Air Operations
Overview & Summary
The Black Pulaski Fire air operations were started by the type II IMT (Heintz) and transitioned to Stanich’s type I IMT on Wednesday, July 19’th.  Tuesday, July 18’th was a shadow day to transition operations.  2 type 1, 2 type 2 and 1 type 3 helicopter, as well as 2 air attack platforms had been ordered but not filled.  Aviation equipment was ordered for the helibase but not filled.  No helibase location had yet been determined.  Multiple aircraft were available from adjacent incidents and from initial attack bases nearby.  Dipsites on private land had been utilized in initial attack and under the type 2 team, but agreements for such use had not been negotiated, other than verbally.  Costs for Retardant aircraft had not yet been tracked upon arrival of the type 1 team.  The type 2 team ASGS was able to fill the outstanding order for an ASGS on the type 1 team.  No TFR was in place.
One air attack platform order was filled by name request on 7/18.

The helibase location was finalized on Tuesday, 7/18 (1/4 mile from ICP), and aircraft orders began to be filled.  The cache van arrived with no helibase equipment, as said equipment had been unloaded in Miles City for undisclosed reasons.   Arrangements were made to ship critical equipment from Miles City to the Brusette Helibase in time to start aircraft operations.

Operations consisted of mainly bucket support and recon for the several fires of the complex.  No additional aircraft (helicopter or air attack) were ordered, and one Type 1 helicopter and one air attack order were canceled as there were multiple initial attack aircraft in the zone that were available to be shared with the incident on an as needed basis.  No TFR was ordered due to declining activity and a very large operational area that was transitory with potentially rapidly changing needs.  Airspace coordinator John Townsley was contacted on 7/17 to discuss airspace options and concurred.  MTR information and deconflict was coordinated by Miles City dispatch through air attack.

The Soda Springs fire was located in the Lewistown I.A. zone, and was outside the communication area of the command repeater.  Air operations on that fire continued under Lewistown direction until new incident command repeaters arrived to allow ICP communication with that fire.  Motels in the Jordan area were full for most of the tour, causing duty day or camping issues with the aircraft pilots.
What went well:

The aviation briefing package provided by the detail FAO at Miles City at in-brief was very helpful and informative.  Also, the willingness of the zone to share I.A. resources—specifically air attack platforms—allowed smooth continuity of air operations without building a large air force on incident.  This was critical to having success during the two high activity periods experienced by the complex.  A helicopter manager that arrived on 7/18 was HEB1 qualified, allowing the incident helibase to start with highly qualified leadership without drawing unduly on the ASGS for management.  This was critical, as the open order for an HEB1 was never filled.  No concerns or Safecoms (other than maintenance) were expressed or submitted.
What went less well:

The lack of timely delivery of critical helibase equipment could potentially have severely curtailed air operations had not an inter-rim alternative been found.   
A lack communications coverage to the Soda Springs fire curtailed planned aviation operations there for two days.  
Day one of type 1 team operations and of ICP location at Brusette opened with no FAX capability at ICP in the morning.  This severely hampered the ability to share critical aviation information to air attack and to other air bases.   
The loss of available pilot duty day due to travel to Miles City and back for O/N limited operational aircraft time for the incident, but was not majorly impactive due to the lack of activity on the fire at that time.

Lessons learned:

1) Many items ordered for helibase, including the preorder, were either:

a) delivered to Miles City (MLS)
b) incomplete (creamed over)
c) or not delivered at all
    Repeated requests for these items to MLS produced minimal results.  This generated situations needing mitigation here (read: time consuming).  Aviation orders and preorders must be delivered to the requesting unit professionally and complete.  Operations, safety, and expediency are compromised if they are not.
2)  Request numbers (A numbers) for aircraft were difficult to obtain, and tracking these was confusing and time consuming.  One dispatch center (ie: MLS or BDC)
should have been tasked with this responsibility.
3) The type II team did a good job of ordering appropriate aviation resources.  Their ASGS performed well.  She was allowed to fill the vacant space on the Type I team, and was a pleasure to work with.
4) The Soda Creek fire is in the Lewistown District’s (LDC) jurisdiction. Communications between ICP (helibase) and Soda Creek was initially non-existent, having to be relayed and supported thru LDC.  Miles City could not monitor this traffic and requested AOBD contact LDC.  AOBD was to ask that MLS be notified of all aircraft launched to Soda Creek.  This produced confusion and inefficiencies at the incident.  This was resolved the next shift by establishing direct commo from ICP to Soda Creek.   
5)  The starting communications capability of the ICP must be better communicated prior to the morning of the first shift so that other arrangements for relaying critical information can be made.
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Air Operations—daily summary
7/18
In brief at Jordan at 1100.  Shadow type 2 team.  Tie in with available I.A. air resources in area (type 2 heli and SEATs at Jordan).
7/19

No FAX at new ICP in morning.  Verbally relayed IAP info to Miles City airbase for their briefing to air attack and air crews.

CMR F+W request to enter UL bend area to recon a fire refused by Lewistown air attack flying the Soda Creek fire.  Later discussions resolved situation and the team air attack reconned the area for F+W near end of shift.

7/20

New command repeaters up and running, allowing scheduled air ops to Soda Creek.  Discussed with Lewistown dispatch that in the absence of a TFR, the team operating area and I.A. area would encompass all areas within 5 miles of any fire perimeter in the complex (with entry procedures similar to a TFR for other agency aircraft).  Requested additional type 1 helicopter support from Flat Tire fire to assist on Soda Creek mid afternoon.

7/21

Discussed 5 mile from fire perimeter operations area and I.A. area with Miles City Dispatch.  Helicopter N 462 unavailable due to hydraulic leak from 0900-1600.
7/22

Released 109MA and 2CH.  Planned staged release of other resources.

7/23
I.A. Huey reposition to Jordan.  Light helicopter reposition to Jordan.  Close out helibase.

Air Branch Statistics

	Passengers
	#’s cargo
	Gallons Water
	Gallons Retardant
	R/W flight hours
	F/W flight hours
	Tankers

	61
	1600
	197193
	45995
	132.2
	69
	51.85

	
	
	
	
	
	
	


