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SPECIAL REPORT:  COLORADO FIREFIGHTING AIR CORPS
   The Special Report:  Colorado Firefighting Air Corps (the CFAC Report) was a special study  concerning the efficacy and strategies to enhance the state's firefighting capabilities. Colorado is unique in its needs for a variety of requirements and conditions – initial attack, high altitude and hot conditions during fire season.
   As mentioned in earlier editions, the preparers of the CFAC Report quickly realized as they undertook the study, “information that is critical for guiding policy, strategy and decisions regarding the management of wildfires is not sufficient, accessible or readily available.” Subsequently, a key recommendation was made for “the implementation of an integrated information management system to ensure the maximum effectiveness of current and future resources.”
   Today's edition looks at the CFAC Report's analysis of Other Aviation Options for Colorado and the various issues and concerns with each option. To properly and thoroughly do so, the Department of Fire Prevention and Control (the DFPC) constructed a Decision Model reflecting Colorado's needs and submitted it to industry for specific response – to “identify any shortcomings in aircraft performance when applied to Colorado's difficult mission.”
· Finding:  Preliminary results indicate there are only two surplus military aircraft options that are capable of meeting Colorado's needs and only one has a proven, fielded tanking and dispersal system. The other would require development of a custom solution at great expense.
   The surplus military aircraft suggested for acquisition and conversion for a state fleet of air tankers include (each has issues and concerns, and information is included to emphasize the uncertainties and problems with relying on surplus military equipment):
· S-3 Viking
· C-130
· C-27J Spartan
S-3 Viking:  
· development solution is not currently operating as an air tanker;
· outstanding question regarding aircraft's climb performance in Colorado's high altitude and hot temperature environment; and
· airworthiness and continued certification of this military derivative aircraft yet to be explored.
C-130:  
· one C-130 air tanker exists that operates under FAA approval;
· air tanker modification exists for C-130 airframe;
· presents a low-risk technical solution;
· poses challenges regarding aircraft procurement and airworthiness certification;
· aircraft would be surplus military equipment;
· would require significant structural inspection program before operating in a firefighting mission;
· aircraft obtained from the federal surplus pool would be required to operate with a military airworthiness approval and sponsor; and
· procurement and conversion costs are estimated to be $32.8 million for each aircraft which includes lead planes which are required for air taker pilots until they are qualified for initial attack.
C-27J Spartan:
· entire fleet of C-27Js were to be mothballed;
· National Defense Authorization Act of 2014 contained provisions for the Forest Service to receive seven C-130H aircraft in lieu of the C-27Js;
· seven C-27Js were transferred to the U.S. Special Operations Command (November 2013);
· remaining fourteen C-27Js are to be transferred to the Coast Guard, and the Coast Guard is to transfer seven of its C-130Hs to the Forest Service to be used as air tankers; and
· despite a USFS-commissioned study concluding the C-27Js can be economically configured to operate as a medium-sized air tanker (carrying up to 1,850 gallons of retardant), none are available for this purpose.
   As the reader may be realizing, depending on getting suitable aircraft from the federal surplus pool (FEPP) is fraught with problems, uncertainties and near insurmountable requirements. The CFAC Report notes “there are no aircraft on the FEPP availability list that are suitable for conversion to air tankers (C-130 or S-3Viking), despite the widely-held belief that there are such aircraft available in the “military surplus pipeline.”  
   These two findings concisely explain the process and cost of converting donated commercial aircraft to use as firefighting air tankers:
· Donated civilian aircraft as potential candidates for firefighting air tankers present much the same issue as surplus military aircraft that do not already have a proven, fielded system; that being it could add significantly to both cost and time to implement. Additionally, the age and condition of donated aircraft could cause significant inspections and revitalization.
· The large capital investment cost of procuring, revitalizing and modifying donated aircraft for use as air tankers does not present a best-value approach to meet Colorado's wildfire management goals.
   Information was also included in the CFAC Report relative to the company that has converted DC-10s for firefighting use – 10 Tanker Air Carrier, incorporated in 2002 to research, develop and operate fixed-wing jet aircraft for aerial firefighting. Two years of research went into selecting the DC-10 type aircraft for aerial firefighting requirements. After thousands of hours of engineering design and stress analysis, the first modified DC-10 flew over one hundred hours of test flight profiles in 2006. 10 Tanker was issued a Supplemental Type Certificate by the FAA, obtained a 14 CFR Part 137 Operating Certificate for aerial firefighting and Interagency Airtanker Board approval for agency use.
   The company spent $100,000.00 to have Boeing Corp write the new maintenance program for their DC-10s, invested approximately three years and $30 million for all the engineering needed to modify the aircraft for a retardant tank, avionics and related equipment in order to obtain its Supplemental Type Certification and FAA Operating Certificate.
   Noteworthy is the substantial additional costs necessary for the operating entity when operating an aircraft the size of a DC-10, no small factor when considering the USFS and the State's on-going budgetary situation. “Prior to 2014, 10 Tanker operated two aircraft and had an organization of 15 people that were primarily flight and maintenance crews, and supplemented their organization with seasonal contractors.”
   Summarizing the Other Aviation Options considered by the DCFC:  “Initial indications are the most suitable and cost-effective candidate aircraft would be military surplus C-130s obtained through the FEPP.
   Unmanned systems (drones) are years away and would be even more expensive than that of commercial-derivative aircraft that perform the same mission.  
   Next week, Other Recommendations Regarding Wildfire Goals.
   The reader's comments or questions are always welcome. E-mail me at doris@dorisbeaver.com.
