Smoke in the FEC- a PCICO Persective
By Ltjg. S. Carr Kratovil Jr., E-2C
Life was fairly hectic on the “Big Stick” this day. My focus was being pulled between numerous tasks, and all of this while I was mission planning for a Prospective Mission Commander event. The Roosevelt was in the 3rd day of the IKE’s JTFEX, and was operating with the IKE as an Expeditionary Strike Force (ESF). My focus for the flight was sound mission planning; every aspect of my event’s dual Airwing Ops (CVW 7 and CVW 8) would be properly planned out, prepared for and coordinated. 

Earlier in the day, my focus was fixing some lingering Joint Tactical Information Distribution System (JTIDS) issues that had been impacting our aircraft. I knew that my crew was handling the mission planning and that I would have time to get my hands around the problem before we briefed. Everything came into focus a half hour before the brief, and my crew sat down to relax and brainstorm before the flight. As I mentioned before, this was a Prospective Command Information Center Officer (PCICO) hop for me and I had a more experienced mission commander in the plane with me to back me up if the mission got out of hand or an emergency occurred. 

Our primary mission on event one was a Combat Search and Rescue (CSAR). My crew sat in on the mass brief, and as luck would have it, the CSAR brief ran late which compressed our brief. Our briefing flow starts with the pilot at the controls briefing safety of flight and then the mission commander briefing the mission. The pilot addresses immediate action emergency procedures and delineates specific crew responsibilities in the event of an emergency. I then covered the mission specifics before turning the brief over to the senior mission commander for ORM. As the brief concluded, our pilot asked the critical question of whom do I select as the single point of contact in the back in case of an emergency? (Little did we know that the decisions we made here would be tested and executed.) The mission commander briefed that I would have the hammer on all deferred emergencies, and that he would only take control in the event of an immediate action emergency procedure. Feeling good about the flight, we suited up and headed topside.

We were slated for a double cycle, and the first event went off without a hitch. With the start of the second cycle, my Radar Officer (RO) was focused on gaining control of Surface Search Control (SSC) assets and my Air Control Officer (ACO) was focused on the HF SIPRNET and Automated Identification System (AIS) laptops. The ACO has to set up two laptops and their ancillary non-standard equipment. Two hours into the flight, both the ACO and RO caught a whiff of a sweet smell they immediately identified with electrical smoke. The procedure for Fire, Smoke, Fumes of Unknown Origin has 5 bold face steps: 

1) Don oxygen masks- 100% (ALL) The whole crew put on their oxygen masks and came up ICS within 45 seconds. 

2) Isolate affected equipment by pulling CB and turning switch OFF-ALL. The quickest way to shut down most of the weapon system is to shut off its cooling source, the vapor cycle, which was the RO’s first action.

- If source cannot be immediately isolated: 

3) Generator switches- OFF. It was day VFR and as per our brief, the generators would be shut off immediately to remove power from the weapons system and all other non-essential SOF equipment. 

4) Personnel Air Condition switch- OFF

5) Cabin Pressure Dump Switch- Dump

At that point, training was over and the senior mission commander became the single point of contact in the back. With the bold face steps executed, we broke out the Pocket Check List (PCL) and started executing non-memory procedures. The forward equipment compartment (FEC) had filled with smoke. However, with the generators and weapon system off, the smoke was not thickening and the source appeared to be isolated. 

New to the Hawkeye community are the HF SIPR and AIS systems. These systems have been introduced into the Hawkeye and require laptop computers, their associated cables and power cords, drives and hardware. In short, when AIS and HF SIPR are running, the ACO is encircled with wires and loose equipment. After we finished the boldface steps, the ACO (senior mission commander on this hop) handed me all the equipment, wires and computers that I packed up and stowed. The total time to complete the EP and stow all the non-standard loose gear was close to 5 minutes. During this time we also sent the RO forward to determine the location of the smoke/ fumes and verify that the source had, in fact, been isolated. Those 5 minutes were the most hectic of the EP, yet the plan we briefed that had delineated the ACO as the single point of contact and the PCICO responsible for handling all other internal issues such as the laptops proved to be the right decision. 

While the source of the fire had seemingly been isolated, the fact remained that we did not know its source, or any possible damage it may have caused. Thus, the Carrier Aircraft Plane Commander (CAPC) started coordinating with the CVN Air Boss to determine if we would hold until our recovery time or request to recover as soon as possible. The crew felt confident that the source was likely isolated; however the FEC was still filled with smoke. One of the warnings for a fire is “Kapton Wiring may generate toxic fumes (and) . . . excessive inhalation of these fumes may result in death within 4 to 6 hours.” Our expected recovery time was 50 minutes away and the deck was clobbered with aircraft for the next event’s launch. Landing as soon as possible would require an emergency pull forward of aircraft on the flight deck, and thus immediate action on the part of the Air Boss and CVN. After the crew ORM’d our options, we decided that there was no need to remain airborne and requested an emergency pull forward to expedite our recovery. 

It was a tough call asking for the emergency pull forward, yet we opted for the most conservative decision. We analyzed the circumstances; we had smoke/ fumes in our plane coming from an undetermined location and, although we felt the source was isolated, we could not be 100 percent sure. We analyzed our options; stay airborne and be the first plane called down (50+ minutes later) or request to land as soon as possible and cause the CVN to initiate an emergency pull forward. Although JTFEX is a highly complex and fluid training scenario, it is still training, and there was no legitimate reason to compound an already bad situation. We recovered without incident and the source of the smoke was later determined to be a component of the radar. 

There were four big learning points from this flight. First, the importance of properly briefing and communicating crew responsibilities for deferred and immediate action EP’s can not be understated or over-emphasized. Second, non-standard equipment that is brought aboard the aircraft can pose an additional hazard to effective crew coordination and proper execution of emergency procedures. While our squadron was in the process of approving a Standard Operational Procedure (SOP) for the HF SIPR and AIS systems, we had not formalized any such document. The impact of such equipment should be addressed in both the squadron’s SOP and in pre-flight briefings. Third, by utilizing proper ORM and CRM techniques, aircrew will successfully derive the most logical course of action. Finally, aircrew should not hesitate to ask for what they need even if it causes an inconvenience to the flight deck crew. Our CVN’s Air Boss was more than accommodating for the emergency pull forward. His attitude, as I am sure most are, is that if you need it, then you need it, and it does not matter how hard it will be, they we will make it happen. The safety of the aircraft and its crew is paramount! 
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