Zen and the Art of CRM

By Lt. Shane Jacobs, E-2C
We were nearing the end of combat operations in support of Operation Enduring Freedom (OEF) and the aircrew of the VAW-123 Screwtops had established a fairly solid routine for its execution of its Airborne Battlespace Command and Control (ABC2) missions. My crew had a mixed level of experience. The most junior crew member had five months of cruise experience, the Pilot was the senior JO and DCAG was flying in the Co-pilot seat. With seven months as a Mission Commander, I felt confident that we could execute our ABC2 mission regardless of the situation. Although Crew Resource Management (CRM) wasn’t the first thing on my mind that day, the outcome of our mission demonstrated its application and indicates the degree to which the concept has entered the daily operations in Naval Aviation. 
While operating in the North Arabian Sea (NAS), the squadron had experienced a host of contingencies ranging from system casualties in our own E-2C Hawkeye to tanker drop outs over the skies of Afghanistan. The flavor of ABC2 that the Screwtops were providing included all manner of coordination, deconfliction, and liaison with various Command and Control (C2) agencies including the USS Enterprise (CVN 65), the Combined Air Operations Center (CAOC) in Qatar, and the Control and Reporting Center (CRC) in Afghanistan. The Screwtops assisted Air Wing assets with their Air Refueling (AR) and Air Support Requests (ASRs) while simultaneously managing the air corridor connecting the NAS to Afghanistan and the airspace in the southern part of the country. Most of the issues we dealt with, on any other day, would be briefed as contingencies. For this theater, however, tanker drop outs, emergency aircraft, degraded communications, and spotty datalink connectivity were standard fare. Although I did not brief the simultaneous occurrence of all of these contingencies, the solid application of CRM aided us in the successful completion of our mission.
After the brief, we received word that our aircraft was not yet in position for the first launch and there was no power connected as the ship had just finished a last minute vertical replenishment. We walked late, but still had plenty of time before scheduled engine starts. The weather was clear. The crew performed a thorough preflight. Engine starts and systems run-up showed a promising start to our mission. As the maintainers pulled the chocks, DCAG commented on ICS, “This is one of the smoothest man-ups I’ve ever seen.”  These words proved to be fateful. 
As we taxied onto cat 1 for the early launch, the pilots performed the hook check. That’s when things took a turn in another direction. When the pilot lowered the hook handle, with a noticeable degree of difficulty, the crew heard and felt a jarring thud as the hook crashed to the flight deck. As pieces of the hook fitting mechanism bounced on the flight deck behind the plane, the maintainers immediately signaled that the aircraft was down. We spun off the catapult, parked, and shut down normally. The pilot and I briefed the crew that, while we had to man-up the spare aircraft quickly to make the late launch, we needed to be cognizant of the numerous jets taxiing around the flight deck and still do a thorough preflight. “Assertiveness” and “Communication” created a heightened level of “Situational Awareness” (SA), and all of this was accomplished efficiently and accurately. With our new aircraft online, we taxied back to Cat 1, giving each other the requisite pat on the back. Then, the vapor cycle (the system that provides cooling to all avionics equipment in the plane) overloaded.

The Radar Operator (RO) quickly executed the NATOPS checklist. We secured all required Combat Information Center (CIC) systems and reset the vapor cycle with the intent of bringing the systems back online once airborne. This too was accomplished in a timely manner with the exception of JTIDS and SATCOM. As I had briefed, IFF was the only system required to accept our ABC2 mission, so we pushed north toward the corridor (affectionately referred to as “the Boulevard”). The CIC crew quickly began building SA to the aircraft transiting along the Boulevard and the pilot and co-pilot coordinated with Karachi Control to transit Pakistani airspace to make up some of our lost time. As we went “feet dry,” east of the normal entry point, JTIDS acquired fine sync, giving the entire crew an immediate boost of SA to aircraft operating hundreds of miles north in Afghanistan. The only system missing was SATCOM, but we had UHF line-of-sight (LOS) communications with all aircraft on the Boulevard and in our AOR in Afghanistan. The tanker (callsign Texaco 01) was on station and two sections of strike-fighters were entering the tanker track for their first AR. The mission was back on track. As a Mission Commander, I was very proud of the crew for its “Flexibility” and “Adaptability” in its working through such a rapid succession of aircraft systems casualties in a professional and efficient manner. Once again, the proverbial round of applause echoed throughout the plane. Then Texaco 01 reported sour.
A sour tanker was a contingency that we had all experienced. In this case, Texaco 01 was able to provide only minimal fuel flow to the receivers. The RO and Air Control Officer (ACO) scoured the tanker plan for the best solution to relay to the CRC. Unfortunately, with no SATCOM, we had no direct communications with them. The pilot and I agreed that we should hold in our present position as we still had UHF communications with the Air Wing Duty Officer (callsign EP) and our playmate Screwtop 61. Quick “Decision Making” and “Adaptability” allowed us to “Communicate” and maximize the CRC’s and EP’s “SA” to the deteriorating situation.
Despite the lack of SATCOM communications on either Hawkeye, the crews of both aircraft were able to effectively coordinate to affect a viable solution. As Screwtop 61 proceeded north, they bridged the UHF LOS gap. Also, the high level of SA of the second Hawkeye greatly aided the communication flow, as they were able to pass the required information with minimal transmissions to our unit. 
While the pilot and co-pilot coordinated our new flight plans with Karachi Control (“Leadership” and “Communication”), we relayed our tanker issues and requests to the CRC via the carrier. We located two possibilities for back-up tankers, Texaco 02 and Exxon 94. As the two sections of Hornets quickly burned what little gas they had left trying to take what they could from Texaco 01, EP coordinated with the CRC. Texaco 02 was not yet on frequency, so we tried to raise him on guard to switch him and have him expedite north. Then a light appeared at the end of the tunnel. Texaco 01 reported sweet. The aircrew informed EP and Texaco 02 that the tanker issue was rectified and the other tankers could continue as fragged. Things were back on track. Five minutes later, Texaco 01 declared itself sour again.

Both sections of Hornets were nearly fuel critical. No back-up tankers were in range or in communications. Still with no SATCOM link to the CRC, we requested via EP that Kandahar be prepared to accept two sections of diverting Hornets. We also informed Texaco 02 that they would need to expedite north on the Boulevard for a potential rendezvous with the Hornets. Sensing that the Hornets’ ASR coverage was quickly slipping away, we suggested that they begin south on the Boulevard to join up with Texaco 02 with the intention of dragging them back north to salvage their mission. Our lack of assertiveness, demonstrated by our suggesting rather than directing this action nearly put the strike-fighters in a deeper predicament. Several minutes went by as they continued their attempts with Texaco 01 in the tanker track, burning fuel as their options to either divert or meet the new tanker on the Boulevard began to fade. Finally EP directed that we send them RTB, and that they take only as much gas from Texaco 02 as required to safely reach the ship. Unable to continue his mission, Texaco 01 dragged all four “chicks” south along the corridor. Texaco 02 was still 160 miles to the south and was available to make an immediate U-turn to service the fuel critical Hornets. 
When the first section of Hornets reported AR complete, we worked their clearance direct to the ship through Karachi Center. The radios were buzzing with chatter from the tankers, the Hornets, EP, and Karachi Center all trying to coordinate this evolution. To add to the melee, the Hornets’ direct route crossed directly over our own Hawkeye. Additional radio time had to be dedicated to traffic calls to deconflict our own positions. At the same time, northbound Texaco 02 was passing southbound Texaco 01 with the second section of Hornets in tow. In addition, Texaco 02’s fragged customers were now entering the Boulevard. In order to avoid the domino affect that would result from Texaco 02 being off-station, we delayed the U-turn and attempted to contact the Hornets to confirm that they were complete and ready for direct routing to the ship. The carefully orchestrated plan was almost complete. Then Texaco 01’s hose burst. 
Our plan to delay Texaco 02’s U-turn blew up in our face. The Hornet no longer had enough fuel to divert to Kandahar or to make it back to the ship. To add to his predicament, his back up tanker had just passed by in the other direction. Radios exploded with chatter as both the tanker and the Hornets executed U-turns for an immediate tanker join up. The Hornet’s “SA” and instantaneous “Decision Making” drove his autonomous actions. The Hornets received their required give and recovered safely aboard the USS Enterprise (CVN-65).
Rather than flowing up and down the Boulevard and affecting a seamless handoff to Screwtop 61 as we passed, the Hawkeye crews essentially leapfrogged into country. As the second Hawkeye overtook the first, airspace management responsibilities transferred to Screwtop 61, while Screwtop 60 continued to orbit in its present position providing a LOS UHF voice link back to EP. Despite a vital system loss, flexible stationing and system exploitation allowed the Screwtops to continue their ABC2 coverage.
While the Hawkeye community prides itself for the flexibility of both its aircrews and its aircraft, this flight served as a definite reminder that, as Naval Aviators, we cannot plan for every individual and isolated contingency. The old adage “When it rains, it pours” has never sounded truer than it did on this flight. Thanks to almost subconscious execution of the seven principles of CRM, and the ingenuity of both Hawkeye crews who were able to make the best of their respective functional systems and station profiles, the Screwtops of VAW-123 were able to respond effectively to a dynamic and potentially disastrous situation during heavy combat operations.
Lt. Jacobs flies with VAW-123.
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