	[image: image2.png]



	United States

Department of

Agriculture
	Forest

Service
	Pacific Southwest

Region, Fire &

Aviation Mgmt.
	   3237 Peacekeeper Way

McClellan, CA  95652

(916) 640-1000



	File Code:
	5700
	Date:
	August 18, 2009

	Route To:
	

	
	

	Subject:
	Regional Helicopter Rappel Evaluation 

	
	

	To:
	  Region 5 Aviation Group


Region 5 Aviation Group tasked a team of rappel check spotters to ensure equipment modifications were in compliance with Safety Alerts 09-01 and 09-02 plus evaluate if rappel procedures were in accordance with the standard operating protocols, and to recommend the reactivation of rappel operations.  Three check spotters were identified to accomplish this task. These individuals are designated Regional Helicopter Rappel Check Spotters for the Intermountain Region and the Pacific Southwest Region of the Forest Service.

1. Pierre Cain

Salmon  Challis National Forest
2. Isidoro Solis

Sequoia National Forest
3. Phil Hawkins

Shasta Trinity National Forest

To complete this task each helicopter rappel module was evaluated in Region 5.  Our focus was not only compliance with the safety alerts but to determine the region’s level of standardization by reviewing procedures as identified in the Interagency Helicopter Rappel Guide. The following items were reviewed and evaluated:
· Rappeller to rappeller personal equipment inspection “Buddy Check”.
· Spotter pre-boarding equipment and rappeller inspections.

· Spotter on-board equipment and rappeller inspections. 

· Spotter hand signal standardization.

· Procedures standardization.

· Documentation

Based on our findings Region 5 is in compliance with the Safety Alerts 09-01 and 09-02, and is operating within the parameters established in the Interagency Helicopter Rappel Guide. Although in compliance, the following observations were identified that require improvement. The observations noted below are not consistent throughout all modules in the region. Discrepancies were immediately addressed and corrected by providing mitigation measures.  
Rappeller to rappeller personal equipment inspection “Buddy Check”

Observation: Harnesses are not consistently being properly adjusted.  Buddy checks need to be more detailed and tactilely performed. During buddy checks it was observed on several occasions that the O-ring would work itself out over the attachment ring of the J-hook creating a distraction to the rappeller and spotter and making it ineffective.
Mitigation: All modules were instructed on the importance of a properly adjusted harness and on how a detailed and tactile inspection is completed. This was accomplished by providing a job aid that clearly defines the proper inspection process.  Discontinue the use of the accessory O-ring due to distractions and ineffectiveness.  In addition it was stressed to the rappeller the importance of focusing on the tri-link and J-hook connection since disallowing the rappeller to manipulate the connection could deemphasize the need to verify the connection. 
Spotter pre-boarding equipment and rappeller inspections
Observation: Spotter inspections need to be more detailed and tactilely completed.

Mitigation: Mockups were completed and input was provided to spotters how to perform a thorough detailed visual and tactile inspection.

Spotter on-board equipment and rappeller inspections

Observation: Spotter inspections need to be more detailed and tactilely completed. During spotter on board checks it was observed on several occasions that the O-ring would work itself out over the attachment ring of the J-hook creating a distraction to the rappeller and spotter and making it ineffective.
Mitigation: Mockups were completed and input was provided to spotters how to perform a thorough detailed visual and tactile inspection by both rappeller and spotter. Discontinue the use of the accessory O-ring due to distractions and ineffectiveness. 

Spotter hand signal standardization
Observation: Signals were generally standardized however their presentation were not always deliberate and clear. The only non standardized signal that was observed was the habit of pointing at the rappeller right before giving a standardized signal for the rappeller to accomplish a task. This signal is above and beyond the signals identified in the rappel guide.

Mitigation:  RAG issue instructions to cease using this practice before commencing rappel operations next field season.  Modules shall accomplish this by completing a series of mockups until proficiency is achieved without the need to point.  If pointing is deemed important a process is in place to recommend changes to standardized signals. 
Procedures standardization
Observation: Procedures observed are within the parameters established in the Interagency Helicopter Rappel Guide.

Mitigation:  Ensure spotters are consistent in procedures by having annual meetings, and developing and implementing a detailed certification criteria process before the next field season.

Documentation:

Observation: Different versions of documentation were utilized. Some forms were not adequately completed.  

Mitigation:  Instructed all spotters to review and ensure all documentation was completed. Develop and implement a standard forms package before next field season and provide instruction on how to complete. 
To reiterate our findings we conclude that all Region 5 Rappel modules are compliant with the Safety Alerts 09-01 and 09-02.  Furthermore all programs were standardized within the parameters established in the Interagency Helicopter Rappel Guide.  Our recommendation is to commence rappel operation again with the following direction.  If forests, modules, individual rappellers or spotters choose to recertify as a rappel module this season they must follow the direction identified below.  

Region 5 Rappel Standup Direction:
To further ensure standardization all Region 5 Pacific Southwest Rappel Modules will discontinue the use of the Forge-craft Hook and acquire the Bourdon Hook before standing up again. In addition, due to concerns in creating distractions to the rappeller and the spotter, the use of the accessory O-ring as identified in Safety Alert 09-02, Region 5 will not utilize the O-ring at the apex of the tri-link. 

1. Modules shall perform the following items at their home base.

A. Recertification at home base shall be done with no distractions. (Make aircraft unavailable for fire assignment)

B. Recertification will start at the rappeller to rappeller buddy check as per the Region 5 Rappeller Buddy Check Job Aid until performed without any procedural error. 
a) For rappellers exceeding 28 days recertification as per IHRG, Proficiency 2.4.3
b) For spotter exceeding 28 days recertification as per IHRG, Proficiency 2.3.4
*Note: Tower simulators will be utilized if spotters and rappellers deem it necessary. Forests and GACC shall make this option available. 
C. Proficiency in mockups shall be documented before proceeding to live rappels. All rappellers shall complete a minimum of three rappels with one being in typical terrain. 
a) First rappel at 50 feet in flat open terrain. 

b) Second rappel at 50 feet in flat open terrain.
c) Third rappel in typical terrain.

* Note: Spotters shall deploy a minimum of one load of cargo. 

*Note: If feasible rappeller loads should consist of experienced and first year rappellers. 

D. Once completed module managers will notify the Regional Helicopter Operations Specialist which in turn will notify the corresponding GACC that they are rappel capable. 

For additional information or answers to other questions please contact Jeff Power at 916-640-1031 or jmpower@fs.fed.us.

/s/Pierre Cain
PIERRE CAIN
Region 4 Check Spotter
/s/ Isidoro Solis

ISIDORO SOLIS

Region 5 Check Spotter

/s/ Phil Hawkins
PHIIL HAWKINS

Region 5 Check Spotter
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