The Breakdown

By Lt. Matt Farr, NP-3D
I consider it the single worst breakdown of situational awareness in my aviation career. As I reviewed the timeline for this article, it read like a mishap report. 

I was the aircraft commander for a night dedicated field work (NDFW) flight. I had about 1700 hours, and I was the squadron “blue card.”  The other pilot outranked me, but had been in a remedial syllabus to get him up to speed on NATOPS procedures, and didn’t have his aircraft commander qualification in the squadron yet. The weather was unstable, and conditions during preflight were reported as five mile visibility, ceiling broken at 500 feet, and winds 010 at 10 to 15 knots. I decided to stay at home field and shoot practice approaches in the GCA pattern, thinking that I would just land if the weather deteriorated. I considered whether or not we should even fly a bounce flight on a night like this, but both the copilot and I hadn’t flown at night in a while and were in need of night time to reach minimums. We took off of runway 6 at 1840, well after sunset, and went IMC at 500 feet.

From the right seat, I could tell immediately that the pilot at the controls (PAC) in the left seat was getting behind. He was up to 240 knots and accelerating in the crosswind climb when I told him to fly 200 knots (P-3s don’t normally fly faster than this in the GCA box). Once we got up to assigned altitude of 2,500 feet on downwind, I noted that altitude was varying 200 feet high and low, and asked the PAC, “Do you know where you are?”  He replied, “I’m getting my bearings now.” At this point, I suggested that we go ahead and complete the descent and approach checklists. We were then cleared to descend to 1,700 feet, and turn left to 140. While on base leg, 14 miles out, we completed checklists and configured to approach flaps.

Based on gross weight, our approach and landing speeds were 145 and 131, respectively. We were cleared to turn left to 080. The PAC executed a slow, shallow turn, and was 200 feet low. Airspeed was 150, right on. I copied the climbout instructions for multiple PARs. The PAC called for “Gear down, landing checklist,” and we completed it. Things had been fairly normal up to this point for a pilot who had not flown at night in a while. I felt that it had been a busy first turn in the pattern, but now that we had gear down and landing checklist complete, the PAC was catching up.

We were cleared to turn left to 060. Heading was only now coming slowly through 120, and we were still 200 feet low. I said, “I've got you 200 feet low.”  I noted airspeed at 143 knots. After no response, I said, “I've got you 200 feet low and slow.” We were then cleared to turn left 040, after we had obviously flown through final due to our shallow turn. I realized this, but I don’t think the PAC did. Our heading was now coming around to 060.

Still noting that we were 200 feet low, I checked his altimeter and saw that it was indicating 1,450 feet, 250 feet low. I said, “You're low and slow, why don't you add some power.” The PAC responded, “I just checked the horsepower...”  
At this point I advanced the power levers. Shaft horsepower (SHP) increased from around 1,000 up to around 1,500 per engine. 
We were cleared to “Turn right 055, slightly right of course and correcting.”  
PAC then stated, “My VSI light is out.”  I looked over and verified his VSI was indeed dark.

I asked the flight engineer (FE) if she could twist the lightpost, but she couldn’t reach it.

We received another heading call to 060. I directed the FE to shine a flashlight on the VSI. The FE quickly grabbed the flashlight out of her SV-2 and illuminated the pilot VSI. Problem solved. In the meantime, I think we had a couple more heading calls. Noting that my FE was now holding a flashlight with one hand as we were coming in for a touch and go, I directed the observer sitting on the radar console to hold the flashlight. I looked down at my instruments. Altitude was 1,300 feet and descending.

As I was thinking, “I must have missed the ‘on glideslope’ call,” the GCA final controller called “Slightly right of course, turn left heading 058.”  I immediately thought, “Why didn't we get a glideslope call with that?”  
The controller then called, “On course.”  
Again I thought, “Why didn't we get a glideslope call with that?”  
The controller called, “Drifting slightly left, turn right 062.”  
As I scanned altitude, we were coming through 1,000 feet. I had a strong desire to verify glideslope information with the controller, but for some reason, I did not listen to that little voice in my head. Instead, I looked out my side window and saw a break in the clouds. I could make out enough lights to see just how low we really were. A very uncomfortable feeling came over me, and I was telling myself to just call the controller and ask why we were not getting glideslope calls – no matter how embarrassing it would be. 
That was when the controller called out, “Be advised you are below the lower safe limits of the glideslope.”  

I noted 850 feet on the radar altimeter and said, “I have controls. We're waving off.”  As I added power and retracted the gear and flaps myself, situational awareness came flooding back in, along with anger and embarrassment that I had let this happen. 

I was trying to decide if we should continue the training flight (we obviously needed it!) until we encountered a 20 knot windshear on downwind. That was enough for me to call it a night. We were on deck by 1920. 

Looking back, it is clear that the PAC descended below 1,000 feet at night in IMC while on an assigned altitude of 1,700 feet. I, while distracted by a malfunctioning light on the VSI, failed to provide proper instrument backup and allowed this descent to continue. I also failed to ensure my aircraft was in compliance with ATC instructions. This is what I learned:  1) Maintain proficiency, but don’t chase the numbers if you have to do something unsafe to get there. OPNAV 3710.7 minimum flight time requirements exist for a reason. Night IMC is a challenging environment, made even more so by lack of recent experience in it; 2) Maintain situational awareness even when something is distracting you – especially when something is distracting you. Multi-piloted flight stations are designed to prevent scenarios exactly like this one. We let 2 pilots and a flight engineer focus on one problem to the point where situational awareness was lost. (Literally, it took 3 aviators to fix a light bulb!)  Multi-piloted flight stations are useless if pilots assume ‘the other guy must know what he’s doing’; and 3) the one that bothers me the most:  I didn’t listen to that little voice telling me I should verify my altitude assignment. Next time, I’ll do something about it.

Lt. Farr flies with VXS-1.

