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July 29, 2009
To:    
Tom Nichols, NPS Division Chief of Fire and Aviation 
Through: 
Susie Bates, Chief, Branch of Aviation Management

From:
 Shad R. Sitz, NPS National Helicopter Program Manager

Subject: 
Rappel Operations Equipment and Procedural Check; Safety Alert No. FS 09-01; 

Restoration of rappel operations 
History:  A rappel accident occurred resulting in a fatal fall of a Forest Service rappeler. The helicopter and crew were assigned to the Backbone incident on the Six Rivers NF west of Redding, CA. The crew was conducting a routine rappel proficiency mission.

NPS Stand Down Recommendation: The NPS Fire Management Program Center, along with the NPS regions, called for a national stand-down of all NPS rappel programs until the Forest Service could determine the specifics of what occurred and the corrective actions to be taken. The National Park Service also advised all rappel units to review the Interagency Helicopter Rappel Guide (IHRG) Chapter 3, Rappel Equipment, to assure that all rappel equipment meets the current standard, Chapter 3 page 3-3, 3.2.5 Harness Inspection, and also to review Lesson Plan 7, Helicopter Mock-up on pages D-12 through D-16 of the IHRG.
Action Items: 
During the rappel stand down the National Park Service reviewed and inspected the following:
· Reviewed all rappel aviation missions and inspected all helicopter rappel equipment.

· Reviewed NPS standard operating procedures for rappel operations
· Reviewed and physically inspect all rappel and short haul equipment and procedures

· United States Park Police also completed a thorough inspection of the attachment points in the aircraft and the cable system that is in place and used during rappel, hoisting, and open door operations

· Reviewed all Crew Resource Management activities (Communication, Briefings, Procedures) while on the ground and in the aircraft during flight operations.

· Reviewed human factors and decision making for all missions

· Reviewed all of the following Safety Alerts and information that pertained to rappel equipment: 

· No.IA 07-01, SPH-5 Flight Helmets

· No.IA 09-03, Sky Genie Inspection

· No.IA 08-08, Immediately Inspect Swage Fitting on All Rappel Ropes

· Rope splice inspection

· Forge Craft Hook and Bordon Hook inspections
· Reviewed past helicopter rappel mishaps and incidents with potential (lessons learned).

Discussion Points:
Below are discussion points consolidated and documented from our rappel bases:
Physical inspections of Spotter and Rappel equipment 

Discussion with pilot and crew regarding CRM, briefings, standard operating procedures, rappel operations (focused on what could go wrong with the AS350B3, Bell 407,MD900 and Bell 205++ procedures) 

Discussed human factors and what causes errors with procedures and individuals 

Discussion of aviation mishaps with particular attention to rappel and short-haul operations 

· Complete inspection of rappeler and spotter harnesses:


· The use of Kong-Clips and  “O” Rings 
· Metal through metal (closed Tri-link through J-hook ring)

· Integrity of harness material (stitching & abrasions, etc)

Buddy-Check Procedures, all applies to section 3.2.5 of IRHG with the following additional safety procedures:

· Verbalize and point out “metal through metal” during inspection to assure closed Tri- link goes through J-hook ring, kong-clip secured.

· Physically tug on J-hook to assure “metal through metal” link is proper and secure.

· Assure and verbalize that Tri-link screw gate is locked.

During Rappel Sequence (B.7.2.2, #6) we additionally have our rappellers visually present to the spotter that they are securely clipped in and locked off by pulling up tight on the genie, making the connection completely visible to the spotter under tension. This additional procedure allows the spotter to observe that all connections are complete and secure before committing rappellers to the door.

Human Factors:
The National Park Service programs reviewed and discussed human factors that may affect job performance:

· Fatigue

· Complacency

· Multi-tasking

· Sense of urgency

· Personal distractions

Recommendations:
Future Recommendations for rappel programs: 

· Conduct annual mid-season rappel operations refresher (very important during slow fire seasons...) 

· More mockups during down time 

· Train with more emergency tie off simulations 

· Discuss radio carter box storage with pilot/crew (training vs. operational) 

· Ensure rappellers put weight on anchor after they hook up and tie off on the ground before spotter/rappeller checks   

· Incorporate into section 3.2.5 of IRHG (Buddy Check Procedures):
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Verbalize and physically point out “metal through metal” during inspection to assure closed Tri-link goes through  J-hook ring. Physically tug on Bordon hook to assure “metal through metal” link is proper and secure.

Assure physically and verbalize that Tri-link screw gate is locked.

· Incorporate into section B.7.2.2, #6 of the IHRG (Rappel Sequence) to eliminate rappellers getting to the door unclipped:

* Rappellers must visually present to the spotter that they are securely clipped in and locked off by pulling up tight on the genie making the connections completely visible to the spotter. 

The Spotter will physically inspect that that rappeller is clipped in and locked off making sure the connections and equipment are correct and secure before committing rappeller’s to the door.   


Conclusion: 
The National Park Service has documented and taken these additional steps to enhance the safety of our rappel operations. We believe that these recommendations and actions fulfill the actions items requested of the safety alert from the USFS and internal NPS Safety Flyer. 
On this date (7/29/2009), NPS personnel have met the required action items and recommendations. The NPS rappel programs will commence interagency helicopter rappel operations. 
We thank the parks, regions, and organizations which provided safety insight, recommendations, and support in the stand down of our helicopter rappel programs.
CC; 
Shad Sitz NPS Aviation Specialist/Helicopters
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