Dude Where’s My Approach?

By Lt. J.M. Neuhart II, SH-60F  HH-60H
“That’s it, were done. I’m coming north, put a fly-to-point on NAS Jax and give me Miami Center on the top radio.”

“Dude we just skimmed over some power lines,” came the call from my copilot. 
Normally this would be a routine, although non-standard verbalization of VFR navigation, but given the fact that I was flying at 200 feet AGL and never saw the power lines made it one of those ICS calls that causes you to attempt, in fear, to squeeze the black out of the controls. Later that night lying awake in bed after the flight, I asked myself the question over and over again, “How did you let yourself get into that situation? You have ‘been there, done that before and know better.”  The answer is not straight forward and will require some discussion. However, to be fair, I should start at the beginning of the story.

Limited to TACAN navigation only, many airports are inaccessible to SH-60F and HH-60H helicopters. The fact is that unless the destination or refueling point is a military field, it is highly unlikely it will contain a suitable instrument approach.

This situation recently was illustrated during an attempted flight of Dusty 615 from NAS Jacksonville to Palm Beach International airport on an aircraft-ferry mission to AUTEC in the Bahamas. Because of maintenance issues, it was late afternoon by the time Dusty 615 launched, and the orders to me as the aircraft commander were to get the aircraft down to Palm Beach that night, and then make the flight to AUTEC the next morning. Preflight planning revealed what we already knew; Palm Beach Intl. has no published TACAN or PAR approach, and the closest field that did was over 75 miles away, toward the worst weather. After looking at the weather and obtaining a DD-175-1 weather brief, we determined that the weather was just above VFR minimums at Palm Beach but some nasty stuff was on its way. After some discussion it was decided we would at least make an attempt. During our NATOPS brief we decided to fly at 500 feet, and then discussed getting pushed down for weather, what our hard deck would be, what we would do in the case of inadvertent IMC, and finally, how our fuel load would affect our decision to divert if necessary. After reading the ADB (aircraft discrepancy book), we also took note that both radios were recently and repeatedly reported weak, but that no discrepancy could be found by maintenance—typical.

We successfully launched, but by the time we were 10 miles south of Navy Jax, we were already limited to no higher than 500 feet because of the low cloud ceiling. As a crew, we agreed we could see and avoid any obstacles and decided to proceed. To mitigate some of the risks, we slowed our airspeed to give us more reaction time and turned on the FLIR and set it to scan to increase our situational awareness. Though not a navigation sensorn anyone who has used the AAS-44 FLIR knows it is a well respected tool for low-level flight, and has demonstrated its ability to break out wires and towers at ranges exceeding eyesight or NVGs. 

Shortly thereafter the rain began. It was not steady, but presented significant trouble as it varied from light mist to heavy sheets. My copilot, who is also a HAC, brought up the fact it never fails that every time we have to fly cross-country the weather takes a turn for the worse and our radios are sub par. By the time we were approximately 30 miles north of Palm Beach, we were at 250 feet AGL, 90 knots, and the sun had just set. It was just then that we flew on top of the above mentioned power lines that were no more than 20 feet below the helicopter. As a crew, we agreed we had pushed too far and we needed to turn around and either find good weather or get ourselves on an IFR clearance.  Making a 180, I began to pick my way north, looking for a large four lane road running east-west that we had passed a few minutes back. My copilot contacted the local FSS and found out that Palm Beach Intl. was IFR. Shortly thereafter, we lost comms with the FSS, most likely because of our low altitude, and our weak radios. We found the east-west road and decided to follow it east to the ocean where we would be free to navigate and climb into the IMC weather to talk to ATC. 

Picking our way down the road, we took comfort in the fact there are normally no towers located directly over the road, as the clouds pushed us down to 150 feet AGL. Finally finding the shoreline, we climbed and got radio contact with Miami center. We had just enough gas to make it back to NAS Jacksonville and shoot two approaches, so we decided to go home.

So what were the issues here? Later I will discuss why we got ourselves in the above predicament, but first, I want to address the serious lack of navigational equipment currently installed on the SH-60F and HH-60H. Because the Navy has not installed a precision guidance system such as ILS, a modern system like GPS, or even an older system like VOR with DME, I am constantly forced to choose from fewer destinations that can support our older TACAN navigation. With the FAA slowly dismantling the TACAN sights throughout the country, the former simple act of low-level, IFR, airway navigation has become a tougher task, with many airways now only identifiable by VOR with DME. Had we been equipped with ILS only, we could have picked from half a dozen airports in the area, including West Palm, into which we could have shot an approach. Why is it that I am forced into IFR flying with limited instruments while the advanced helicopter trainer the TH-57C has, in addition to TACAN, VOR with DME, RNAV, certified GPS, ILS, Localizer, and NDB. It is clear to me that the quality navigation suites are out there and are in use by other naval air platforms, so why am I left with TACAN only. The CNO’s guidance in 3710.7 is clear “5.3.1.1 IFR Filing and Positive Control. To decrease the probability of midair collisions, all flights in naval aircraft shall be conducted in accor​dance with IFR to the maximum extent practicable.” While I do try and abide by the CNO’s regulation, it is becoming more difficult every day.
Now, on to why I allowed myself and my crew to get into the above weather problem. Many of the lessons learned are not new, but went unheeded none the less. First, we should have given more weight to the forecaster’s verbal advice that the weather was taking a turn for the worse and not launched in the first place. Second, we should have flown the brief and turned back when we could not maintain 500 feet AGL. The reason for us committing these blunders is simple but infects all of naval aviation, we are all “YES” junkies. We don’t know how or refuse to say, “NO, this is not smart” or “NO, we can’t do this.” We are trained to say, “YES” to all tasking and our leaders and peers encourage it. Recently every mission has become vital and every flight absolutely is necessary. When is it going to stop? Who knows, but we must learn to become honest with our leaders when they ask us for an assessment and say,”NO” if the conditions warrant.

Lt.  Neuhart flies with HS-7.

