JP-5 Shower In the Jet

LCdr. Jeff Bernhard, S-3B
I was the maintenance officer in an S-3B squadron on COMPTUEX/JTFEX when sortie completion rate is everything (along with boarding rate, interval, and bombs on target in addition to another 300 NMETS).  Every sortie matters, and missing events when better knowledge of your aircraft could have saved the day really is unacceptable.  

Now the stage is set, I am just finishing up a double-cycle, recovery-tanker flight and fly an OK-3.  As I come to a complete stop a little liquid comes from the overhead.  I raise the hook, test the brakes and start to taxi out of the wire as my right-seater folds the wings.  Things are fine until we come to a stop the second time just out of the landing area and liquid starts gushing into the cockpit.  My NFO and I quickly realize it’s fuel and I am distraught thinking about all the nasty maintenance that will have to be performed to fix whatever this problem is and trying to figure out how we will make it through the rest of the fly day without this jet.  In the next few seconds, my NFO and I try to put some paper, bags and whatever else we can find over the avionics for fear of ruining it all. We quickly determine there is way too much fuel coming out, so we sit and watch in despair.  We get chocked and chained, shut down and walk out of the aircraft, soaked like I just walked home in a thunderstorm.  

As it turns out, the refueling probe tip stuck open after using it during my flight and the 5 to 6 gallons of fuel remaining in the probe started rushing forward with the arrestment.  The remainder came out with the braking after we taxied out of the landing area.  During the event, I never considered the probe could be the culprit.  I now wonder how I could have not thought of the probe, but it’s an “Emergency Procedure” I never really considered before.

Prior to the probe tip being removed by our maintainers, I had never really ‘looked’ closely at one before.  Having examined it now, it’s not too hard to see how it can happen.  Had I realized the problem, I could have extended the probe, placing the leaky tip outside the aircraft, and saved the two other sorties we lost on that day and the 25 plus man-hours it took to soak up the fuel and remove and clean the avionics.  

As a safety officer and maintenanceo in the squadron, I have encouraged all aircrew to learn more than what is in our NATOPS.  A great way to do this is to interact with our maintenance personnel.  I would cite examples of things breaking on the aircraft and encourage aircrew to follow-up with maintenance control or individual maintainers - What was the culprit?  How could I better troubleshoot airborne or is there a way to work around it?  What was done to fix it?

I have over 2,000 hours in my platform, but I don’t know nearly everything about it.  NATOPS, while an expansive resource, really just brushes the surface of what you can learn by observing maintenance or interacting with the maintainers.  Had I ever thought to ask how our refueling probe tip worked or viewed one as I did later that day, I would have had the knowledge I needed to limit the damage to the aircraft. 

We are in a Global War and every aircraft and every sortie can make a difference.  No naval aviation professional reading this would want to miss sorties over the beach protecting our troops on the ground when it can be avoided, so I would encourage every aviator of every platform to use your time wisely and learn from all the experts you have in your command.  As type ‘A’ personalities, it can be difficult for us all to admit we don’t know something or ask someone for information, but you may regret not knowing some piece of information when you least expect it.  And... if you are as unfortunate as me, you might get a JP-5 shower (or worse) because of it.  Scouts Rule.

LCdr. Bernhard flies with VS-24.
