Anyone Seen My Flashlight?

By Lt. Jeff Callaway, E-2C
As the first day of CQ during TSTA for Carrier Air Wing Eleven progressed, Carrier Airborne Early Warning Squadron One Hundred Seventeen was in good form.  We had set up half of our pilots to finish their carrier qualification that night.  It appeared we would be ready to start flight operations on schedule by the third day aboard the ship with all of our pilots qualified.  However, circumstances developed that caused our skipper to have to do something he had not seen happen in any of his two tours with the Bangers-tell CAG we were done flying for the day due to safety concerns.

What happened that would cause a commanding officer to halt flight operations?  A dual engine failure?  Perhaps a fire in the airplane?  The real reason was much more benign.  FOD.  Specifically, we had seven cases of FOD, resulting in a lengthy deFOD inspection for most of the occurrences.  Half of the instances could be attributed to aircrew and the other half were due to maintainers.  I was one of the aircrew that contributed.

After I was done with day CQ, we hot-switched another pilot into one of our four E-2C Hawkeye 2000 aircraft.  I decided to go get something to eat in the wardroom and get some rest before having to fly again that night.  When the crew came back from the flight, I was told that I had dropped my mini-mag light out of the knife pocket on the left leg of my flight suit.  The pilot found it on the floor of the aircraft after landing and it was later returned to me.  

What was noteworthy to me was that I didn’t have it tied into the flight suit with the lanyard that is provided inside the pocket.  I chose not to do this because I am an LSO and use the light at night to record passes in the grade book and see the way up to the platform.  I didn’t want to have to untie it each time I used it or forget to take it.  In addition, up to that point, I had kept it in that pocket for almost all of the flights I had been on in the squadron without having a problem.  

No one made an issue about the light and I proceeded to put it back into the same pocket, thinking it would never become a problem again.  By the afternoon we had already begun to highlight ourselves by having to sideline an aircraft to search for a different piece of FOD.  The fact that the E-2 is a large aircraft that shakes unusually more than most, due to its props, undoubtedly contributes to screws shaking loose and things falling out.  However, it’s reasonable to expect to perform seven defod inspections over many months, but not seven in two days.

I was happy when I was finished with my two night traps and another crew swap was accomplished.  I returned all of my gear to the PR shop and sat down in the ready room.  Something caused me to realize the pocket was empty again.  Frustration set in as I realized it was going to be another embarrassment.  Despite this, I immediately went to maintenance control and confessed.  Some phone calls were made that confused me into thinking that the plane was on the deck being refueled.  I felt relieved, sure that it would be found within minutes of getting word to the crew and little harm done.  I retraced my steps to the PR shop and everywhere I thought it possibly could have fallen out, but was still positive it was in the airplane.

The situation got worse when I discovered that the plane was still in the air.  The light wasn’t that big and I knew it was extremely unlikely that it would cause any problems with the flight, but it was still FOD in the cockpit (most likely on the floor) of a plane that relies on the rudders a great deal.  Fortunately, the crew trapped safely and was sidelined.  They had no idea what the issue was.  Just as suspected, it only took a few minutes to find the light on the floor after they received the word.  What added a great deal to the embarrassment was that the tower decided to have the flight deck crew start looking for it on the deck.  It became very visible.

I don’t remember if the plane took off again but do remember that the skipper called us all into the Ready Room for an AOM at some point to explain he had just cancelled the rest of night CQ.  There was a certain amount of recognition that I did the right thing by admitting the mistake as soon as I discovered it.  But it didn’t feel even remotely good that I was the cause of one of the seven FOD incidents he listed on the board.  

Since that day we have significantly increased awareness about this issue.  We now use the two minutes we have to wait before shutting down our engines to actively search for any FOD in the aircraft and make sure we have everything we brought in.  As aircrew, we also are making a concerted effort to limit unnecessary items as much as possible.  The squadron hasn’t missed a sortie because of FOD since, which is as it should be.  FOD Prevention is a program that is all about common sense, but it is very easy to become complacent.  Hopefully articles like this one will keep people focused on the issue and avoid the embarrassment and potential safety problems that can result from not paying attention to it.  Needless to say, I don’t carry the flashlight anymore. 

Lt. Callaway flies with VAW-117.

