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Digest 

Document changes, clarification, and edits to plans, operational plans, strategies and guides. 

Page 
Section/ 
Chapter Sentence Changes, clarification, edit 

1 1.3 Last 
Paragraph 

Added a process to include supplements and changes through the use of 
the Digest and reissuance.  

2 2.1 Bullets Added Helicopter Pilot Practical Test Standards 
3 2.2 Last 

Paragraph 
Added a requirement to use an operational risk management process prior 
to every mission 

3 3.1 Bullets Added FS Intranet or WiFi 
3 3.4 Paragraphs Added mandatory availability period (MAP) to what the WO provides. 
5 4.1.1 Bullets Added Washington Office/Regional Helicopter Inspector Pilot (HIP) 
5 4.1.1 Bullets Added Washington Office/Regional Aviation Maintenance Inspector 
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1.0 Introduction 

1.1 Background 
The intent of this plan is to establish standards and operational procedures for the 
Washington Office contracted exclusive use 34 Type I Large Fire Support (LFS) helicopters 
and 33 Type II helicopters (including the original Mag 7, Initial Attack (IA), Rappel and Night 
ops in California only) and the assigned personnel. Forest helicopter operations and safety 
plans supplement this plan.  

All these helicopters are strategically located in areas of high historic fire occurrence and 
are available for utilization locally and nationally.  They are “hosted” and staffed by various 
National Forests within the Forest Service Regions (see section 4.1.1 below).  

The Washington Office, in cooperation with Regional Office Aviation Staff and host forests, 
continue to adapt and develop operations and equipment to ensure a stable and efficient 
program.  This is accomplished by monitoring the current management approach for 
effectiveness to include program funding, staffing, contract specifications and length, 
facilities, specialized training, placement of resources, etc.  Communication between the 
Forests, Regions, and Washington Office is important to achieve an effective and efficient 
program to support land management operations. 

1.2 Objective 
The objective of this operating plan is to identify standards for utilization by staff, 
supervisors, specialists, and managers for planning, administering and conducting 
helicopter operations.  These standards are to be used as a measure of qualifications and 
performance. 

1.3 Review and Revision 
Review and/or revision of this plan will be completed biennially or when significant changes 
or revisions to policy documents, aircraft contracts, funding levels, national plans, 
mobilization guides, etc. are made or immediately as situations may require.  

Supplements and changes to this plan may be made through the Digest and reissuance 
with Washington Office Branch Chief Review and Assistant Director, Aviation signature. 

2.0 Safety 

2.1 Policy 
To contribute to desired safety outcomes all aviation operations shall comply with the 
applicable provisions of:   
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• Title 14 Code of Federal Regulations (14 CFR) 

• Federal Aviation Regulations Forest Service Manual (FSM – 5700)  

• Forest Service Handbook (FSH - 5709.16 Flight Operations)  

• Interagency Helicopter Operations Guide (IHOG) 

• Interagency Helicopter Pilot Practical Test Standards 

• Interagency Helicopter Rappel Guide (IHRG) 

• National Rappel Operations Guide 

• USFS National Night Air Operations Plan 

• Forest Service Fire and Aviation Qualifications Guide (FSFAQG)  

• Interagency Standards for Fire and Fire Aviation Operations (Redbook) 

• Interagency Mobilization Guide  

• USFS Procurement Documents 

• Forest Service Health and Safety Code Handbook 

• Other applicable fire and aviation handbooks and guides 

When the aircraft and crews are performing operations for agencies where policy may 
differ, the more restrictive policy shall be followed. 

Helicopter operations require regulations, manuals, guides, and checklists to execute and 
coordinate operations in a safe and effective manner. Where the terms “shall” and “must” 
are used in manuals, handbooks, or guides, compliance with those items is mandatory and 
not discretionary (FSM 1110.8 - Exhibit 01 Degree of Compliance or Restriction in 
Directives). 

2.2 Risk Management 

2.2.1 Safety Management System 
The objective of a Safety Management System (SMS) is to provide structure to control risk 
and assure quality in operations.  The SMS concept is a comprehensive process to analyze 
system characteristics and engineer solutions to prevent mishaps from occurring.  Such a 
formal system of hazard identification and risk management is essential in controlling risk to 
acceptable levels and minimizing property, financial, environmental, human and societal 
losses.   

Participants in Safety Management System continually challenge the processes, the 
culture, and the systems to identify weaknesses that can be mitigated toward the greater 
purpose of mishap prevention.  

The foundation of SMS consists of four “components,” they are Policy, Risk Management, 
Assurance and Safety Promotion.  When fully implemented SMS provides and promotes a 
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positive safety culture – a culture that is informed, flexible, learning, just and fosters 
reporting that captures the operational knowledge and experience of employees.  

Operating at the lowest risk is the number one priority for all aviation, fire and project 
operations.  Aviation operations shall utilize the Aviation Safety Management System 
(ASMS) guide.  The ASMS guide should be utilized by all aviation personnel to meet or 
exceed aviation industry best practices and standards for safety.  This can be found in its 
entirety at: http://www.fs.fed.us/fire/av_safety/policy/FS_SMS_Guide_2014.pdf.  Mission 
specific Aviation Operational Risk Assessments can be found at: 
http://www.fs.fed.us/fire/av_safety/   

An operational risk management process shall be used prior to every mission to evaluate 
the risk and hazards, mitigate risks and hazards to the lowest acceptable level and make 
risk informed decisions. The operational risk management will be documented and retained.  

3.0 Helitack/Rappel Operations 

3.1 Facilities 
The host unit is responsible for ensuring all established facilities are maintained and 
operated per IHOG and the Occupation Safety and Health Administration (OSHA) 
standards.  Whenever possible, national helicopter resources should be co-located at 
established exclusive use helicopter bases to promote cost efficiency and quality 
assurance.  Host units will have a written facility agreement in place if the helibase is not 
agency owned.  

Host units are responsible for development and approval of a base site plan and for 
scheduling any needed maintenance or construction projects.  Locations with identified 
helibase facility needs will include this on the project work plan and local unit Capital 
Improvement Plan.  Helibase facility designs, layout, and estimated costs are located on the 
Washington Office engineering intranet website. 

As a minimum, helibase facilities need to be equipped with the following: 

• Electricity 

• Phone / Fax Service 

• FS intranet or WiFi 

• VHF-FM/VHF-AM Radios 

• Hot/Cold Running Water 

• Pilot/Crew Ready Room 

• Fire Extinguisher(s) 

• Evacuation Kit/First Aid 
Kits/Medical Equipment 

Commensurate to the Number of 
Personnel at the Base 

• Restroom 

• Computer Access 

• Heating/Air Conditioning 

• Flight Planning Area 

• Smoke Alarm 

• Crash Rescue Kit 

http://www.fs.fed.us/fire/av_safety/policy/FS_SMS_Guide_2014.pdf
http://www.fs.fed.us/fire/av_safety/
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• Aviation bases utilized for 
helicopter operations shall meet 

the security requirements outlined 
in FSH 5709.16 Chapter.50 

3.2 Vehicles 
Vehicles should meet the needs of the helitack crew, accommodate the number of 
personnel and carry necessary support equipment for the scope of operations.  
Recommended vehicle standards are listed in chapter 9 of the IHOG.  Local agency fleet 
managers can assist and are the first contacts regarding vehicle needs.  Agencies such as 
the General Services Administration (GSA) may be a source for procurement.   

3.3 Equipment 
Necessary equipment varies by program.  As an example, rappel capable crews are 
outfitted with rappel equipment identified in the Interagency Helicopter Rappel Guide and 
the National Rappel Operations Guide.  All equipment will meet requirements for wildland 
fire initial and extended attack and helicopter/helibase operations.  Minimum equipment is 
identified in chapter 9 of the IHOG.  

Equipment for and support operations includes, but is not limited to: 

• Personnel Protective Equipment including flight helmets 

• Firefighting hand and power tools 

• Fire shelters 

• VHF-FM VHF-AM handheld radios 

• Helicopter support equipment (e.g., cargo nets, lead lines, swivels, wind indicator, 
pad markers, weigh scales, helibase display charts, helicopter forms) 

• Crash rescue / Evacuation kit 

• Fire extinguisher 

• Information Technology (e.g., lap top computer/cell phone/handheld GPS and 
accessories) 

• Purchase/Travel Card 

3.4 Funding 
Type I: Mandatory Availability Period (MAP), funding of aircraft and personnel is provided 
by the Washington Office (WO).  Funding for aircraft contract daily availability will be 
committed and obligated only by the Washington Office, Assistant Director Budget and 
Planning. The WO provides the host regions with a management and override code for the 
daily availability.  All other expenses are charged to an incident or project code.  

Funding for personnel and equipment for the helicopters will be distributed to the Regions 
annually.  This funding shall be used for direct support of helitack personnel, equipment, 
and training.  The Helitack Managers of each aircraft will track expenditures of these funds.  
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Type II: MAP, funding aircraft and personnel is provided by the Washington Office (WO).  
Funding for aircraft contract daily availability will be committed and obligated only by the 
Washington Office, Assistant Director Budget and Planning.  The WO provides the host 
regions with a management and override code for the daily availability.  All other expenses 
are charged to an incident or project code.  

Coordinating with Regional Aviation Officers, the Washington Office Helicopter Operations 
Specialist will work with Regional Helicopter Operations Specialists and Fire Planners to 
identify and request the funding to support operations for programs through an annual 
project work plan.  The work plan should cover all aspects of the helitack crew for out-year 
budget planning.  Included in costs should be local administrative support, unemployment 
costs, transfer of station, training, facility improvements, vehicles, equipment, etc. 

4.0 Program Management 

4.1 Administration 

4.1.1 Program Administration  
National Helicopter programs are administered locally by a host Forest/Unit.  The host unit 
is responsible for hiring, training, and supervision of the Helitack crew.  Additional 
programmatic and operational oversight may be provided by: 

• Washington Office Helicopter Program Manager (NHPM)  

• Washington Office Helicopter Operations Specialist (NHOS)  

• Washington Office Aircraft Coordinator (NAC) 

• Washington Office/ Regional Helicopter Inspector Pilot (HIP) 

• Washington Office/Regional Aviation Maintenance Inspector 

• Regional Aviation Officers (RAO) 

• Regional Helicopter Program Managers (HPM) 

• Regional Helicopter Operations Specialists (HOS)  

• Regional Aviation Maintenance Inspector (AMI)  

• Regional Aviation Safety Managers (RASM)  

o Unit/Forest Aviation Officers (UAO/FAO) or designated aviation program 
manager  

 Helicopter Program Managers 

4.1.2 Contract Administration Availability Period  
Contracted aircraft include a complement of Type I and II standard and restricted or limited 
category helicopters.  These are procured as exclusive use contracts through the 
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Washington Office (WO) Acquisition Management (AQM) Incident Support Branch.  MAPs 
of the aircraft are set to coincide with geographic fire seasons. 

A Contracting Officer (CO) is delegated authority for administration of the contract by the 
WO AQM, Incident Support Branch Chief.  Their duties are outlined in the Contract 
Administration Handbook (FSH 6309).  The CO designates a Contracting Officer 
Representative (COR) through a letter outlining the delegated duties and responsibilities.  
CORs on all WO procured helicopter contracts must be Level III certified by their Regional 
AQM Director. 

COR certification information regarding training requirements, external training 
opportunities, and the Federal Acquisition Institute Training Application System (FAITAS) is 
located at: http://fsweb.wo.fs.fed.us/aqm2/wo/pros/cor.php. 

Once officially designated, the COR is responsible for designating Project Inspectors (PI) 
on the resultant contracts.  The COR and designated PI’s shall follow the established lines 
of contract authority for the administration of the contract.  

One additional responsibility of the COR is the Contractor Performance Assessment 
Reporting System (CPARS).  Using the electronic based system, the CPARS assesses a 
contractor's performance and provides a record, both positive and negative, on a given 
contractor during a specific period of time. Each assessment is based on objective facts 
and supported by program and contract management data, such as cost performance 
reports, customer comments, quality reviews, technical interchange meetings, and 
functional performance evaluations.  

4.2 Personnel and Staffing 

4.2.1 Crew Qualifications 
Training, Qualification and Certification are the responsibility of the host unit. Individual 
helitack position qualifications, core competencies and certification are identified in the 
Wildland Fire Qualification Systems Guide PMS 310-1 (NFES 1414), Forest Service 
Handbook (FSH) 5109.17, Forest Service Fire and Aviation Qualifications Guide 
(FSFAQG), Interagency Helicopter Operations Guide (IHOG), Interagency Helicopter 
Rappel Guide (IHRG), National Rappel Operations Guide (NROG), Night Air Operations 
Plan (NAOP), and Interagency Standards for Fire and Fire Aviation Operations (NFES 
2724). 

4.2.2 Training and Development 
Training and experience provides the knowledge, skill, and abilities that allow personnel to 
perform safely and effectively in the wildland fire and aviation environment.  Helitack 
personnel must be in place two weeks or more prior to the contract start date to complete 
required and critical training.  Upon completion of all required annual, unit, and specialized 
training, the Helitack superintendent will notify the NAC they are fully operational and 
available for mobilization.  

http://fsweb.wo.fs.fed.us/aqm2/wo/pros/cor.php
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Specialized training for rappel and night operations will be complete as outlined in the 
NROG and NAOP. 

Helitack personnel should explore opportunities to develop and advance qualifications in 
both fire and aviation.  It is important to provide opportunities be provided through advanced 
training and assignments for accomplish of this objective.  Desired IQCS qualifications are 
shown on the following page.   

Aviation and fire suppression qualifications beyond these standards are encouraged.  All 
Helitack individual development plans (IDPs) shall be documented and recorded through 
Ag-learn.  Completed training will be documented and placed in the employees file. 

TYPE I 

Helitack Manager 
Air Operations: HEB2 

TYPE II 

Assistant Helitack Manager 
Air Operations: HEB2 (T) 

Helitack Manager 
Air Operations: ASGS/HLCO 
Operations: DIVS 

Assistant Helitack Manager 
Air Operations: HEB1 
Operations: TFLD 

Helitack Squad Leader 
Air Operations: HEB2 
Operations: ICT4 

Helitack Lead Crewmember 
Air Operations: HMGB 
Operations: CRWB 

Helitack Senior Firefighter 
Air Operations: DECK 
Operations: ICT5 

Helitack Crewmember 
Air Operations: HECM 
Operations: FFT1 
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4.2.3 Staffing 
Aircraft are staffed and available seven days a week during the MAP.  The number of 
Helitack personnel required for each aircraft shall meet the minimum requirements 
stipulated in the IHOG for each type of helicopter.  

Type I Organization: Exclusive Use LFS Restricted/Limited Category Aircraft  

Position Description Grade Minimum Tours 
Number of 
Positions 

Helitack Manager FS1920 GS-09 26/0 1 
Helitack Assistant Manager FS1918/FS1919 GS-08 18/8 minimum 1 

On Type 1 helicopters, a minimum of one (1) Helicopter Manager (HMGB) with an assistant 
or relief manager shall comprise the established crew.  There must be one qualified 
Helicopter Manager (HMGB) with the Type 1 helicopter at all times during the MAP.  

Type II: The following are Helitack staffing levels for exclusive use type 2 standard category helicopters 

Position Description Grade Minimum Tours Number of Positions 
Helitack Manager FS1920 GS-09 26/0 1 
Helitack Assistant Manager FS1918/FS1919 GS-08 26/0 1 
Squad Leader FS1986/FS1987 GS-06/07 18/8 Minimum 2, 

Recommended 4 
Senior Firefighter FS0199/FS0200 GS-05 13/13 2 
Crewmember  GS-03/04/05 Temporary Minimum 4, 

Recommended 7 

The host Forest has the discretion to add additional crewmembers including trainees to the 
module.   

To maintain staffing levels, crewmembers will be given their days off on a rotation schedule.  
This may require travel back to their home unit for days off during periods of extended 
assignments away from the host unit. 

When the aircraft and helitack crew are dispatched off the host unit in support of incident 
activities, the entire module should expect to be mobilized.  This normally benefits the 
receiving units by; increasing IA capabilities, staffing helibase and helicopter positions, and 
providing additional firefighting capabilities. 

Recommended minimum staffing level of fifteen (15) is identified for each aircraft.  This 
staffing level supports national objectives, providing the most cost effective, efficient, and 
highly skilled platform of firefighting and aviation support personnel.   

Type II Rappel: The crew size shall be a minimum of 15 persons per rappel helicopter.  A 
21-person crew size is recommended to increase IA capability, provide additional 
leadership to the crew, and add greater flexibility that will allow for off-crew training 
opportunities to advance operational and aviation qualifications.   
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Rappel module size may increase above the minimum or recommended levels depending 
on funding, size of facilities, local management, and national needs.  However, rappel crew 
modules shall adhere to the ICS span of control for supervision which ranges from three to 
seven subordinates to each supervisor.  Because, span of control is influenced by the size, 
complexity, and specific hazards of the incident or operation, a ratio of one 
supervisor/leader to five subordinates is most often recommended and should be the target 
for each rappel crew. Washington Office expectations are that rappel crews are staffed for 7 
day coverage during the contract period. Therefore 2 spotters per aircraft are needed to 
maintain adequate coverage. 

The tables below show a typical standard 15-person minimum module configuration and on 
the following page the recommended (21-person) standard crew organizations.  These 
module configurations are for single helicopter rappel crews and were developed with the 
target span of control ratio in mind. 

Standard 15-Person Rappel Crew Module  

Position Description Grade Minimum Tours 
Minimum Number 
of Positions 

Helitack Manager FS1920 GS-09 26/0 1 

Helitack Assistant Manager FS1918/FS1919 GS-07/GS-08 18/8  Minimum 1 

Squad Leader FS1986/FS1987 GS-06/GS-07 13/13 Minimum 2 

Senior Firefighter FS0199/FS0200 GS-04/GS-05 13/13 Minimum 4 

Apprentice GS-04/GS-05 13/13 Minimum 3 

Firefighter GS-04 Temporary 4 

 

Recommended 21-Person Rappel Crew Module 

Position Description Grade Minimum Tours 
Number of 
Positions 

Helitack Manager FS1920 GS-09 26/0 1 

Helitack Assistant Manager FS1918/FS1919 GS-07/GS-08 18/8 Minimum 2 

Squad Leader FS1986/FS1987 GS-06/GS-07 13/13 Minimum 3 

Senior Firefighter FS0199/FS0200 GS-04/GS-05 13/13 Minimum 4 

Apprentice GS-04/GS-05 13/13 Minimum 3 

Firefighter GS-04 Temporary 6 

In each of the crew configurations illustrated in the tables above, the crew leadership 
positions (Helitack Manager, Helitack Assistant Manager, and Squad Leaders) should all be 
filled as required or recommended so as to achieve the appropriate span of control.  The 
ratio of senior firefighter, apprentice, and temporary firefighter positions may be flexed to 
accommodate experience, skills, and developmental opportunities.  However, the number 
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of the firefighter positions in total should be achieved so as to provide adequate crew 
capability for IA purposes. 

Any aviation base that hosts two or more exclusive use helicopters or has a complex 
aviation operation with multiple aircraft should consider filling an Airbase Manager (GS-11 
26/0) position.  At bases that host two or more helicopters, the operations, equipment, and 
training functional areas should be managed by separate individuals. 

4.2.4 Ethics and Conduct 
The Helitack and Rappel programs and personnel not only represent themselves and their 
host unit; they represent the Forest Service and are accountable to the public for their 
actions.  Professional conduct is expected at all times and is measured by accountability, 
respect, leadership, communication and the integrity of the program.  The programs will 
conduct all operations with the highest regard to safety and within the boundaries of policy. 
Personnel will only perform those services in which they are qualified, trained, and 
equipped.  They will continue to educate themselves in order to improve and advance their 
qualifications and performance. 

All Helicopter manager/modules will adhere to work/rest guidelines, length of assignment, 
days off requirements, driving, hazard pay, etc. set forth in the Interagency Incident 
Business Management Handbook Chapter 10 (NFES 2160)  

4.3 Communication  
Lines of communications are established to keep all parties informed of pending or potential 
issues that may arise within the individual helicopter programs.  The Helicopter Manager/PI 
is responsible for: 

1. Contract communication 

a) Notify the Contracting Officer Representative (COR), with all contract compliance 
questions and/or concerns, major maintenance or mechanical issues, disputes, etc.  
(This is only if the Helicopter Manager is not the designated COR.)  

b) The COR will notify the Contracting Officer if the concerns or issues are outside the 
scope of his/her letter of delegation. 

c) Notify the appropriate personnel such as maintenance inspectors, helicopter 
inspector pilots, regional aviation safety managers, helicopter operations specialist, 
etc. depending on the nature of the issue. 

d) Notify the appropriate dispatch center of helicopter status (i.e., 
available/unavailable). 

2. Dispatch communication (out of GACC) 

a) Receive resource order from local dispatch. 

b) Submit flight strip to Dispatch for dispersal to appropriate GACC/receiving unit. 

c) Notify NICC when departing on assignment and each stop along route. 
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d) Notify the home unit dispatch and supervisor when appropriate (e.g., release from 
assignment, personnel issues, etc.). 

3. Local Dispatch communication (within GACC) 

a) Managers are responsible for receiving and reviewing local/regional dispatch 
procedures. 

4.4 Mobilization 

4.4.1 Mandatory Availability Period  
Mobilization will occur through NICC, the GACC, and Forest coordination centers where the 
resource is currently located.  All helicopter resources are required to have a resource order 
generated through the Resource Order and Status System (ROSS) prior to departure.  The 
type of resource mobilized will be based on incident needs, resource availability, location in 
relation to the requesting unit, and aircraft and crew capability.  Complete mobilization and 
demobilization procedures are identified in the National Interagency Mobilization Guide 
(NFES 2092).   

When an aircraft is ordered to an incident off the host unit or adjoining unit(s) Initial Attack 
Zone during regular duty hours, one hour will be allowed to prepare and depart with the 
aircraft.  Two hours will be allowed during off duty time.  Additional allowances shall be 
made should weather, sunrise/sunset, or other factors prevent a safe departure.     

Helitack Managers are responsible for obtaining a complete and thorough briefing from the 
receiving unit on local conditions, operations, and unit expectations.  Work/rest, length of 
assignment, and days-off policies found in chapters 10 of the Interagency Incident Business 
Management Handbook and the National Mobilization Guide will be followed.  

4.4.2 Outside Mandatory Availability Period  
Periodically, exclusive use helicopters are hired outside the contract MAP for incidents or 
projects.  The CO will issue a modification to the Exclusive Use (EU) Contract for either 
optional use or MAP date adjustment.  The designated COR and/or Helicopter Manager 
(which may be the same person), will be notified of the mobilization.  If the designated EU 
Helicopter Manager is not immediately available, the requesting geographic area will assign 
an available qualified EU Helicopter Manager until the designated EU Helicopter manager 
arrives.    
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