Split Operations:  Managing Currency and Proficiency For Pilots, NFOs, and LSOs  

By Lt. Jack Curtis, EA-6B
Introduction:
On September 1, 2005 the Shadowhawks of VAQ-141 left on deployment with Carrier Air Wing EIGHT onboard USS Theodore Roosevelt (CVN-71).  Just one month prior, the squadron was given notice to expect tasking that would lead to split operations between CVN 71 (TR) and an expeditionary airfield in Al Asad, Iraq.  

Immediately it became clear to the squadron that several new challenges would be faced, not the least of which would be how to handle pilot currency with split operations.  This document is a summary of our background, initial plans, response to follow on tasking, results, and finally suggestions and recommendations for follow on CVW based EA-6B Prowler squadrons.  This document is not intended to be a so called ‘how to’ manual, rather a summary of how VAQ-141 managed to balance critical training for squadron pilots, LSOs, and naval flight officers while still fulfilling our vital role in the ongoing war against terrorism with an impressive 99.7 percent combat sortie completion rate.

Background:
VAQ-141 set sail out of Norfolk, Virginia on September 1st, 2005 with six pilots attached.  Of these pilots, four were nuggets making their first deployment.   The pilots were onboard to make all embarked workup detachments to include TSTA I/II/II, COMPTUEX, and JTFX.  Statistics for these six pilots upon completion of workups are listed below:
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The group, as a whole, was solid.  Included was a former FRS LSO and repeat top ten ball flier from previous deployments, two FRS Top Hooks, and one Top Five Nugget from the preceding workup line period.  Three of the nuggets had been onboard for roughly two years each and had made numerous CQ detachments during that time to maintain currency.  The greatest concern on the part of squadron head paddles prior to deployment was the extremely long mission profiles that were to be expected.  The majority of these missions would result in night landings.  The concern was greatest for the nuggets.  While they had performed well in the past, nothing could properly prepare them for night landings after six or seven hour missions.  This concern ended up being supplanted with greater issues of currency and proficiency.

VAQ-141 left on deployment with three designated Landing Signal Officers (LSOs).  All three were relatively inexperienced.  Head Paddles held a Squadron Qualification.  The other two LSOs were each Field Qualified with both expected to earn Squadron Qualifications while on deployment.  The waving experience within the squadron, however, was solid due to our LSOs having made the absolute most of their time underway during the work up period.  Additionally, having a former FRS CQ Phase Head onboard was extremely helpful.

Initial Response To Split OPS Tasking:
Initially VAQ-141 was tasked to cover a two-week period of time under the split operations concept.  Two aircraft and three crews departed TR from the Mediterranean Sea for Al Asad, Iraq.  The pilots chosen to be a part of this detachment were selected with a number of considerations in mind.  One of these considerations was that we wanted to keep the LSOs on the ship so as not to take away valuable time and experience on the platform.  It proved impossible to keep all three LSOs on the ship for the duration of the detachment.  We decided to send the most junior LSO ashore as he would most likely be making another set of work ups and another deployment.  

After sitting down with a calendar it became apparent that the three pilots sent ashore would be out of 14-night currency by the time they were scheduled to return to Mom.  Brief consideration was given to how to get an FCLP period for these three pilots before their return.  This option was quickly ruled out, as Al Asad is no place to make continued trips around the landing pattern due to the threat from MANPADS.  It was decided that the pilots would simply fly out to the ship for a day recovery and get as many touch and go or arrested landings as possible for two days before sending them out for night CQ.  

This plan would have worked extremely well if the return date to the ship had not proven as fluid as it did.  We were able to get one pilot night current at the 20-day mark, another at 23, and still another at 28 days.  As the number of days since their last night trap grew, our comfort with the whole operation began to dwindle.  

On the whole, the three pilots performed extremely well considering the circumstances they were forced to work with.  After recovering from their first day back at the ship, each was given a thorough debrief from paddles and each was given a Case III / night ball flying chalk talk before manning up for their night CQ.

With all our aircraft and aircrew back on the ship, VAQ-141 now had the opportunity to get back into a more traditional cycle of operations for a carrier-based squadron.  This was to be only a brief respite. 

Shortly after the squadron was reassembled, further tasking came that very well may change the way carrier based Prowler squadrons are utilized for the near term.

Extended Split Operations:
For the most part, VAQ-141 had followed a model that had been put in place by VAQ-130 and VAQ-138.  Recently both squadrons sent detachments from the carrier to operate in Al Asad.  VAQ-141 was now fragged for split operations for the entire time CVW-8 would be in the AOR.

Within days of receiving the order to redeploy aircraft and personnel to Al Asad, the Shadowhawks reestablished operations from both locations.

It was now apparent to the command that it could not simply keep the same three pilots on the beach and the same three on the ship indefinitely.  Discussions were held with respect to how long to keep our pilots in one location.  Our CAG ultimately directed the squadron to keep all six pilots within 14-night currency. 

Head Paddles sat down with a calendar and worked out, what in hindsight was, an overly simplified rotation plan for the squadron pilots.  The plan looked good on paper, however once aircraft availability was factored into the equation it all became much more difficult.  Average days would see VAQ-141 aircraft fly four, five-hour missions. With the record setting amount of hours that were being flown on the squadron’s aircraft, Phase maintenance was going to be a fact of life to the extent never before seen by a Prowler squadron.  We could not simply move people and airplanes back and forth based on the pilots’ currency.  

After several hours and days of collaborating between the Operations Officer, the Maintenance Officer, Head Paddles, and numerous other squadron members we were able to come up with “the grail.”   The so called grail was an Excel spreadsheet that incorporated everything from each pilot’s last night trap to how many hours remaining on an aircraft before it was due for a trip to the hangar bay.  Built into this living document were several other factors.  Effort was made to keep LSOs at the boat more than on the beach.  There were limits, though, to the amount of bias we could build into the rotation plan as each pilot, regardless if he was an LSO or not, needed to spend time flying around the ship keeping that particular skill set sharp.

VAQ-141 was extremely fortunate to have the Scouts of VS-24 in their air wing.  The Scouts proved absolutely vital to the successful rotation of not only aircrew in and out of Al Asad, but also aircraft parts.  When it was not possible, due to ATO tasking, to move one of our aircraft from the beach to the ship, the Scouts could still transport VAQ-141 pilots.  An S-3 would launch from the ship, transit to Al Asad, pick up a VAQ-141 pilot, strap him in one of the backseats and take him back to the ship.  In many instances, that pilot was flying a Prowler later that day.  Some days would see a pilot launch from Al Asad on an ATO mission, recover at Al Asad five hours later, then launch to the ship for day and night CQ.  Every effort was made to avoid days like the one just described, however it was necessary on occasion.  In addition to transporting aircrew back and forth in S-3s, we also routinely could move two pilots at once by putting one in the back seat of Prowler transiting to or from Al Asad.

Because we were to keep all pilots within 14 night’s currency, we always endeavored to bring the pilots back to the ship on day 11 or 12.  If we waited until the last minute to bring a pilot back to the ship we would have allowed ourselves no room for error if for some reason a jet went down or some other issue kept the pilot from flying that day.  Because we were bringing pilots back beyond the seven day mark, each had to get a day landing before flying at night.  The Air Operations Department onboard TR proved extremely helpful.  Because our pilots were getting so few looks at the ball, Air Ops would almost always approve Trap-Cat-Trap for the Prowlers on day events.  This was accomplished by placing the Prowlers in the spin pattern for Case I recoveries.  The F-14s at two thousand feet would set up appropriate interval to allow for the trap to cat.

 This extra effort on the part of Air Ops was extremely beneficial to our pilots.  With each pilot averaging 9 traps per month, every look at the ball was valuable.  Efforts were made to get night trap-cat-traps as well, however due to the deck space and sea spaces issues these requests were often denied.  

During the four months that the TR was in the Northern Arabian Gulf it made four port calls, all to Dubai.  The five day port calls, with associated transit days, always posed a challenge to squadrons, as it was difficult to keep all pilots from going over seven days between night traps.  What was a minor problem for the rest of the air wing became a greater problem for the Shadowhawks.  Flight operations did not cease for VAQ-141 when the ship was in port; in fact, the operational tempo in Al Asad only picked up.  Four pilots were generally positioned in Iraq for the ship’s in-port periods.  For us, the difficulty was getting a pilot a night trap on the last fly day before the ship pulled in, then trying to get that pilot back to the ship as soon as it pulled out before his seven-day window closed (Typically TR would launch and recover only two night events on the first night out of port).  If allowed to go over seven days, he would then have to fly a day flight that would have been better used on one of the pilots who had been in port.  

When this steady state of rotation began, Head Paddles met with the Skipper and briefed him on expectations and goals for the pilots.  Paddles had briefed CAG Paddles that our expectation for each pilot was to show up to good starts and fly fair passes, day and night.  It would have been unreasonable for us to expect pilots to routinely fly OK passes considering how much time was elapsing between night traps.  The number one goal was for each pilot to fly safe and predictable fair passes.  The Commanding Officer agreed with these goals and was given weekly updates on pilot performance.  

As a result of the pilot rotations, training for the squadron LSOs suffered as well.  There will never be a good substitute for actual time spent on the platform watching, listening, and evaluating passes.  The LSOs of VAQ-141 found ways to overcome their extended periods away from the pickle.  When LSOs were onboard, they would spend almost all of their available free time on the platform.  Not all of this time was always in the controlling or backup positions; in fact much of it was spent simply observing.  It was important, though, to spend as much time as possible continually developing the sight picture and getting refreshed on the procedures.  It was difficult for our LSOs to function in a traditional wave team setting because of the sporadic nature of the time on the ship; therefore we all ended up becoming guest paddles on every team.  

A plan was devised between squadron head paddles, the Skipper, and CAG Paddles to create a period of time for him to work towards a Wing Qualification.  He traded flight time in Al Asad for more pickle time on the ship.  It proved very beneficial for the squadron to have a steady LSO presence on the ship.  This allowed us to have someone on the ship to monitor the performance of the pilots as they came and went from the ship.  It gave us the ability to provide the Skipper and the pilots routine trend debriefs.  Lastly, it kept a Prowler presence on the platform when our pilots were coming back after 12 to 13 days away from the ship.

The squadron also endeavored to always have an LSO at Al Asad.  This proved itself as a good idea the day our youngest LSO had to go out and talk an S-3 with a blown main mount into the short field arresting gear without the benefit of a FLOS for the pilot to reference.  

The squadron’s Electronic Counter Measures Officers’ (ECMOs) training was something that also had to be considered.  Much of a Prowler pilot’s success behind the carrier often depends directly on the amount of help that he is getting from his co-pilot.  With as few traps as there were to go around, we could not just simply fly our most experienced ECMOs with less proficient pilots.  After several rotations, our pilots got the hang of the one-night-trap-every-two weeks routine and became comfortable and confident flying fair high passes.  The amount of assistance they relied upon from their copilots continually decreased to the point where we were able to schedule more and more of our brand new ECMOs into the front seat for the valuable looks at the back of the ship.  The squadron was fortunate on this deployment to have had three of its four nuggets begin the cruise with several hundred hours in type.  The next deployment this squadron makes will not be the same.  VAQ-141’s next deployment very well could be with three very green CAT I pilots.  The ability to get our youngest ECMOs the required experience on this deployment will go a long way towards giving the future pilots the assistance that they will need on dark nights.

Results:
The trend setting deployment that VAQ-141 recently completed yielded volumes of lessons learned.  The single greatest lesson learned, though, is that this kind of operation can be accomplished safely and effectively.  This article discussed only a few of the numerous new challenges that the Shadowhawks were forced to find solutions to.  

Pilot currency, proficiency, and overall squadron CV performance quickly became one of the greatest concerns for the command once it was determined that it would remain split for the duration of the deployment.  Through creative problem solving, unmatched flexibility, and unwavering commitment to mission accomplishment the squadron was able to not simply get by, but to perform well. 

Consider that, with four nuggets, VAQ-141 pilots averaged 9 arrested landings per month and had an average of 10 days between night traps.  Keeping those factors in mind the success that the Shadowhawks achieved during this unique deployment is even more commendable.

The single greatest result, though, that the Shadowhawks are proud of is not how they managed to shoe-string together line periods, but the fact that they were, for four months, able to provide vital support to coalition forces on the ground in Iraq.  

Recommendations:
All squadron paddles must leave on deployment fully capable of talking an aircraft down into the short field arresting gear on a runway.

Every effort should be made to keep an LSO at the ship and one in Al Asad.

Rotation plans must be a joint effort by the Operations Department, Maintenance Department, and Head Paddles.

Struggling or less experienced pilots should be scheduled to rotate back to the ship on shorter intervals.  For us that would have meant bringing him back on day 8 vice day 12.

CV NATOPS procedural knowledge must be extremely sharp.  Due to the reduction in flights around the carrier procedures and not experience will be all younger aircrew have to fall back on.

Frequent and open dialogue must be maintained between Head Paddles and CAG Paddles with respect to the training and development of the other squadron LSOs.

Efforts should be made to get respective Air Ops and carrier Commanding Officers to approve Trap-Cat-Trap at every possible opportunity.  

Paddles should make the point clear to all squadron pilots that goals shift.  No longer should an OK on every pass be the goal.  Now, safe and predictable passes are the expectation.

Have a copy of CV and LSO NATOPS for the Al Asad Ready Room.  

Ensure all squadron aircrew are familiar with necessary caution when landing ashore with carrier pressurized tires.

Lt. Curtis flies with VAQ-141.

