FOD Check

By Cdr. Michael A. Carambas, E-2C 
After a quick refresher syllabus at the VAW FRS, my new squadron embarked for a "good deal" carrier qualification (CQ) detachment. An opportunity to bag traps and have a slider and dog (cheeseburger and ice cream for you VP and Air Force folks) at mid-rats, followed by a movie in the ready room, what more could a carrier aviator want?   During the flight brief we discussed crew coordination to include FOD prevention. The aircraft commander emphasized the "Banger standard" which was make sure you take everything out of the Hawkeye that you brought aboard. Following the brief and a review of the aircraft discrepancy book (ADB), the crew walked to the aircraft. Each of us brought along an overnight bag for the ship and as the only NFO manning "The Tube," I accepted the additional duty of Hawkeye loadmaster. I checked that all the gear was properly stowed in the aft equipment compartment (AEC) to ensure nothing would fly forward into the cockpit following a trap.

Our bag-ex went well as both pilots got their day currency traps. After engine shutdown in the Hummer Hole, I pulled all of our overnight bags out of the aircraft. When we got down to the ready room, I noticed that the zipper to my bag was slightly opened. I did a quick inspection of the bag and did not notice that anything was missing. As we entered the "dirty-shirt" to grab our sliders and get ready for the night event, we were met by the Wardroom Officer, looking for our ten-dollar checks to pay for a day aboard. We finished our meals and went back to the ready room to grab our checkbooks.

I searched every nook of my bag and could not find my checkbook. The zipper was barely open and in my mind there was no way it could have fallen out during the trap. My crew was getting ready to brief for the night event, so I let the plane commander know that I was taking a quick trip up to the flight deck to look for FOD in the AEC. When I told maintenance control that I needed to check out the aircraft, I got the look that only a Maintenance Master Chief can give you, followed by a "Thanks for nothing, Lieutenant Commander."

With flashlight in hand, I checked every bilge in the AEC and the entire combat information center area. After spending 20 minutes in the aircraft with no luck, I slowly walked back to maintenance control not looking forward to telling the Master Chief that her jet was down. As I approached the desk, the Line Chief came forward with a little blue covered book in his hand and said, "Sir I believe this belongs to you." I was happy to report to the Master Chief that my FOD was found and the aircraft was up and ready. I went down the wardroom and paid my mess bill. We completed our night traps, went down to the wardroom for dog, then up to the ready room for a late night showing of “Office Space.”  We flew home to Point Mugu the next morning.

Back at the beach I paid the Line Chief with a case of his favorite malted beverage and thanked him for helping me avoid another one-on-one with the Master Chief. As aircrew we are normally cognizant of ensuring we post flight all of our flight gear to ensure we bring everything out of the aircraft that we bring aboard. Don't ignore an obvious abnormal situation such as an open overnight bag and feel over confident that nothing could possibly fall out. Fortunately I only lost a little of my pride and not a sortie or something worse.

Here at VT-4, we are fortunate that contractors handle fod walkdown. Even though we don’t go down as a group for search for FOD, it is every aircrew’s responsibility to conduct a personal FOD assessment anytime you are on the flight line. We will maintain a “Warbuck standard” anytime we conduct flight operations; take everything out of the aircraft that you brought aboard. Even if you realize post flight that you may have left something like a pencil or an approach plate, speak up to your instructor pilot or naval flight officer/navigator. Better to speak up during a debrief and head back out to the aircraft to “de-FOD” it, than to a mishap board after we’ve lost an aircraft and possibly crew because you were embarrassed. Finally the question of the quarter, the first student who tells me what FOD stands for, will be duty free for a month!

Cdr. Carambas is the commanding officer of VT-4. The story occurred while as a department head in an E-2C squadron.

