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This document is to be added to the Administrative Record for the Fort Ord site.

“This document has been funded partly or wholly through the use of U.S EPA Technical Assistance Grant Funds.  Its contents do not necessarily reflect the policies, actions or positions of the U.S. Environmental Protection Agency.  The Fort Ord Environmental Justice Network Inc. does not speak for nor represent the U.S. Environmental Protection Agency.”

This report was prepared by Dr. Peter L. deFur of Environmental Stewardship Concepts, Technical Advisor to the Fort Ord Environmental Justice Network for use in communicating with the citizens of Marina, Seaside and the greater Fort Ord community and in providing substantive comments to the Army Corps of Engineers.  

These comments are presented in three sections: the general introduction and context of the report that was reviewed and the prescribed burn; the citizens concerns; the technical comments on the report.  For clarity, the recommendations are presented first.

Recommendations:

1. Convene a review panel of independent experts from outside the COE and present consultants to assess the prescribed burn, how it got out of control and what steps can be taken in the future regarding vegetation removal.  The review should address specific questions of why and how the fire got out of control.

2. Conduct an assessment of the alternatives for removing the UXO and for removing vegetation.  It is clear from this experience at ranges 43-48 that the methods and plan as used in this case were not sufficient.

3. Establish a more effective way of working with the community. The present site (Fort Ord) has residents within a very short distance of the areas requiring investigation and removal and there must be an effective working relationship to make this whole process work.

4. Add more discussion in the Introduction to set the general context for this action, the purpose of this report, other reports on the burn and the nature of the previous investigations.

Introduction

The purpose of the after action report is to assess what happened during a specific clean up, removal, or other work conducted by the Army and contractors at a site. In this particular situation, the After Action Report explains what happened leading up to, during and after the intentional burning of ranges 43-48 and the subsequent uncontrolled fire that was not planned. The After Action report provides a description of the events, gives some documentation and offers explanations for why and how the situation did not proceed as planned.  The Report includes appendices of some of the approval forms and some official memo’s on the causes. 

Nature and Purpose of the Burn

The Army conducted this prescribed burn of the areas of Fort Ord known as Ranges 43-48 to remove the vegetation so that the contractors could get into the area and remove unexploded ordnance (UXO).  The ranges were areas used for firing various weapons from small arms to rockets and grenades; ranges 43-48 were used for larger rockets and projectiles.  Previous investigations revealed the fact that some of the debris in ranges 43-48 included UXO as a result of firing in the ranges.  The UXO had simply not exploded as expected when fired, leaving dangerous materials that could kill someone if not handled properly.  The ranges were covered with underbrush and shrubbery, making it difficult to use metal detection equipment and difficult for people to move through the area for removing UXO and other debris.  The prescribed burn was conducted in order to remove the vegetation.

The prescribed burn was the method chosen to remove the vegetation during previous investigations and deliberations by the Army in earlier work Fort Ord. That investigation was completed several years ago and is presented in other documents available from the Army (Final Record of Decision, Interim Action for Ordnance Explosives Sites Ranges 43-48, range 30A and Site OE-16, Former Fort Ord, California, September 2002). 

The After Action Report

In general, this After Action Report is the written assessment that tells the parties involved what happened in retrospect, provides the meteorological and other data, gives pictures, maps and official reports on what happened and what went wrong.  The point of preparing such a report is to identify what went wrong, what was done properly and how to avoid this and other problems in the future.  In this respect, the sections on “causes” and “lessons learned” are very important.   

Citizen Concerns

The health issues of the prescribed bun are not discussed in this report at all, and there is no reference to health issues being considered or discussed in any other report.  The Introduction needs to explain what other efforts are in progress, completed or planned to evaluate the prescribed burn of October 2003.

The residents are greatly interested in all aspects of the prescribed burn and do find the documents accessible not understandable. The Army or COE should insure that the public knows of this report, has a chance to discuss the report with the contractors and COE, and knows where and how to get a copy or read a copy.

The citizens raised serious concerns over the compounds used in the controlled burn as flame retardants/fire suppression and to start the fire.  The citizens understand that the material used to start the fire is essentially napalm.  The citizens were told at one point that the fire was not started with napalm, yet research reveals that alumagel is “essentially the same as” napalm.   The citizens are concerned with the long-term persistent health threats from fire retardants that are already in wide use- the PBDE’s (polybrominated diphenyl ethers); the EPA and Centers for Disease Control are already concerned over the long term health effects of PBDE’s.

The residents are not satisfied with the presentation of the meeting held regarding the relocation and the prescribed burn in the fall of 2003 and presented in “Draft Summary after-action report: Ranges 43-48 prescribed burn Former Fort Ord, California, April 23, 2004.”  In general, the summary and comments were dismissive and did not include specifics that the individuals spoke to at the meeting.  FOEJN members were not pleased that no specific name and addresses were given in the report.

The relocation program was not the great success portrayed in the After-Action report on the relocation.  The residents who attended the FOEJN expressed dismay over differential treatment for “citizens” and non-citizens.”   These residents concluded that the relocation was a disaster.

The residents who have participated with the FOEJN expressed their dismay that the Army and COE are dismissive of the citizen concerns.  The Army and COE are part of the Fort Ord community and need to recognize and act on the importance or working cooperatively and collaboratively with the residents.  

Technical Comments

The Report offers insight into how and why the fire became uncontrolled, but all of the information does not seem to have been integrated into an assessment.  Figure 2-2 shows that the fire crossed out of the burn area at the southern and western end of the area where three conditions coincided:

1- there was no Control Line Burn;

2- the fire start material (alumagel) was dropped closest to Evolution Rd., the border of the burn area;

3- this area was down wind from the fire and upwind from an area not intended for burning.

Had the control burn line extended the length of Evolution Rd., and the helicopters not dropped flame so close to Evolution Rd., it is possible that the fire would have not become uncontrolled.  This possibility seems highly realistic and needs to be investigated. 

The fact that the prescribed burn became an extended uncontrolled burn indicates that the burn plan was faulty, the information used in preparing the burn plan was faulty, the implementation of the plan was faulty, or a combination of all of these. The After Action Report does not address these possibilities and the public and the COE need to know what went wrong with a greater level of detail and confidence than presented in the After Action Report.

The Army should convene a panel of experts to review the After Action Report (and related documents) and offer observations and recommendations in two areas:

1) How did the fire specifically get across the line and go out of control?  The report is now not specific enough, recognizing that appendix E attempts to identify causes.

2) What can and should be done next time to prevent this sequence of events, including but not limited to non-burn alternatives to brush/vegetation removal; other ways to start the fire; recommendations in the Report concerning black line, buffers and other measures to prevent escape.

The panel needs to be comprised of people who have expertise in prescribed burns and are not affiliated with the Army, COE, Parsons, Fire Stop or any of the other individuals or organizations who worked on this prescribed burn.

Omissions from the After Action Report

The After Action Report gives only a cursory explanation of the history and context of this burn, the related documents and other efforts concerning this burn and others that may be planned in years to come.  The Introduction does give some context, but only the ROD is mentioned, and no mention is made of an RI/FS or IA report, or EE/CA.  All of these should be referenced and the Introduction expanded to make it more complete.

 The other perspective that is needed in the Introduction is the explanation written for the public who are the members of the Fort Ord community.  Wit that audience in mind, the authors should be able to craft a more complete report that will be understandable to a less expert reader.

There is no mention of residences catching fire, nor of health issues.  The report needs to at least acknowledge these topics and give the report that examines them.

The Appendices all contain important information, such as the analysis of the fire crossing the line presented in Appendix E, the interviews with the team personnel and the exchange among meteorologists.  These need to be summarized in the body of the Report and Appendix E may even be ore appropriate in the body rather than the appendices.

Chapter 2

It is not clear why the burn prescription was modified, as explained on page 2-2, section 2.2.1, other than what might seem to be obvious reasons.

The Report refers to some disagreement over whether the burn should have taken place on October 24th or not.  In two places (pages 2-5 and 2-8) the record shows that there was not consensus on whether or not to burn the ranges on the morning of October 24th. In fact, the Fire Chief of Ord Military Community officially noted that October 24, 2003 was a “No Burn” day (page B-5), yet still agreed that all of the predetermined conditions for the burn had been met.  Further investigation reveals that the issue at hand seems to be the weather conditions.  In Appendix A, the exchanges among the various weather experts shows that they did not agree on the height they expected the smoke to rise and therefore remain above the level of the Fort Ord Community residents.  This point was debated back and forth- over the likelihood that the smoke would rise to 1500 feet or more and then mover out to sea.  In the end, it turns out that the conditions did favor the movement of the smoke to the hoped-for altitude and the concerns over that particular problem did not come to pass.

Chapter 4

The Report observes that the fire jumped the perimeter and escaped at a specific time and place.  The Report further states that the reason the fire escaped was that the buffer/black line was too narrow in relation to the height of the flames, and the prevention and control measures were not adequate.  The Report does not comment on other aspects of the fire starting or operation that may have contributed to or may have been part of the cause of the fire crossing the control perimeter.  The Report should comment on the way in which the fire was started(helicopters with flame throwers), the pattern of the helicopter flights, the height of the helicopters, the distance between the perimeter and the fire (where it was started with the flame throwers) – were the helicopters dropping fire too close to the perimeter?

Two aspects of the escape were not mentioned specifically in the report, both shown well on Figure 2-2.  1) The fire jumped across the control perimeter at the two points where the ignition (flaming alumagel dropped from helicopters) was closest to Evolution Road on the down-wind side (west) side of the burn area.  2) These two places were outside the area where the control line burn was present. The Report does not discuss the possibility that the control burn line should have extended the whole length of Evolution Road or the possibility that the fire ignition was dropped too close to Evolution Road.

Alumagel

According to the following website, alumagel is a mixture of napalm and diesel gasoline, http://www.fseee.org/index.html?page=http%3A//www.fseee.org/forestmag/0401dour.shtml. http://flame.fl-dof.com/Env/RX/guide/executing.html. This website mentions that alumagel should not be dumped because of it’s toxicity.  

An alternative analysis needs to be conducted in order to determine if the entire process of burning is the right choice and if it should be continued.

Chapter 5. Smoke Management

The Army needs a better mechanism and pattern of working with and informing the community regarding prescribed burns or related activities that have the potential and a real probability of directly affecting the community.  

There was nothing in the After Action Report about residential homes catching fire, yet the citizens reported that at least one private home caught fire during the uncontrolled burn.  While this is not part of the Smoke Management subject, that chapter is the only place in the Report that mentions the off-site issues and effects.

The photographs show some important aspects of the fire and the smoke plume during the different phases of the controlled and uncontrolled burn.  

· Although the text says that the smoke plume was carried out over Monterey Bay and over the ocean, the photographs show that the smoke plume was carried over the Monterey peninsular and over the towns of Seaside, Monterey and Carmel, shown clearly in the satellite photograph in Figure 5-3, page 5-13. 

· Considering that the time the fire escaped is known with some certainty, and the smoke plume was monitored, the Army/contractors should be able to make some estimates of the anticipated course of events had the fire not escaped, based on the events until the escape (at 11 AM).

Appendix E

Appendix E addresses the subject of causes, and does offer some additional insight into how the fire crossed the perimeter and went out of control, burning so many additional acres.  Two issues that are discussed in the main body of the report are the width of the zone to control the fire around the perimeter of the burn area, and the effectiveness of the fire retardants.  The report also discusses the fact that helicopters had to remain 1700 feet above the ground in order to stay out of the range of possible OXU that might detonate.

Appendix E offers two important points that do not receive the same emphasis in the body of the text.  First, the litter (leaves, sticks, dried shrubbery) was thick and dense, preventing the fire retardant material from penetrating through to the degree that was needed.  Thus, when some fire came in contact with the litter at the border of the fire, the retardant treated area did not prevent the fire from spreading. Second, the burning embers and possibly hot ordnance (page E-7) fell into the are treated with fire retardant and then started fire outside the burn area.  The body of the report does not, that I found, mention exploding ordnance and hot fragments as a possible cause of the fire.

Indeed, the presence of the OXU made this fire a “non-routine” experience in the words of most of the personnel who were in charge of the various units (see Appendix F for the transcripts of the interviews conducted on site at the end of the fire).

Appendix F

This section of the Report provides an important interaction that should be captured in the text of the Report. 
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