Exodus Into Egypt

By LCdr. Christopher Isbell, E-2C 
After a long detachment in the Persian Gulf, VRC-40 Det 4 was more than ready to start heading back home.  Unfortunately our next stop was the tropical paradise of Hurghada, Egypt.  We were on a strict timeline due to the over-flight clearance limitations dictated by the US Embassy DAO in Saudi Arabia.  We took a very close look at all the parameters for our flight; aircraft weight, max range charts, weather, winds aloft, and suitable diverts. The weather was very favorable with winds at altitude forecast to be 20 knots from the west.  This was very important because flying due west for close to 1,000 miles was definitely pushing the C-2A(R)'s legs.  The COD was also going to be chock full of passengers, their bags and all the goodies purchased while in Bahrain.  After several careful calculations, it was decided that the transit would be "no sweat" with enough gas left over to comply with 3710 reserve requirements.  So, we had a COD full of people ready to go home, loaded to the hilt, flying across the desert, against the wind.  Can you guess what happens?  
Of course everything was going fine at first. We took off out of Bahrain right on schedule.  ATC even granted us an unrestricted climb to help facilitate our fuel ladder.  As we approached the halfway point of our flight I noticed our fuel ladder was starting to fall behind of the predicted amount and we were slowly starting to loose groundspeed.  After pushing a couple of buttons on the GPS, I noticed that the winds were picking up.  I quickly recalculated our fuel based on the new ground speed and noticed that even though we were still going to have enough fuel, it was getting slightly uncomfortable.  I also found myself checking the fuel gauges constantly and growing more and more anxious about having enough fuel to proceed to our alternate which was Cairo West in Egypt.  We started talking about stopping somewhere for gas, but as was noted in our brief, there were not very many options at our disposal.  Once passing the go/no-go point, returning to Bahrain was not possible.  
Landing in Saudi Arabia had several disadvantages.  Primarily, we did not have diplomatic landing clearance at any airfields in Saudi.  Secondly, and probably most importantly, there was nothing but sand and camels below us for hundreds of miles.  The closet airfield was a military field on the west coast along the Red Sea.  We could declare an emergency and probably be allowed to land.  However, when we would be allowed to leave was a question we were not ready to have answered.  Fortunately we still had enough fuel to make it to Hurghada with some to spare, according to NATOPS and our calculations.  To be even more fuel conscious, we started planning for a max range descent.  Now realize that in over 2,000 hours in the C-2A(R) I have never had a reason to use this chart.  But going feet wet over the Red Sea heading to an even more desolate place than what was behind us game me reason enough.  Fortunately, the chart was very straightforward.  Set a min horsepower, set an airspeed and from a certain altitude you should be able to go a prescribed distance using the least amount of fuel possible.  Wrong!  
The calculations dropped us off 50 miles short of our intended point.  We would have been better off staying at altitude as long as possible and circling the field as we descended.   The low fuel lights ended up coming on 20 miles from the field; we declared an emergency and landed without incident.  The winds aloft ended up being 45 knots stronger than forecast.  Changing altitude for lower winds did not work because of the increased fuel flow and the fact that the winds were about the same magnitude at the altitude block we needed to fly.  The worst part of the whole ordeal was the feeling that most every fleet aviator has experienced and always tries to avoid, "do I or don't I have enough fuel to make it?"  
We should have planned for two legs to get to our destination.  This may have inconvenienced us for a number of reasons, but that all seems trivial now.  
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