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PART XVIII – LOWER NORTH FORK FIRE
   As winter approaches and the threat of wildfires lessens somewhat (we hope), the structural reorganization implemented by Governor Hickenlooper and the legislature means the safety of Colorado is taken out of the political realm of Colorado State University/Colorado State Forest Service (CSFS).

   Until the Lower North Fork Fire escaped, few Coloradans were cognizant of just how much their public safety was in the hands of CSFS (previously housed in Colorado State University). The answer to why that had remained the case since the establishment of the state forest service will most likely never be explained.

   Since May 7th, Eye on Gilpin has presented the Lower North Fork Fire escape review and analysis by William Bass, a 35-year veteran of the U.S. Forest Service, and the team appointed by Governor Hickenlooper to make recommendations for “Enhancing Fire Response and Management In Colorado State Government.” 
   On March 28, 2012, by the Governor’s Executive Order, prescribed fire application by state agencies or on state property was suspended until reviews and recommendations could be made addressing the “prescribed fire that [lead] to the Lower North Fork Wildfire, and the forest conditions and special challenges applying prescribed fire within high threat red zones near communities and along the Front Range.” 

   On April 16, 2012, Colorado’s Congressional representatives joined Governor Hickenlooper in a letter to the U.S. Forest Service Research branch requesting a “thorough review of the Lower North Fork Wildfire,” similar to those conducted of the Hayman Fire (2003) and the Four Mile Canyon Fire (2011). The letter requested the review look at the following specifics:

· atmospheric, geographic and vegetative conditions that affected the behavior of the fire;

· effect of any previous fuels treatment within the burn area;

· defensible space measures around homes; 

· suppression activities conducted;

· resources available in fighting the Lower North Fork Fire; and

· social aspects of the fire such as evacuation procedures, human response to the fire, economic impacts and other similar factors. 

   The Governor’s letter pointed out that the request for special attention to the social aspects of the Lower North Fork Fire would mean involvement of the affected community through public input and community meetings. The U.S. Forest Service review will take many months. 
   In July, the U.S. Forest Service released a report on the Four Mile Canyon Fire that burned more than 6,000 acres. Within that area, approximately 600 acres had undergone fuel treatment spread out over several areas during the previous seven years. This method is undertaken pursuant to belief that such areas within a fire perimeter “modify fire behavior and/or burn severity if a wildfire was to occur.” (A similar fuel treatment project was conducted in the Lower North Fork Fire area.) 

   The material from thinning and removing of lower branches of trees in Four Mile Canyon remained on the forest floor which resulted in even more intense burning than areas untreated, according to the report. The Bass report on the Lower North Fork Fire included photographs of treated area with masticated fuels also left on the forest floor adjacent to areas of unmasticated fuels. 

   State officials credit wildfire mitigation with preventing the Waldo Canyon fire near Colorado Springs from doing more destruction than it did. Those mitigation efforts were credited with saving Alpine Autism School, Mount Saint Francis Nursing Center, Woodmen Valley Elementary School, Cedar Heights Subdivision and the water tanks on Rampart Range Road. 
   A 375-acre fuel-break northwest of Lory State Park created by the CSFS was credited with preventing even greater destruction as the High Park Fire spread. As that fire hit the fuel break area, the fire stopped its jump from tree top to tree top and “dropped to the ground as foresters hoped it would.” While the 375-acre fuel-break “dwarfed the 80,000-acre High Park Fire” as the Governor stated in his letter to FEMA, it does show that “well-placed fuel treatments can keep a large fire from becoming even more damaging and dangerous.” The 375-acre fuel-break was also credited with helping to prevent erosion during the recent heavy rains in the area and sparing a huge chunk of Horsetooth Reservoir. 

   Finally, as mentioned in earlier editions, the portion of the CSFS responsible for wildfire suppression and wildland fire response formerly housed in CSU was moved to the Division of Fire Prevention and Control within the Colorado Department of Public Safety effective June/July 1, 2012.

   House Bill 12-1283 made additional transfers of full time employees (FTEs) and resources between state agencies and to the new Division of Homeland Security and Emergency Management (DHSEM) within the Department of Public Safety. The major ones include: 

· the entire Division of Emergency Management (27.4 FTE) and 0.5 FTE was transferred from the Department of Local Affairs; 

· Colorado Department of Public Health and Environment (2.0 FTE);

· Governor’s Office (6.0 FTE); 

· The full Department of Law which provided legal support to CSU for wildfire-related activities and personnel. 

   As with any major structural reorganization such as took place, no doubt there will be considerable fine tuning and additional transfers. Employees transferring from other agencies into the Department of Public Safety were required to reapply and qualify for their jobs. Noteworthy is that a person cannot use marijuana and work for the Colorado Department of Public Safety according to Jim Davis, the Director of Public. 

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