FOD in the cockpit


Anonymous, EA-6B
One gloriously blue day, after finishing a suppression of enemy air defenses flight, I was flying my EA-6B Prowler back to the carrier. As is usually the case during the wielding of electronic Armageddon, my crew and I had spent the majority of the previous hour flying either straight-and-level or in a 15-degree angle-of-bank turn. Needless to say, I was feeling a little bit like an airline pilot.

We were RTB at 25,000 feet. After checking in with Red Crown and Strike, we completed our descent checklist. One of the items on that checklist was cockpit security. ECMO 1 read the challenge and reply “Security, Circuit Breakers.” The standard, “Secure, in left,” “Secure, in right,” “Secure, in aft,” was rogered up by all seats. This should indicate that all four aircrew have secured their gear and checked to make sure their circuit breakers are pushed in. 

We were working a radial/DME sector off of Mom’s TACAN, and strike had cleared us of any traffic en route to the marshal stack, so I decided to perform a rapid, inverted decent out of 25-thousand feet down to our marshal altitude of 4,000 feet. My habit pattern when performing such a maneuver is to give the ECMOs a quick “rolling,” to let them know we’ll be upside-down, then pause a nanosecond and roll over and descend. 

This particular time, I gave the standard “rolling,” and flipped over. Seconds later, one of the backseaters reported that they’d dropped some FOD and that they weren’t able to reach it. I gently rolled back upright and shallowed my descent. We sorted out that he’d dropped a PCL and that it had landed behind the ejection seat where it was lodged out of sight. 

In the Prowler, there are several primary flight control cables that run beneath and behind the aft ejection seats making the FOD hazard very real. With something as large as a PCL, it is unlikely that it would be able to fall far enough into those cables to hinder their normal movement. In this case, however, the crew and I decided that it would be best to request a precautionary straight-in approach. 

After a safe and uneventful recovery, our maintainers were able to retrieve the wayward PCL. Indeed, it was hidden far down beneath the seat. 

It turns out that the ECMO, who had been using the PCL to troubleshoot some pod issues, had merely clipped it loosely to his kneeboard. When he rogered the challenge and reply decent check he glanced at the circuit breakers, but didn’t really check to ensure that his cockpit was secure. 

This event was relatively harmless, but I think we got lucky. Had the FOD been smaller or its resting place more vulnerable, we might have had controllability issues or worse. This is just another illustration of how important it is to properly adhere to NATOPs checklists without just paying them 'lip service,' or skipping them all together.
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