DRAFT 2

Proposed National Mobilization Guide Language for

Flight Following (includes Automated Flight Following Procedures).

The following are suggested changes to the National Interagency Mobilization Guide regarding Flight Management Procedures.  These changes incorporate procedures for Automated Flight Following (AFF).  In order to standardize procedures between Geographic Areas, it is suggested that the procedures identified in the National Mob Guide become the standard and that Geographic areas not be allowed to modify procedures (i.e., more or less restrictive).  Standard procedures are key to our aviation accident prevention program.  

24.3 Flight Management Procedures

Types of flights

Point-to-point flights originate at one developed airport or permanent helibase, with a direct flight to another developed airport or permanent helibase. These types of flights are often referred to as “administrative” flights. These flights require point-to-point or mission approved pilots and aircraft. A point-to-point flight is conducted higher than 500 feet above ground level (AGL) except for take off and landing.

Mission flights are those flights that do not meet the definition of a point-to-point flight. These types of flights are often referred to as “tactical” flights. A mission flight requires work to be performed in the air (such as retardant or water delivery, fire reconnaissance, smokejumper delivery), or through a combination of ground and aerial work (such as delivery of personnel and/or cargo from helibases to helispots or unimproved landing sites, rappelling or cargo let-down, horse herding).  The pilot and aircraft must be agency approved (carded) for the mission being performed.

24.3.1 Flight Plans:  All flights (fixed wing or rotor) must be on a flight plan. There are two appropriate types of flight plans: (1) FAA Flight Plan and (2) Agency Flight Plan. 

FAA Flight Plan Requirements:
· Required when an Agency Flight Plan is not filed.

· Required when a flight proceeds beyond a Geographic boundary (Exception:  Initial Attack across a border outside of the Geographic boundary).

· A Flight Request / Schedule Form must be completed by the originating dispatch office.

· This form shall be sent electronically or faxed to all receiving unit(s) by the originating dispatch office.

· When variations or changes in the flight itinerary occur (delay of 30 minutes plus or minus, changes of passengers, aircraft or pilots) notification is required to the originating dispatch office as soon as possible by the COP / pilot.

Agency Flight Plan

· Used primarily for flights taking place within a Geographic Area.

· A Flight Request / Schedule Form will be completed by the originating dispatch office.This form will be sent electronically or faxed to all receiving unit(s) by the originating dispatch office. Exception: On mission flights within a Geographic Area, a resource order may be sufficient documentation of an Agency Flight Plan.

· At the conclusion of the flight, the COP / Pilot will ensure that the receiving dispatch office is notified of their arrival.  The receiving dispatch office is responsible for notifying the originating dispatch office.

24.3.2  Resource Tracking and Flight Following

Resource Tracking occurs at all levels of dispatch. Confirmation of an aircraft’s arrival at a specified destination is required to ensure that a flight has been completed safely. It is the pilot and/or COP’s responsibility to close out a flight plan. If an aircraft is overdue, it is the receiving dispatcher’s responsibility to initiate Aircraft Search and Rescue actions.

Flight Following is the responsibility of the scheduling office and will remain so until transferred through a documented, positive hand-off. Flights following reports from the aircraft are the responsibility of Pilot in Command.  The flight following dispatch office shall be continually staffed while an aircraft is airborne.  Document flight following problems through the SAFECOM system.

FAA Flight Following is required for those flights that cross Geographic boundaries, except for Initial Attack across a boundary. FAA flight following is automatically provided on an Instrument Flight Rules (IFR) flight plan. On a Visual Flight Rules (VFR) flight plan, the pilot must request FAA flight following.  Air Traffic Control (ATC) may or may not provide it. It is the pilot’s responsibility to confirm with dispatch which type of FAA flight plan will be used. The pilot shall close out the flight plan with the FAA once the flight is completed.

Agency Flight Following is done primarily for those flights taking place within a

Geographic area. There are two types of Agency flight following: Automated Flight Following (AFF), and Radio Check-in.  AFF is a satellite/web-based system. The dispatcher can “see” an aircraft icon on a computer screen and view, real time; it’s location, speed, heading, altitude, and flight history.  See 24.3.3 AFF procedures section, for more detailed information.  Radio Check-in / Check-out flight following requires verbal communication via radio every 15 minutes.  The dispatcher logs the aircraft call sign, location, and heading.

NOTE: An agreement between the pilot and dispatcher must be made on which type of

Agency flight following will be utilized, preferably by phone prior to takeoff, but may be done via radio while airborne.   

Sterile Cockpit Procedures - All aircraft with agency communication radios will only monitor FAA VHF air traffic frequencies and agency guard frequency (for emergency only) within 5 miles of an uncontrolled airport. On departure, airtankers will cease operation on agency radios after reporting “rolling”.  All other aircraft will cease operation on agency radios before taxiing onto the active runway, or lifting off, for helicopters. After reaching 5 miles from the airport, or outside class B, C, or D airspace, routine check-in and communication on agency radios will resume.  On arrival, all aircraft will cease operations on agency radios (except for emergencies) at least 5 miles from the airport or when in contact with approach control or tower. The pilot will radio the Dispatcher and advise they are either under FAA flight control or 5 miles from landing.  After landing, and clear of the active runway, communication with dispatch or the base may resume.

Flight following for non-tactical aircraft is the responsibility of the scheduling unit. Flight plans are available from the scheduling unit and may be faxed to the receiving unit upon request. Any unit may request flight following assistance through established ordering channels. Any requests for NICC to provide flight following for any aircraft will follow the procedures for tactical aircraft below.

A. NICC is responsible for flight following all aircraft crossing Geographic Area boundaries which have been ordered through NICC on:

· Aircraft orders

· Flight Requests

· IA Smokejumper order

The Sending Unit is the dispatch unit which sends the aircraft from the vendor or government aviation unit.

The Receiving Unit is the dispatch unit which is receiving the resource.

A. Responsibilities of the Sending Unit:

1. Obtain actual time of departure (ATD) and estimated time of arrival (ETA)  from the initial departure airport from pilot/vendor. 

2. Relay the ATD, ETA, and type of flight plan/flight following being utilized (FAA or Agency, AFF or Radio check-in) to the sending unit’s GACC via established ordering channels.

3. Notify the GACC of known delays/advances of a flight plan exceeding 30 minutes.

4. Assist with search procedures for overdue aircraft. Utilize agency Aircraft Search/Rescue Guides, as appropriate.

5. On any flight requiring stops en route to a destination, instruct the Pilot In Command or Chief of Party* to contact NICC at 800-994-6312. Aircraft support vehicles should contact NICC at fuel stops.

*(For Chief of Party responsibilities, see Chapter 60, Section 67).

B. Responsibilities of the Sending GACC:

1. Relay the flight itinerary, and type of flight plan/flight following being   utilized, to NICC via telephone or fax.

2. Notify NICC of known delays/advances of a flight plan exceeding 30 minutes.

3. Assist with search procedures for overdue aircraft. Utilize agency Aircraft Search/Rescue Guides, as appropriate.

C. Responsibilities of NICC:

1. Relay flight itinerary, and type of flight plan/flight following being utilized, to the receiving GACC by telephone/fax.

2. Notify receiving GACC of known delays/advances of a flight plan exceeding 30 minutes.

3. Resource track tactical aircraft to specified destinations.

4. Monitor flight plans for additional utilization.

D. Responsibilities of Receiving GACC:

1. Relay flight itinerary, and type of flight plan/flight following being utilized, to the receiving unit by telephone.

2. Notify receiving units of known delays/advances of a flight plan exceeding 30 minutes.

3. Confirm arrival of all tactical aircraft to NICC by telephone; notify NICC of any aircraft overdue by more than 30 minutes.

4. Assist with search procedures for overdue aircraft. Utilize agency Aircraft Search/Rescue Guides, as appropriate.

E. Responsibilities of Receiving Unit:

1. Confirm arrival of all tactical aircraft by telephone to receiving GACC.

2. Notify receiving GACC of any delays of a flight plan exceeding 30 minutes; notify receiving GACC of any aircraft overdue by more than 30 minutes.

3. Initiate/assist with search procedures for overdue aircraft. Utilize agency Aircraft Search/Rescue Guides, as appropriate.

24.3.3 Automated Flight Following (AFF) Procedures

Automated Flight Following is one type of Agency flight following. Automated Flight Following reduces the requirement to “check in” via radio every 15 minutes, and provides the dispatcher with a wide range of information on the flight, airspace, and other data that may be pertinent to the flight.  This reduces pilot workload, clears overloaded radio frequencies, and provides the dispatcher with much greater detail and accuracy on aircraft location and flight history.

Requirements to Utilize Automated Flight Following:

· Procedures for flight requests, ordering aircraft, requirement for a Chief of Party, etc., are the same as radio check-in procedures.  
· The aircraft must be equipped with the necessary hardware (transmitter and antenna).

· The dispatch office responsible for the flight following must have a computer connected to the Internet immediately available to them in the dispatch office.  Dispatch office(s) responsible for flight following shall be staffed for the duration of the flight.

· Training: The flight following dispatcher must have a working knowledge of the automated flight following program (Webtracker) and must have a current username and password for the Automated Flight Following system. 

· Automated Flight Following does NOT reduce or eliminate the requirement for aircraft on mission flights to have FM radio capability, and for the aircraft to be monitoring appropriate radio frequencies during the flight.

· When a flight will cross “boundaries” (example:  A flight will originate on Unit A, fly on Unit A, then continue on to Units B and C) coordination between dispatch offices of Units A, B and C must be accomplished.

Procedures for Utilizing AFF :

1. When an aircraft is ordered, or a user requests flight following from a dispatch office, an agreement between the user and the dispatch office must be made that Automated Flight Following will be utilized.

2. Other standard information shall be communicated to the dispatch office, such as route of flight, passengers, purpose of flight, radio frequencies to monitor, known flight hazards, TFR information, ETD, etc. (no change from radio check-in procedures).

3. The dispatch office must log on to the Automated Flight Following web site, verify that the aircraft icon is visible on the screen, and be able to quickly monitor this page at any time during the flight.

4. If the flight will cross “traditional dispatch boundaries”, the originating dispatch office must coordinate with affected units, and establish if the aircraft will be flight followed for the duration of the flight from the originating office or handed off when the border is crossed.  Either option is acceptable but must be communicated and understood between dispatch offices and pilots/observers.

5. When aircraft is initially airborne, and outside of sterile cockpit environment, a radio call shall be made to the flight following dispatch office stating “Nxxxx off (airport or helibase name) AFF”, dispatch office shall respond “Nxxxx, (dispatch call sign) AFF”.  This is required to positively verify that both the aircraft and the dispatch office are utilizing Automated Flight Following, radios are operational,  and that the dispatcher can “see” the aircraft on the computer screen.  If there is a problem at this point, revert to normal radio 15 minute check-in procedures until the problem is resolved.

6. The dispatch office then sets a 15 minute timer and, at a minimum, monitors the computer at 15 minute intervals for the duration of the flight.

7. When the aircraft has completed the flight and landed, the pilot or passenger (observer, Chief of Party, ATGS, etc.) shall contact the dispatch office via radio or telephone informing them that they are on the ground.

Procedures for Pilot/Observer:

1. Contact dispatch with request to utilize AFF (preferably via phone prior to flight).

2. Provide Dispatch with appropriate flight information (same as radio check-in procedures).

3. If Dispatch is willing and able to accommodate AFF request, obtain appropriate FM frequencies and tones to be monitored during flight and brief on radio calls you will make and what response is expected.

4. Shortly after take off, and outside of sterile cockpit environment, contact dispatch via radio stating “Nxxxx off (airport or helibase name) AFF”.

5. If radio contact is not made with dispatch office, return to airport/helibase.

6. If radio contact is made, and AFF is verified by dispatch office, monitor assigned frequencies, including guard, for duration of flight.

7. If a deviation from planned and briefed flight route occurs, contact dispatch office via radio with the change.

8. If AFF capability is lost at the dispatch office, or the signal is lost during the flight, flight following will revert to 15 minute radio check-in procedures.

9. Monitor the appropriate radio frequencies at all times during the flight.

10. Inform dispatch upon landing that you are on the ground.

Procedures for Aircraft Dispatcher:

1. When AFF is requested, ensure AFF program access is available and request standard flight information from the pilot/Chief of Party (COP).  Document using existing dispatch forms and logs.

2. Provide pilot/observer with appropriate frequencies to monitor during the flight (Dispatch frequency, National flight following, etc.).  Ensure these frequencies are monitored during duration of flight.

3. If flight following will be handed off to another dispatch office during the flight, brief this with the pilot/COP, providing frequency change, call sign, and other appropriate information.

4. Brief with pilot/observer on radio calls expected and responses you will provide.

5. Check AFF system to ensure icon for the aircraft is shown.

6. Shortly after take off, pilot/COP will call via radio stating “Nxxxx off (airport or helibase name) AFF”. Check aircraft Icon color and verify time and date. Respond to the radio call, stating “Nxxxx, (dispatch call sign) AFF”.  

7. Keep the AFF system running on your computer during the entire flight.   

8. Set 15 minute timer, and check flight progress as appropriate during the flight.  Document using existing forms and logs. 

9. If the icon turns RED, it means the signal has been lost.  Immediately attempt contact with the aircraft via radio and follow normal lost communication, missing aircraft, or downed aircraft procedures as appropriate.

10. If radio contact is made after a lost signal, flight may continue utilizing 15 minute radio check-ins for flight following.

11. Use same procedure if computer system goes down during flight.

Hand Off Procedures for Dispatch Offices:

If a flight will cross “traditional dispatch boundaries”, and the flight following will be handed off from one dispatch office to another, a positive hand off must be made.  This must be coordinated between the affected dispatch offices and the aircraft, preferably prior to take off, but may be done while airborne.  (Same as radio check-in procedures)

Coordination Requirements

Flight following hand offs must be coordinated when using AFF.

· Coordinate with affected dispatch offices and agree on who will be responsible for flight following, how it will be accomplished (AFF and/or radio check-ins), frequencies aircraft should monitor, and if frequency changes are required, when and where they should be made.

· Whenever possible utilize National Flight Following frequency (168.650) for entire flight.

· Ensure pilots/observers are briefed on any hand offs anticipated (call signs, frequencies and when to switch) and if a combination of AFF and radio check-ins will be required (when and where).

NOTE: Remember that Guard (168.625) is always available to make contact with an aircraft or dispatch office, and then move off guard to the appropriate frequency. 

24.3.4 Overdue and Missing Aircraft

· At 30 minutes past the last scheduled check-in time or the filed ETA, the dispatch office currently responsible for flight following the aircraft will confer with intermediate, and/or destination dispatch office(s) involved to determine the aircraft’s location or whether the aircraft can be contacted by radio, or located by other means. For mission flights, the aircraft is considered overdue at the scheduled check-in time.

· After 45 minutes overdue, the dispatch offices involved will confer with the local FAA Flight Service Station to determine if the aircraft has landed at a local airport along its route. The originating dispatch office will contact the aircraft owner to determine if the pilot has checked in with them.

· At 1 hour past ETA or scheduled check-in, notify local supervisor and the Coordination Center of the overdue aircraft and actions taken. Efforts to locate the aircraft will continue under the supervisor’s direction. The Supervisory Dispatcher will initiate search-and-rescue procedures with appropriate agency. 
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