SUMMARY:  AIRCREW EXPERIENCES LOSS OF SITUATIONAL AWARENESS AT LOW ALTITUDE.

2. DATA.  

A. AIRCRAFT.  NA

B. EQUIPMENT.  

C. ENVIRONMENT. (1) 05 AUGUST 00, (2) 0900L, (3) ROMEO, (4)

DAY (5) 150 MILES NORTH OF GRAND TURK VORTAC, (6) 500

FEET MSL, (7) HAZY, 5 MILES VISIBILITY, 2000 FEET

SCATTERED LAYER, (8) N/A.

3. CIRCUMSTANCES.

A. EVIDENCE AND ANALYSIS.  APPROXIMATELY SIX HOURS INTO A TRAINING

MISSION ON A PLANE BORROWED FROM ANOTHER SQUADRON, A CREW WAS

ONSTATION AT 500 FEET MSL INVESTIGATING A POSSIBLE SUBSURFACE

CONTACT.  THE PATROL PLANE COMMANDER WAS AT THE CONTROLS IN THE

LEFT SEAT WITH A NEW PATROL PLANE COPILOT IN THE RIGHT SEAT.

THE AUTOPILOT, A PB-20N, WAS ENGAGED WITH BAR. ALT. HOLD

SELECTED.  A WARNING IN NATOPS READS, AT 5,000-FOOT ALTITUDE OR

LOWER, A SAFER ALTITUDE HOLD IS PROVIDED BY MOVING THE ALTITUDE

HOLD SWITCH TO RADAR ALT. HOLD.  RADAR ALT. HOLD WAS

INOPERATIVE, HOWEVER, BAR. ALT. HOLD WAS WORKING WELL.  PER

NATOPS, SELECTION OF BAR. ALT. HOLD DISABLES AUTOPILOT RADAR

ALTIMETER WARNING FUNCTIONS; THUS, THE AUTOPILOT FLASHING RED

WARNING LIGHTS ARE NOT ILLUMINATED IN THE CASE OF AIRCRAFT

DEVIATION FROM THE ENGAGED REFERENCE ALTITUDE.  HOWEVER WITH

BAR. ALT. HOLD, UNRELIABLE RADAR ALTIMETER OR DESCENT TO AN

UNSAFE LOW ALTITUDE ARE ANNUNCIATED THROUGH THE RAWS.

THE PPC ROLLED INTO A 30-DEGREE ANGLE OF BANK TURN TO CAPTURE

AN EXPENDABLE AND WAS LOOKING AT THE TACTICAL PLOT ON THE

PILOT'S SCOPE.  THE PPCP WAS WRITING DOWN A CALLSIGN FROM A

HELICOPTER THAT WAS WORKING OVERHEAD.  A FEW SECONDS LATER, THE

FLIGHT ENGINEER NOTICED THE VERTICAL SPEED INDICATOR APPROACHING

1000 FEET PER MINUTE AS THE PLANE DESCENDED THROUGH 200 FEET.

THE FE CALLED OUT ALTITUDE.  THE PPC ROLLED WINGS LEVEL AND

INITIATED A CLIMB FROM APPROXIMATELY 150 FEET AS INDICATED ON

THE COPILOT'S ALTIMETER.  UPON REACHING 500 FEET MSL, THE FLIGHT

STATION INVESTIGATED THE MALFUNCTIONING RAWS AND PB-20N.  THE

RAWS HAD BEEN ERRATIC ON THE TRANSIT, BUT WAS CYCLED AT 4000

FEET PER THE DESCENT CHECKLIST AND THE CIRCUIT BREAKERS STILL

SET.  THE AUTOPILOT WAS STILL ENGAGED WITH AN AUTOTRIM LIGHT ON

THE ANNUNCIATOR PANEL AFTER CLIMBING BACK TO 500 FEET. NEITHER

HIGH NOR LOW RAWS SOUNDED DURING THE DESCENT AND THE RADAR

ALTIMETER NEVER DISPLAYED AN OFF FLAG.  THE AUTOPILOT WOULD NOT

ENGAGE FOR THE REMAINDER OF THE FLIGHT.

B. CONCLUSIONS.  LOSS OF SITUATIONAL AWARENESS BY THE FLIGHT

STATION CAN LEAD TO EXCESSIVE RATE OF DESCENT AT LOW ALTITUDE

THAT COULD LEAD TO LOSS OF AIRCREW AND/OR AIRCRAFT.

4. CORRECTIVE ACTION.

A. FOR VP-XX:

1) BRIEF INCIDENT AT NEXT ALL PILOT/NFO/FE MEETING. COMPLETE.

2) CONDUCT RAWS AND PB-20N AUTOPILOT TRAINING FOR ALL PILOTS/FES.

3) INCORPORATE THIS SCENARIO INTO ALL ACT CREW TRAINERS.

B. FOR ALL ORION ACTIVITIES:

1) BRIEF INCIDENT AT NEXT ALL PILOT/NFO/FE MEETING.

5. REMARKS.  GRIPES WERE ISSUED FOR BOTH THE RAWS AND AUTOPILOT

SYSTEM AFTER THE FLIGHT.  THE RAWS CONNECTOR WAS RESEATED AND

SYSTEM CHECKED GOOD ON THE DECK.  AN IFE IS STILL OUTSTANDING TO

CHECK RAWS FOR PROPER OPERATION.  THE AUTOPILOT GRIPE IS STILL

OUTSTANDING.

6. POINT OF CONTACT.  NA

7. COMMANDING OFFICER'S COMMENTS.  THIS FUNDAMENTAL BREAKDOWN IN

ACT COULD HAVE RESULTED IN A TRAGEDY.  WE WERE EXTREMELY FORTUNATE.

DURING A CRITICAL POINT IN THE FLIGHT, WITH THE AIRCRAFT AT LOW

ALTITUDE AND AN INCREASING AOB, WE HAD A TOTAL BREAKDOWN IN ACT FOR

THE ENTIRE CREW.  THANKS TO THE FLIGHT ENGINEER, A VALUABLE LINK IN

OUR SAFETY CHAIN, WE AVERTED A POSSIBLE MISHAP.  AN ADDITIONAL

CONTRIBUTOR TO THIS HAZARDOUS EVENT WAS THE BORROWED AIRCRAFT IN

WHICH THE CREW WAS FLYING.  ALTHOUGH A WAY OF LIFE TODAY, WHENEVER

AN AIRCRAFT IS BORROWED FROM ANOTHER SQUADRON, THE POSSIBILITY OF

FLYING WITH UNFAMILIAR EQUIPMENT EXISTS.  IN THIS INSTANCE,

ALTHOUGH THE PB-20N IS COVERED IN NATOPS, THE LACK OF PROFICIENCY

WITH THE SYSTEM CONTRIBUTED TO THIS INCIDENT.  I HAVE DIRECTED MY

ACT FACILITATOR TO INCLUDE THIS SCENARIO INTO ALL MY ANNUAL ACT

CREW TRAINERS, MY NATOPS DEPARTMENT TO CONDUCT TRAINING ON THE RAWS

AND PB-20N AUTOPILOT SYSTEM, AND TO REEMPHASIZE THAT LOW ALTITUDE

FLYING REQUIRES ABSOLUTE VIGILANCE BY THE ENTIRE CREW.  THERE IS NO

ROOM FOR ERROR OR EXCUSES WHEN IT COMES TO GOOD COCKPIT RESOURCE

MANAGEMENT.//

