
BACKGROUND AND 
SYNOPSIS OF EVENTS 
 
July lightning storms ignited wildland 
fires on the San Juan, Rio Grande, and 
Pike/San Isabel National Forests.  
 
National Area Command Team 3 
(ACT3) was ordered on June 22, 2013. 
Initially, ACT3 was provided a Letter of 
Expectations (LoE) from the Regional 
Forester, outlining 10 broad objectives 
for the Team to focus upon.  During the 
in-briefing, four “trigger points” were also 
expressed which, if approached or 
crossed, would generate a discussion that 
might result in a more traditional ACT 
assignment, complete with a Delegation 
of Authority (DoA) to include Incident 
Management Team (IMT) oversight.   
 
Within one day of receiving the LoE, 
ACT3 identified that 3-of-the-4 triggers 
were at-or-near crossing, and that two 
other potential triggers (fire in 
communities, and new ignitions) also 
existed.   In addition, it was apparent in 
discussions with the IMT’s that the 
command structure put into place earlier 
in the incident was causing frustration 
and uncertainty between the Teams, and 
that an inordinate amount of time was 
being expended (rather than full focus on 
the fires themselves) in order to make the 
management system work.  
 
On Tuesday, June 25th, ACT3 
participated in a meeting which included 
the State of Colorado representative, the 
Regional Forester representative, staff 
from the Rio Grande NF, other Forest 
staff, Rocky Mountain Area T-1 IMT 
Incident Commander and Deputy, ACT3 
members including Area Commander 

and all Assistant Area Commanders in 
Del Norte to discuss both the operational 
situation and the current organizational 
structure.  At roughly the same time, a 
Type 2 IMT was ordered for the emerging 
Ox Cart fire on the Rio Grande NF.  The 
outcome of that meeting was a decision 
to issue a traditional DoA, identifying 
ACT3 as assuming command of the 
Complex effective June 27th.   
During the Area Command assignment, 
the following IMTs were in place or 
rotated due to the length of assignments: 
 

 Blume’s T-1 IMT assumed 
command of the West Fork-East 
Zone and Papoose. 

 Dunford’s T-2 IMT managed the 
Ox Cart Fire. 

 Kleinman’s T-1 NIMO managed 
the West Fork-West Zone and 
Windy Pass. 

 Nunez’s T-2 IMT, California 
Central Coast managed the West 
Fork Complex. 

 
OBJECTIVES, ROLES AND 
RESPONSIBILITIES 
 
The Southwest Colorado Area 
Command was directed to efficiently and 
cost-effectively manage fire suppression 
and fire suppression-related rehabilitation 
activities within the framework of laws, 
agency policy, and Agency Administrator 
direction. 
 
The Delegation of Authority was given 
the Area Command by the Regional 
Forester, State Director, Bureau of Land 
Management, and the State of Colorado 
– Director, DFPC. 
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Objectives given to Area Command by 
the involved Agency Administrators in 
their leader’s intent are: 
 
 Allocate critical resources according to 

priorities.  
 Ensure that incidents are properly 

managed, coordinating the fire 
suppression and fire suppression-
related rehabilitation activities within 
the framework of pertinent laws, 
agency policies, and direction 
provided in both the Wildland Fire 
Decision Support System (WFDSS) 
and the Agency Administrator 
briefing. 

 Coordinate demobilization. 
 Supervise, manage, and evaluate 

Incident Management Teams.  
 
Expectations: 
 
 Provide for firefighter and public 

safety as your number one priority 
through a strategic, deliberative 
process of managing risk, and 
reducing exposure to the lowest level 
possible. 

 Coordinate assigned IMT’s 
management of incidents with the 
understanding that no resource or 
facility is worth the loss of human life. 

 Coordinate all assignments effectively 
and efficiently throughout the 
incident management organization; 
ensure IMTs’ are coordinating within 
their respective counties and with the 
appropriate State of Colorado 
agencies. 

 
Area Command was delegated authority 
for the management of large wildland 
fires that included: 
 

 West Fork Complex  
 Ox Cart Fire 
 
Area Command was responsible to the 
Forest Supervisors for the overall 
management of the incidents, 
coordination with Expanded Dispatch, 
Rocky Mountain Coordination Center, 
the Incident Business Advisor (IBA), 
coordination with the Advanced Agency 
Administrators of the affected districts, 
support to forest logistical coordination, 
in-briefing for incoming teams, closeouts 
for departing teams, Delegation of 
Authority for teams within the Area 
Command, and performance evaluations 
for teams within the Area Command.  
The Wildland Fire Decision Support 
(WFDSS) Planning Team was not 
assigned to ACT. 
 
The Area Command Post was first 
located at the Holiday Inn and Suites, 
Durango, CO then moved to Monte 
Vista High School in Monte Vista, 
Colorado, for the remainder of the 
assignment. 
 
SITUATION AND OUTLOOK 
 
Fire activity will continue to diminish 
with the seven-day forecast of Relative 
Humidity above 20% and scattered 
afternoon thunderstorms. 
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Large fire spread events could be 
experienced if the following conditions 
are forecasted in the general or incident 
weather forecasts. 

 Winds:  >15 – 20 MPH in the 
general forecast. 

 Relative Humidity:  < 18 
percent  

o Poor humidity recovery at 
night has been associated 
with multi-days 

 Haines Index:  5 or 6 

 ERC:  > 90th percentile.  

Recommended organizational downsizing 
events to consider monitor: 
 

 Values are secured and fire is in 
monitor/patrol status  

 Greater than 1.0” of rain over 
three days across entire complex 

 Fire perimeters have reached 
natural barriers and fire 
movement is stopped. 

 Fire activity isolated to one 
National Forest  

 
Key probabilities for a season ending 
event are: 
  0.25     July 4th  
  0.50     July 16th 
  0.75     July 27th 
  0.90     Aug 5th 
  0.99     Aug 19th 

 
 
 
ORGANIZATION AND 
OPERATIONS 
 
Area Command Team 3 started 
operation with 8 members, which 
included 5 Command and General Staff, 
1 Resource Unit Leader, 1 Situation Unit 
Leader, and 1 Facilities Unit Leader.  
Five trainees and one Assistant Area 
Commander needing currency were 
assigned during the deployment. 
 
SUMMARY OF ISSUES AND 
EVENTS (BY FUNCTIONAL AREA) 

 
Command 
 
The Area Commander and members of 
the Area Command Team met with 
Deputy Regional Forester, Brian Ferebe 
and San Juan NF Supervisor, Mark Stiles 
on Sunday June 23rd who explained the 
Regional Forester’s “Intent and 
Expectations” directing Area Command 
to coordinate with the respective Agency 
Administrators for the overall 
management of the West Fork Complex. 
Agency Administrator Mark Stiles gave 
an over view of the fire activity on the 
two forests, the San Juan and Rio Grande 
National Forests.  There were no 
representatives from the engaged 
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Incident Management Teams or the Rio 
Grande National Forest. 
June 24 members of the Area Command 
Team traveled to Pagosa and met with 
members of the NIMO IMT there.  The 
IMT briefed ACT members on their 
current situation and resources and 
immediate operational activities.  On 
June 25th members of the ACT traveled 
to Del Norte and met with members of 
the RMA T1 IMT including the IC & 
Deputy IC, Fire Staff from the RGF, 
State of Colorado, Regional Forester’s 
Representative and other members of the 
IMT & ACT.  During the course of the 
meeting a decision was made that the 
Area Command Team should assume 
command over the area IMTs.   
Members of the ACT transitioned to 
Monte Vista between Wednesday and 
Thursday and established their work area 
at the Monte Vista High School.  On 
Wednesday ACT3 issued delegations of 
authority to the IMTs. 
 
This table displays the peak 
number of teams, personnel, acres, 
and fires managed by ACT3 during 
their assignment.    
 
Planning 
 
ACT3 worked with the Strategic 
Planning Unit (SPU) to ensure that 
the direction and products were 
consistent with needs and shared 
among all involved parties.  As the 
initial two IMT’s transitioned to 
new IMT’s, this group was moved to the 
ACT Command Post to further facilitate 
coordination: a separate DoA was 
prepared so that the SPU worked directly 
for the two Forest Supervisors. 
 

Aviation  
 
Aviation operations within the Southwest 
Colorado Area Command were 
appropriate and successful.  
Coordination, cooperation and 
communication between the Incident 
Management Teams, Pueblo and 
Durango Dispatch and Area Command 
were professionally managed. 
 
An issue developed when the 
requirement was established by Rocky 
Mountain Coordination Center (RMCC) 
for 24 hours prior notice of aircraft 
demobilization.  This requirement had 
not been initially communicated to 
IMT's, Dispatch Centers or Area 
Command; once the requirement was 
communicated by RMCC the need was 
met. 
 
Prior to Area Command receiving a 
delegation of authority  The two Type I 
IMT's managing the West Fork Complex 

were directed to 
operate within an 
unorthodox 
organization 
model where one 
IMT reported to 
and was 
supervised by 
another. It is 
noted this is not a 
model recognized, 
trained for or 
embraced by 

NIMS ICS.  The unorthodox 
organization model resulted in a 
combined Air Operations Branch for the 
West Fork Complex.  This combination 
resulted in an increased workload to the 
Air Branches of both zones, as well as 

Number of 
IMTs Assigned 

5 

Peak Number 
of personnel 
(occurred 
9/08/12) 

1,822 

Total 
complexes, 
fires and zones 

 
7 

Total estimated 
costs (7/07/13) 

 
$25,998,176 

Total Acres  110,028 
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Area Command; taking significant time 
away from the primary responsibility of 
safe, effective, efficient aviation 
management. The Air Branch organized 
themselves in a way to overcome these 
challenges;  identified a lead AOBD, and 
created an  airspace management plan 
that increased separation of aircraft,  
shared aviation resources and developed 
a combined Form 220 to insure accurate 
information sharing between the teams. 
As the incident continued the workload 
associated with the unorthodox 
organization model was reduced due to 
team focus and commitment.  
 
The respective forests' retained initial 
attack (IA) responsibility within the 
TFR's, requiring Area Command to 
develop an IA Protocol for West Fork 
Complex and Ox Cart Incident. The 
protocol defined how forest IA aviation 
resources would operate within the TFR's 
and how incident aircraft would support 
IA on the Rio Grande and San Juan NF. 
The IA Protocol was implemented 
effective 6/29/13, 20:00. 
 
Area Command also developed an 
Aviation Complexity Analysis for West 
Fork Complex, to help determine the 
type of replacement team for West Zone 
of the West Fork Complex. 
 
A Colorado Air Guard UH-60 hoist 
equipped helicopter is currently based in 
Alamosa for Incident use. Area 
Command requested AOBD's to 
complete a Medivac Strategic Decision 
Matrix and return the completed matrix 
to Area Command.  The completed 
medivac matrix assisted Area Command 
and the IMT's in determining the future 
need for the Air Guard helicopter 

Area Command requested an Aviation 
Safety Team (AST) conduct a review of 
the aviation operations on the West Fork 
Complex and the Ox Cart Incident.  The 
review led to recommendations for the 
high density altitude flight environment 
on the Rio Grande and San Juan NF's.  
The AST should be commended for their 
recommendations as they directly 
contributed to the aviation safety on the 
incidents. 
 
Information   
 
A briefing held after arrival in Durango 
indicated that two Joint Information 
Centers were being established.  On 
arrival in Monte Vista, and after 
discussions with the West Fork West 
Zone PIO’s it was determined that only 
one JIC would be opened at the West 
Fork East Zone ICP in their Information 
office.  Management was transferred to 
Area Command.  The primary objectives 
for establishment of the JIC were to 
provide consistent information to the 
public and to provide a training 
opportunity for local governments in JIC 
operations.  The JIC met these objectives 
and when call volume fell to ten or less 
calls a day it was disbanded.  Phone calls 
after the disbanding of the JIC were 
handled by the West Fork East Zone 
PIO’s. 
 
In addition to the JIC, the Area 
Command Information Office 
participated in a daily teleconference call 
hosted by the Rocky Mountain 
Coordination Center (RMCC).  This call 
included PIO’s from incidents 
throughout the Rocky Mountain Region, 
the Mobilization Center, the Prevention 
Teams and the RMCC.  The call, allowed 
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all PIO’s to share information about their 
incident (or assignment) with all other 
PIO’s.  In addition, the Area Command 
conducted daily teleconference calls with 
the two Zones, the Rocky Mountain 
Coordination Center, and the San Juan 
and Rio Grande National Forests Public 
Affairs Officers.   
 
In addition to the JIC and the 
teleconferences, we used a consolidated 
daily update on all traplines and as a 
communication aid for the PIO’s and all 
others who might have contact with the 
public.  This update was consolidated at 
the West Fork East Zone.  The West Fork 
West Zone would submit their update 
information to the East Zone who would 
add their inputs and produce the 
consolidated update.  This worked well.  
On the departure of the Area Command, 
it is recommended that the Zones 
continue to utilize a teleconference call 
daily to coordinate information activities 
and to insure that all information that 
goes out is accurate and timely.  In 
addition we recommend that the zones 
continue to use the consolidated update. 
 
Logistics 
 
The San Juan National Forest, Rio 
Grande National Forest, Pike-San Isabel 
National Forest, Durango Dispatch, 
Pueblo Dispatch, Durango Buying Team, 
and West Fork Buying Team all provided 
logistical support to the fires.  The 
following functions also provided 
logistical support to the fires:  Rocky 
Mountain Coordination Center and 
Rocky Mountain Interagency Support 
Cache are both located in Lakewood, 
Colorado. 

 

LESSONS LEARNED    

Command 
 
Area Command Teams are usually 
assigned during periods of multiple IMT 
deployments.  Since this occurs 
infrequently, there is a general lack of 
clear understanding of their role, 
responsibilities, and capabilities.  This 
understanding is usually corrected 
throughout the time that the Area 
Command is in place.  ACT3 worked 
with Agency Administrators and IMTs to 
clarify these roles.  Additional efforts 
should be implemented to prepare all 
units in utilizing Area Command teams 
and understanding the range of support 
and assistance that can be provided. 
 
The use of qualified Advanced Agency 
Administrators and their role with IMTs 
and the Area Command did raise a 
number of questions.  ACT3 provided a 
white paper describing our observations 
and recommendations.  

 
Planning 
 
The use of Go To Meeting proved 
invaluable for ACT staff to fully 
appreciate and understand IMT’s 
decision making and operational 
intentions.  All ACT Staff received 
tutorial training so this technology can be 
effectively used on future incidents. 
 
Conduct a joint ACT review of the draft 
IMT evaluation before finalization. 
 
Schedule and conduct a daily AC/AA 
conference call. 
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NOTABLE CONTRIBUTIONS 
 
Discussions with the Colorado Army 
National Guard occurred to explore 
further use of satellite assets for 
information gathering during wildfires.  
These discussions occurred periodically 
throughout the incident, and may lead to 
further joint operations on future events. 
The assignment utilized several AC 
trainees and proved beneficial to AC 
successional efforts.  Specifically: 

 One ACPC completed his PTB 
and became fully qualified (3rd 
assignment); 

 One ACPC received a required 
currency assignment; 

 One ACPC completed several 
tasks within his PTB (1st 
assignment); 

 One ACLC completed several 
tasks within his PTB (1st 
assignment); 

 One ACAC completed several 
tasks within his PTB (2nd 
assignment); 

 One ACAC completed several 
tasks within his PTB (1st 
assignment, not yet attended S-
620); and 

 One ACDR completed several 
tasks within his PTB (1st 
assignment). 

 
  
 
 
 
 
 


