VFA-86              FA-18
NATOPS, It’s Not Just A Suggestion
By LCdr. Travis Mann 
It was the beginning of cruise and we were flying between the Straits of Gibralter and Lajes. We hadn’t flown much and I was looking forward to flying, even a night flight. We briefed a WASEX with multiple squadrons and there were two Hornets as strikers, one Hornet from our sister squadron and myself. While I had walked on time, the jet wasn’t ready for me to start. I finally started up and noticed the jet was not properly recognizing the AIM-9X.

The squadron maintainers stepped up to the challenge and worked masterfully in getting my jet ready to launch prior to the deck stuffing me. With a couple of shut downs and restarts I got rushed and missed a couple of steps prior to launch. Not big steps, but it let me know I was behind the jet. I saluted the maintainers with a smile on my face as I taxied to the catapult as the last jet airborne.

The area was capped at eight thousand feet for some strange reason. I called Strike to find out why. I still needed to climb for the 160 mile transit to the WASEX area. I blazed out at 8K while Strike tried to figure out if I could climb. What I didn’t realize was this kept me from my ten thousand foot checks, in which I check my fuel transfer.

Not usually a big deal, but hurrying off the deck I did not do my tanks transfer checks and didn’t notice the external tank transfer switches were in stop. This means fuel is burning from my internal tanks and the external tanks are not transferring.

Eventually Strike cleared me to FL 280 and I started a rapid climb. During my 10k checks, I noticed the external fuel tank switches were in stop so I put them to norm. As I was passing FL 230 I got dual bleed air warning lights and the associated aural tone. I immediately leveled off and brought the throttles to idle. I stared at the lights and tried to use a Jedi mind trick to make them go out. No luck. As I reached for the bleed air knob the lights went out. After a bit of relief I thought this might mean that the heat burned through the sensing element. Am I on fire?  I immediately turned the bleed knob off and started to look for the green ring, which supplies emergency oxygen to the pilot when  bleed air cannot.

Those immediate action steps were out of order. There is a good reason NATOPS wants you to pull the green ring PRIOR to securing the bleeds. 

After about 5 seconds without oxygen at 23,000 feet MSL, I started getting hypoxic. I had a tingling sensation in my fingers and head and I also noticed I was starving for air. This was exactly how I felt in the barometric chamber we trained in years ago. I started a 25 degree dive, turned towards Mom and threw my hook down. 
In the dive I continued to look for the green ring on the outside of my left leg. “Where is that damn green ring?”  I leveled out at 10K cabin altitude and tried to think why the green ring wasn’t there. Then it hit me, I must have been hypoxic, the green ring is inside my left knee. I reached and found something round to pull on. No, it wasn’t the ejection handle, but it wasn’t the green ring either. It was the ELT beacon. We had recently transitioned from Lot 10 jets to Lot 18 jets. In the Lot 10 jets the green ring is inside the left knee. In the Lot 18 jets it’s outside of the left leg. Where was it?  I couldn’t find it at the time and realized on subsequent flights that every time I sit in the jet I sit on the green ring. It was folded under my leg and I couldn’t see it. Now I find it before each flight. Well, this night my emergency oxygen couldn’t be found, but I was feeling a little better at the lower altitude. Now it’s time to talk to the rep.

The fuel that was in the external tanks was now trapped there since I secured the bleeds. Can I bring a full centerline aboard?  What is the max asymmetry for recovery with the external wing tank full?  I’ve got 4,400 pounds trapped in the external tanks and my useable state is a 7.0. I cannot climb for obvious reasons so a bingo to Rota or Lajes is out of the question, it would require a tanker to drag me.

The Skipper came up on button 18 and it was good to hear a familiar voice. He confirmed my fear of jettisoning the centerline tank. He talked me through the steps and reminded me of the steps I had forgotten. I guess that’s why we have checklists in the PCL. Thanks for the CRM Skipper.

I still needed to get aboard. I did not have throttle boost, OBOGS, cabin pressurization, or fuel transfer. I told paddles that I would not be able to call the ball since I could not wear my mask with no oxygen flow. I dumped down to a 3.8 and put my game face on. I was able to get aboard uneventfully and I was glad to be back on the boat. 

There are many lessons to be learned from my experience. Some of them are simple. Know your immediate action procedures cold. They are there for a reason. Other lessons learned have to do with basic NATOPS and systems knowledge. The NATOPS procedures are written with much forethought in order of execution. Had I remembered how the BALD (Bleed Air Leak Detection) system worked I would have realized that the system will close the bleed valves causing the bleed air warning lights to go out. My worry of fire was probably false. Without bleed air, the external tanks cannot transfer fuel. Shipboard operations prevent Hornets from having more than 500 pounds in the centerline tank for recovery.

Assymetric limits for recovery can be an issue as well. Reps in the tower and CATCC need to be familiar with these limitations to give an emergency aircraft the necessary tools to recover safely. 
Don’t get rushed on preflight. Switches in the proper position can prevent having to jettison a tank or possibly worse.

One of the most important lesson’s learned has to do with Hypoxia. Hypoxia is a great concern, especially in a single seat aircraft. Sometimes the emergency itself may preclude the pilot from doing the procedures correctly. CRM, even over the radio, can save lives and ensure every step is done correctly. 
LCdr. Mann flies with VFA-86.
****************************************

Pictures are available, but would not fit on the disk.

Mann, Travis LT (VFA 86) 


From: Delong, Larry LCDR VFA 86 [mailto:larry.delong@cvw1.navy.mil] 
Sent: Wednesday, November 01, 2006 19:27
To: Stewart, Jack CIV NAVSAFECEN 71B
Subject: FW: Approach article
Jack, 
This was not previously submitted but I would like to submit it unless you prefer I get on the Website and email it to that address. 

The article is from LCDR (Sel) Mann at VFA-86. We fly the F/A-18C. 
It is titled "NATOPS, It’s not just a suggestion" 
here it is with pictures. 
The pictures  in the email below show the Emergency Oxygen Green Ring that OBOGS equipped Hornets have and the two pictures attached here (709 and 710) show the Emergency Oxygen Green Ring that  LOX equipped Hornets have.
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