Statement of events 7-10-24

Steven Matt Counts

On the evening of 7/9, | was made aware of a new start outside of Helena MT. The Horse Gulch Fire.

That night | had a good phone brief from Nick Pieper the ATGS of AA-115. We talked about the fire,
resource needs and the plan for the following day. Nick needed to troubleshoot some potential
radio issues on his plane, so | agreed to be first up at 0900. For resources needed, we thought the 4
Single Engine Scoopers out of COE, a couple Type 1 helicopters and a couple LAT’s should be
sufficient. If needed, we talked about a VLAT or ordering Multi Engine Scoopers. Nick said he
ordered a Secondary Air to Air frequency from Helena Dispatch to use with the scoopers and rotors.

On the morning of the 10" | called Helena Dispatch and gave them my contact info and generally
touched base and talked about being on-scene at 0900. | got my first kneeboard from dispatch
around 0820 and | immediately noticed a wrong A/G secondary frequency and the lack of an AA
secondary frequency. | called Helena Dispatch to let them know about the wrong AG. | also inquired
about the AA secondary, and they told me it was in the works.

We took off from MSO and were on-scene around 0915. Enroute, | programmed radios and had very
spotty contact with Helena Dispatch on their repeaters and direct. They could hear me clearly, but
when they transmitted, it was all just loud static. | tried the frequencies on multiple radios in my
stack and got the same results. | could hear Operations fine on AG1 and eventually | could hear
Nick doing radio tests from his plane on the direct frequency. We deduced that it was a problem
with Helena Dispatch consoles and not the planes. Dispatch eventually diagnosed the issue as a
computer mouse somehow interfering with the aircraft desk radio console.

Arriving on-scene, | was very surprised to find the only engaged ground resource was just a type 6
engine. The engine was still operating on the previous day’s frequencies and eventually | got them
rolled onto current freq’ s. The Holiday Gulch road was holding and the retardant line from the
previous night was holding. | was very confident that if they had some hand crews engaged and
timely aviation support that we could get it wrapped with retardant before the heat of the day.

| ordered the 4 Single Engine Scoopers the Helicopters and 2 LATS. | was just amazed about the
lack of ground resources. From the time | got there, to the time | transitioned with AA-115 the only
engaged ground resource was E-641. | had Type 1 Helicopter 43T working buckets, and | had
expected that since | was brought on early, that they might have had Tanker 168 sitting at HLN on
and ready early too. It took forever to get 168 on-scene. Apparently, they were waiting on a
kneeboard to load him. When he checked in at 12mi he called me on a transition frequency and not
the assigned frequency. He said that the TFR frequency wasn’t on his kneeboard. After | cleared him
in, | asked him to double check, and he said it wasn’t. | called Dispatch to report that the Tanker
was missing the assigned TFR frequency on his kneeboard. He put his first drop in, and | put him on
a load and return until further notice. He was significantly delayed on his return, and | inquired



about his status and was told that he had been overloaded and had to be downloaded. It was
frustrating. | also kept asking about the secondary air to air frequency and told them how critical it
was that we had it before the scoopers arrived. | was told they we were working on it. Tanker 168
eventually showed up and put his second drop in on the ridge above Cave Gulch.

We had a drone incursion on the North side of the fire. | reported it to the aircraft, operations, and
dispatch. | followed it for a while but lost it in the smoke on the North side. | never saw it in the clear
air on the South side where we were working aircraft. | deemed it safe to continue and proceeded
with the air operations.

Everything was holding and just needed some crews to get engaged to take advantage of our drops.
Eventually Helicopter 5GE showed up and | put them in a Daisy Chain with 43T working an open
ridge that | wanted to hold and eventually paint. | knew the scoopers were about 45 minutes out and
needed that rotor victor badly. | asked dispatch if they had a tertiary frequency we could use, and
they said they had to ask the FAO. Eventually they got back to me with it, and | gave it to the rotors.

When the scoopers checked in, | gave them a clearance and said they had multiple options to
scoop from within 5 miles of the fire and to pick the one they liked best. After the scoopers took a
lap around the fire | heard B-61 about 50 miles out and | went ahead and gave him a clearance and
the freq’s in case | got busy later. | got the lead scooper FB-206, oriented to the helicopter circuit
and check and told them | was going to sequence them in with the rotors and got everyone on the
same page and rotor frequency. The fire activity had picked up a little and | let operations know and
then dispatch asked for update on fire behavior, so | gave them one. The lead scooper FB-206 said
they found a site they liked and were going in for the scoop. | was coming around the fire and was
looking at the rotors and the fire and when | got my head around to the scoopers | saw FB-205 in the
water on the plane for the scoop. She was looking good, and going straight, and things were looking
fine. Suddenly, she veered left and impacted the cliffy bank. | told the other scoopers they could
consider their loads, jettison, and do whatever they needed to do. | declared an Emergency to
dispatch and told them to activate a 911 emergency response to the shoreline of Castle Road going
down to Spokane Bar in section 35. | could see boats in the water immediately making their way to
the plane. | estimated the boats would be on her in a minute or less. | told B-61 to step on it, as | had
a plane in the water with a potential bad outcome. | let operations know and sent the remaining
scoopers back to sit down in HLN. | transitioned ATGS to AA-115 and went to Helena Tanker Base.

My pilot, Pete Mahony_ was watching the scoopers scoop and said he saw a
noticeable difference in the wake of FB-205 vs the other scoopers. | had my eyes on the fire and did
not see the other scoopers in the water. | only watched FB-205.
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From: Pieper, Nicholas - FS, MT >
Sent: Wednesday, July 10, 2024 5:37:02 PM
To: Harris, John - FS, MT

Schlapfer, Hon - FS, MT

Subject: Statement regarding FB-205 for AA-115 (Nick Pieper)
Statement regarding FB-205 for AA-115 (Nick Pieper) July 10", 2024 @1736

AA-115 was requested for relief ATGS over the Horse Gulch Fire at 1230 MST. We walked out to the
plane and did our preflight walk around as normal and loaded into the cockpit. As we were
spooling up Brian Baker called me on my cell phone to inform me that FB-205 had went down. We
proceeded with the rest of our checklists and launched for the fire. Once airborne | initiated flight
follow and called AA-104 and he cleared me into the TFR and briefed me on the fire and the

IWI. AA-104 showed me where the IWI happened, and | made a mental note of where it was
because it was adjacent to one of my favorite fishing spots. AA-104 turned the primary A/G
frequency over for the emergency traffic associated with the IWI and moved A/G Primary traffic
over to the fire’s secondary frequency. Once | assumed ATGS of the fire and IWI, | was able to
coordinate with dispatch and talk to the first responders on scene the crash site on VMED 28 or
“TAN” and | turned the primary A/G frequency back over to the fire because we were getting busy
with line clearances for tanker drops. | ordered a life flight helicopter at some point during this time
to get it moving our direction. Once the Mercy flight showed up, | asked Tri Lakes 61 (the ground
contact on the IWI) if they needed the Mercy Flight and they informed me that there was a
confirmed fatality and they were transitioning command of the scene to SAR and LCCSO. | was
given a new ground contact by the name of Robinson who was part of the SAR team. |AA 4EB was
on scene doing a mapping mission | asked them to try and capture some images of the crash

site. This all took place in the first 30 to 45 minutes of the mission. The rest of the mission was
focused on the firefight.

Nick Pieper

Air Tactical Group Supervisor
Forest Service

Region 1

3211 Skyway Drive
Helena, MT 59602

www.fs.usda.gov

BV

Caring for the land and serving people
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