Socked Out

By Ltjg.Will Warren, EP-3 

Our crew workups started and it was time for our night designated field work (DFW). This was a night warm-up for the crew to gain proficiency and make sure our monthly minimums were complete prior to leaving for detachment. This night DFW looked to be a particularly good deal. We weren’t scheduled to fly too late, our mighty Orion bounce bird was up and the Whidbey weather was, for once, cooperating. 

We took off right at dusk and went directly into the GCA pattern to start our approaches. We did all nine required approaches and landings and still had time and fuel to burn so we picked up a clearance to McChord AFB, a 15 minute flight south. As we turned south the weather at Whidbey was still beautiful. We proceeded direct to McChord and shot a few more approaches. McChord then transitioned to NVG operations and we had to depart for home. On our transit home we picked up ATIS and it didn’t sound like much had changed with regards to the weather. However, what we saw from the cockpit was completely different. 

Anyone who has flown in the Whidbey Island area knows that the weather can be pretty dynamic and the air station’s location on Puget Sound can lead to some thick fog. Tonight was a perfect example. We could see a thick blanket of fog sitting directly over the field. Realizing the excellent training opportunity and with plenty of fuel we asked for multiple radar approaches. Backing ourselves up with the ILS we came down to mins with no visual on the runway environment. This was the first time any of us had never broken out on an approach before. We tried two more times and still couldn’t see anything at decision height. On our fourth try we asked tower to turn the lights up. This made the fog brighter as we neared the ground, but didn’t help break out the approach or runway lights. 

The novelty of shooting approaches to mins was wearing quickly and we were beginning to wonder if we might be spending the night somewhere else. Tower was reporting a slight wind and felt the fog might dissipate or blow out soon. Fuel isn’t something you typically worry about in a P-3 on a local flight, but we now started to run some numbers and figured we had about two or three more approaches before we would have to divert back to McChord. On the next approach we were just able to make out the approach lights, but not enough for the crew to comfortably continue. Finally, on our sixth approach we were able to break out some of the runway lights enough so that everyone felt safe to continue. We full stopped without incident. 

The fog was so thick that ground informed us they could just barely make out our aircraft. They cleared us to taxi to our line and let us know there was no other aircraft movement at the airport. We crept back to our line, found our lineman and happily shutdown the engines. 

I’ll never forget that flight and it taught us some great lessons.  First, it always pays to have a weather game plan, especially when flying in an area like the Pacific Northwest. Fog was not predicted on our Dash 1, but it formed anyway. There are plenty of suitable divert fields in the area, but they are also subject to rapidly changing weather. There are no “ace in the hole” nearby diverts with consistently good weather. This situation also highlights the need to have a good fuel plan worked out, even in an airplane like the P-3. It would have been more than a little embarrassing to put ourselves into a bind with fuel while on a local flight. 

 Ltjg. Warren flies with VQ-2.

