Crosscheck Scan

By Anonymous Aircrew, EA-6B
We were launching on a late afternoon combat sortie over the skies of Afghanistan in a Grumman EA-6B Prowler. While screening the Aircraft Discrepancy Book (ADB) we found a previous gripe that the wing fuel tanks were slow to transfer into the fuselage tanks. The weather at Bagram Air Base was clear with about 5 to 7 miles of visibility and our mission took us east over the mountains. This time of the year in Afghanistan the weather is usually good over the valleys; however, clouds tend to build up over the higher mountainous areas. We had been operating out of Bagram for several weeks now and our crew was feeling pretty confident and comfortable.
The mission was planned with enough fuel to cover our Air Support Requests (ASRs) and return to Bagram with enough to proceed to our primary divert if required. It was going to be about a two and a half hour flight with no tanker support. The weather had built up around our working area and we were dodging thunderstorms for most of the flight, trying to complete our mission. Additionally, there was a Restricted Operating Zone (ROZ) active up to FL300 in our area and we had trouble communicating with ground stations to coordinate lowering it. Between the communications problems and working the radar to navigate our way around thunderstorms, proper fuel checks fell low on our priority list. We saw the total fuel remaining, but failed to notice the amount remaining in the fuselage tanks which feed fuel to the engines. Unfortunately, the fuel had stopped transferring from the wing tanks to the fuselage tanks about an hour and a half into the flight.
The fuel gauge on the Prowler displays the total fuel remaining in pounds on the top of the gauge and the amount of fuel remaining in the selected tanks on the sides of the gauge. The pilot selects which tanks he wants to view using a rotary knob on the fuel management panel. In the center of the fuel gauge is a digital tape display that continuously indicates the amount of fuel in the fuselage fuel cells which is the only fuel directly available to the engines. It is very easy to concentrate on the numbers displaying  the total amount of fuel remaining displayed at the top of the gauge and disregard the scale depicting the fuel remaining in the fuselage tanks.

On our return to base the low fuel remaining caution light came on. Luckily we were only 7 nm south of the field at FL220. I was completely surprised; we had 7,700 pounds total fuel remaining, but there was only 2,500 pounds in the fuselage tanks with about 5,200 pounds trapped in the wing tanks. We immediately declared an emergency, descended for a visual straight-in and landed uneventfully inside of three minutes from the time the caution light illuminated. Once safely on deck, troubleshooters went to work trying to figure out why the fuel was not transferring. Even at higher “override” tank pressures the fuel would not transfer. Eventually maintenance personnel found corrosion on the wing gate valve electrical connectors, which prevented the valves from operating properly. After the connectors were properly treated, fuel transfer returned to normal and the aircraft returned to flight status uneventfully the following day. 

The root cause of our potential mishap was not doing proper fuel checks and verbalizing the total fuel and amount of fuel in the fuselage tanks to the rest of the crew. That alone would have clued us in on our negative fuel transfer trend. Had we been further away from Bagram when the low fuel caution light illuminated, this could have been a catastrophic flight. With the low fuel caution light on and only 2,500 pounds of fuel in the fuselage tanks, we were committed to the closest field without the option to divert anywhere else. Fuel that is trapped in your wings does you no good if it can’t be transferred to the main fuselage tanks which supply the engines; you might as well not even have it. Remember, don’t let the basics fall out of your crosscheck scan, especially during a dynamic flight while dodging thunderstorms, contending with airspace restrictions and trying to work though poor communications. As always, aviate, navigate and communicate in that order. 
Anonymous is with VAQ-142.
