
 

 

  

 

  

The Right Thing to Do   
 

June 27, 2011, N93AA experienced an oil leak which necessitated a return to the airport 

very close to the end of their aerial supervision shift on the Duckett Incident.  The pilot 

had been monitoring the instruments and noticed that the right engine oil pressure had 
fallen to an unsafe level; no rise in engine temperature was indicated.  Immediately, the 

mission was aborted, and the pilot briefed the Air Tactical Group Supervisor (ATGS) on 
the issue.  He also implemented crew resource management specific to the incident, delegat-

ing some instrument monitoring in order to concentrate more on flying the airplane.  They 
landed without incident.  Upon inspection, it was found that the vendor had enough remain-
ing oil to legally 

flush the system, 
replace the oil 

and receive an 
endorsement 

from the Mainte-
nance Inspector 
for a return to con-

tract availability. 
The vendor chose 

not to go this route 
and requested to 

take the aircraft off 
contract and sub-
ject the engine to 

several hours of 
flight and other 

tests to ensure no 

damage resulted 

from the incident. 

For their continued practice of risk management and exemplary response to this incident, 
Houston Air is being recognized and posed as an example of a vendor not only satisfying their 

company commitment to safety, but their commitment to the safety culture that the United 
States Forest Service is actively promoting.  SAFECOM 11-520 
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Rick Gicla (left) presenting Airward to  
John Stewart, Houston Air Chief  Pilot (right) 

https://www.safecom.gov/searchone.asp?ID=15774
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Decision Making at itõs BEST  
 
The dynamic, fast paced fires of the 2011 spring fire season were a challenge for the management 

of aircraft.  Matt Barker was the assigned HEB2 for the Trans Pecos Complex in Texas.  During 
initial attack of the Schwartz Fire, Matt was moved with three Type-1 helicopters to Alpine to es-
tablish a new helibase. This helibase was very remote from ICP.   The same day just west of Al-

pine, a fire broke threatening the town of Alpine.  With the value of the many homes and the town 
threatened there was a sense of urgency.   

 
Communications were a challenge due to multiple commands.  Toward evening, having flown 

hard all day, both Air Attacks had timed out and had left the fires.  With all the Type I helicopters 

either spooling up, or having just launched, Matt was suddenly put in the middle of a situation 

quickly becoming chaotic.  Multiple directions from dispatch centers, conflicting requests from 
multiple ICs combined with poor communication could have flustered even the most seasoned 
Helibase Managers.   Matt had the presence of mind to provide first for the safe separation of air-

craft, asking in-flight helicopters to orbit in a safe area until instructions could be confirmed.   
 

At the end of the shift, Mattõs detailed description of how communication and dispatch proce-
dures had developed through the day led us in Air Ops at the Complexõs ICP to better define and 

improve our dispatch procedures.  All who participate in Air Operations, regardless of their level 
must provide above all else the safety of the aircraft and personnel. Everyone must also have the 
courage to move back up the line with feedback as to how we can improve our procedures.  Matt 

did an excellent job exhibiting such skills thru decisive action and communication.  Matt is a 
HEB1(T) and he will excel at any level he chooses to participate.  He is the type of manager we 

need to culture in Air Operations and should be an example for us all.  No SAFECOM Submitted. 
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Towering to New Safety Heights  
 

Personnel at the Libby Army Airfield Base Operations went above and beyond to promote avia-

tion safety through air traffic control on the Monument Fire. They granted firefighting aircraft 

privileges by holding all arriving and departing traffic to allow Type 1 helicopters to approach, fill 

and depart from a mobile retardant tank located on the airfield. With a heavy helicopter helibase, 

an airtanker base and several Air Tactical Group Supervisor (ATGS) platforms, Libby Army Air-

field Operations had quite a bit of fire traffic to deal with in addition to their regular workload. 

There were several instances where military and civilian traffic were kept in a holding pattern un-

til firefighting resources could accomplish their mission safely. The Libby Field Base Operations 

staff was professional and really added to the level of aviation safety. Kudos to each member of 

the group.  No SAFECOM Submitted. 

 

From left to right: Steven Pezold, Anthony Barnes, Samson Polkinghorn (sitting), 
Marcianne Barker,  George Bennett (Tower Chief), and Katherine Hess 
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Making a Difference  
 

Itõs always important to recognize those who support us quietly via consistent daily profession-
alism, dedication, and vigilance which often results in getting the job done in a safe and effec-

tive manner.  Recognizing significant moments when disaster is skillfully averted occurs often 
and effortlessly however, itõs imperative to provide similar recognition to those who success-

fully prevent such thrilling moments by their consistent performance throughout their career.  
Billy Shirley has distinguished himself as a consummate professional whose consistent per-

formance is unsurpassed. 
 
In the past six years Billy has supported the Department of the Interior as a mechanic with 

Guardian Helicopter to which he has earned a reputation of performing above and beyond his 
job description in order to make flying safer.  Several professionals have noted his thorough-

ness and attention to detail that provides an additional level of safety which improves the De-
partmentõs ability to perform its missions more effectively. Examples of his natural aptitude for 

this type of work include detecting a crack on a rear-stabilizer during a routine waxing and no-
ticing an abnormal engine sound of another aircraft while performing other duties.  Even more 
impressive is Billyõs willingness to take the required action that invokes safety by making diffi-

cult decisions to re-
move an aircraft from 

availability despite the 
financial repercus-

sions it imposes on his 
company.  Billy has 
consistently demon-

strated his commit-
ment to safety by tak-

ing the time to ensure 
aircraft are truly air-

worthy and safe to fly.   
Billy Shirley is com-
mitted to excellence 

by going the extra 
mile and ensuring the 

correct repair is com-
pleted the first time 

which ultimately en-
hances everyoneõs 

safety.  His efforts 
have won the admira-
tion and respect of his 

co-workers. 
 

Congratulations Billy on this fine achievement of persistent excellence.  The Department of the 

Interior is proud to present you with this Airward.  Keep up the good work!  No SAFECOM 

Submitted. 

Phil DiFiore, Guardian Helicopters  (right)  
accepting Airward for Billy Shirley from  Tom Sherman (left)  
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High Skills Set the Tone During High Stress   
 

While transitioning into position 

as the incoming Air Tactical 

(ATGS) platform, pilot Doug 

Atwell and his passenger experi-

enced a high stress event. The air-

plane Doug was piloting was sud-

denly faced with another airplane 

in an airspace close call. Dougõs 

high level of airmanship and pro-

fessionalism were demonstrated 

as he immediately responded to 

the situation and avoided the col-

lision. His attention to flying and 

commitment to aviation safety set 

an example for others in a very 

busy fire season. Kudos to Doug 

for responding to an unexpected high risk situation by making good risk decisions and bringing 

his aircraft and the persons onboard home safely.  SAFECOM 11-0396 
 

 

Communication Sets the Tone  
 

While conducting water dropping 

operations on the Monument Fire, 

Brian Jensen displayed extreme 

professionalism and airmanship 

that set an example for other pilots. 

Brianõs communication skills and 

management style in a very com-

plex airspace helped to set a tone 

that promoted safe efficient avia-

tion in the crowded Fire Traffic 

Area (FTA). Brian assessed his 

own bucket effectiveness in the 

situation and volunteered to shut 

down to relieve congested airspace 

and allow other aircraft to become 

more effective. Brianõs commitment 

to aviation safety is commended.  

No SAFECOM Submitted. 

 

 

 

 

Doug Atwell (left) receiving Airward from Jami Anzalone 

https://www.safecom.gov/searchone.asp?ID=15650

