Don’t Make The Enemy’s Job Easier

By 1stLt. D. J. Son, H-1
MISSION: Armed reconnaissance and close air support in support of the ground combat element (GCE) conducting a cordon and knock in order to capture key insurgent leaders and seize weapons caches.

I was the copilot of the lead aircraft in a section of H-1s supporting operations in Iraq.  We were five hours into this flight and had refueled two times.  We had flown over the objective area a dozen times, and experienced trouble with the number-two generator throughout the flight, resetting it at least two dozen times!  We commenced our last sweep into the city, but noticed nothing significant.  As we approached the Euphrates River at approximately 130 feet and 100 knots, the No. 2 generator fell off line—again.  I assumed the pilot in command (PIC) would automatically reset the generator, as he had done several times earlier.  
As I looked down at the dense palm groves along the river, searching for possible ground threats, with my hands on the weapons system controls in front of me, the PIC rolled into a 40-degree right hand turn towards the river.  I felt a sudden sinking of the aircraft and looked straight ahead to see the waters of the Euphrates rapidly rushing up towards me!  For a moment I thought maybe we were taking ground fire and the PIC was attempting to descend and egress from our current position.  I looked for words, but I was tongue-tied.  Instead, my hands immediately dropped to the controls, rolled the aircraft level, and pulled in power.  Within moments, I could feel small, positive inputs on the controls from the PIC.  I braced for impact as our Cobra helicopter skimmed above the water and the rotor rpm momentarily drooped.  In an instant that seemed like an eternity, the control inputs took effect, rotor rpm increased, and our descent arrested, allowing the helicopter to climb.  

The whole event took no more than 5 to 7 seconds. The pilots in our Dash 2 Huey informed us that only the tailskid dipped into the water.  As we found out upon landing, that entailed much more than we had imagined.  The force of the impact with the water had caused significant damage to the tail rotor and the tail boom. We were lucky to make it back.

Complacency and fatigue were the core issues, in my opinion, leading to this incident.  The fatigue part of the equation was, and is still, obvious—no question.  We were well within the fifth hour of a six-hour flight, that included two trips to the fuel pits, and neither of us had eaten a bite.  In a fluid and dangerous environment as this one, flying low to the ground, dealing with the myriad of aircraft weapons systems at our disposal, and keeping abreast of the ground situation drained our energy quickly.  Let’s not forget the energy draining effect that occurs at temperatures well above 100 degrees Fahrenheit!  As a crew, we were trained well as a combat crew; we saw all of the appropriate crew resource management (CRM) videos; and we took all the classes.  We were teamed together well before the deployment, so we grew accustomed to flying with each other and had established good communication flow on previous flights.  Moreover, the PIC was a weapons and tactics instructor (WTI), a former test pilot, and well respected in the AH-1W community for his knowledge, experience, and skill.  What then fostered the complacency that, when coupled with the fatigue factor, ultimately led to an untimely and critical breakdown in our CRM?

Only after the flight did I find out the particulars that occurred in the back seat that fateful day.  These particulars helped me formulate my opinion.  At the moment the number-two generator fell off-line, the PIC looked down and attempted to reset the generator switch, which is conveniently located below the collective.  In the process, he bumped the collective down, which caused the rapid descent.  

A few acceptable procedures exist that could have prevented such an occurrence.  First, the PIC could have communicated to me “head’s down,” a common phrase used in our community because of the tandem seating arrangement in our helicopter. Although, he had used the phrase several times before in the flight, as time wore on, he grew weary of saying it and I grew weary of hearing it.  Nevertheless, it would have alerted me to the fact that any descent rate at that critical moment was not an intentional one.  The importance of such communication, at all times, cannot be overemphasized.  Critical information must be forced-fed in any cockpit, especially in one where you can’t see each other.  As a second option, we could have executed a change of controls.  This option, however, lost its appeal on or about the fifteenth time the number-two generator fell off-line.  The last option could have involved a little mission analysis, both before and during the flight.  The final result of such mission analysis would commonly result in a thorough brief before the flight that concentrates on cockpit responsibilities during critical portions of the flight.  Don’t get me wrong.  I am not saying we did not brief.  However, we concentrated more on our tactics and how we would kill the enemy and keep him from killing us.  The safety brief came at the end when it usually does, but maybe could have taken into account more specifics pertinent to the flight.  Furthermore, some inflight analysis done early enough could have helped us realize the danger that a simple generator falling off-line could pose.  At that point, we could have quickly briefed a division of responsibilities for when the generator problem inevitably arose again.  

The answer to the question posed above, therefore, is a simple one and is not new to our incident.  You see, we sat in the classes and heard the same things most aviators hear.  We heard someone drone on and on about the same thing every year and simply memorized the acronym, without ever understanding where it all fits into our cockpit management techniques.  The C and the M in DAMCLAS stands for communication and mission analysis.  If my PIC and I had forced ourselves to communicate throughout the flight and had done a little applicable mission analysis both prior to and during the mission, we might have effectively deterred the level of complacency that grew throughout the course of the mission and led to the breakdown in crew coordination.

By the way, we were not fired upon even once during this mission.  Instead of the enemy, we posed the biggest threat to ourselves.

1stLt. D. J. Son flies with HMLA-367.  

