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SPECIAL REPORT:  COLORADO FIREFIGHTING AIR CORPS
   Today's edition reviews Detailed Recommendations made by the Colorado Firefighting Air Corps Special Report (the CFAC Report):
· Information Management System
· Risk Management and Pre-planning Strategy
· Multi-Mission Fixed-Wing Aircraft
· Rotor-Wing Multi-Mission Aircraft
· Single Engine Tankers
· Fixed-Wing Large Air Tankers
Information Management System:  The cornerstone of the CFAC is adoption of an information management system that provides a risk management tool intended to cover the entire state, one that provides a parcel-level risk assessment. Such a tool is presently in use by the Town of Vail, but Colorado's information management system must be designed and built specifically for wildland fire management to cover the entire state. Centrally compiled data should be made available to incident commanders or division chiefs to “allow for the effective statusing, communication and decision making capabilities,” and include the following:
· All active incidents
· Real-time cost estimation
· Containment
· Terrain data
· Fuel data
· Parcel-level risk assessments
· Nearby people, structures and watersheds
· Personnel locations
· Active fire information (perimeter, intensity map, division boundaries)
· Aviation locations (using the Automated Flight Following or AFF System)
Risk Management and Pre-Planning System:  “The utility and value of the information management, risk management and pre-planning capabilities will only be realized if they are adopted by all organizations within the state,” meaning the state “should develop standards and expectations against which local organizations should be evaluated,” while providing incentives to local wildfire management organizations for adoption of these tools. Such a system would be used in evaluating requests to the state for fuel mitigation.
Multi-Mission Fixed-Wing Aircraft:  The Division of Fire Prevention and Control (the DFPC) recommends that Colorado should purchase a “fixed-wing aircraft system that would perform many functions associated with wildfire management – a system that “would be equipped with modern sensing, information and communications capabilities.”
  That aircraft would be capable of 29,000 feet operating altitude for 6 plus hours, wide-area fire detection and mapping, day/night and thermal imaging capabilities and broadband data and interagency approved communication systems.
   The information management system of the aircraft should include geospatial management tools (maps, perimeter generation, fire intensity, terrain information, annotation, fuel data, risk predictions, incident command data, personal location) and integration with statewide information management tools.
   The functions and missions of such an aircraft include:
· start detection and location of high risk situations or notification of possible new fire starts;
· incident status reporting to incident commanders;
· prescribed burn monitoring for any breeches in the prescribed burn area;
· evacuation monitoring to ensure public is complying with the evacuation order with on-board sensors immediately reporting unauthorized access to evacuation areas;
· safety overwatch of firefighting or other personnel at risk of harm to provide vectoring for affected ground crews to safety; also identify active fire perimeters, fire growth potential, weather patterns, egress paths and potential risks;
· retardant requests and monitoring when air tankers are requested to drop retardant, multi-mission aircraft is used to coordinate the request and then photograph the areas to establish a baseline and measure accuracy of the retardant application for evaluation of effectiveness for future use; noteworthy is this comment by the DFPC:  “The USFS maintains that retardant slurry is not effective or recommended for directly attacking the flames or the head of a wildfire; however, there is no real -world experiential data to support this claim.” (writer's emphasis)
· other uses such as by the Colorado State Patrol for enforcement; transportation of State employees for important functions, meetings and emergencies; Department of Corrections prisoner transports; by the Colorado Parks and Wildlife for various uses – radio-locate and or observe wildlife, stocking fish into high-mountain lakes and flying low-altitude transects, much of which is done in extreme terrain and high elevations. Some of additional uses include transportation during disasters, dam and safety inspections, search and rescue missions, avalanche control and emissions monitoring at oil and gas exploration and production sites.
Fixed Wing vs. Rotor Wing Aircraft:  Rotor wing aircraft offer advantage over fixed wing aircraft, but are not beneficial to remote sensing and early detection missions. Benefits are the ability to operate from locations other than airports with runways, but while the vertical takeoff and landing capability are advantageous to the wildfire managers, this should not be the deciding factor – parameters and intention of the mission should dictate the tools selected, not decide what mission is needed based on tool availability.
   There are other advantages to fixed wing over rotor wing aircraft:
· greater speed;
· reduced procurement cost;
· higher altitude capability;
· longer endurance due to higher fuel efficiency and thus increased time-on-station, allowing maximum efficiency of every flight hour;
· superior reliability mechanically, with maintenance inspections and down-time due to repairs less than rotor wing aircraft;
· operating costs overall are less;
· proven solutions afforded through already-proven military systems using fixed wing platform to conduct wide area, persistent surveillance missions – many sensor, datalink and console applications are available from the commercial market to quickly and affordably provide the required capabilities; and
· training and certification for pilots is reduced due to the operating outside the restricted airspace of a fire because it removes the requirement for pilots to be certified to operate in interagency incidents, and reduces overall personnel costs because certified pilots are more costly and require more training.
Rotor-Wing Multi-Mission Aircraft: The goal of suppression resources to every fire within 60 minutes means Colorado should procure and operate four multi-mission rotor-wing aircraft, keeping in mind these requirements, advantages and disadvantages:
· capable of operating at high altitude and hot temperature environments;
· must be capable of delivering wildfire suppression personnel to remote locations to facilitate initial attack missions;
· must be capable of carrying water and retardant to remote locations in order to support ground based suppression teams;
· when water is available, the ability to place more suppressant/retardant onto a wildfire quicker and with greater accuracy than large air tankers; and
· high altitude and hot temperature environment typical of Colorado's fire seasons create a challenging environment for rotor-wing aircraft.
Single Engine Air Tankers:  Single engine air tankers (SEATS) are integral to the overall initial attack strategy, are effective in lighter fuel types such as grass and brush, and are most effective during initial attack operations if used as a quick response resource. Existing policy is for “annual exclusive-use” during wildland fire season of two SEATs, with an option of a third if needed. DFPC recommended this number increase to four for  2014.
Fixed-Wing Large Air Tankers:  Colorado should contract for use of existing air tanker systems during the fire system to fill the gap left by the federal resources, rather than procuring state-owned air tankers. To reach the goals of suppression resources to every fire within 60 minutes of the request, Colorado would need to contract for two exclusive use large air tankers in 2014. If not doable, the option was to contract for two helitankers, or a combination of one fixed-wing air tanker and one helitanker.
   The reader's comments or questions are always welcome. E-mail me at doris@dorisbeaver.com.
