FOREST FIRE EFFECTS ON CHAFFEE COUNTY


Human suppression of wildfires since the 1860's has created overly dense forests that are ready to burn.  Colorado's 30 largest wildfires have happened from 1996 to date with 70% of them since 2002.

It is being shown that Colorado forests are not regenerating and many of the burned areas will be transformed into grasslands and shrub lands by the warming climate. Of the six lower elevation Ponderosa pine forest fire sites, 83% show a very low density of seedlings. These sites vary from 0% regeneration up to 40% on The Hayman fire site showing abundant regeneration. The Hayman fire site could be regenerating better because of better exposure and more summer monsoonal rains. As stated by Dr. Rother of CU "fire severity is definitely relevant, but climate appeared to play the greater role in limiting forest recovery." Dr Veblen, in the same paper from CU, notes that other studies in the western states have also shown a lack of forest resilience, post fire.


However, such shifts could also have negative implications for some species of wildlife and for future watershed management in the production of runoff.


Those who have and continue to live in the areas of devastation from forest fires have been impacted greatly and from them, we can learn much.  Many of those people who remain in these areas have bitterness as to how the fires started. Many of these property owners also had good insurance. For those with new homes or businesses, it has meant financial setbacks they did not expect including a new mortgage.  Some are at a stage in their lives that this kind of loss is simply not able to be recoverable and often times this involves people that are semi-retired or already retired who have lost their retirement home.


Each suppressed fire sets up the potential for bigger fires in the future. Wild land firefighters in Colorado since 2002 have extinguished 16,000 plus fires of 100 acres or larger in Colorado. Even with prescribed fires/ burns, things can and have gone wrong. The best example of this is the Lower North Fork Fire, which burned 4,140 acres. This controlled burn actually burned and destroyed many homes and killed three local residents of a subdivision in the fire site.


Chaffee County in any future planning most take in to account wild land fires whether it is on private, state or federal lands. These conditions are because of potential actions by people, bugs and climate in the starting of wildfires in developed areas of the county. We as citizens must push for better forestry and land practices and better development practices to live better in our ecosystem in the current time of climate change.
Dr. Thomas Veblen and Dr. Monica Rother

Colorado's wildfire-stricken forest showing limited recovery

Jan 30, 2017

University of Colorado Boulder

Bruce Finley The Denver Post

Hayman fire, 10 years later: More forest being allowed to burn

June 6, 2012

CBS Denver Channel 4

10 Years Later, Many Hayman Fire Victims Reside In Burn Area

June 8, 2012

Jim Thompson

