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Automated Flight Following (AFF) Procedures for R-3

The following procedures shall be utilized for Automated (satellite) Flight Following in Region 3.  The SW Area Mob Guide, Chapter 24.2, requires pilots to flight follow with Agency or FAA.  Automated Flight Following is one type of Agency flight following.  Procedures for Automated (satellite) Flight Following are not addressed in policy at this time.  The following procedures shall be utilized in R-3 until national policy has been developed. 

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., DO NOT CHANGE from current practices.  
· 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. (see attached for instructions)

· 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: flight will originate on Forest A, fly on Forest A, then continue on to Forest B and C) coordination between dispatch offices of Forests A, B and C must be accomplished.

NOTE: Never hesitate to use the radio at any time to make contact with an aircraft or dispatch office.

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 current procedures).

3. The dispatch office must log on to the Automated Flight Following web page, 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 boarder 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 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 (no change from present 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. As soon as possible after landing, contact dispatch office via radio or phone that you have landed.

9. 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.

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

11. 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 or observer.  Document using existing forms and logs.

2. Provide pilot/observer with appropriate frequencies to monitor during the flight (Forest 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/observer, 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/observer 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.  (No change from current procedures)

Example: A request for an aircraft to fly from Forest A to Forest B to Forest C, and then return to Forest A, on an observation or detection flight is scheduled with Forest A. AFF is requested by the pilot/observer and agreed to by the dispatch office.

In the above example there are several options:

1. Dispatch office A (originating office) flight follows the aircraft using AFF for the entire flight.  Coordinates by phone with other affected dispatch offices.  Dispatch offices B and C must be staffed, and should monitor the flight using the AFF program while on their units. Dispatch offices B and C may contact the aircraft at any time as needed but would not be the flight following office.

2. Dispatch office A flight follows the aircraft for a portion of the flight using AFF, then hands off the flight following to dispatch office B or C who takes over the flight following using AFF.  This hand off continues between dispatch offices for the duration of flight. Positive radio contact must be established between flight following office and the aircraft when hand offs occur. 

3. Dispatch office A flight follows the aircraft for a portion of the flight using AFF, then hands off the flight following to dispatch office B or C who takes over the flight following using 15 minute radio check-ins.  This hand off continues, with the option of switching between radio check-ins and AFF, between dispatch offices for the remainder of the flight.

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 to the appropriate frequency. 

INSTRUCTIONS FOR OBTAINING ACCESS TO AUTOMATED FLIGHT FOLLOWING SITE (WebTracker)

A username and password is required to access the AFF WebTracker site.  Follow the steps below to register and obtain a password.

1. Using an FS computer connected to an FS server, log on to the internet using Microsoft Explorer.

2. Type in https://aff.nifc.gov  (this is NOT a WWW address).  Bookmark/add to favorites this site.

3. It will take a minute to load the home page, be patient.  Once the AFF home page loads, click on “Request User ID” in lower right corner of the screen.

4. A box window will load that needs to be filled out.  Only the boxes with red arrows are required, but be as complete as possible. Make sure you use your full work e-mail address, this is how you will be notified your account has been created.  If you have a valid BLM Lightning Account and a BLM Lightning username, you can enter that and it will allow you to view that data through AFF, but this is not a requirement.

5. Once the form is filled out, click on the submit button at the bottom of the screen.

6. You should get a message on your screen that an account is being set up, or something to that effect.

7. Within an hour or so (no more than 24 hours) you should receive a lotus notes message in your inbox that your account had been created. Click the link in the e-mail message to activate your account.  There will be a link in the message that will take you to the site, or you can go to https://aff.nifc.gov and click on “Launch WebTracker 1.2”. (There are other “Launch” options there but this one seems to work the best for me right now).

8. A screen will come up asking for your username and password. NOTE: your username is your full email address (example jdoe@fs.fed.us), not just first initial, last name.  Your password is the one you entered when you registered.

9. Click on the “log in” button and wait.  Be patient, this will take a minute or two to load.

NOTE: On the AFF home page at https://aff.nifc.gov , under “User Support”, there is a link to “WebTracker User Guide”.  Suggest that you print this off for instruction and reference on how to use all the features of the program. 
For additional information contact: Larry Hindman, Regional Aviation Safety Manager (505) 842-3351, lhindman@fs.fed.us


