VFA-37     FA-18

Did Someone Say Abort?
By Lt. Kristin Thompson

Compartmentalization is an essential concept to apply in any facet of life regardless of one’s profession. However, the magnitude of this is amplified when operating a high value asset worth over $40 million. As numerous factors enter into a scenario for a naval aviator, also known as “filling your bucket”, the necessity to employ this concept grows. During one of my early Level 3 SFWT flights, I learned the significance of compartmentalization once again.
It was a beautiful day to be flying in Key West, Florida, as the weather was near perfect on this March afternoon. The brief administratively and tactically went as planned and we were off to execute the tactical portion of the flight. Although the stress associated with any SFWT flight existed, my mind was somewhat at ease with regard to the take-off portion of the flight since, not only was it not my first flight out of an unfamiliar airfield, we were using the longest runway available. Clearly, that is not the right mindset to have as any portion of a flight is critical and demands full attention. Continually, we must focus and train to be vigilant in every aspect of the flight and compartmentalize outside factors. Yet, there are too many times when we do not. As fate had it, this turned out to be one of “those times” for me.
The take-off roll was going as expected when something unexpected occurred. While awaiting the 10 second separation on the take-off, my wingman (the Mission Commander) came up over the auxiliary radio and told me that tower was telling us to abort our takeoff. Without hesitation, I pulled the throttles back to idle while putting out the speed brake. What did I see in the HUD?  I clearly remember seeing 115 knots and a whole lot of runway ahead of me. Fortunately, I was able to stop the airplane without having to apply the brakes any more than usual. 
When we brief safety, specifically the topic of aborted takeoff, in our admin portion of the brief, we discuss high speed abort criteria. There is nothing in the F-18 NATOPS that delineates when we should or should not abort. In fact, NATOPS states, “the decision to abort or continue takeoff depends on many items specific to the emergency. No rule can be made which fits every situation.”  However, most squadrons do have an SOP regarding high and low speed aborts. 100 knots is our squadron’s threshold above which we apply our “high-speed abort criteria”. Under these circumstances only a few serious emergencies will guide us to abort above 100 knots; reiterating the fact that no one set of guidelines can cover every potential contingency. 
When a controlling agency tells you to abort your takeoff, there is any number of emergencies taking place which you, the pilot, are most likely unaware. The truth is I did not take the time to think about it all. My ability to compartmentalize the entire flight from beginning to end was dampened and the potential for a more severe outcome existed. I heard the word “abort”, glanced at the airspeed and pulled the throttles back to idle.
Thankfully this was, for all intents and purposes, an uneventful evolution. However, it did get me thinking about the ability to compartmentalize. The need to compartmentalize, whether events are occurring as planned and briefed or whether unexpected circumstances arise, forever exists. I asked myself the question, “would I really be ready for anything?”  This is something that we all need to concentrate on each and every flight. 

This truly is compartmentalization. Be ready for anything and everything, regardless of where you are in your flight status.
Lt. Thompson flies with VFA-37.

************************

-----Original Message-----

From: Jenkins, Denny MN1 VFA-37 

Sent: Wednesday, December 20, 2006 12:41

To: Stewart, Jack CIV NAVSAFECEN 71B

Cc: Abbot, Charles S LCDR VFA-37, ADMIN OFFICER

Subject: Article: "Did Someone Say Abort?" 

Mr. Stewart,

Good afternoon. I am MN1(AW/SW) Jenkins, the Command Safety Petty Officer at VFA-37. The command would like to submit an article for Approach, written by LT Kristin Thompson. The following attachment is the article by LT Thompson, if you any questions or concerns please feel free to call or e-mail myself. My phone number is (757) 433-9355, thank you for your time.

v/r,

MN1(AW/SW) Jenkins
