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SPECIAL REPORT:  COLORADO FIREFIGHTING AIR CORPS
   Today's edition brings a “wrap” to the presentation of the Special Report:  Colorado Firefighting Air Corps (the CFAC Report).
   The “Other Opportunities” section of the CFAC Report included analysis of ways to reduce the estimated costs of implementing the improvements and capabilities recommended to the Governor and General Assembly.
   The CFAC Report emphasized that all western states are “adversely impacted by the reduction in the size and capability of the federal air tanker fleet, although most western states have taken action to address their aviation needs.”
   Statistics provided from a study by the National Association of Foresters included these:
· states operate 219 fixed-wing aviation assets (not including tankers) of which about half are owned and operated by the states;
· for rotary-wing aircraft, 77% of the available aircraft are made up of contract, FEPP and National Guard helicopters; and
· states report access to 50 fixed-wing air tankers, including single engine air tankers (seven were state-owned), 23 were FEPP aircraft (California), and 20 were contract tankers.
   The CFAC report addresses the idea so often written about in media reports about a joint procurement and operation of an aircraft fleet by western states. Significant barriers to such a joint undertaking include various state procurement laws and regulations and federal regulations governing aircraft acquired through the FEPP Program.
   Fire managers in western states favored joint use of firefighting aircraft over joint ownership, but the consensus overrides even that as there was “little incentive for a state to contribute to the cost of a multi-state exclusive use contract, if the potential exists that the aircraft will not be available when they need it.”
   While not discarding the idea of a joint multi-western states solution completely, a Western Aerial Wildfire Fighting Ad Hoc Committee was asked to report on ways to expand the range of aerial options at their disposal and share them regionally (due by December 2014). Other western states have expressed interest in access to resources that Colorado might acquire on a cost-reimbursement basis.
   Also included in the “Other Opportunities” section of the CFAC Report was information on Multi-State and Canadian Province Fire Protection Compacts. Little publicity appears about this type of agreement – state forest programs are reinforced through fire impacts between the states:
· forest fire compacts were established under the Weeks Law and other specific legislation enacted by Congress;
· state forest fire compacts reduce wildfire suppression costs for local, state and federal jurisdictions by allowing states to share personnel and equipment, and by minimizing the firefighting burden on any single state during periods of high fire occurrence;
· eight regional compacts exist across the United States;
· said compacts outline how states will help one another with prevention and suppression operations, resources that can be shared between compacts and cover billing, reimbursement and liability; three of the aforementioned compacts are international and include specific Canadian provinces; and
· three compacts include member states of the Western State Fire Managers and the Western Governors' Association.
   Arizona, California, Kansas, Nebraska, Nevada, New Mexico, Utah and Hawaii are not members of any firefighting compact.
   Other/additional limited shared opportunities currently exist – the USFS,  BLM,  BIA and NPS contract with T-1, T-2 and T-3 helicopters in Colorado, with those helicopters “subject to being mobilized out of state when fire behavior moderates and there is a documented need for that resource.” Several in-state helicopter companies offer additional shared opportunities. Exclusive use or “call when needed” contracts also provide additional shared opportunities.
   As a refresher, Senate Bill 13-245 authorized the Division of Fire Prevention and Control (the DFPC) to:
· Enter into agreements with federal agencies or other states for the provision of the CFAC firefighting aircraft when the aircraft are not being utilized for fires or other emergencies in Colorado.
· To establish reimbursement rates for the direct and indirect costs of providing aircraft from the fleet that are requested through the interagency dispatch system or pursuant to an agreement. (Such an incident would be charged a predetermined cost for daily availability and hourly use, as would a CFAC multi-mission aircraft requested by other state agencies other than firefighting.)
· Fulfill any of the duties related to the CFAC through the use of public-private partnerships with one or more private or public entities. This provision seemingly would permit advertising on aircraft as a means to generate revenue as was suggested by one of SB 13-245's prime sponsors.
   Revenue derived from making CFAC aircraft available to other state agencies, other states and to the federal government will be used to offset program costs.
   As should be expected with such a report as the CFAC Report, numerous program concerns and risks surfaced as a result of the vast amount of information compiled from oh so many sources.
Aircraft Procurement:
· initial airworthiness of the selected aircraft is a critical issue and must be monitored and managed closely;
· aircraft already under management by the FAA (civilian aircraft) have established and proven methods for airworthiness certification;
· military aircraft pose some potential challenges and opportunities;
· aircraft that do not possess a FAA airworthiness certificate are not certifiable under FAA rules;
· aircraft operated in military environments were not constructed to FAA standards and were not operated in accordance to FAA guidelines;
· significant challenges would be faced if Colorado tried to move aircraft to a FAA certified status, or operate the aircraft using airworthiness approval and jurisdiction provided by the U. S. Ar Force;
· aircraft repairs, maintenance and operational history all play key parts in determining the appropriate path for aircraft certification; and
· the S-3 Viking is likely not FAA certifiable and the surplus C-130 aircraft are in military configuration.
   Colorado's aircraft operations will obviously be conducted in a civilian environment and thus be controlled using “normal” FAA practices and regulations, which do not govern military aircraft and their variants. Moving military aircraft to civilian use would require significant federal government involvement and support that can add cost and complexity. Involving industry representatives familiar with both FAA and military airworthiness regulations to ensure a successful program was highly recommended.
Training:
   Emphasis was placed on the importance of procurement, training and adoption of the wildfire information management tool without delay to prevent direct impact on improvement of the wildfire management system.
Continued Presence of Destructive Fires:
   The recommendations for improvements made in the CFAC Report, even if fully implemented, cannot ensure Colorado will be free of wildfires, but they will affect suppression response and “improve Colorado's ability to act on fires in a more efficient, effective and elegant manner” [“elegant” is a strange term to use].
The Division of Fire Prevention and Control further cautions:
· Full implementation of the wildfire management goals will not prevent wind-driven mega-fires, but will ensure that the suppression response is as safe and effective as possible.
· Even under the most highly effective wildland fire protection systems, fires will continue to escape control efforts.
· Under extreme weather conditions such as those ignited during high wind events or when resource availability is limited due to significant fire activity, a small percentage of wildland fires will become large and damaging.
· Efforts must be taken to create homes and communities that can withstand such fires, develop policies and procedures to promote public and firefighter safety, and educate the public that wildland fire is a natural part of Colorado's landscape.
Limitations:
   The reader is reminded that the CFAC Report is about “Colorado's Firefighting Air Corps.” The DFPC concludes that “airplanes and helicopters are critical tools in managing wildfires, but aircraft alone cannot put them out. Fixed-wing air tankers and helicopters must be integrated with ground resources to contain wildfires.”
   Further emphasis was made in these statements: “Some of the most significant needs that will remain are handcrews in the shoulder season and overhead (supervisory and incident management) personnel.” “While outside the scope of this report, it is important that solutions to filling these gaps are also identified.”
   This writer believes it is critically important that the unsuspecting public should become aggressively involved in matters involving wildland fires and not rely on a false sense that the forest services (U.S. And Colorado) will do what is in citizens' best interests. The forest services pursue a long-established agenda and still maintains that the escalating costs for wildfire suppression are the fault of people insisting on living in the wildland urban interface.
   Demonstrative of the zeal shown in fire mitigation are the actions by the Colorado State Forest Service(the CSFS) in setting the Lower North Fork Fire. The CSFS, fulfilling an agreement with Denver Water Board for mitigation on Denver Water Board property, set a fire that burned three people to death, inflicted horrendous property damage and saw the State of Colorado (i.e., taxpayers) step in to pick up the tab.
   The reader's comments or questions are always welcome. E-mail me at doris@dorisbeaver.com.
