EPs 101:  Relax-Think-Execute 

By Lt. David Elias, EA-6B
Two weeks out of the FRS, I found myself flying both large force exercise (LFE) and basic fighter maneuvers counters (BFMC) hops while on a two-week detachment to MCAS Miramar, Calif.  The first sortie was flown uneventfully, but the second sortie saw a string of unlucky “events” that made me real popular with the maintenance department.  The new-guy-black-cloud syndrome hit me, which I believe was self-induced because of a prior remark I had made to a squadronmate that went something like, “I’ve been pretty lucky so far when it comes to EPs. I think the worst thing I’ve had since primary is a tripped generator that reset.”  

My det culminated with a complete flight hydraulic system failure 10 minutes after takeoff from runway 6R.  ECMO 1 declared an emergency and received a squawk change as I made a 180-turn back to the airfield.  The fuel dumps came on, but the outflow was minimal since we were in an idle descent.  We had taken off with a direct crosswind so coming back for a field-arrestment to runway 24L would work to our advantage.  At 3,000 feet AGL and three miles from the approach end of the runway (with our fuel dumps on), it was painfully obvious we could not make a safe landing.  We still were in a clean configuration since our heavy gross weight would not allow us to slow to the required airspeed for lowering the flaps electrically. We spun east of the field at 3,000 feet, dumping gas, which later led to an opportunity to speak with the base XO after “concerned citizens” called to inquire about our aircraft status.  After another check with tower, we discovered the winds had shifted, and we now needed to land on the same runway from which we had taken off.  We lowered the flaps, slats and landing gear using the emergency systems and dropped the hook.  We now set ourselves up for a nice long straight-in for a field-arrestment on runway 6R.

We landed the jet, but it wasn’t necessarily the prettiest event as we were dumping fuel below 6,000 feet.  Yes, we were an emergency aircraft, but a partial hydraulic failure is not a land ASAP EP in an EA-6B.  We upgraded our situation to “land ASAP” because I felt the controls starting to flutter and they felt mushy, even though the backup hydraulics were working perfectly.  Had we done better as a crew with the non-boldface NATOPS items, we would have covered all the details and curtailed the induced land ASAP feeling of urgency within the cockpit. 

During an emergency, every minute seems like an hour.  That alone is hard enough to fight off in a Land As Soon As Practicable EP.  In multi-place aircraft, the checklist must be executed in a challenge and reply format.  For me, I heard the checklist being read, but was distracted several times by what I thought were failing flight controls.  For the crewmember reading the checklist, brief to the standards for what you expect the pilot to respond with and don’t accept anything less.  This is the entire crews’ only way of knowing the appropriate steps are properly addressed.  Most emergencies are not going to bring you out of the sky immediately, so when things start happening:     

RELAX - Take a breath, hack the clock, and shake off the feeling of 

                  extreme urgency. 

THINK -  Rushing decisions can make a situation worse. 

EXECUTE - Have a standard and stick to it to ensure all necessary steps

                       have been addressed. 

Lt. Elias flies with VAQ-134. 

