Looking Out For the Team

By Lt. Peter Bissonnette, E-2C

When you first start out on a new cruise, your mind sometimes tends to linger on what you left behind. You think it would be nice to have a few more days back on the beach. A single-engine emergency during a mass divert, however, is probably not the method you’d choose for getting back. Well, that’s exactly how it happened for my crew.

We were on the third day of cruise, flying a double-cycle doing unit level training. Read that as: long, drawn-out flight full of various comm and link checks with the strike group ships and air wing. I was on my first Prospective Combat Information Center Officer (PCICO) hop on the boat and had only done a few ashore. The flight deck personnel and aviators were green and launches and recoveries were going a bit slower than one would hope. We expected that, though, and didn’t really pay it any mind until we started to get close to recovery time. Our crews habitually monitor the comms on marshal and approach during the entire recovery and this flight was no exception. As we headed to the marshal stack, we noticed that the previous recovery was still in progress. After listening to a barrage of bolters and foul deck wave offs, we noticed that the recovery time was pushing into the launch time for the following cycle. To compound the problem, the ship was running out of sea space. She was headed north and was closing to within 20 nm of Japan’s southeastern coast. At about 18 miles from shore, the ship had to turn back south. Our entire event was diverted to the beach with instructions to gas-and-go with plans to recover on the last event of the night. No problem...or so we thought.

The pilots pushed the power up and turned north to begin our transit back to NAF Atsugi, Japan. In the back of the plane, we were monitoring the status of the mass divert to Atsugi and were not paying close attention to the in-plane situation. Suddenly, we felt the plane swerve to the left and moments later heard the pilots going over a checklist out loud on the ICS. We were aware that they were executing an emergency procedure, but weren’t sure which one. In addition, we were still a bit blindsided by the quick switch from monitoring the diverting aircraft to an in-plane emergency.

After the pilots finished the memory items, they informed us that they had noticed RPM oscillations in the left engine. They had started to run through the memory items for the RPM/HP/Fuel Flow/TMT Fluctuations emergency procedure. After going through the first two steps they had noted that the fluctuations were causing an overall decrease in the port engine RPM. They knew that if the oscillations got below 94% RPM the generator could kick off and would likely be followed by the port bleed air at around 91% RPM. After this brief period of reasoning, they decided the best course of action would be to “gracefully” secure the port engine to avert an uncommanded shutdown.

At this point, everyone in the plane was aware of the situation. We all broke out our PCLs to run through the RPM/HP/Fuel Flow/TMT Fluctuations emergency procedure to ensure that the pilots hadn’t missed any crucial items. They hadn’t missed anything, the airplane was stable, and we were already pointed toward a divert field. So we had that going for us, which was nice.

However, we were single-engine, unable to land aboard ship and our divert field was still sixty miles away. Our first step in the back of the plane was to work out new bingo numbers for our single-engine status. Meanwhile, the pilots got word of our situation passed to the ship and started working our clearance to land in Japan.

Remember that our whole event (12 aircraft) was diverted. NAF Atsugi is equipped with a single runway, and we were planning on making an arrested landing upon arrival. If we declared an emergency, we would foul the field for 30 minutes on either side of our estimated land time. Though we were fine on gas, our Hornet brethren...well, not so much. On the other hand, we had one good engine and land was a “mere” 60 miles away.

To make a long story a little shorter, we decided to inform ATC of our emergency while making it very clear that the Hornets were to land before us. We opted to leave our system up so that we could continue to provide ownship flight following and to monitor the status of the recovering hornets. Just because we were on a divert profile didn’t mean we couldn’t still do our jobs!  As PCICO, I monitored the ATC and NAF Atsugi field comms and provided the pilots with information on the recovery effort. The ACO (actual mission commander) backed me up on the comms and assisted the RO in ensuring we had 100% accountability of all diverting aircraft. The pilots worked with ATC to alter our route to leave the field enough time both to recover all the hornets and to rig the short field gear for us. We also kept our systems up until we were within about five miles of the field and clear of all traffic. 

We took a trap, saved the day and lived to fight again.

In retrospect, the situation could have been a lot worse. The weather was clear and a million, the emergency wasn’t an immediate threat to safety of flight and the holes in the Swiss cheese safety model were thankfully not all lined up. However, there were a couple of key spots where the whole situation really could have gotten out of hand.

First, if the pilots had not handled the emergency efficiently and with sound decision-making, the aircraft could have departed controlled flight. Also, informing the crew of the situation immediately after the emergency was under control helped keep everyone in the plane on the same page and working toward the same goal. This just goes to show that the time-tested “Aviate, Navigate, Communicate” mantra never goes out of style.

Second, if we had elected to head straight back, we would have delayed the entire recovery of the diverting Hornets. Our crew’s decision to delay our arrival to home field in order to let our Hornet brothers recover first prevented several emergency fuel situations on their part. In addition, we were able to continue monitoring the status of the recovery effort and to help ATC and NAF Atsugi with the management of the unexpected divert aircraft.

Through some good systems knowledge, proper procedures, CRM and a realization of how we fit into the situation, we were able to come to some prudent decisions that allowed us and the other planes in our event to land safely.

Lt. Bissonnette flies with VAW-115.

