Maintain Vigilance
By Ltjg. Alex Powell, MH-60S
To me, complacency means failing to anticipate, recognize, or properly react to a change in an otherwise familiar environment or routine. Complacency can manifest itself in ways that may not be easily detected, such as flying with an expired approach plate for your home field or skimming over a list of NOTAMS that never seem to change. There may never be any serious repercussions from those actions, but that is not a chance any of us can afford to take. Had I remembered that, I probably could have avoided a serious hazard that put my helicopter and crew in jeopardy.
My MH-60S detachment was deployed for several months conducting VERTREP missions in the Western Pacific Ocean. A single crew would typically conduct eight to eleven hour missions several times a month, so all pilots and aircrew had a high level of confidence in their abilities and were familiar with the routine. This particular day was relatively cool with high cloud cover, good visibility, and optimum relative winds. We were scheduled for a three hour mission to transfer pallets of food from our supply ship to a destroyer. Our crew conducted a thorough brief and got airborne to await a green deck to commence the evolution.
I was the pilot delivering the pallets on the destroyer that day. The destroyer was eager to receive the food we were delivering and formed a human daisy-chain forward of the foul line on the flight deck to quickly break down loads and pass the contents into the ship as fast as possible. Because I turned the helicopter sideways to increase my visibility for each drop, the pilot and aircrewman on the other side of the helicopter could not observe what was happening on the flight deck. During the first hour of the evolution, I noticed some debris on the destroyer’s flight deck from the broken down pallets when we were transiting between ships but it was always secured before I arrived over the deck. Some of the debris would catch flight and float away from the ship until it contacted the water. I never communicated this to my crew because I was accustomed to seeing this type of scenario and I assumed they were too. Also, I never mentioned the debris to the ship’s tower because I assumed they would take care of it before I ever came near the ship.
About an hour into the routine I had just dropped another load on the destroyer’s flight deck when I heard my aircraft commander yell something. Moments later I heard three large bangs on the opposite side of the aircraft and I felt excessive control feedback. Using larger than normal control inputs, I struggled to maintain a stable hover for a second or two, which at the time seemed like much longer, before the helicopter felt steady again. My crew chief reported that a large plastic bag that was used to cover the loads had floated up into the left side of the rotor arc and been shredded. I never even saw it. It had not come near the engine intakes or the tail rotor, and since we had just placed a load on our landing spot on the destroyer we decided to take the helicopter back to our mother ship to land and shut down.
Upon inspection, we found that no damage had been sustained to the aircraft. I feel very fortunate that we came away from this with only a story instead of some sort of mishap. The risk of this happening could have been mitigated dramatically if I had not been so complacent with the sight of debris and mentioned the situation both to my crew and the ship. You live and learn, but only if you’re lucky enough to live when you haven’t learned.
Ltjg. Powell flies with HSC-25.
