Mission: MEDEVAC

By Lt. Lena C. Buettner, SH-60B
After five months of flying in support of Operations Iraqi Freedom and Enduring Freedom, our battlegroup was heading home.  Our successful deployment on our cruiser was nearing the end, and attitudes around the ship indicated that our mission was over.  We would soon see that the mission is never over at sea.

One night we were escorting a merchant vessel through the Strait of Hormuz in our armed SH-60B Seahawk helicopter.  The aircraft had two Hellfire missiles loaded and our GAU-16, a 200 pound machine gun, mounted in the side door.  During the transit, we received a radio call about a possible Medical Evacuation.  In no time at all, the “possible” MEDEVAC turned into a live hoist from a Pakistani warship 35 nautical miles to the south.  At this point, the only thing we knew for sure was that we could not land on the deck of the ship, so we would have to perform the rescue from a hover using the hoist.  We needed more information.  We requested our Officer In Charge (the senior aviator on the ship) go to the ship’s Combat Information Center so we’d have someone who understood the helicopter’s capabilities and limitations as our link to the ship.  He could work necessary details from an aviator’s perspective, allowing us, the aircrew, to fly the aircraft.  While we were waiting for more details, we found ourselves in a prime situation:  we were right next to our ship where we could land, refuel, pick up another aircrewman and offload our weapons.  This would put the aircraft in the best configuration for this situation.  We wanted to stack the deck in our favor from the beginning.

Our OinC radioed us and broke the news.  None of the above was going to happen.  The fleet commander declared “operational necessity” for the mission because of a possible life threatening injury to a foreign sailor.  Operational necessity allowed us to deviate from standard aircraft operating procedures concerning carrying passengers at night with weapons and ordnance loaded.  So, we took off on the MEDEVAC. 

As the copilot, I immediately called for the mission change checklist.  We calculated the amount of fuel that we would need to fly to land and determined we would only have about 20 minutes to complete the hoisting before we ran out of gas.  Not much time at all!  

I then directed the reconfiguration of the cabin to support the hoisting.  We were told we would be hoisting two live personnel, an injured but ambulatory sailor and a corpsman, plus a third hoist of medical equipment.  To support this, we needed to install the third cabin seat and remove our gun from the cabin door.  Neither task was easy to accomplish in flight on night vision goggles.  Remarkably, the aircrewman completed reconfiguring the cabin before we arrived.  

On scene, we found out the injured sailor’s true condition…critically injured and unconscious in a litter.  We now had to fly a few laps around the ship to remove the cabin seat we had just installed to make room for the litter. 

We continued to use operational risk management principles to ensure a safe process, and we established a course of action. The ship was fairly small, which meant we had to maintain a low hover to keep a visual reference.  Since a visible horizon was non-existent and illumination was low, we chose to keep our NVGs on.  We set the risk control that I would assume the majority of the task loading to enable the pilot and aircrewman to effect the rescue.  I handled all radio communications, maintained an instrument scan, and made constant altitude calls.  Additionally, I was prepared to fly any departure since the pilot would not have an active scan, and would likely encounter vertigo from the outside-to-inside transition.  The ship was sailing at a much-too-fast 25 knots heading towards the nearest hospital, and our language barrier prevented them from understanding that we desperately needed them to slow down.  

Despite the multiple adverse conditions, the pilot was able to maintain a steady hover so we could first hoist the comatose patient in the litter, then the corpsman, and finally the load of medical gear.  From the time we arrived at the ship to the time we had everyone onboard and turned towards the nearest coastline was less than 20 minutes.  We accomplished a total of three hoists and were on our way in less time than seemed possible.  Having a solid understanding of Operational Risk Management and Crew Resource Management set a foundation with which a logical and efficient thought process could be built upon, which saved a life in this case. 

From the HAC’s Perspective

By Lt. Lonnie L. Appleget
We had conducted several mock aircraft commander boards for our helicopter second pilots on this cruise.  I asked three questions at the beginning of every board: What are the seven responsibilities of an aircraft commander? What are the five steps of operational risk management?  What are the seven behavioral skills of crew resource management?  I stressed throughout the cruise that if a pilot has a solid understanding of those three key items, he can logically work his way through any scenario.  That doesn’t mean every task can be accomplished, but a logical decision on when to say “when” can be made.  

As a crew, we utilized our training, and worked together smoothly.  We accomplished a task that we had never even considered, let alone practiced.  We did it safely, effectively, and as expeditiously as possible.  We hoisted a litter with an unconscious sailor, another lift for a bundle of medical gear, and a third lift for a medical attendant.  All three lifts were conducted in a 25 knot side hover, at night with no horizon over a small foreign ship.  We were on our way to Fujairah International Airport in the United Arab Emirates within 20 minutes from the time we got to the ship.

This was, by far, the most challenging and rewarding flight any of us had ever had.  And because we had a solid understanding of ORM and CRM, we never exceeded our comfort levels, or performed outside of the limits of the aircraft or crew.

Lt. Buettner and Lt. Appleget fly with HSL-48.

