Billy the  BASH Guy

By Lt. John F. Oliver, SH-60B
“Discharging pyrotechnics, Moffett Road at Building 1200.”  

With that, Billy Stewart leaned out his pick-up window and took aim at the horizon. A loud crack and a streak of black smoke exploded out of his noisemaker-pistol. Two Western Gulls perched on a ridgepole leapt into the air and flew to the safety of San Diego Bay. Chalk-up another small victory for Billy “the BASH guy.” 

I first came to know Billy after a 16-pound pelican slammed into my helicopter one dark January night. 

I was at the controls of an SH-60B, finishing up my crosswind turn at Naval Outlying Field Imperial Beach, when I saw a shape in front of my windscreen. Before I could react, I was startled by a loud thud, and my windscreen became red. I heard a rattling against my door. I turned my head to the left and discovered a large leg with a webbed foot wrapped around my rearview mirror, whacking against the door. I passed control of the aircraft to LT Nate Rodenbarger in the right seat since, in addition to the foot attached to my mirror, my windscreen was covered with blood and bird bits.

Lt. Rodenbarger, backed up by AW3 Gerald Schultz, made an uneventful landing and shut down. We exited the aircraft to assess the damage. The Plexiglass directly over my seat was shattered and the forward windscreen was covered with blood, but intact. My door would not initially open, because the mirror had been bent back and blocked the door’s path. We took some pictures and hitched a ride back to North Island. The next morning, our squadron air framers came out to fix the window and door so the aircraft could be flown home. 

From the sight of the large yellow webbed foot flapping against my window, I had initially guessed it was all that remained of a large sea gull. We bagged the turkey-sized bird leg and put it into our ready room freezer for the BASH guys to identify. BASH is the Bird/Animal Aircraft Strike Hazard program.

The “BASH guys” turned out to be one man: Billy Stewart of the U.S. Department of Agriculture. He is contracted by the Navy to run Naval Air Station North Island’s BASH program. Billy inspected the leg from the freezer and immediately identified it as pelicanus erythrorhynchos, better known as the American White Pelican. Oftentimes, BASH program managers, like Billy, have just feathers or a blood-splat to work with after a bird strike. However, they have the full resources of the Smithsonian Institute in Washington, DC, if needed, for a scientific analysis and positive ID. My pelican was listed as “rare” at Imperial Beach. Now it is a little more rare. 

Later that winter, I met up with Billy to get more familiar with the BASH program and see what pilots can do to support it. As we drove around North Island in his government pick-up, Billy gave me a BASH history lesson. The program was started by the Air Force in the 1970’s with the purpose of preventing aviation mishaps. The Navy took a little longer to buy into it; but, base-by-base, the BASH program has reached the fleet. North Island’s program was born from a bird strike mishap. 

In 1996, a flock of over 1,000 Western Gulls had claimed the approach end of Runway 11 as their nesting grounds. On its takeoff roll, an E-2 Hawkeye struck approximately 30 of the birds, ingesting a dozen into its engines. Fortunately the aircrew was able to safely abort the takeoff; however, the airframe was ruined. North Island’s BASH program started soon thereafter, according to Billy.

The noisemaker-pistol is just one tool in Billy’s arsenal. Primarily, Billy resorts to non-lethal means to control bird behaviors and population levels that could potentially impact flight operations and safety. Billy also has a 22-caliber rifle and uses rounds with a short maximum range to limit the potential for FOD or property damage. 

Last year Billy was forced to shoot ten gulls that were not getting the message to stay out of his turf. That is a big drop from the late-90’s, when North Island’s BASH program was brand new and “disposed of” over 100 gulls a year. Billy has brought those numbers down considerably, thanks to many non-lethal BASH initiatives, and his judicious targeting method. “You figure out which [gull] is the ringleader and that’s the one you shoot.”  

Considering the amount of man-hours devoted to FOD prevention, scouring the flight line every morning in the search of stray nuts and bolts, it should not be a surprise that the Navy invests heavily in the BASH program. Billy is a full-time BASH guy; it is how he makes his living, but BASH is not a one-man show. There are ways that everyone working on an airbase can help prevent the next animal related mishap. 

First and foremost, report all bird and animal strike incidents. There is a WESS2 report, submitted by your squadron safety department, that the Navy uses to track bird strike numbers and damages. This data can then be used to determine how to mitigate those hazards. 

Second, keep a tidy flight line and airfield. Trash is a major reason birds flock to built up areas. To a sea gull, trash makes for good eating. Therefore, it is important that we all make the extra effort to pick up lunch areas frequently, keep dumpster doors closed and do not pile trash outside of dumpsters. Exposed refuse may lead to people adding edible trash to the pile, attracting birds. 

Finally, never feed birds or other wild animals around an airfield. Animals need to have a healthy fear of the airfield. If people are feeding birds on or near an airfield the birds will gather in large numbers, waiting for more handouts. 

The most important lesson Billy taught me is that birds and Naval Aviation can-and must- coexist. The challenge is finding a balance. Flight operations, of course, are not going to stop, but there are ways of safely operating our aircraft without eradicating the Southern California bird population. On my tour of the base with Billy, he pointed out the various endangered and threatened species that live and breed around the airfield, as well as a number of more common birds. Enthusiastically, he told me how the birds had been “trained” to stay out of critical areas. And, if these “trained” birds were to be removed, the resultant vacuum would attract “untrained” birds that would threaten aircraft safety by flying in those danger areas. 

We will always share the skies with birds, and our runways with coyotes, moose and other animals. By maintaining and supporting a BASH program, we are able to do this smarter, and most importantly, safer. Keep flying safe and if you happen to see a pelicanus erythrorhynchos with one leg, make sure to tell him that Billy “the BASH guy” might just have the other leg in his freezer.

Lt. Oliver flies with HSL-49.







