My First Emergency

By Ltjg. Joshua L. Bacca, E-2C

So, there we were. Just as any good Navy story should start, so does this one. So, there we were, a four-man crew in the E-2C Hawkeye, trying to make our way to Iwo Jima for Field Carrier Landing Practice. It was to be a 660 mile transit over open ocean with no divert. All had gone well with the takeoff and climb to altitude. The pilot leveled off the plane at twenty-four thousand feet and we were on our way. We thought it would be an uneventful flight. After about an hour we were proven wrong. While level at twenty-four thousand feet the plane lost pressurization and the excitement began.

What made this flight different from the multitude of other Hawkeye flights was the composition of the Combat Information Center crew. There were only two personnel in the CIC on this flight, instead of the typical three; one of whom was not regular aircrew. Our squadron’s Intel Officer, who had completed swim and aviation physiology training, had come along for a good deal. I had been in the squadron for only four months so I had limited experience in the E-2C. I was sitting in the Radar Operator seat and the Intel Officer was in the Air Control Officer seat.

The original flight plan had our newest squadron NFO, scheduled to be part of the crew. However, the FNG had not been feeling well for a day or two before this flight. Utilizing sound judgment and proper ORM procedures he decided to take himself off of the flight due to his inability to clear his ears. In hindsight, this turned out to be a good decision as a head cold combined with a sudden pressure change could have resulted in serious injury to his sinuses.

All systems checked good after leveling off at twenty-four thousand feet. I was showing the Intel Officer some of the things that we do during a normal mission when I felt my ears begin to pop. As I started to think that something was out of place, the Carrier Aircraft Plane Commander came over the ICS and told us that there was a Cabin Pressure light in the cockpit and to put on our oxygen masks. I got my mask on quickly and re-established communication with the pilots. The Intel-O was having a little trouble connecting his mask, so I unstrapped from my seat and helped him get situated. 

Once we were all on oxygen and in communication again we began to go through the proper troubleshooting steps. I got out my Pocket Checklist and we started reading through the steps and ensuring that all switches were in their proper position. 

While level at twenty-four thousand, our cabin pressure remained steady at approximately sixteen thousand feet. As a crew, we decided that I would go forward with the walk around oxygen bottle and check the Forward Equipment Compartment. There were no apparent leaks around the usual suspects, the main entrance hatch and outflow regulator. We still found nothing to which we could attribute the pressure loss. 

After 15 minutes of troubleshooting, we descended below fifteen thousand feet. One more review of the pocket checklist did not correct the problem so we decided to turn around and return to NAF Atsugi.

During this entire event the entire crew worked together superbly. Crew Resource Management enabled us to effectively task each crewmember in the execution of the emergency procedure. The Intel-O was even able to assist in making radio calls back to base while we tried to fix the problem. The training at the FRS prepared me to deal with the emergency through proper execution of NATOPS procedures. Finally, our ORM analysis dictated that returning to Atsugi was better option than continuing our extended open ocean transit to Iwo Jima with a known aircraft problem.
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