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WILDLFIRE PREPAREDNESS IN COLORADO
   Consider this question as you read today's edition:  “If not one person lived in the Wildland Urban Interface, would state and federal officials just sit back and let every forest fire that starts burn itself out?”
   In March of 2012, a prescribed fire set by the Colorado State Forest Service reached the stage of being deemed “escaped” and the catastrophic fire known as the Lower North Fork Fire burned three people to death. While that fire has already dimmed in the memory of far too many Coloradans, it has not and never will for the families of the three people who died.
   As the investigation of that fire unfolded and the state's expert, William Bass, furnished his report on the in-depth investigation, the State of Colorado took swift action.
· The responsibilities for wildland fire management and prescribed fire was transferred from Colorado State University/Colorado State Forest Service to the Colorado Department of Public Safety under its Division of Fire Prevention and Control pursuant to House Bill 12-1283; and
· House Bill 12-1283 was passed to “enhance Colorado's ability to prepare for and respond to fire and other emergencies by creating a single point of authority for fire and consolidating the State's homeland security and emergency management function in the Colorado Department of Public Safety.”
   The quick and fast action by the State of Colorado to remove the responsibilities for wildland fire management and prescribed fire from the Colorado State Forest Service was silent admission of its mistake in allowing such a monumental part of public safety to rest in the hands of the forest service.
   That said, what follows is taken from the first annual report prepared pursuant to Colorado Revised Statutes 23-33.5-1226(3)(a), continuing next week and thereafter as necessary. The report title is “Wildfire Preparedness Plan 2013” (the WPP) prepared by the Colorado Division of Fire Prevention and Control, adopted April 25, 2013.
   Section 24-33.5-1226(3)(a) of the Colorado Revised Statutes is the controlling law for regulation of all wildfire matters in the State of Colorado. The WPP is to be prepared annually in collaboration with a representative of the County Sheriffs of Colorado, a representative of the Colorado State Fire Chiefs' Association, the Director of the Office of Emergency Management and the Adjutant General.
   The WPP is to address the following (information is taken directly from the report):
· The amount of aerial firefighting resources necessary for the state of Colorado at times of high and low wildfire risk;
· The availability of appropriate aerial firefighting equipment and personnel at times of high risk to respond to a wildfire;
· The availability of state wildfire engines and staffing of the engines at different levels of wildfire risk;
· The availability of state inmate wildfire hand crews at different levels of wildfire risk; and
· A process for ordering and dispatching aerial firefighting equipment and personnel that is consistent with, and supportive of, the statewide mobilization plan prepared pursuant to Section 24-33.5-7-5.4 of the Colorado Revised Statutes.
   The following points are demonstrative and supportive of the change in control over public safety made pursuant to House Bill 12-1283.
· Wildfires occur as unscheduled emergency events in wildland fuels (prairie or forest vegetation) and in fuels that include a combination of wildland and human introduced fuels such as houses and improvements;
· Wildfires involve or threaten human life, residential housing, other improvements, and natural resources;
· Wildfire knows no boundaries and does not recognize jurisdictional responsibilities;
· A single wildfire often crosses private, county, state, tribal and federal lands and threatens communities, infrastructure, economies, and valuable natural resources that affect citizens, landowners and fire managers across all landscapes;
· Wildland firefighting in Colorado is interagency in nature involving state, county, local, federal and tribal partners;
· Due to natural fuels build-up and increased population in wildland-urban interface areas, wildfires that exceed the control efforts of local and county resources are becoming more common and more complex; and
· The Division of Fire Prevention and Control (DFPC) is the lead state agency for wildland fire is identified in ESF 4, Colorado State Emergency Operations Plan.
   The Wildland Preparedness Plan was prepared based on the following assumptions:
· Public, homeowners, and firefighters safety is the priority;
· Wildfires that exceed the capabilities of local and county resources will occur;
· Wildfires will threaten lives, property, and natural resources;
· No single entity or jurisdiction alone can suppress every wildfire;
· Successful suppression and extinguishment of catastrophic wildfires require organized interagency cooperation at all levels of government; and
· Ensuring that state wildfire resources are identified, staffed, and positioned to respond will prevent some wildfires from becoming large catastrophic events and will assist in the containment and suppression of those wildfires that do escape initial attack.
   Next week, the Wildland Fire Management Program.
   The reader's comments or questions are always welcome. E-mail me at doris@dorisbeaver,com.
