 13th report identifies the project as natural fuel reduction, activity fuel reduction and hazard fuel reduction, with prescribed fire as the treatment method and broadcast burning as the primary technique. The LNF Prescribed Fire was part of a project that included non-fuel treatments (mechanical mastication) with all treated material left on site. That technique proved to be a factor driving the intensity of the LNFF. 

   Bass’s report contained a detailed chronology of events leading up to the wildfire declaration beginning with the first entry on the LNF Prescribed Fire project March 1-2, 2011, described as “blacklining in Units 1 and 3.” Burn days for small acreages shown in the 2011 annual reporting included March 1-2, September 28th, October 4th, October 13th and November 10th, for a total of 44 acres, located to the north-northwest of Unit 4A, the area of the massive wildfire. 

   Actual entry into Unit 4A first occurred on October 19, 2011 when a “blacklining operation” created a 50 foot strip of black (5 acres in size), and during which time a spot fire occurred across a road (.37 acres in size according to GPS mapping). Additional blacklining occurred on March 19th, after CSFS personnel visited Unit 4A area on March 18th in preparation for the burning operations. A port-a-tank, pump and hoselay were installed in preparation for the main ignition. 
   According to Bass, CSFS personnel continued to monitor the weather, and with favorable forecasts, decided the main ignition of Unit 4A would take place Thursday, March 22nd. 

   All this detail may seem tedious and needless, but it is included to such an extent to present just how much on-the-ground familiarity CSFS personnel had with Unit 4A area and the entire Lower North Fork Fire Project. 

   Bass chronicled step-by-step operation from ignition to mop-up, stating mop-up operations on Friday, March 23rd, focused entirely on the burn perimeter, with resources released late in the afternoon and minimal patrol planned for Saturday, March 24th. 

   The NWS weather forecast on Saturday included what in hindsight should have been a game changer and put the CSFS personnel on heightened alert – “Max temp. 58-68, Min. Humidity 14-24%, Southwesterly flow aloft will increase and becomes south-southwesterly into Monday afternoon … Fairly strong low level winds are expected Monday … so fire danger will be worse.” [Writer’s emphasis] 
   Patrols on Saturday reported seeing smoke upon arriving to the top of the burn unit, and after patrolling on foot and ATV, two visible smokes were seen within the interior of Unit 4A. The source of one smoke was determined to be deep duff burning in a shallow drainage in the eastern portion of Unit 4A, with no explanation of the one occurring well inside the western half of Unit 4A. 

   Despite this, the patrol finished and left Unit 4A at 1300 on Saturday, March 24th. Bass reports that burn signs were removed by the patrol along Highway 285 with the reason given for so doing, if a smoke was sighted from Highway 285, it would hopefully generate a 911 call. Prescribed burn signage was left in place along the Foxton Road. 

Point-of-Information:  The local news media reported numerous calls to authorities were made by nervous residents reporting smoke, who were told the forest service was conducting a prescribed burn. 

   At 1409 on Saturday, March 24th, the National Weather Service (NWS) issued a Fire Weather Watch “… in effect from Monday afternoon through Monday evening for wind and low relative humidity for the Front Range Foothills below 7000 feet in Northern Colorado.”

   At 2131, the Fire Watch was re-issued by the NWS “…Fire watch remains in effect from Monday afternoon through Monday evening for wind and low relative humidity for the Front Range Foothills below 7000 feet in Northern Colorado …Timing…12 noon MDT to 7 pm MDT on Monday … Winds… southwest 20 to 30 mph with gusts up to 50 mph.” 

   On Sunday, March 15th, no patrol operations occurred – “the burn was unstaffed,” is how Bass described it. Bass stated, “The elements of the Colorado State Forest Service standards plan template are derived from the Interagency Prescribed Fire Guide (2008). The Interagency Prescribed Fire Guide provides unified direction and guidance for prescribed fire planning and implementation.” The guide provides for three (3) days of patrol once the fire is declared out. Sunday, March 15th was the third day of the three-day period.  
   Page 7 of the guide states: “The guide describes what is minimally acceptable for prescribed fire planning and implementation. Agencies may choose to provide more restrictive standards and policy direction, but must adhere to these minimums.”

Mark Twain once said:  “The rule is perfect – in all matters of opinion our adversaries are insane.”  
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