It’s Just a Scratch

By LCdr. Jim Perry, C-130
I was flying a C-130 over to Bahrain for a detachment swap-out from my squadron in New Orleans. Yes, the Navy has C-130s; I think 20 of them. They are the Marine’s airplanes, but the Navy Reserves uses them in a multipurpose heavy-lift mission endearingly called “ass and trash.” 

En route to Bahrain we were tasked to pick up some hardware from VP30 in Jacksonville. I had just gotten current again after a six-month respite of flying the mighty Herc. We had two crews in the cockpit with over 30,000 hours of flying experience. That may sound like a lot of flight time, but we are still learning. I wrote this story so you won’t repeat our mistake.

A low-pressure system hung over eastern Fla., and the weather in JAX was forecast to be IFR with rain. The actual weather was a little worse than expected. I broke out at 400 feet on the PAR to the east in moderate rain. 

We had started off late from New Orleans, so we needed to get this cargo quickly loaded to make sure we still could reach the Azores within our 17-hour crew-duty day. We taxied off the active runway, and tower directed us to the west portion of the field. Honestly, I felt relieved that I didn’t embarrass myself with 20 passengers on board by attempting to punish the Earth with my landing. 

We asked tower if they wanted us to stay with them or switch to the ground frequency; tower said to remain with their frequency. I did not have an airfield diagram up, nor did my copilot. We also had radio problems: The No. 1 U/VHF comm radio was not working, and the VHF radios transmission/reception were poor. Our loadmaster, Petty Officer Lugo, was advised by VP30 base ops to park in spot 109-110. This information was unclear to us because these spots are not identified on the pavement or on the airport diagram. 

As we proceeded westbound on the parallel taxiway, I asked tower if we could get progressive-taxi instructions. Tower’s instructions were difficult to follow because they required interpretation of the airport diagram, and we didn’t see any airport signage. I asked the crew if should we turn left at an intersection, but I didn’t get a response. 

I then said, “I am not sure where we are going, does anyone have an idea?” 

We then saw a “marshaller” approach us from the west. We thought we were in the correct location, but in retrospect we were on the wrong throat to the ramp area. 

We entered VP30’s ramp from the east, between two long rows of P-3s aligned in an east-to-west line. We had two wing walkers and one marshaller. I taxied slowly, and we had a lot of eyes outside. The winds were gusty, but I kept the flaps at 50. LCdr. Hudson, who was the TAC in the right seat, said we had vertical and horizontal clearance from the P-3 MAD (magnetic anomaly detector) booms. After we secured our aircraft, the ground personnel approached us and said our right wing hit their MAD boom. The P-3 was the last aircraft on the row, and it was located to our north (right wing). We did not feel a thing.

The Det OinC, LCdr. Irvine, brought the pilots over to the VP-30 hanger. I remained with the aircraft and took digital photos of the MAD boom and the C130 right wing. VP30 personnel inspected the MAD boom—recently installed at a cost of $2 million. The damage only was to the fiberglass shroud, and estimated at $6,700. This cost put the damage below the $20,000 threshold for a Class C mishap.

The flight engineers and I inspected the right wing; it had two gouges (three to four feet long) on the top of the wing along the chord line. The two gouge lines were located 15 and 24 inches inboard of the right wing tip. On the forward leading edge of the wing the gouge deformed the skin about one-eighth inch wide and one-eighth inch deep. Wing maintenance personnel bought off on the continued flight.

The two critical elements in this chain of events were: We taxied down the wrong section of the ramp, and the ground personnel did not provide us with adequate obstacle-clearance information. Without either of these two events this incident doesn’t happen. 

Other contributing events that lead up to this incident included: Our mission focus of spending minimal time on deck, poor radios that made communications difficult, the VP-30 transmitted parking information that was unintelligible to us, and the lack of airport taxiway markings. 

Having no clear information created ambiguity in the cockpit. We knew the information was uncertain, but we used some visual information, such as the “marshaller” running towards us, to confirm our interpretation or “mental model” was correct. We also used the ramp’s painted taxi lines, and the signals from the “marshaller” to interpret that we were in the correct place.

During the hazrep VP-30 reported that these ground personnel were not qualified to provide us ground guidance. I think the Navy should have a five-foot and a 10-foot rule as is used in commercial aviation. If your wing is within 10 feet of an obstacle you need to have a qualified wing walker (we thought we did). If your wing is within five feet of an obstacle you stop the aircraft and have it towed. The five-foot-rule distance provides a buffer to account for the innate time delay for the crew to react before there is physical contact. 

As the pilot at the controls, I was responsible and accountable for the safe operation of the aircraft. I learned early as a FAA Part 121 Captain that taxing can be a high-risk sport, especially with all of the internal distractions of modern-day cockpits while at busy airports. Ramp areas and non-movement areas (that have no governance from ground control) may pose the biggest risk because you assume more obstacle-avoidance responsibility. Always have a backup plan and never let ground personnel squeeze you in a box. You may end up with more than a scratch.

LCdr. Perry flies with VR-54.
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