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Aerial Firefighting North America – 4-5 March 2020 
Chairman’s Report 
 
 
Introduction 
The programme for this fifth biennial Conference at McClellan Park was arguably the most 
comprehensive to date with the vast experience of the speakers evident in the quality of the 
presentations. The absence of an air display allowed for simpler logistics and a wider range of topics 
to be addressed. The introduction of an Event App made for up to date details of the Agenda, 
Speakers Biographies, Sponsors and Exhibitors with an Exhibition floor plan.  With the growing 
concerns of the current Coronavirus epidemic, and 400 Delegates from 17 Countries attending, 
appropriate precautions were put in place. Speakers from Italy and Japan were prevented from 
travelling. The former air base at McClellan meets our requirements, especially accommodating our 
largest Exhibition to date. The Conference itself, however, was squeezed out to a Marquee, which 
was far from ideal, and this limitation leaves alternative arrangements under consideration. 
 
Opening Addresses 
The most recent CALFIRE Director, Chief Thom Porter (appointed December 18) facilitated, for the 
first time, the coordination of the Conference dates with that of the annual CAL FIRE pilots’ Ground 
School, who attended as enthusiastic delegates. In his Welcome Address.  Chief Porter cited 
Climate Change as a contributor to widespread and mega fires, a global issue requiring global 
commitments, listing in aid innovative technology. He was supportive of the event, praising the 
facilities of the McClellan air base, which he saw as the natural home for our Aerial Fire Fighting 
event.  
 
Chief Brian Marshall Executive Director of the California Governor’s Office of Emergency Services 
(Cal OES), and appointed at the same time as Chief Porter, gave the Keynote Address with a 
comprehensive tour d’horizon of his response to State wide emergencies, (which has just expanded 
to include the Coronavirus). Emphasizing that no one stands alone in firefighting, he drew on the 
mantra Co-ordination, Communication and Collaboration, with the systematic integration of aviation 
including inter State response, and contribution to his situational awareness. The impact of high winds 
presents a conundrum as damaged power lines have been cited in several major fires, while the 
selective shut down of power, as a preventative, hinders the communication of alerts. Cal OES 
armoury includes prepositioned assets and strike teams and extends to the post fire recovery of 
affected communities. 
  
A welcome first was the attendance of Jeffery Rupert a senior member of the Department of the 
Interior as the Director of the Office of Wildland Fire. His Office allocates nearly one billion dollars to 
strategically reduce wildfire risk, rehabilitate burned landscapes, promote better understanding of 
wildfire and support firefighters by providing the tools they need to work safely and effectively.  He 
described the Department as ‘on the hook for year-round wildfires’ and displayed his intent to identify 
priorities by his extended visit, including attention to many of the Exhibitors with both knowledge of, 
and interest, in the new technologies on display. 
 
CAL FIRE has a significant growth forecast for 2020/21 presented by Dennis Brown their Senior 
Chief of Aviation. Whilst the venerable S2-Ts remain predominant, the work package to refit the wing 
boxes on the 7 former Coast Guard C130s is finally agreed and the first aircraft, refitted with the 
Coulson gravity fed Retardant Drop System, will be ready for the Summer of 2021. The first Fire Hawk 
of twelve has been delivered, with 5 to follow this year. However, the future 24 hour operation utilizing 
NVG still requires additional pilots, maintenance crews and training for both.  
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The Second Session on Inherent Pilot Issues for the future and the Impact on Aerial Firefighting 
were aired in a two-part examination of Pilot concerns and the challenges these present for the 
industry. In a valuable session Sponsored by DynCorp International, four lead CAL FIRE pilots, Brad 
& Bryan Baker, Jerome Laval and David Kelly, all Instructor Pilots, highlighted the global demand 
for commercial pilots, (with its attractive work life balance), exposing the “recruitment and retention 
challenge of AFF pilots to fly: mainly legacy aircraft in a highly dynamic, low-level environment; train 
to standards that vary globally in continually longer ‘seasons’; ensuring pilots are safe, effective and 
efficient while keeping costs in check”.  
 
The industry has come a long way in terms of improved contracting, aircraft safety, pilot training, and 
use of simulators, but the unavoidable demands of Aerial Firefighting were reinforced by Wayne 
Coulson’s tribute to his Company and CAL FIRE’s crew of Tanker 134, the C130 lost providing 
support in fighting the Mega fires in New South Wales, Australia in January. In truly demanding 
conditions, the aircraft wing caught a tree leading to the crash and the death of the crew of three.  
 
Continuing with the Industry Response to the Pilot Challenge, Philip Burns-O’Brien, Global 
Director for Aerial Firefighting with Babcock International stood in for Captain Mario Ferrante, their 
Flight Operations Manager in Italy, unable to travel because of the virus embargo. Babcock took over 
the Italian contract in 2012 when Pilot Satisfaction and Retention was their key focus. Pilot 
requirements proved to be Safety, Training, Job Security and Progression; attention to these with a 
‘Home Safe Every Day’ philosophy, and appreciation of being part of something bigger, (300 sites 
worldwide), results in their 98% retention rate. Lessons from this, which could be applied on a global 
scale include: sharing best practice; salary protection based on financial strength; investment in 
training and safety; and countering operational pressure on crews.  
 
A Third Session on New Technical Advances was led by Christian Bergeron, Global Sales 
Director, Aerial Firefighting aircraft for Viking Air Limited, Canada, introducing the new CL515. After 
50 years of operation, its predecessors, the 215 and 415, with worldwide sales of 167, are still the 
only certified aircraft specifically designed for aerial firefighting. This remake includes a ‘Green’ 
turbine engine, increased capacity to Cat II Tanker status and all the advantages of refilling in 14 
seconds from any salt or fresh water source for quick turnaround, and it can be optimized for a range 
of other missions, His presentation is recommended for the multitude of avionic options, all capable of 
retrofit to the 415, plus simulator availability.   
 
A second presentation, equally deserving of viewing again, was presented by Mark Baird, Program 
Manager for Conair Group Inc, Canada. Despite his Top Gun graduate status and 20 years as a F-18 
Hornet pilot with combat tours in Iraq, he still labeled Aerial Firefighting as ranging from ‘Awesome to 
Rewarding’. With supporting Technology advancing apace, Training and Simulator use still fails to 
receive the attention it deserves; his message “Train Like You Fight @Conair!”  
 
This session was completed with Professor Dominique Legendre from Toulouse University in 
France, an Internationally recognized expert in Fluid Research. In practical terms this relates to the 
ground drop patterns of Air Tankers, for which he has developed a software tool based upon data 
from a large number of drop tests completed by the USFS.  A more developed presentation would 
certainly be a candidate for Nimes in 2021.   
 
In Session Four, Night Air Operations, we were fortunate to have Commander Wayne Rigg, the 
Aviation Innovation, Capability and Strategy lead for the County Fire Authority, Victoria, Australia. He 
had been chosen in 2017 to progress a trial into Night Fire Suppression Operations using Night Vision 
Imaging Systems (NVIS). Throughout 2018 he demonstrated to the Civil Aviation Safety Authority 
(CASA) the viability of the proposal, enabling Coulson and Kestrel to undertake commercial night-
bombing activities. Early in 2019 the proven trial capabilities were put to active use on the Rosedale 
fire providing fire suppression using NVIS where hitherto aircraft activities had ceased at dusk. 
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In addition to traditional fixed wing air tanker operations, the Helicopter Night Snorkeling aspects of 
the trial were conducted adding swift turn around, and providing more water on the fire.  Eric 
Pacheco, a seasoned Army pilot, NVG qualified, and more recently the Senior Pilot and Aviation 
Safety Officer for the Los Angeles County Fire Department Air Operations, enlarged on these 
operations with a timely reminder of the development of NVG operation in LA. In 1976 the NVG 
programme was launched, but terminated a year later after a mid-air collision between an LA 
helicopter and a Call When Needed aircraft. Regulations on Multi Agency Agreements and Training 
were not in place, compounded by inadequate Radio Communications and Traffic Separation etc etc 
and the NVG project was put on hold for 24 years! In 2001 with the acquisition of the Fire Hawks, 
trials were reinstated, and an operational capability declared in 2005. Eric gave a detailed guide to the 
required operation priorities in an area where LACoFD leads the field. 
 
To compliment these presentations, Lt Col John Allen spoke as the Deputy State of California 
Aviation Officer with the National Guard. Himself an NVG qualified helicopter pilot, having seen active 
duty in Iraq and Afghanistan, briefed on Military Night Air Operations.  Qualified and trained to 
contribute to day/night aerial firefighting, National Guard operations are governed by appropriate 
protocols, with a priority on MEDEVAC support during fire operations. Their operations extend further 
to support of civil emergencies such as Hurricanes, floods, supported border operations and counter 
drug missions.  
 
Networking paying a vital part of the ethos of this event, the attendees retired, at the end of Day One 
to the Air Museum for the DynCorp sponsored Conference Dinner. Traditionally this includes the 
Awards made for: Industry Innovation and Advancement, and a Significant Contribution to Flight 
Safety.  The candidates are judged by the members of the International Fire Aviation Working Group 
(IFAWG - established through Tangent Link) and at which three panel members were present to 
make the awards. The first was a posthumous award, Larry Vandersall having passed away in the 
interim, and William (Bill) Moody for a lifetime Support for Flight Safety under the CAL FRE umbrella. 
  
Day Two  
 
Opening Session on Climate Change with a Keynote on Global Warming & Landscape Fires 
from Professor Johann Goldammer. He is hugely informed from his position as Director of the 
Global Fire Monitoring Centre, at Freiburg University in Germany, providing a global portal for fire 
information and monitoring accessible to all. In an extensive presentation, worthy of detailed study, he 
reinforced the Global extent of Wildland Fires and the threat to communities of social, economic and 
ecological change in addition to climate change. The risk extends to public and private assets 
including critical infrastructure. He proposes linking the many bi-lateral and multi-lateral agreement 
and individual initiatives in a Global Fire Management Compact (GMFC) to mirror that of the 
overarching UN Global Compact (quod vide) launched in 2000.   
 
He was followed by his fellow founder member of the IFAWG, Richard Alder the General Manager of 
the National Australian Fire Centre. Australia has no Federal land; it is all State managed and the 
sharing of resources is an essential element of Wildland fire control. It is also recognized that these 
are an essential element of maintaining native eco systems although there is scope to harvest Bush 
as Biomas. The root causes of the devastating fires in late 2019 were the prolonged drought in these 
areas, the record-breaking high temperatures and lightning strikes as the cause of ignition.  Statistics: 
33 fatalities, 9 Firefighters, 3094 houses lost: International Assistance 239 Ca, 292 US, 307 NZ, and 
6375 Interstate. The normal 146 aircraft on contract increased to 168 with 11 LAT and 6 ‘Heavy’ 
(Type 1) Helicopters. Busiest Day 31 December: 1350 flights 203 aircraft. 
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Session Two New Technical Advances 
 
The owner of new company FF Technologies Japan was stranded in his home country and 
represented by Technical Advisor Frank Wittl. At its heart is an ‘Advanced Fire Fighting Liquid’ which, 
while evidently effective in smaller quantities may prove relatively costly in full Tanker loads. It has 
apparent efficacy in, for example, retarding fires in the vicinity of electrical power distribution points 
and has a useful portable bottle to create a firebreak and to secure an evacuation path. 
 
Edward Goldberg, the CEO of PHOS-CheK (Perimeter–Solution) USA, a regular contributor, 
updated the Retardant Technology to keep abreast of new aircraft and drop systems including 
enhanced colour to aid drop recognition.  Not an industry that stands still, new applications include 
Ignition Mitigation, Critical Infrastructure protection, more durable Retardant and greater stability for 
International Deployment. 
 
The success of the Global Super Tanker 2019 in the Bolivian Fire Season has been widely covered 
by the media, but President Dan Reese is more focused on contractual recognition of the efficacy of 
Large and Very Large (LATs & VLAT) Tankers. As breaking news, he announced the release of an 
independent analysis of firefighting effectiveness and the economic benefit of their use. Compiled by 
experts in the field at the George Mason University (GMU), relying exclusively on USFS data, they 
have concluded the early deployment of LATs and VLATs in response to a Wildfire dramatically 
reduces the duration of burn. A further GMU analysis of commercial data quantifies the annual cost of 
Wildfires to the economy, underlining the known maxim that the cost of fires hugely outweighs the 
cost of their timely control. 
 
Bradford Beck, Director of MAFFS Corporation USA, followed with the utility of the Modular Aerial 
Firefighting System. In a well-known system which might be taken for granted, his presentation 
ranged globally on MAFFS contribution to Effective Resource Management in the Age of Mega Fires 
and is worthy of revisiting. Modular Aerial Firefighting Systems allow C-130 operators to instantly add 
additional air tankers without committing the aircraft to long term firefighting.  
 
LT Col Bradley Ross,  MAFFS  Program Manager for the 302D Airlift Wing  underlined their utility in 
the USAF. 
 
Session 3 Air to Space Co-ordination and Fire Monitoring 
Another presentation worthy of further study was delivered by a strong team from FIRIS, the Fire 
Integrated Real-Time Intelligence System.  Fire Chief Brian Fennessy of Orange County Fire 
Authority introduced the two architects of this use of Technology, Brian Collins, CEO of Intterra and 
Dr Ilkay Altintas  Chief Data Science Officer of the San Diego Supercomputer Centre. In Real Time, 
they assess the size, scope, and impact of emerging incidents in a manner that all responders can 
access. It already has a track record of success on recent fires. 
 
On a more Global level, the Global Wildfire Information System (GWIS) Web Mapping Service, 
presented by Vincent Ambrosia, Program Manager – Wildfires at NASA, can forecast fire danger 
levels up to 9 days ahead. It maintains a record of burned areas and the emissions of Black Carbon, 
and more besides. This Global network with existing information sources at regional and national 
level, is a building block of the Global Fire Management Compact (GMFC) proposed by Johann 
Goldammer. 
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Final Session – Unmanned Technology  
Always a source of interest and potential controversy, the Conference Programme closed with a 
detailed presentation by Dirk Giles (National UAS Program  in the DoA , USFS), Justin Baxter 
(Interagency Operations  in the BLM National Aviation Office) and Joey Mercer, Research Engineer 
at the NASA Ames Research Centre. Together they instilled confidence through the demanding 
operating rules and protocols for supporting Wildland firefighting efforts in crowded and complex 
airspace where communication and deconfliction procedures are critical. UAS technology has the 
ability to significantly expand our ability to obtain critical time sensitive remote data, at less cost, 
reduced exposure to both ground and aerial firefighters, and less environmental impact.  
Johann Goldammer recognized their utility over contaminated ground: 2% of Germany with residual 
war munitions; nuclear radiation elsewhere in the world. The use of UAS has increased significantly 
over the last three years and they are here to stay! 
 
Footnote 
Our thanks are due as ever to the Presenters, the Sponsors, the Exhibitors and Delegates who, 
together with the Tangent Link Team, make up what we hope you will agree  has been a most 
worthwhile contribution to progress in the field of  Aerial Firefighting. 
 
This report is significantly more detailed than is normal, reflecting the valuable information on offer 
and available to Delegates in the Presentations. 
 
The next Aerial Firefighting Conference will be held in Nimes, France in 2021. Details on the Tangent 
Link Website.  
 
Apologies for the spelling, which is based on the Qxford English Dictionary rather than Websters! 
 
Terry Loughran 
Real Admiral CB FRAeS 
Conference Chairman         March 2020  


