FOD Is a Reality

By Ltjg. Katie McDonald, SH-60B
Warnings and rules cannot replace the lessons you learn from experience. You can never truly appreciate the damage something can inflict until you experience it first hand. foreign object damage (FOD), a known hazard among those who work around naval aviation, can manifest itself in many ways. The risk of helicopter engines ingesting FOD from the ground are minimal because the engine inlets are typically eight feet above the deck, however there is a high risk of FOD being flung out at flight deck personnel. Most debris on the ground or flight deck will be pushed down and out, away from the engine intakes and rotor systems. This was the assumption I had until my first deployment, when I gained a whole new respect for FOD and the damage it can do. 

For the HSL community, whose primary missions are anti-surface and anti-submarine warfare, vertical replenishment (VERTREP), a secondary mission, is not common but performed out of necessity occasionally on deployment, and this is where I learned my lesson. The VERTREP on this occasion involved our ship, USS Ingraham (FFG 61), and the supply ship, USS Gonzales (DDG 66). The first aircrew of the day performed the actual VERTREP by transferring pallets from Gonzales’s back to our ship. This would be the ship’s only replenishment for a significant amount of time, so it included many pallets. 

Once the VERTREP was complete, the next step was to return the empty pallets back to Gonzales. We refueled the aircraft and changed aircrews, while the flight deck team rushed to remove as many pallets as possible off of the flight deck. The decaying sunlight coupled with our regulations against night VERTREP meant we could not delay our launch to allow everything to be removed from the flight deck. All items were staged far forward, beyond the foul line on the flight deck, and a FOD check was performed before lift-off. 

As we pulled power and lifted off the deck, several large pieces of plastic wrap started blowing in all directions. Restricted by time, the flight deck personnel had not been thorough in removing all loose debris from the deck before we launched. We assumed that the debris had just been blown overboard, but as we lifted and made our approach to the supply ship, we heard an unusual sound and could not place the origin.

After a minute or so, the helicopter control officer on Ingraham informed us that some pieces of plastic might be caught in our rotor system. I snapped my head over to look at the aircraft commander, and, without a saying a word, we both knew that there was no “might” about it. With the plastic in our rotors, a catastrophic situation could develop at any moment. 

As we prepared to make an immediate landing back to our ship, the noise disappeared, and the plastic appeared to be cleared from the system. We made a precautionary landing anyway and shut down to inspect the rotor system. Thankfully, no damage was found on the aircraft. However, this was enough of an eye-opening experience for me to truly appreciate the impact FOD can have.

Due to the infrequency of HSL helicopters performing VERTREP missions, we must learn from others’ experiences in order to prevent similar situations from happening, possibly leading to a mishap or injury to personnel. It is my hope that sharing our story with others will help increase the awareness for the potential of FOD during VERTREP operations. 
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