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SPECIAL REPORT:  COLORADO FIREFIGHTING AIR CORPS
   Today's edition continues with the in-depth coverage of the Special Report on the Colorado Aerial Firefighting Corps (the CFAC Report). Careful attention is encouraged to the dollars spent on the fire aviation program as you read these editions, in comparison to the astronomical costs of wildfire suppression, loss of lives and property.  
Colorado's Supplemental Resources:  
· Single Engine Air Tanker Program
· National Guard Rotor-Wing Assets
· Limitations
· Helicopter Hourly Rate Comparison
Single Engine Air Tanker Program (SEATs):  This program supplements the federal government's federal aviation resources. The SEATs “have consistently proven to be very effective as initial attack firefighting resources.” Statistics on SEATs:  
· SEATs load (approximately 800 gallons) – smaller than large air tankers' load;
· Mobility, speed, and accuracy make them ideal for firefighting sage, brush, and grass type fuels.
· 2013 fire season: The Division of Fire Prevention and Control (DFPC) entered into exclusive use contract for two SEATs for 120 days each, and a third SEAT if needed.
· Actual number of contract days and flight hours was based on need (240 operational days between the two SEATs in 2013).
· 2013 SEATs contract cost was $1.2 million.
· Salaries and operating costs for 2013 added $700,000.00 to the cost of the aviation program, for a total of $1.9 million.
· The total Fiscal Year 2014 Wildfire Preparedness Fund Appropriation was $3.25 million. (Note:  $1.9 million shown above was 58 percent of this total.)
National Guard Rotor-Wing Assets:  The CFAC Report cautions that the National Guard assets “are prioritized to other defense-related missions and they may not always be available to respond to Colorado's wildfire situation.” National Guard Assets, typically requested in the initial attack phase of private, county or state wildfires, include (or may include):
· Type I, bucketed or tanked, Chinooks and Black Hawks;
· Type III Lakotas used for command and control; and
· Hoist-capable Black Hawk helicopters (made available for emergency extraction when firefighters are working in steep and inaccessible terrain).
   Actual missions in past two fire seasons:
· six active flight missions on State Active Duty Status;
· one active flight mission on Immediate Response Authority Status; and
· two medical support missions on Stand-by Status.
   Comparison of Colorado National Guard hourly emergency rate to commercial helicopter hourly rate:
· CH-47 Chinook
$8,736.03
BV-34 Chinook
$7,445.63
· UH-60 Black Hawk
$4,845.33
S-70 Battle Hawk
$3,791.49
   The CFAC Report states the DFPC “is working to strengthen and streamline access to the Colorado National Guard's aerial assets.”
   Recommendations with regard to aviation resources were also made in the CFAC Report, with acknowledgment as to the current and projected status of said resources.
Fixed-Wing Large Air Tankers:
· the U.S Forest Service (USFS) is currently the only provider of large fixed-wing air tankers in Colorado;
· a capability gap currently exists between available air tanker resources and the needs of Colorado, with the gap expected to persist for three to five years;
· the USFS' plan to address said capability gap is to augment their existing fleet of air tankers with seven C-230 aircraft, with only two to begin firefighting mission operations in the 2015 fire season;
· the USFS' plan does not offer a “best-value approach to meet Colorado's wildfire management goals, due to the large capital investment cost of procuring, revitalizing and modifying air tankers;”
· such costs of aircraft systems procured from the Federal Excess Property Program (FEPP) are not recoverable by operating organizations such as DFPC – only direct operational costs are recoverable;
· the USFS' program to augment the federal air tanker fleet should be monitored to determine if progress occurs as planned – otherwise Colorado should consider procuring state-owned air tankers to meet its large air tanker needs.
Multi-Mission Fixed-Wing Aircraft: To attain the DFPC goal of “generating an incident assessment for every fire within 60 minutes of report or detection of a wildfire,” the CFAC Report recommends Colorado procure and operate two fixed-wing multi-mission aircraft. Equipped with modern sensing, processing and communication systems, said aircraft would allow for the gathering and dissemination of real-time wildfire information and integration “into the state's wildfire information management system to allow all data to be immediately available to wildfire managers across the state.”
Rotor-Wing Multi-Mission Aircraft:  The CFAC Report also recommends procurement of four rotor-wing multi-mission aircraft as part of the aviation resources necessary to achieve the 60-minute goal for providing appropriate aviation suppression resources to every fire. Required capability for such aircraft:
· ability to operate in Colorado's high altitude and hot temperature environments;
· capability of delivering wildfire suppression personnel (helitack crews) to remote locations to facilitate initial attack missions; and
· be able to carry water or retardant to remote locations in order to support ground-based suppression teams.
Single Engine Air Tankers (SEATs):  Recommendation for this type of aircraft is to increase the exclusive-use SEAT contract to four aircraft in 2014 during the wildland fire season (previously the contract was for two with an option for a third if needed). The advantages of the SEAT-type aircraft:
· very effective in lighter fuel types such as grass and brush;
· are most effective during initial attack operations if used as a quick response resource; and  
· efficiency and effectiveness is increased if they are located in [close] proximity to the incident and integrated with ground resources as a support tool.
Agricultural Aircraft-Based Rapid Response Aerial Firefighting Program:     Formerly referred to as crop dusting, this type of aircraft is used for aerial application of crop protecting products and planting certain types of seeds. Also referred to as a “SEAT,” with proper equipment and trained pilots, this type of fixed-wing agricultural aircraft could serve double duty as water tankers in areas prone to wildfires, but most are configured for spray operations, not firefighting, while the majority of agricultural pilots are not trained or qualified for aerial firefighting.
   Efforts to organize Colorado's agricultural aviation as a call-when-needed resource prior to the 2013 fire season were unsuccessful. The CFAC report recommends that agricultural aviation be evaluated as to benefits, opportunities, costs and risks, cautioning that pilot and firefighter safety is first and foremost – the pilot of an Air Tractor AT602 was killed in April of 2008. An improperly configured plane for that type  mission was blamed in part as cause of the crash. (An Air Tractor AT-602 is one of the planes typically reconfigured for aerial firefighting.)
   Colorado has a number of other aviation options – those will be examined next week.
   The reader's comments or questions are always welcome. E-mail me at doris@dorisbeaver.com.
