 Instrument Shenanigans
By Lt. Matt McDermott, MH-60S    
In our community we do not get many chances to fly in IMC conditions, and being deployed on USNS ships does not always afford great opportunities to practice approaches either.  We have learned to make the most of what we do get to practice and when it comes to instrument practice underway it comes in the form of non-precision approaches to whatever ship we happen to be bringing passengers, mail, or cargo. So there I was on a particularly hot July day in the Arabian Gulf, attached to a USNS food ship, the kind everyone likes to have along side because it means more ice cream for everyone. My HAC was the detachments OinC, who had the typical love for the CH-46 “Sea Knight” and the “Glory Days” when men were men and GPS systems were so advanced they held them out the window for a fix. 
We departed to take some parts to a customer who was at anchor in the northern part of the gulf, about 40nm away. On the way there we decided to practice some of those desperately needed instrument approaches, and it looked like a good idea since the cloud layer was getting low. We did a thorough brief on what the long arcing TACAN approach looked like and how we would conduct it, so the crew was well informed as to the plan. We had previously descended to maintain VFR, and then the visibility started to get a little lower which was no problem since we were still clear of to clouds and the visibility was above 1nm. 
There we were flying along at 300 feet AGL and 120 kts, which is what to me seemed to be the standard flight profile in between ships, right?   Starting our approach we (the HAC) opted to turn the SAS for proficiency of course. He had a habit of turning off the Stability Augmentation Systems (SAS) and Hydraulic Boost Systems for proficiency, which I always figured it was so that the aircraft felt more like a ‘46. It did feel a little like being back in some simulator arcing for what seemed like an eternity, but the instrument monotony was quickly dispersed by a large cargo-container ship that seemed to be eye level looming out of the haze at our 2 o’clock position. Since I was at the controls I made an easy input since I was flying SAS off and informed the crew as to why I was coming left off of my approach path. Then in an odd déjà vu sort of way a towering oil rig appeared out of the haze at our 12 o’clock and we had to make a quicker course change to avoid hitting it. It was a good reminder that approaches to a ship might have obstacles in its path. If we had been in actual IMC we might have hit the rig or even the ship. We made it safely to the customer, dropped off the part and had an uneventful return to mother and called it a day. In our debrief we identified that maybe a higher altitude would have been better.
It was not a particularly dangerous day, and nothing in particular went wrong. We have been told a thousand times that mishaps are created by all the little holes in many slices of Swiss cheese lining up. I think that day was one where a few slices didn’t line up but were pretty close. In our positive column we always had good communication flowing as well as good adaptability and flexibility. Things we could have improved on were decision making with regard to our speed and altitude on the approach and we did not have a thorough enough preflight plan identifying the hazards to flight for that particular operating area. Either way we learned some valuable lessons that we should take a few extra moments before flight and know where we are headed and make some safer decisions about our flight regime. I know we will continue to take advantage of instrument practice whenever and wherever we can, but in a much safer manner.
Lt. McDermott flies with HSC-25.


