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July 23, 2014

To:		Geographic Area Coordination Group Chairs

From:		National Multi-Agency Coordinating Group

NMAC Correspondence #2014-12

[bookmark: _GoBack]Subject:		Interagency Fire Use of Unmanned Aircraft Systems (UAS)

With the rapid advancement of Unmanned Aircraft Systems (UAS) technology, there is great potential to change the way we do business. The interagency fire community appreciates the potential benefits of this technology for managing incidents and conducting a variety of additional missions.  This letter intends to clarify the use and approval process to utilize UAS for fire suppression operations within the USDA Forest Service and US Department of the Interior lands.

All UAS are considered “aircraft” by the FAA.  The USDA Forest Service (FS) and Department of Interior (DOI) agencies view all UAS (any size and weight) as “aircraft.” Unmanned Aircraft Systems (commonly referred to as “drones”) include aircraft ranging from hand operated devices weighing less than a pound to aircraft the size of commercial airliners.  When UAS are flown for USFS/DOI work or benefit, Federal Aviation Administration (FAA), USFS, and DOI regulations apply.  
Because UAS are different from manned aircraft, the FAA is slowly introducing UAS into the National Airspace System (NAS) through a process known as a “Certificate of Waiver or Authorization” (COA) that allows the agency, cooperator, and in limited cases commercial operators to fly a UAS under well-defined provisions unique to the proposed operation.  

Minimum Interagency standards that shall be met:
· All aircraft (to include UAS) purchase, lease, or acquisition must follow agency procurement policy and procedures. 

· All aircraft and pilots employed by the USFS or DOI agencies shall be approved.  Federal use of cooperator agency UAS may be authorized by a Cooperator Aircraft Letter of Approval, valid under the parameters of the FAA’s COA. 

· UAS flights under USFS operational control must adhere to USFS policy and regulations regarding their use. Guidance can be found in FSM 5713.7, the USFS National Aviation Safety and Management Plan and at http://fsweb.wo.fs.fed.us/fire/fam/aviation/uas/

· UAS flights under DOI operational control must adhere to DOI policy and regulations regarding their use. Guidance can be found in 350-353 Departmental Manuals and  Operational Memorandum 13-11: http://oas.doi.gov/library/opm/CY2014/OPM-11.pdf 

· All government agency use or takeoff and landing on federal land of UAS requires prior notifications and approval. Some agencies have issued internal direction regarding UAS use.  Agency aviation managers must be consulted prior to commencing UAS operations to ensure compliance with individual agency policy that may be more stringent than FAA requirements.  A Project Aviation Safety Plan (PASP) is required for all missions or projects, to include UAS missions on fires.

· All government and commercial applications require an FAA COA which specifies the time, location, and operating parameters for flying the UAS. A COA also requires the requesting agency to certify the airworthiness of the proposed aircraft and definition of the standards used to make that determination.  For federal fires the DOI or USFS would be the lead agency for obtaining a COA depending on the jurisdiction of the fire.  In the event of a multi-jurisdiction incident the DOI UAS specialist, the USFS UAS advisory group chair or State or local representative will determine who should obtain the COA.  

· Incident Management Teams must notify the agency administrator prior to use of UAS. A modification to the Delegation of Authority should be considered. 

· Personally owned UAS or model aircraft may not be used by federal agencies or their employees for interagency fire use.

Key Points:
· An emergency COA can only be issued by the FAA if the proponent already has an existing COA for their aircraft.  The request must be accompanied with a justification that no other aircraft exist for the mission and that there is eminent potential for loss of life, property, or critical infrastructure, or is critical for the safety of personnel. 

· Cooperators, pilot associations and volunteer aviation groups or individuals may offer to fly unmanned aviation missions (i.e. aerial surveys, fire reconnaissance, infra-red missions, etc.) at no charge to the IMTs.  Although these offers seem very attractive, we cannot accept these services unless they meet FAA, USFS and/or DOI policy.  

· The use of any UAS (including model or remote controlled aircraft) with or without compensation is considered a “commercial” operation per the FAA. The FAA has established guidelines for hobbyists who fly model and remote controlled aircraft via Advisory Circular 91-57.  Model aircraft are to be flown only for recreation or hobby purposes.  For further information, refer to: http://www.faa.gov/about/initiatives/uas/model_aircraft_operators.
  
Additional information can be found on the FAA website: http://www.faa.gov/about/initiatives/uas/uas_faq/ 

Units wishing to utilize UAS must have a plan in place for how they are going to collect, process, and disseminate data gathered by a UAS.  Turning this data into useable products is one of the biggest challenges to the integration of UAS into the incident arena.   

If you are considering flight with unmanned aircraft or have questions, please consult with your Unit Aviation Officer or the Regional/State aviation staff to assist in selecting and ordering the aircraft best suited for the mission. For additional information, pertaining to specific DOI/USFS unmanned aircraft initiatives please contact:

	DOI
	USFS

	Brad Koeckeritz
	Bob Roth

	National Unmanned Aircraft Specialist
	Aviation Management Specialist

	DOI-Office of Aviation Services
	USDA Forest Service

	208-433-5091
	406-829-6712

	bradley_koeckeritz@ios.doi.gov
	rroth@fs.fed.us



As this technology advances, there are many potential applications for its use. The USFS and DOI are actively working to ensure that the proper infrastructure is in place to ensure the safe integration of this technology into our incident management operations.  


/s/ Aitor Bidaburu
Chair, NMAC 
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