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PART XVII – LOWER NORTH FORK FIRE   

   When the improvidence (lacking foresight) of ignition of the Lower North Fork prescribed fire was blowing up in the faces of the Colorado State Forest Service (CSFS), it prompted state officials from the Governor and President of Colorado State University on down to move at a speed heretofore not witnessed by this writer. 
   Reviews as to what took place and led to the escape of the Lower North Fork prescribed fire were ordered before damage control kicked in. Because of various revelations, especially the three fatalities in the fire, it was a very short time before negligence surfaced in news accounts and the state’s low threshold of responsibility and governmental immunity “screamed in.”  

   Legislation was introduced near the General Assembly’s adjournment date and ultimately passed during the short special session that followed. 

   William Bass, a 35-year veteran of the U.S. Forest Service was appointed by Governor Hickenlooper to lead a four-person team to review the prescribed burn that exploded into the Lower North Fork Fire. 
   Today’s edition of Seeing the Round Corners will continue with the review by the White/Gill Team (appointed by Governor Hickenlooper and CSU President Tony Frank) begun in last week’s edition. 

   Bass Recommendation #1: 

· improve and resolve inconsistent procedures in the Rocky Mountain Area between fire management agencies, cooperators and the supporting agencies involved with weather data collection, National Fire Danger Rating System (NFDRS) and information dissemination; 

· personnel of the interagency Rocky Mountain Coordinating Group (includes CSFS) rely on accurate and timely weather observations, NFDRS outputs, fire weather forecasts and long term large fire risk assessments; 
· variances in maintenance in weather stations by agencies can degrade data outputs; and
· different interpretations by Predictive Services specialists and the National Weather Service regarding the red flag watch and warning criteria led to issuance of a SAFENET for events that occurred during the time period under review. 
   White/Gill Team response:

· NFDRS is critical component of public safety;

· system is used to develop fire danger predictions and manage elements of risk associated wildland fires; 

· system supports strategic decision making regarding prescribed fire, pre-vent resource placement, staffing levels, appropriate suppression response and likely evacuation routes;
· system provides a variety of indices that portray current and potential fire danger conditions; 

· system reliability has been compromised by the development of the network of Remote Automatic Stations (RAWS) in a piecemeal fashion with different ownership and inconsistent maintenance standards among federal agencies; 
· the importance of the RAWS as part of a robust and reliable part of the NFDRS system was recognized with a commitment from the U.S. Department of Agriculture and U.S. Department of the Interior at the Rocky Mountain Geographic Area Coordination Center to conduct an assessment of the stations and systems supporting the NFDRS that will include maintenance, accuracy records and aspects of hardware; review of concerns from 2002 to present to identify trends, reoccurring issues and progress in making improvements to NFDRS; 

· prioritization of identified issues and concerns warranting consideration and action by the Rocky Mountain Area Coordinating Group member agencies and personnel is due to executives and White/Gill Team by June 25, 2012;

· field verification of NFDRS data is critical, allowing for improved analysis of predicted fire behavior, fire weather forecasting and smoke management; and
· state will implement the use of portable RAWS at the treatment area prior to planned ignitions, allowing prescribed fire teams to better determine and predict small-scale weather features in or near the treatment area.

Bass Recommendation #2: 
· CSFS’ prescribed burn plans have a sound staffing plan based upon measures of fire danger and cumulative drought; consider replacing Keetch-Byram Drought Index (KBDI) with indices such as NFDRS indices of Energy Release Component (ERC) and/or 1000 hour timelag fuel moisture – both are in common use by interagency fire community; ensure all prescribed fire plan include up-to-date information prior to implementation. 

White/Gill Team response: 

· fire management officers and burn plan preparers will update existing prescribed fire plans and all future plans and staffing will utilize NFDRS indices, such as Energy Release Component and 1000-hour fuel moisture content as the primary drought indicators; 
· format of prescribed fire plans changed effective April 19, 2012 to reflect the use of said indices with work completion by May 14, 2012;

· by October 5, 2012, all existing prescribed fire plans will be reviewed individually and updated to reflect the use of said indices; 

· all new prescribed fire plans will use the revised format that reflects the Energy Release Component and 1000-hour fuel moisture content. 

Bass Recommendation #3: 

· strengthen CSFS prescribed fire operations with special attention to mop-up standards tied to fuel consumptions and residual heat remaining in the burn unit; consider adding element of long-term patrol and monitoring to existing table of organization; patrol and monitoring activities should be maintained on prescribed fire in wildland-urban interface areas at a level commensurate with risks until heat sources are minimal or non-existent or the fire is declared out.

White/Gill Team response: 
· for each burn plan, patrol and mop-up procedures will be analyzed; 
· individual analysis means plans that have identified heavier fuels will be analyzed for commensurate mop-up needs; resources will remain committed until the designated percentage of mop-up has occurred, based on fuel types; 

· individual analysis means mop-up standards for each prescribed fire plan will dictate when the unit can be put into patrol status; frequency, timing and duration of patrols will be specified until the fire is declared out;  patrol and monitoring activities will be determined commensurate with risks including Fire Weather Watch, Red Flag Warning or High Wind Warning/Watches (minimum key indicators), until heat sources are minimal or nonexistent or the fire is declared out; 
· key indicators, commensurate with risk, especially in wildland-urban interface will be included in the prescribed fire plan that identify the frequency, timing and duration of patrols until the fire is declared out; 

· the prescribed plan will include resources ordered, timing for order and duration of commitment;

· heat imaging technology will be one of the tools used to identify heat sources in the interior of the unit; 

· spot weather forecasts are to be obtained prior to use of prescribed fire on any unit, and updated spot weather forecasts requested for following days until minimum mop-up standards have been met or the fire is declare out; updated spot weather forecasts will be obtained when Fire Weather Watch, Red Flag Warnings or High Wind Warnings/Watches are issued; 
· portable weather stations are to be used; must adhere to specific maintenance  and calibration schedules, based on manufacturer recommendations; 

· prescribed fire plans, commencing as of April 17, 2012, changed to reflect the strengthening of prescribed fire operations (to be completed by May 17, 2012); and
· by October 5, 2012, all existing prescribed fire plans will be reviewed individually and updated to reflect strengthening of prescribed fire operations, and all new burn plans will use the revised format that reflects the strengthening of prescribed fire operations. 
Bass Recommendation #4: 

· outside reviewer for more complex burns, particularly those with multiple jurisdictions may be helpful to CSFS in this next phase of organizational recovery; refine the prescribed burn plan with its technical review process; 

White/Gill Team response:

· an outside technical expert will be brought into review plans within multiple jurisdictions that are in the wildland-urban interface or are complex – this in addition to the CSFS internal review process; 

· commencing April 17, 2012, plans requiring additional reviews will be identified and outside technical reviews will be initiated; and
· all plans will be internally reviewed no later than October 5, 2012; all plans requiring external review will be completed by December 31, 2012. 

Bass Recommendation #5: 

· segregate masticated fuels from un-masticated and/or natural fuels by sub-dividing or redesigning treatment units to address fuel moisture and potential fire behavior variation. 

White/Gill Team response: 

· commencing April 17, 2012, foresters will identify plans that have masticated and natural fuel components;

· by October 5, 2012, all existing prescribed fire plans that have masticated and natural fuel components will be reviewed individually and updated to reflect the segregation of those fuels with consideration of other treatment options to meet plan objectives; and

· all new prescribed fire plans that have masticated and natural fuel components will use the revised format that reflects the segregation of fuels with consideration of other treatment options to meet plan objectives. 

Bass Recommendation #6: 
· update medical plan to list new address of St. Anthony’s Hospital and its helipad coordinates.

White/Gill Team response: 

· All future prescribed fire plans will have current and updated contact information for officially designated Burn Trauma Centers, and all hospitals and medical facilities listed in the prescribed fire plan. All medical plans will be reviewed prior to any ignition to confirm accuracy.

   Next week’s edition will update the status of various aspects and bring to a close the coverage on the Lower North Fork Fire.
Mark Twain once said:  “The rule is perfect – in all matters of opinion our adversaries are insane.”  
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