
One Aircrew Station—Lost Communication 

By LCdr. Roger Hartman, SH-60B
Patrolling the night skies of the Arabian Gulf at 0600(L), two hours into our scheduled three-hour hour mission, I looked at my copilot sitting in the right seat of our SH-60B, LAMPS MK-III helicopter and observed his lips moving, yet I could not hear what he was saying.  After quickly checking my circuit breakers, intercommunication system (ICS) cord, and all of our applicable radio and ICS switches, I immediately displayed hand signals to communicate to my copilot that I was “lost comms”, that he in fact had control of the aircraft, then subsequently pointed to the ship symbol on the multipurpose display.  My copilot correctly interpreted my hand signals to mean that I wanted him to fly the helicopter to our ship, to prevent extending the duration of flight while in a lost communications status.  

The Det Four “Roughriders” of HSL-46, had been embarked in USS Monterrey (CG-61) since October 2004, as part of the USS Harry S. Truman (CVN 75) STRIKE GROUP on a six-month Middle Eastern Forces (MEF) deployment.  It was now mid-December, and my crew had conducted a NATOPS brief at 0200 (L), for a typical 0400 to 0700, force defense/intelligence, surveillance, and reconnaissance mission.  While the first two hours of this flight consisted of typical mission tasking, after becoming aware that my crew station was completely “lost comms”, the final 30-minutes of flight was a new, yet manageable situation for my crew.

At this point, I was the only one of three aircrew members who had a lost communication condition, both internal and external.  Causing this problem was a sheared internal pin of the transmitter/select knob located on my radio control panel (RCP), which prevented me from using any of the installed radios or ICS to communicate with the other crewmembers.  My copilot displayed hand signals to indicate that he could not hear me.  Similarly, I relayed hand signals to communicate that I could not hear him, the sensor operator, or incoming radio communications from our ship.  Immediately after the copilot turned the helicopter toward our ship, I pointed to the emergency hand-held radio (PRC-149) contained in my survival vest.  As I prepared my PRC-149 for use, I could tell that my copilot was communicating with our aircrewman via ICS, as well as our own ship via their land-launch frequency, to coordinate the ship setting flight quarters earlier than expected on the flight schedule and to expect our use of GUARD frequency (243.0 MHz).  As necessary, my copilot and I yelled and/or passed notes to each other to coordinate the internal and external tasks required to get the helicopter safely on deck as soon as possible.  
Once I connected the earpiece to my hand-held radio and tuned the GUARD frequency, I made a radio check, “Deck, Cutlass 474, How do you read? Over.”  
The response from the Monterey Landing Safety Officer was exactly what I wanted to hear, “Cutlass 474, Deck, I read you loud and clear, Flight quarters is being set for recovery.”  My copilot simultaneously smiled and gave me a thumbs-up hand signal and also let me know that our aircrewman had heard my external communications via GUARD.

At this point I felt relatively comfortable.  Although the mission was to be curtailed, and there was a degradation of my RCP, just as we had discussed during our NATOPS pre-flight brief, we had re-established effective internal and external communications via my handheld emergency radio - or so I thought.  To minimize excessive radio transmissions on the GUARD frequency, after I shoved my emergency radio into the top of my survival vest, we performed a three-way positive change of controls, so that I could control the aircraft, while the copilot and aircrewman completed the Before Landing Checklist via the NATOPS Pilot Pocket Checklist (PPCL).  Once he completed the checklist, he pointed to the PPCL and gave me a “thumbs-up” signal.  We swapped controls again, permitting him to fly while I locked my harness and verified the completion of the Before Landing Checklist.  Then I pointed to the PPCL and gave my copilot a “thumbs-up” signal.  Next, the LSO informed us that the ship was ready to recover the helicopter and subsequently relayed “the numbers” and authorized a “green deck” via GUARD so that all crewmembers in the aircraft would hear the critical landing information.  

With less than 10 minutes remaining until we were to land, I noticed the copilot talking, yet I was still unable to hear him.  I thought, “Why isn’t he talking on GUARD, using GUARD to transmit and receive information both internal to the helicopter and external of helicopter.”  To maximize crew resource management (CRM) I shouted that I wanted both he and the aircrewman to use GUARD exclusively for all internal and external communication for the remainder of the flight.  Having all aircrew members using the same frequency for communications made our approach and landing to Monterey uneventful.

During the postflight debrief, we came to the conclusion that the copilot and aircrewman thought that they would continue to communicate via ICS and other UHF frequencies, while simultaneously monitoring GUARD, in the event that I had something to announce.  I, on the other hand, assumed that once my crew acknowledged that they heard me make a successful radio call via PRC-149, they would then naturally use the GUARD frequency as both our internal and external mode of communication.  My incorrect assumption permitted a breakdown in CRM.

Operational risk management (ORM) doctrine dictates that aircrews should objectively identify and evaluate all potential risks and subsequently not accept any unnecessary risks.  During our “lost comms” situation, I believe I accepted unnecessary risk by not immediately announcing clearly and succinctly, my intentions over GUARD frequency.  
To inform my aircrew and ship personnel of my intentions to increase CRM, I would have only needed to announce over GUARD frequency, “All stations, Cutlass 474 - One crewmember of Cutlass 474 is experiencing a complete internal and external communications failure via installed equipment.  Cutlass 474 will use GUARD frequency for all required external and internal communications, until the aircraft is safe on deck, Cutlass 474, Out.”  
During annual, mandatory CRM training, pilots are reminded that the prerequisites for effective communication require (4) elements - a sender, a message, a recipient, and feedback.  During the initial portion of our lost communications situation, my crew failed to utilize the GUARD frequency as much as necessary to increase internal and external situational awareness.  In short, GUARD frequency is a discrete UHF frequency that works like any other frequency, yet reserved for emergent situations.  When our lost communications event occurred it was 0600 (L), and there were no other communications taking place on GUARD.  We were the only people who prevented us from using GUARD frequency as a tool to further enhance our communication and situational awareness.  As a result of this incident, I immediately put three “controls” in place to mitigate future detachment aircrews from repeating this mistake: (1) Detachment FOUR conducted a Detachment Safety Stand Down, providing a forum for all aircrew to discuss the use of GUARD frequency, (2) I wrote this article, (3) I made adjustments to my pre-flight NATOPS brief to more specifically address the use of GUARD frequency during a lost communications situation.

While writing this article, I was reminded of a valuable lesson.  We, as professional aviators, know that during every phase of a mission we are to aviate, navigate and communicate, in that order.  Too often, we focus on our aviation and navigation skills while forgetting to also communicate often, clearly, and effectively.  Every time we fly we expose ourselves to risks.  Our challenge is to not only identify each risk, but to effectively communicate and take action to mitigate the risks when certain risks are necessary.  When radio equipment failure causes a lost communications situation, an increased risk of miscommunication occurs.  To mitigate such risks, it is always prudent to use any alternate radio equipment available to its maximum potential, to restore effective communication, increase situational awareness, and effect the safe landing of the helicopter.

LCdr. Hartman flies with HSL-46.

