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Los Padres National Forest

Santa Maria Air Tanker Reload Base 
Background

In 2003, the Forest Service decided to position aircraft at various locations in the country based on a day-to-day analysis of highest need. In response to this decision, the Region strategically established permanent air tanker bases throughout California in 2006, taking into consideration response time, operating cost, cooperator base locations, and efficiency of large fire support. The bases were established at locations that could support initial attack without degrading the current on-site arrival time. Consequently, the Santa Barbara Air Tanker Base was closed after the 2006 fire season, and the Los Padres National Forest entered into an experimental year-to-year contract to equip a full service reload base at Santa Maria.  
After two years of operating under the experimental contract, the forest determined that the structure of that contract led to increased firefighting costs, inefficiencies in staffing, and duplicative coverage with other nearby permanent bases – with no measurable improvement to firefighting capability or firefighter and public safety. The forest discontinued the full-service contract and changed to a call-when-needed contract. The Santa Maria reload base is not closed.
CALFIRE operates a full service base at Paso Robles 15 minutes away by air.  During the past two years it was not uncommon for air tankers to fuel at Paso Robles and then load retardant at Santa Maria. Both the fueling and the retardant loading can be accomplished at Paso Robles, thereby increasing cost effectiveness, efficiency, and timeliness delivering retardant to the fire. The southern half the Forest has always been more efficiently served by Fox airfield.  

Impacts
The air and ground assets in place on and around the Los Padres National Forest represent the most effective and efficient mix of equipment, staff, and skills available to protect forest resources and surrounding communities. Initial attack fire response on the forest and in the region will not be compromised because of this reorganization. Initial attack coverage will be maintained with established bases for air tanker as well as rotor-wing. All aviation assets are dispatched by the closest resource concept and movement and placement of aircraft is based on regional and national needs associated with current fire weather and firefighter safety. The Santa Maria Base has the ability to be quickly established for large fire support on an as-needed basis.  
No firefighters lost employment because of the forest reorganization. The forest recently completed a staff reorganization aimed at increasing efficiency in all program areas by ensuring the most critical positions for each staff area were filled, and lower priority positions not necessary to the effective operation of the organization were abolished. The forest abolished two positions on their organizational chart associated with the old air tanker base at Santa Barbara. The Assistant Fixed Wing Base Manager position was vacant for over three years.  Therefore, no employee was affected. The Fixed Wing Base manager was encumbered, and the employee in that position had been permanently assigned to Santa Maria under the experimental contract. That employee will be placed into another higher priority position within our fire organization. 
Key Points

· All air tanker and Type I and II helicopters are national resources. Aircraft placement is based on national and regional needs. Aircraft can and will be used at Santa Maria when the situation demands. 
· Neither the forest’s initial attack, its ability to fight fire with aerial resources, or community safety is compromised because nothing has changed since the 2003 decision to nationalize air resources. Santa Maria has never hosted a permanent air tanker. Initial attack was always designed to best be covered out of the existing permanent bases (Paso Robles for the northern forest, Fox Field for the southern forest).
· The Los Padres National Forest is committed to aggressively fighting wildfires and protecting employee and public safety, and to managing the resources of the Federal Government in the most efficient way possible.
· No firefighters lost employment because of the forest reorganization.    
· Initial attack fire response on the forest and in the region will not be compromised because of this reorganization.
1
Santa Maria Air Tanker Reload Base
April 3, 2009


2
Santa Maria Air Tanker Reload Base
April 3, 2009



3
4/10/2008



[image: image1.png]