Crunch! Aircraft and Tow Tractor Impact on a Wide Open Flight Line

By Lt. J.P. Falardeau, EA-6B
A few weeks after returning to Whidbey Island from a 3 week UDP concrete deployment in Iwakuni, Japan, I was scheduled to hot-switch in for a mid-afternoon low-level sortie. Having just joined the squadron before going to Japan, I was VAQ-130’s newest junior pilot. Due to inclement weather, I briefed a standard airnav instead of the low level, deciding to focus on the landing phase of flight to prepare for upcoming workups. It was a very typical late fall day at Whidbey Island: cold, windy, and wet. The crew consisted of me, a senior first-tour JO in the front right seat, the Safety Officer in the aft right seat and a junior first tour JO in the aft left seat. 

I had been coming off a good stretch of flights in which I was getting more comfortable in the Prowler. I was gaining confidence and knowledge with each flight while having fun. On this particular day, I was with a crew that I enjoyed. Before we walked, maintenance informed us that our jet, Zapper 502, was coming back to the line from the fuel pits having not taken any gas due to a fuel-venting problem. This began a series of non-standard situations that would soon seriously complicate our day. The plan was to hot-switch into the jet, allow maintenance time to troubleshoot the refueling problem in the line, proceed to the pits, take the appropriate amount of fuel, come back to the line in order to restart the right engine, then finally taxi for takeoff. Before leaving the line, it was clear that the young ground crew was a bit challenged by the flexibility required by our situation. Following some troubleshooting, we taxied to the hot pits to try taking gas again. The pit crew initially taxied us into the wrong refueling slip, one that was not active. With no other aircraft in the pits at the time, we then back taxied through another slip. When we got on the hose, we found that 502 still wouldn’t take fuel. Therefore, we headed back to the line for further troubleshooting with squandering optimism. On our taxi back, the crew and I made several sarcastic and humorous remarks about the jet’s status and our chances of going flying. Additionally, because we were pushing our clearance time, we decided to consider doing a CCA hop, instead of executing our pre-briefed plan. Simply put, several distracting factors, changes, and perceived pressure to go fly were present as we taxied back to the line. 

Taxiing back to the line area, I saw the plane captain signaling us to park in the same position in which we had swapped into the jet. As I made the left turn into the parking place, I generally cleared the parking area and did not notice any relevant obstructions in the parking area. However, in the time we had been in the pits, maintenance had moved a tall tow cart out and parked it aft of the right-side power station. Apparently they had used it to ferry a couple more maintainers out to the line area and did not expect us to come back from the pits so soon. After making the turn, I lined up on the yellow line and padlocked the plane captain straight ahead without observing whether the wings would be clear from any obstruction. I had been in the unfortunate habit of relying almost entirely on the plane captain instead of more diligently ensuring that we were visually clear on both sides of the jet. The plane captain that day had just earned his PC qual while the squadron was in Iwakuni. He never deemed the tow truck to be a factor and was never warned by other ground personnel on the starboard side of the aircraft prior to the unfortunate event that was about to unfold. I never received anything but a “taxi forward” signal and assumed that the right side of the aircraft would be cleared by ECMOs 1 and 2, which could see out that side of the aircraft better than I could. In addition, there were seven ground personnel on that side of the jet at the time. Both right seat ECMOs later reported to me that they were hawking the wing as it neared the tow truck and that its proximity to the wing was very difficult to discern. They both thought the clearance was close but did not perceive a problem and did not feel the need to alert me of its relevance. 

As we taxied forward, I slowed down to some degree in anticipation of stopping in our parking place. Just then I felt a small nudge in the seat of the pants, followed by ECMO1 declaring “Holy $#@&!  We just hit the tow truck!”  I immediately stopped the aircraft and set the parking brake. The plane captain came over to the left side of the jet and signaled for normal shut down. 

Once we were outside the jet, we observed that the two-inch overlap between wingtip and tow truck had created two large scrapes along the wingtip. One of the scrapes had significantly affected the upper half of the speed break assembly, requiring repair. 

Everyone involved had failed some portion of effective crew resource management. The ground crew had been thrown off by non-standard procedures with amplified risk from the inexperience of several young maintainers on the line that day. ECMOs 1 and 2 should have been more proactive in vocalizing the danger the tow truck posed. The integrity of the jet is ultimately my responsibility and I should have backed up the plane captain all the way by ensuring that we were clear as I taxied forward. Additionally, I should have thought to inquire the rightseaters when my view of the right wing was obstructed. Nearly a dozen individuals could have been the one link in the chain that saved all the trouble this stormy day on Whidbey Island. CRM skills like communication, assertiveness, and leadership were not up to full strength. Don’t become complacent. 

Keep your skills sharp.       

Lt. Falardeau flies with VAQ-130.

