The Whole Fumbled Approach
By Ens. Josh Heisler, T-6
Good Crew Resource Management is stressed from the first day of flight training. But it rarely becomes a major factor until things start going wrong. Often, we become complacent and then when things do go awry, we often don’t think of the simplest solution to our predicament. For example, back in early march, I was flying on a T-6A cross-country flight to Washington D.C. The first few flights had gone smoothly with only minor problems shooting an approach in Chattanooga, TN. Feeling fairly confident with myself I prepared for a Star Approach into Andrews Air Force Base. Communications had been great the whole flight, both Uniform and Victor frequencies had been working without error. As we descended from FL210 down to 3000 feet, Washington Center switched us over to Potomac Approach. At the same time we were preparing to shoot the ILS to runway 1R at Andrews, our final destination for the weekend. I switched up Potomac Approach’s Uniform frequency and that is when our troubles began. I checked in with Approach and waited for their reply, which came, but slightly broken. 
As we continued in we were given several vectors and encountered some light turbulence. I told my IP to turn and then we received a broken radio call. We called Approach back and reported that we were having trouble hearing them and requested their Victor frequency. At this, Approach came back with another vector over Guard and instructed us to “ident” on the transponder, if we heard and understood them. This continued for several minutes and we continued asking for a Victor frequency, which Approach never gave. Again, over guard, Approach vectored us to join the final approach course. My instructor pilot went to reply by pushing “ident;” however, because of some more light turbulence, my pilot’s finger slipped and pressed the transponder switch, changing it from the assigned IFR code to 1200 inside the ADIZ. At this, Approach became very hostile, demanding our squawk code telling us that we were “raising a lot of heads down [there].”  Quickly, I looked down to the transponder, discovered that it was set to 1200 and immediately started turning the correct squawk code into the transponder. My IP called approach and told them that we were currently resetting the code. Having reentered the code, approach turned us over to the Andrews Tower where we had an uneventful landing. During debrief we discussed what had gone wrong in the flight.        

In looking back on this situation, it seems that there were two steps we could have taken that would have avoided the whole fumbled approach into one of the busiest airspaces in the nation. The first preventative measure we could have taken would have been during the brief. While briefing the flight, we discussed our route of flight, the STAR, and our approach into Andrews AFB; but never discussed what we would do if we were NORDO in the ADIZ. A two minute review of AVE FAME could have saved us from a very stressful approach and landing. Another solution to our problem, before it had even become a problem, could have been to return to Washington Center and ask for another frequency when we discovered that the frequency was not working properly. This simple step, part of DAMCLAS (communication) would also have prevented the situation we later encountered. 
We learn many acronyms while in flight training, but do we always keep them in mind when we walk out on the flight line, strap on a plane, and go flying?  Both DAMCLAS and AVE FAME would have been very helpful, had I thought to use them while flying in the ADIZ!
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