Don’t Drop the Pack Just Yet

By LCdr. Brad Brewer, E-2C
We’ve all heard the saying that the flight’s not over until the debrief is complete. I’d like to add a corollary that says that collision avoidance lookout responsibilities don’t end until the aircraft is shutdown in the chocks, and that includes crewmembers that may not be blessed with a window to the outside world.

Hawkeye crews are typically vigilant about using the radar and IFF systems for ownship flight following and traffic avoidance during a mission. The only real rub comes in the terminal phase, when the mission commander must decide when to entrust the traffic deconfliction role entirely to ATC. The reason for this stems from the fact that the major components of the E-2C weapons system are cooled by a forced-air refrigeration system. At the end of a mission, the equipment requires a minimum of 10 minutes of shutdown time, during which heated air is pumped through the black boxes to purge any moisture that might otherwise condense on cold-soaked electronics gear. An occasional Ready Room armchair quarterback discussion will meander its way towards the subject of when it is appropriate to shut down the sensors and begin the heating cycle. Some camps contend that it’s fine to do as soon as the aircraft is in the approach phase and under positive ATC control, especially if the airspace is VMC. Others insist that its better to wait until the last possible minute in order to maintain ownship flight following. During a recent AOM, our skipper had offered his personal opinion that crews should follow the latter philosophy, and that he preferred the weapons systems to be kept running as long as possible.

A few weeks later, Liberty 600 was transiting home, following a local training mission, under positive control from Yokota ATC, northbound at 11,000 feet approximately 25 nm south of NAF Atsugi, Japan. The back-end CIC crew was conducting ownship flight following and notified the pilots of an aircraft on the nose at 4,700 feet, tracking on a reciprocal heading. Initial traffic separation was approximately 15 nm. At about the same time, Yokota ATC issued a descent to the Hawkeye from 11,000 to 4,000 feet, directly through the altitude block of the as-of-yet uncalled (by ATC) traffic. The pilot initiated the descent, fully aware of the traffic (which was being continuously monitored and updated by the CIC crew) and elected to level off at 6,000 feet to wait for the traffic to pass below. The co-pilot informed ATC of their intended level-off, at which point, the controller asked for the reason. When told that the E-2C had factor-traffic on radar, the controller casually responded that the traffic was VFR, apparently implying that this should alleviate any concerns we might have had. Somewhat bewildered by this attitude, the crew reiterated its intentions to remain at 6,000 feet, and shortly thereafter, at about 1.5 nm, saw the traffic, and watched it pass about 1,500 feet directly underneath the aircraft. The crew estimated that had the descent continued to the assigned altitude, minimum separation at the merge would have been less than 500 feet.

Upon landing, the pilot-in-command called Yokota ATC to discuss the incident with a supervisor. The supervisor apologized for the confusion, and informed him that the controller had been promptly removed from the floor and counseled immediately after the incident. Tokyo airspace is one of the most congested in the world. CVW-5 aircraft routinely transit across these busy approach corridors to and from their working areas. Well-established course rules coupled with IFR control deconflict most problems, but there is still a danger when multiple airplanes are being funneled through narrow air lanes. And I know that this situation is certainly not unique to us out here in the Far East.

What lesson is there in this relatively benign tale of a near-midair collision (or potential mishap!) that never occurred?  Ever since our days as fledgling aviators in flight school and on through the FRS, instructors have continuously hounded us, their students, to make efficient and effective use of all available resources, to include radios, NAVAIDS, and, in more advanced aircraft, any onboard weapons systems or sensors. The difference between the way this story concluded and what could have been a NMAC or paint-swap was that the proverbial mishap chain was broken by a combination of good CRM and vigilance by the aircrew. The CIC crewmembers kept situational awareness and continued to make use of the weapon system beyond the end of the tactical mission. Often times, once we fence out of a training fight, our guard comes down, since we are now in a supposedly benign flight regime looking forward to an uneventful recovery at home field and a little lunch before the debrief. Humans make mistakes, as this controller did. As aviators, we must remember that the results of a mid-air collision during ACM (for which we brief training rules ad nauseum), and running head-on into a VFR bug-smasher can have the same tragic results. The laws of physics care little for the fact that you may have been comfortably puttering along under positive control on an IFR flight plan. 

LCdr. Brewer flies with VAW-115, forward-deployed to NAF Atsugi, Japan.

