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302, Your Signal Bingo, Oigeons 280 for 140, Ali Al Salem

By Lt. Mike Lofgren and Ltjg. Mike Codington

Every carrier pilot has experienced the humbling and humiliating bolter pattern at some point in their career. Throw in a Hornet Nugget fresh from the FRS, low fuel states, unfamiliar North Arabian Gulf (NAG) diverts and you’ve got something to write home about.

I was halfway through my nugget cruise and beginning to feel a little salty as a Level II combat section wingman. I felt prepared for my first night tanking mission in the trusty FA-18E Rhino. Man-up, launch and package checks were uneventful. I was established overhead USS Boat at 21,000 feet waiting for the recovery to start. Fifteen minutes prior to the recovery, I descended to 4,000 feet as the secondary recovery tanker.  Although tanking is considered a less than glamorous Strike Fighter mission, it is certainly an art to hawk your next customer correctly. During the recovery, I practiced my hawking skills by following the primary tanker during his hawks. 
Landing on the boat at night is always a challenge, add the NAG poor visibility, light winds, and an ever changing base recovery course thanks to random vessels driving in front of the carrier and it becomes a Varsity night for a JV team. This night was no exception and a Hornet nugget fresh off the COD found himself established in the bolter waveoff pattern after two approaches. I shadowed the primary tanker hawking the nugget (302) and was surprised when departure discontinued the hawk and began sequencing the primary tanker for recovery. On the 302’s third approach, he called the ball with a fuel state of 3.1 and boltered yet again. 302 was directed to switch departure and told, “302, your signal Bingo, pigeons 280 for 140, Ali Al Salem.”  After the Bingo signal, I was immediately told to join on 302 for the Bingo profile. My first priority was to join 302, which was not an easy task considering our vastly different configurations (5 wet Rhino vs. two tank Hornet) and the Hornet bingo climb profile of 450 KIAS/.78 Mach to FL400.  Fortunately I still had about 13,000 lbs of extra fuel and I executed a full afterburner climb, catching him at 38,000 feet. Along the way I switched up button 18 to monitor 302’s communications with his rep in CATCC. The rep was attempting to pass the waypoint for the divert. Apparently, 302 had the wrong divert waypoint and was still out of TACAN range. After joining on 302, I took the lead and told him I had gas available. 302 informed me he never received his night tanking qual in the FRS, and he began his bingo profile below the required bingo fuel state. Based on the low fuel state, I decided it was time for a little night inflight refueling familiarity and on the job training. 
I started to get the aerial refueling store online but realized it would probably not transfer fuel due to the NATOPS limitation of 35,000 feet. Additionally, the air was a little turbulent at the high altitude, increasing the risk for basket slap or midair. With these factors in mind we discontinued tanking evolution and focused our attention on the bingo profile. Suddenly, I realized we were 45 degrees right of course heading towards Iranian airspace. I immediately turned direct to Ali Al Salem and switched Kuwait Center. Unfortunately, I was unable to communicate with Kuwait Center on the assigned frequency. After fumbling with my divert pack, I found the frequency for Mohalab Approach and directed 302 to switch to the same frequency. Mohalab Approach instructed us to switch back to Kuwait Center and coordinate entry into Kuwaiti airspace.  I explained we were unable to contact Kuwait Center, declared an emergency, and began squawking 7700. 
We were beginning to exceed the radio communication range to the ship, luckily 102 (the oncoming tanker) was able to relay for us. 302 informed me his profile called for a descent at 57 miles. As we began the descent, I asked 302 his fuel state and was startled by his response, “1.1 with low fuel lights.”  With 50 miles to go and a dark unfamiliar field ahead of us, I was worried 302 might flameout and the bingo profile would turn into a SAR effort. I began questioning how 302’s fuel state had become so low?  Later I learned four factors contributed to his fuel state being below the published profile numbers. First, he called the ball at bingo, however by the time he finished the approach and executed an afterburner bolter, he was a couple of hundred pounds below the required bingo fuel state. Second, the Hornet bingo numbers the ship was using did not account for the 60 knot headwind we encountered on the way to Ali Al Salem. Third, not having the correct waypoint available and deviating from the direct course lengthened the profile by several miles. Finally, flying formation and attempting to plug the tanker sacrificed much needed fuel. In retrospect, it would have been prudent to let 302 retain the lead, allowing him to concentrate on flying a good bingo profile, while I maintained the communication and navigation management.

During the descent, I decided to give inflight refueling another try due to 302’s extremely low fuel state. I extended the refueling hose and 302 successfully engaged the refueling basket, but was unable to receive any fuel. I began to troubleshoot when 102 relayed that CATCC did not want 302 to inflight refuel, my instructions were to get him safely on deck. By now, we were within 30 miles of Ali Al Salem and it was time to concentrate on finding the airfield. We switched to tower frequency and received clearance for 302 to land on runway 12R. The airfield was completely new for both of us, and I knew picking the runways out amongst the bright cultural lighting would be a challenge. I leveled off at 6000 ft MSL and tried to get eyes on the runway. 302 continued his descent, not wanting to come up on the power to level off. I knew we were close when I spotted the parking lots and hangars of the airport, seconds later I saw the dimly lit parallel runways. 302 was below and behind me at this point, having leveled off at 800 ft AGL one mile from the field. I told him, “the field is at you left one o’clock”, fortunately, his mental faculties allowed him to deduce that I meant left 11 o’clock. He headed straight for the runway but due to the bright cultural lighting and his low altitude, he was unable to break out the parallels. I continued to give runway positional updates and 302 finally saw the runway as he flew over it. 302 was not in a safe position to land and I recommended he execute a right 360. After the 360, he confirmed three down and locked and landed with 550 lbs. of fuel remaining. I breathed a heavy sigh of relief watching 302 rollout safely. 
Of course, my night was far from being over. As 302 touched down, 102 passed that I was to return to the ship for the last recovery. I needed gas to make it back to the ship but did not have time to hot pump at Ali Al Salem before the last recovery. As I began the max range profile back to the ship, I decided if I was unable to get gas from 102, I would return to Kuwait for the night rather than be below bingo on the ball. Thankfully, 102 met me halfway to the ship and passed me several thousand pounds of fuel to facilitate a safe recovery.

Analysis of the night’s events revealed several factors, which contributed to a simple night currency hop becoming a near mishap. First, the fast pace of carrier ops requires aircrew to be prepared for all contingencies. The last thing on my mind as I walked on my tanker hop was the potential of leading a brand new guy on a bingo profile to Ali Al Salem. Second, always be familiar with your diverts and have the waypoint ready or at least available, especially if you end up in the bolter pattern. Third and perhaps most importantly, never deviate from a bingo profile once you are on it. If you come off the profile, all bets are off on making it to the divert and having enough gas to fly an approach. 

Lt. Lofgren flies with VFA-22 and Ltjg. Codington with VFA-113. 
************************ 
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From: 
Lofgren, Michael E LTJG VFA-22  

Sent:
Tuesday, August 22, 2006 21:45

To:
Stewart, Jack  CIV NAVSAFECEN 71B

Subject:
Approach articles

Sir,


Attached are two prospective articles for publication in Approach magazine. The first ("Bingo") describes a rather hairy night in the Gulf where, as the tanker, I led a brand new Nugget on a divert below bingo state. The second ("The Rest of the Story") is an article written by the Safety Officer of the Nugget's squadron which amplifies many of the ORM/CRM lessons brought to light by the experience. I hope that you will consider them for publication. Thank you for your time.

Very Respectfully,

Michael Lofgren

LT              USN

VFA-22 Fighting Redcocks
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