She Said 6R, Right?

By Ltjg. Tim White, MH-60S
There usually is a frame-of-mind on islands referred to as “island time.”  When you’re on island time, time moves very slowly.  Ten minutes becomes an hour and if you show up for a dinner party at 6:30 and your appointment was at 5:30, then you’ll usually be right on time.   This is especially true on the Mariana Islands, including Guam.  Life is much more laid back on Guam then it is even in the deep southern states.  Things happen a little more slowly and those that are adapted to the island life are fine with it.  In the air, though, things happen at the same speed no matter where you are.  One hundred and twenty knots is still 120 knots and midairs still happen just as quickly.  

On 17 November, my HAC and I were flying in the pattern at Andersen AFB before we headed out to do a NATOPS check for one of our crewmen in the back.  Andersen tower had approved us for a left closed pattern on runway 6L.  We had both done a few approaches to the approach end of the runway to warm-up before we practiced autorotations.  While in our closed pattern, we witnessed a B-52 that was supposed to be lined up on runway 6R line up on the wrong runway – our runway, 6L.

During our short time in the traffic pattern, it was pretty obvious to all of the aircrew that the controllers in the tower weren’t really on their toes.  They seemed to be on island time.  The controller who was doing most of the talking was evidently new at his job.  He was struggling a little bit in his communications with us.  He also kept saying the wrong runway when he was talking to us.  He would correct himself most of the time, but if he didn’t catch his mistake himself, his supervisor, a female controller, would usually correct him.  When he told us about the heavy traffic, the B-52 on final, I can even remember him saying that it was on final for 6L, but he immediately corrected himself and said it was on final for 6R.  At this point we called up tower and asked them to confirm that the heavy traffic was on final for 6R.  This time the female voice came on the radio to reassure us that they were, in fact, on final for 6R.

I was at the controls on downwind when we made visual contact with the B-52. We maintained visual contact until I turned on final for a normal approach to the approach end numbers.  It was really hard to tell what runway they were lined up on since the runways are parallel.  It almost looked like they were lined up on 6L.  When I turned final, one of our crewmen verbalized my exact thoughts, “What runway were they cleared for again?”  

For me, parallel runways are always a little unnerving.  Of course tower always clears traffic for specific runways, but it is so much easier to line up on the wrong runway when they are parallel.  I can remember instances in the VTs or HTs when students, not me of course, would line up on the wrong runway when they were 90 degrees apart from each other.  The whole time I was on final I had a funny feeling that something wasn’t right.  I finished my approach, though, and landed.  This time, unlike my normally short stop-and-go pause on the numbers, I waited on the ground a little longer.  I just wanted to see that B-52 landing on 6R before I lifted and transitioned to forward flight.  I waited, and waited…. and waited.  I never saw the B-52 land on 6R, though.  I knew something was wrong when I heard a woman’s voice over the radio telling the B-52, “Wave off, wave off, wave off, there is a MH-60 helicopter on the runway!”  
At first I was thinking, “Wow, she’s really excited – something must be wrong.”  Then I realized that the woman yelling into the radio was the controller in Andersen’s tower.  I also realized that she was talking to that B-52 that I was waiting to see land on 6R.  What’s worse is I realized that we were in the 60 that she was talking about!

Shortly after the wave off call from tower, we saw the B-52 flying over us.  Evidently when the B-52 waved off, they sidestepped and were flying to the left of runway 6L.  The HAC and I looked at each other.  I was thinking to myself, “Please tell me we didn’t do anything wrong.”  The look in his eyes seemed to say the same thing.  The whole crew talked briefly about what just happened trying to get some reassurance that we all heard the same thing.  We eventually decided to continue with the flight since the danger seemed to be over.  We did give the B-52 a lot of room for its next landing, though – just in case.

The rest of the flight went very smoothly and uneventfully.  Thinking back to our experience on the runway, the assurance that we didn’t do anything wrong offers little comfort really.  We did not violate any SOPs, NATOPS, or any other flight regulations, but we, and any other aviator, can feel the consequences of what someone else did wrong.  In our case the danger most likely came from misunderstanding instructions due to the new controller’s confusing communications on the radio.  I think if I’m ever in that situation again, then I might consider staying clear of that or any other parallel runway until I am sure that the inbound traffic is completely clear about which runway they should be landing on.   

Our ASO spoke with the base safety officer and B-52 safety officer to determine the causes of the near miss.  It was the controller's first day on the job.  His supervisor was not correcting all of his calls on the radio, which caused some confusion for the aircraft.  The approach controller had handed the aircraft to tower late and had indicated that they were on the approach to 6R when they were actually shooting an approach to 6L.  The MH-60 was using a VHF frequency and the B-52 was using a UHF frequency.  This decreased everyone's situational awareness and prevented the aircraft from talking directly to one another.  Now, we both use UHF, but the tankers and civilian aircraft still use VHF.  The B-52 never read back the runway that they were cleared for or the traffic advisory.  The B-52 did have the MH-60 in sight.  They were expecting the MH-60 to clear the runway.  When the MH-60 did not clear the runway, the B-52 started their waveoff.  

This incident made all concerned parties more aware of our weaknesses.  Fortunately, there were enough controls in place that the lapses in standard procedure did not cause a mishap. 

Ltjg. White flies with HC-5.

