New Year’s Eve in Kuwait

By LCdr. Pete Yelle, EA-6B
Nothing’s better than closing out the year with a bang. This, however, isn’t exactly what I had in mind. After briefing our typical Operation Iraqi Freedom flight, we all settled in for a long, grueling 6.3-hour mission.

After successfully completing the mission, we returned overhead for the underappreciated night trap. Pushing out of marshal, we received vectors for the recovery. As my pilot was setting up for the approach, I was busy rehearsing my New Year’s Eve ball call and thinking about what to order for mid-rats: omelet or Barney Clark?  Then all our plans for an uneventful Case III landing came to a screeching halt. At about eight miles from the boat, my pilot and I observed a clean stabilizer indication upon dirtying-up where we immediately accelerated to 210 knots (boldface for this emergency is to maintain airspeed above 200 knots), discontinued the approach, and climbed to 5,000 feet AGL. In the mighty EA-6B Prowler, a clean stab is a dangerous situation in that when the stab fails to shift to dirty throws, there may be insufficient stab authority at low airspeeds (below 200 knots).

We then executed the PCL checklist for a Stab Shift Failure After Flap Extension. We completed all the procedures and still had a clean stab indication. After discussing our situation with our CATCC representative, our signal was to attempt a no flap, no slat (NFNS) approach. Within the crew, we discussed specific dangers associated with this particular approach. The airspeed limits were our number one concern. NATOPS states that the base airspeed for a NFNS is 157 knots plus 1.5 knots for every 1,000 pounds above a base weight of 35,000 pounds. With our configuration and fuel state, our calculated on-speed for the approach would be 169 knots. As previously stated, we knew and were concerned about our flight characteristics with a clean stab and airspeeds below 200 knots; our margin of error was rather slim. We elected to maintain 190 knots and slow to on-speed inside two miles from the boat. I would call airspeeds, AOA and VSI during the approach to make sure all safe parameters were maintained. Another complication was that a clean Prowler likes to depart, without warning, with AOAs greater than 13 units. This would make for a tricky bolter/waveoff if required.

As we set up for the approach, we maintained the parameters we discussed and began our decent. During the approach, we kept getting repeated “Fast” calls from the LSOs. In the Prowler, in the clean configuration, outside AOA cues are invalid. This proved to be a bit distracting until the Prowler LSO on the platform informed the controlling LSO of the erroneous indications. We continued and began to slow at a mile. I was calling 167 knots over the ramp with a VSI of 1,000 feet per minute. We then felt the familiar slam on the deck but no deceleration. We hook-skipped the Nos  3- and 4-wires. With power on and safely climbing away, our signal was to tank, and yep, try it again.

After taking a couple thousand pounds of fuel from our trusty S-3 squadron, we were back in the saddle again to give it another whirl. Same rules apply. Our rate of decent was a bit steeper but we hooked-skipped the 4-wire. Again, we heard the call to tank, and try again. By this time, we had been in the airplane almost seven hours. Our briefed divert was Ali AL Saleem, Kuwait, 130 miles to the west. As we were looking for the tanker, our rep asked for our fuel state. It was 4,200 pounds, a full 600 pounds above bingo. Then, we got the sweetest call of the night, “Bingo!”

The approach into Ali Al Saleem was tenuous at best. The field was poorly lit and the controllers were a bit hard to understand. We took an uneventful arrested landing and taxied for shutdown. By the time we got to our plush tent in the desert, it was 0400 in the morning, and we were to meet our rescue detachment at 1000 the following morning, yet we were glad to be on deck. Happy New Year!

Upon further review, the clean indication was a malfunctioning stab-shift switch, resulting in an erroneous indication. Additionally, the PCL called for the activation of the ASR (anti-spin throws) when in actuality, the stab already had shifted and the additional throws provided by the ASR actuation resulted in the de-rigging of the stab-shift cables. After the cables were repaired, we completed the functional check flight “C” profile and recovered, uneventfully, around 1500, New Year’s Day. 

This EP required a complete understanding of NATOPS and there was superb CRM throughout. The backseat crew provided all required information throughout the evolution. Our CATCC rep did a great job providing valuable information and the LSOs provided all the necessary “sugar calls” to make two safe approaches. After recovering aboard, we discussed what we could have done better. Without indications that the stab had shifted when we dirtied-up, we had to maintain a clean configuration.  It’s easy to second-guess onboard indications. But with extreme fatigue setting in and questionable judgment due to that fatigue, you can never be wrong if you comply with NATOPs and fly the jet as published. Besides, that omelet was better the next day and at least we were around to enjoy it. 

LCdr. Yelle is an ECMO and was the VAQ-130 maintenance officer.

