It’s Not Your Job

By Lt. Jason Crowley, EA-6B
Bagram Air Base, Afghanistan: a cold, desolate, marginal facility with a mediocre PAR approach system. We were descending into Bagram on a PAR approach to runway 03 on a night that seemed like every other on deployment. Historically, the PAR approaches had been somewhat lacking in precision, but they had always gotten us to the field and on deck with no major incidents. It was a standard fall night for the area, scattered and broken clouds, and extremely cold. Normally, aircrew would use Night Vision Goggles to try and pick up the field from inside 20 nm and acquire the runway within 5 nm. The standard practice was to have the pilot take off the goggles at around 10 nm because the indexers were not NVD compatible. 

Bagram’s runway is dimly lit and hard to pick up with the naked eye, so a goggle-aided visual pick-up by the right-seater was very helpful. Upon instruction from the controller, we began our descent through some clouds. The approach was normal at that point. “Turn left, heading 025.” Good. “On glideslope.” “Turn left, heading 020. You are right of course correcting.”  Good. From this point, things began to look a little odd. We broke out of the clouds and I could see the field on the goggles. We looked like we were lined up with the runway, but I couldn’t clearly see the runway yet. We were still correcting left. At this point I told the pilot: “We look good. On centerline.”  I got no reply. It then appeared we were heading left of course just as I acquired the runway on the goggles, and the controller gave us another call:  “Turn left heading 018.”  I told the pilot, “check right.”  No reply. “Turn left heading 015.”  It was now apparent to me that the controller was doing something wrong. We were now getting significantly left of course and the controller was still directing us to make left turns. We were now close enough that I felt a safe approach was not feasible and that we would have to take this one around. As luck and mission requirements would have it, if faced to do another approach, we would be below our bingo the distant alternate airfield. So our best option would be to take it around in the night tower pattern with marginal weather. 

At this point, with some urgency, I called for a “COME RIGHT 10!”  The pilot then looked up from his PAR approach instrument scan, said,  “Oh, there it is.”  And made a rather aggressive right turn inside 2 nm to get to the field. The turn was aggressive enough that I didn’t think a play for centerline was going to work at that point. Following a huge play for the deck, we completed our mission and landed safely.

Not until we were in the paraloft did I fully realize the extent to which our Crew Resource Management had broken down. The pilot, who had about the same amount of hours in type (500 or so), pulled me aside and said, “Look. I don’t want to give you up in front of the crew, but the controllers are there to give me vectors. NOT YOU. It’s not your job. I’m listening to the controllers.” Years of flight training flashed through my head as I remembered the rule-of-thumb: you can’t always trust the controller. I was more than a little perturbed at my pilot’s thoughts, and I brought this up in the debrief. Ten times out of 10 I’m going to give that call as an ECMO, and I expect the pilot to listen and comply, or at the very least acknowledge my CHECK RIGHT calls. I’m not going to let a controller fly us into the middle of nowhere on an approach that I’ve done many, many times, when I can plainly see the field.

Crew Resource Management broke down in the following ways. First, and foremost, the pilot should have acknowledged my CHECK RIGHT calls. If he had a reason for not complying, then he should have let the crew know. Ego and overconfidence have no place in the cockpit. The ECMO isn’t there to drive the plane, but he is absolutely part of the Don’t-let-us-die team. The adage, “everyone is out to kill you,” works. You can’t rely on a controller 100% of the time, especially if you have a secondary means of situational awareness. Second, I could have said plainly:  “I have the field in sight. We are going WAY left of course!  Turn right! Call the field in sight.”  A more emphatic call to the pilot earlier might have alerted him to the situation sooner. Also, a call to the controller of: “We are way left of course, turning right.” Would have alerted the controllers that something was wrong. Finally, the debrief is not intended to make people look bad, but a place where we can all learn from the experiences of the flight. To be able to sit down in a 1G environment and discuss what happened is an invaluable tool. It is vital that aircrew use this tool in an effort to not let mistakes happen again. We were very fortunate that night that we were able to land safely and learn from the experience.
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