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NATIONAL HELICOPTER PROGRAM 

OPERATIONS PLAN
POLICY
All aviation operations of the National Helicopter Program shall comply with the applicable provisions of the Federal Aviation Regulations, Interagency Helicopter Operations Guide (IHOG), Interagency Helicopter Rappel Guide (IHRG), Forest Service Manual 5700, and the Forest Service Health and Safety Code.  Should the policies and procedures included in this document conflict with regulations in the previously noted items, the most restrictive policy will apply.  
INTRODUCTION
The purpose of this Plan is to establish operational procedures for aircraft and personnel, equipment and supplies needed, and the safety standards to be used during operations by the crews and aircraft of the National Exclusive Use Helicopter Program.

This program has been established as a result of the 1992 National Shared Forces Helicopter Study.  The helicopters are selected on a best value basis and provide the greatest cost efficiency to the government as a National Resource.

There are presently seven National Type II contracts and sixteen National Type I contracts.  Each aircraft shall have an assigned base and an assigned helicopter manager.  The contracted aircraft are assigned to designated bases in the Western United States.  These aircraft and personnel are strategically located in areas of high historic fire occurrence.  These aircraft are National Resources and shall be available for national utilization.
All aircraft are staffed full time throughout the mandatory availability period.  Outside of the mandatory availability period crew personnel are available for call-out as aviation needs arise.  
AUTHORITY
Authority and approval for this Plan and revisions are with the concurrence of the Forest Service Assistant Director, Fire Operations, National Aviation Operations Officer, and the National Helicopter Operations Specialist. 

MISSION OF THE NATIONAL HELICOPTERS AND CREWS
The primary mission of this program is to provide aircraft and personnel for incident support.  Additional services may also include initial attack.  These helicopters and crews are equipped and trained to provide safe, efficient and effective aviation services for all risk incidents.
PROGRAM MANAGEMENT
The host National Forest will be the administering unit for the crew.  The helitack supervisors manage the individual programs.  The authority to provide oversight of the programs shall be the responsibility of the respective host region.  Those providing oversight include the Regional Aviation Officer, Regional Helicopter Program Manager, and the Regional Helicopter Operations Specialist.  The host region will ensure the program meets the standards of operation set forth in FSM 5700, (5703.4 Helicopter Operations).
The helicopter and crews that make up this program are national resources.  Dispatch and tracking of the resources are handled in accordance with the National Interagency Mobilization Guide. 
Funding for the aircraft and personnel is provided through the Washington Office, directed to a host Region and forwarded to a host unit.  This funding is to be used for direct support of the National Helicopter Program (personnel, equipment, and training).  Host units and Helitack Managers should work closely with their Regional operations management to ensure adequate funding is requested to support the needs of program operations.  


The host unit will submit to the host Region an annual project work plan covering all budget aspects of the helitack crew for the out-year budget process.  This will serve as the basis for distribution of shared resource funding.  Included should be all unemployment costs, relocation or new base start-up costs, facility improvements, and an appropriate share of the host unit administrative support assessments.

PERSONNEL
Crew Size:  Type II Crew - To provide adequate staffing for the helicopter for seven days a week through the contract period and to meet the requirements of the work/rest guidelines, the minimum size of the National Type II Helicopter crew shall be nine (9) (One Helitack Crew Supervisor, one Assistant Helitack Crew Supervisor, two Lead Crewpersons and five Crewmembers).  At the discretion of the host Forest, additional crewmembers may be added to the extent funding is available.
Type I Crew - To adequately manage this Type I resource for seven day a week coverage through the contract period, a Helitack Supervisor and an Assistant Helitack Supervisor are required.  If a standard category Type I helicopter is contracted and approved for passenger transport, the crew module size shall meet IHOG staffing requirements (5).
Crew Qualifications:  The host unit Fire Management Officer, Unit Aviation Officer, and Helitack Supervisor, in consultation with the appropriate Regional Helicopter Operations Specialist, will certify that all personnel assigned to the crew meet the wildfire suppression, rappel, and aviation management training and experience requirements in accordance with established policy (FSH 5109.17, Interagency Helicopter Rappel Guide, and the Interagency Standards for Fire and Fire Aviation Operations).
All basic refreshers and required training, with the exception of hands-on helicopter and rappel training, shall be completed prior to the start of the helicopter contract.  Hands-on and rappel training will be accomplished as soon as practical after the start of the contract.
Tour of Duty:  The Helitack Supervisor shall be a GS-9 with a minimum tour of 18/8.  The Assistant Supervisor and Lead Crewpersons shall be GS-8 and GS-6/7, respectively, with a minimum tour of 13/13.  Helicopter Crewmembers shall, at a minimum, be hired as seasonal employees at the GS-3 or GS-4 level.  At the discretion of the host Forest, tours may be lengthened to accommodate needed program oversight and to the extent funding is available.
OPERATIONAL POLICIES AND PROCEDURES
Safety:  Safety is the number one priority of all missions.  All missions should be planned in compliance with Chapter 3 of the IHOG using Risk Assessment Guidelines.
Daily Staffing:  Minimum daily staffing of the helicopter will meet current IHOG requirements for the type of helicopter.  The crews will staff the aircraft seven days a week throughout the contract period.  To maintain work/rest, length of assignment, and days off requirements and minimum staffing, crewmembers may be given their days off on a rotation schedule.  Generally, this will require travel back to their home units for necessary days off.

Crew Mobilization:  To ensure minimum crew staffing is available when the aircraft comes on contract, adequate planning and preparation is necessary to ensure the required training is completed.  The crew will normally be fully operational after three to four weeks of basic helicopter training, rappel refresher/training, fire safety, chainsaw certification, first aid, etc.
Helicopter Mobilization Outside of Mandatory Contract Period:  The National Helicopter will be funded and available for the period stated in the contract, unless otherwise agreed to.  When availability of aircraft is needed outside of the mandatory contract period, the Assistant Director of Operations (FS at NIFC) will issue a request for contract action to initiate activation of aircraft.  The National Interagency Coordination Center will notify the National Helicopter Operations Specialist and Contracting Officer.  The Contracting Officer will then notify Contracting Officer Representatives.  For preseason mobilization, in advance of the normal contract period for the assigned helicopter, the three to four weeks of crew training and preparation must be accommodated before the start of the contract.
Assignments and Details:  When a National Helicopter is dispatched to an incident or detailed off the home unit during regular duty hours, one hour will be allowed to prepare and depart with the aircraft.  Two hours during off duty time. Additional allowances shall be made should weather, darkness, or other factors prevent a safe departure.    

When the type II helitack crew is dispatched off the host unit in support of incident activities, it will be sent with six or more crewmembers.   A manager and three crewmembers will fly with the aircraft and the remaining crew will drive to the incident in the support vehicle(s).
For mobilization of a Type I helicopter, one manager may fly with the helicopter if in standard or limited category (and carded to do so), while one drives.
During assignments, the helicopter manager is responsible for obtaining a complete and thorough briefing on local conditions, operations, and expectations.  Mobilization, work/rest, and days-off policies shall be adhered to.  
Initial Attack:  Each National Helicopter crew is expected to be prepared, trained, and equipped, for initial attack operations.  John Day, Wenatchee, and Salmon all have rappel capabilities, which increase their initial attack capabilities, especially in continuous timber fuel models.  During periods of heavy initial attack activities, these aircraft and crews may be better utilized as initial attack platforms then in large fire support roles.  With approval from NICC in conjunction with the Helicopter Coordinator these aircraft can be pre-positioned in areas expecting significant initial attack activity, areas of increased initial attack response times, or areas with significant committed resources.  While assigned to a large fire, initial attack response will be coordinated through the assigned team and local GACC.
Type I Utilization:  Forest Service personnel shall not ride on restricted category helicopters.  Personnel may ride on standard and limited category helicopters during point-to-point and non-tactical, non-mission flights in accordance with the directions and approvals documented on the aircraft data card.   (Refer to the June 28, 2004 letter issued by the National Aviation Operations Officer for further direction.)
FACILITIES
The host unit is responsible for ensuring that all facilities are maintained and operated per IHOG and OSHA standards.  The host units are responsible for development and approval of a base site plan and for scheduling any needed maintenance or construction projects.  Whenever possible, National Helicopter operations should be co-located at established exclusive use helicopter bases to promote cost efficiency and quality assurance.
Aviation bases utilized for National Helicopter operations shall meet the security requirements outlined in FSH 5709.16 Chap.50.
VEHICLES AND EQUIPMENT
To meet the mission of the National Helicopter program, vehicles shall accommodate the number of personnel on the crew and their necessary equipment.   The Type II National Helicopter crews should have vehicles equipped to meet the equipment and vehicle standards listed in the IHOG.

REVIEW AND REVISION
Review and/or revision of this Plan will be accomplished:

1)  Every three years at a minimum to coincide with the contract cycle.

2)  When significant changes and/or revisions to National Plans, Mobilization Guides, etc. are made.

3)  Immediately as situations may require.
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