Junior Controller + Junior Pilot = ?

By Lt. Keith R Heyen, C-2A
Being C-2A Greyhound pilots, we don’t fly a whole lot of night hours. We no longer do night hits to the boat, and it can be a mad rush at the end of the fiscal year to get our mandated 12 hours. Being proactive, our OPS department started scheduling a weeks worth of night flights every month, avoiding the mad dash in September and November that we’ve encountered in the past. 

VRC-30’s most obvious answer to “Where should we go tonight?” is CCA approaches to San Clemente Island. It gives our junior pilots a chance to fly some practice Case III approaches, and with the weather in San Diego being pristine most of the year, a chance for our senior pilots to brush off the rust.

Our weather in May, however, often referred to as “May Gray,” brings an almost constant Marine Layer anywhere from 500 feet, up to 3,000 feet. Such was the case on our first flurry of night flights for May ’06.

I was going out as Paddles, along with a more senior LSO who knew where all the switches and knobs were to control the Carrier Box Lighting. In the LSO brief, the weather was discussed; we were to have an overcast layer at about 1,500 feet, just above the bolter box pattern flown between every pass. After the LSO brief, I stepped aside, and let the two individual crews brief. One of the things I distinctly remember being discussed was the CCA Controllers. They’re out there to learn, just like our junior pilots, so don’t be surprised if they’re a little slow on calls, and their supervisor steps in to help out.

Recipe for Disaster

1 Junior Controller

1 Junior Pilot

Not-So-Great Weather

Nighttime Hours

Archaic Cockpit Lighting

Malfunctioning Equipment

What we encountered was a little worse than what was suspected. The CCA controller we had that night was indeed very junior. After talking to the supervisor the next day, it turns out it was our controller’s first time on the radios. God bless her, she was trying her best, but with the CCA Azimuth often going South on us, she was unable to keep up. Mode 3 calls weren’t being made after calling “Negative Azimuth,” and the supervisor was not stepping in as we expected.

Sitting in the LSO shack, I know I didn’t get a “warm and fuzzy,” and I could tell by the radio calls the pilots weren’t either. Everything felt too unsafe.

What did we do in this situation?  Nothing. Neither the LSOs, nor the pilots requested the supervisor to step in. And it appeared he or she was allowing the brand new Controller to sink or swim. It was only by God’s good grace that one of our crews wasn’t doing the swimming in the Pacific. Had the overcast layer been 300 to 400 feet lower, our aircraft would have been in the “goo,” without a good bull’s-eye, not receiving Mode 3 calls.

A lot was learned that night. The main point being, “Don’t be afraid to step in when an unsafe situation rears it’s ugly head regardless of what part you’re playing.”  The CCA supervisor could have stepped in. The pilots could have called “Uncle” and asked for the supervisor. And I, sitting in the LSO shack, could have asked for the supervisor to take over.

We were lucky nothing happened that night. And when we went back out to “the NUC” the following night, I took an extra few minutes in the LSO brief to talk about when to cry “Uncle.”

Lt. Heyen flies with VRC-30.

