On the Great Saves

By LCdr. Leonard Hennessy, EA-6B
Hours and hours of flight time go by for most professional aviators and maintainers resulting in perfect safety and sortie completion records. Frequently, common and predictable failures are caught well before they become major hazards. Others are caught by the keen eye of an up-and-coming maintainer with a fierce sense of pride in the aircraft he or she maintains...a testament in no small way to the quality of the personnel we have in the military. In spite of the things we have working for us, the devil is in the details: sometimes you’ve really gotta look closely to find him.

I had a CO on my first deployment who had transitioned from USMC A-6 Intruders. On one of our first flights together that cruise, he and I were to fly in the back seat of the Prowler. As I recall, I made it out to the jet first and completed my walk around with the other aircrew. When he got out to the jet a few minutes later, I tried to save him some effort and reported the preflight was complete and everything "looked good."  He gave me a serious look and nodded, but immediately said, “You know, I appreciate it; but when you’re in charge you look at everything. Never take someone else’s word for it.”  A few days later on another preflight, he found a sheared nose-gear up-lock actuator that would have probably resulted in a jammed nose gear in flight. He had realized that the nose-gear doors didn't appear to move in unison when he tugged on them, and that led him to look more closely at the rest of the assembly. On the Prowler, it’s immediately over your head when you duck under to look into the nosewheel bay, and it’s tough to spot unless you look directly up at it. Afterward, it was obvious the piece had failed due to twisting, but while it was still up in the plane he couldn't tell what had broken until he actually tugged on each actuator rod. 

A year later, I was on an FCF crew flying commercial air back to an airfield where my squadron left a jet that had gone through a Class ‘C’ mishap three weeks earlier. The mishap resulted in damaging the left main gear and bending up the left speedbrake. Our squadron maintenance det had done a superb job of repairing the jet on-site and, although it looked as though they had pounded the speedbrake back into shape with a ball peen hammer, the damage and required repairs to the rest of the jet were minimal. My pilot was a senior Lieutenant Commander I’d learned a lot from already and would continue to do so, especially in regard to his attention to detail. During the preflight, he'd noticed cotter pins missing from bolts holding in the flap screwjack actuators on the wing that was undamaged from the mishap. Where the temptation lurked to focus on the originally damaged wing and main gear, he stood back and looked at the jet as a whole and scrutinized everything...a basic concept put to really good use.

These days, my squadron just completed dual-site operations during our deployment, with half of the squadron operating aboard ship and the rest at a forward air base in Iraq. A while back one of our maintainers was inspecting an empty engine bay prior to re-installing the engine. He knew a bleed-air line had been chafing against other lines in the bay, and from having done this a number of times he wanted to ensure nothing critical had been chafing in bad places. At the first, everything looked normal to him. It wasn’t until he pulled out an inspection mirror and looked at the components adjacent to the bleed-air line fittings that he noticed a gouge in a main hydraulic supply tube. The gouge had worn nearly all the way through the aluminum tube; had it gone uncorrected, not only would hydraulic fluid sprayed out in flight, it would have sprayed over the top of a hot turning engine and probably resulted in an in-flight fire. 

Each of these saves and others like them have prevented countless mishaps. But the question that occurs to me is how to apply this same kind of focus in such a way to reduce the effects of complacency in both my squadron and in my own performance. A few simple principles seem inherent and consistent in considering the ‘what went right’ of hazardous situations. 

First and foremost is the individual’s knowledge of “the basics.” Flight training, maintenance procedures, instrument procedures, NATOPS knowledge, SOPs, etc., are collectively the foundation of “the basics.” Fluency with that knowledge allows you to move with confidence and competence, making adjustments as necessary to cope with out-of-the-ordinary situations. Regularly drilling this knowledge, even a little bit at a time, keeps it readily available.

Second, the constant drive in attention to detail is as critical as being able to step back and assess the situation as a whole. Don’t always worry about the clock: it’s running regardless. Being a flyer, I’d argue that an important learning point is, in the midst of a critical situation, to keep a clear head and aviate, navigate, communicate. Do the most important thing first; the second most important thing next; and the peripheral stuff last. Once you’ve got a handle on what's immediately important, choose a course of action and act.

Third, get out there and just do it. Give your people every opportunity to get experience and encourage them to get the maximum qualifications possible. An organization that doesn't chomp at the bit in getting its people experienced, qualified and competent to the maximum extent is cutting itself (and the rest of the Navy) short. That isn't to say 'cut corners' and get overextended; at times like that you’ve got to ask yourself if training is really worth it. But those decisions will help you to recognize when a combat sortie is worth it. Set an attainable pace and set reachable goals in training. Be realistic in pursuing these goals and assess where your aircrew and maintainers are able to perform; watch out for that devil in the details. Keep an eye out during the stuff you don't do that often; apply principles of ORM accordingly. Get out there and do the job and let your people do their job; push yourself and them to learn from it. 

Finally, with experience comes what is called 'corporate knowledge.'  This is the critical knowledge built up in an organization you won't find in any instruction. It's the kind of knowledge that comes from co-workers talking and getting different viewpoints on situations. It's the kind of knowledge that comes from seniors training juniors and passing on insights gained from experience. It's the kind of knowledge that comes from getting articles published in community magazines and promotes dialogue between different commands and different communities. And it's the kind of knowledge that will ultimately better the organization as a whole.

Safety should be about maximizing mission effectiveness and simultaneously minimizing the negative impact to assets. The more you know and the more you push to know the more you're likely to make the great catches. The more effort you invest in flying and training, the more likely the aviators and maintainers doing those missions will do it safely and with successful results, and the more likely it is they will make a great catch instead of losing a critical sortie, their aircraft, or themselves. 
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