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The unexpected variables we constantly encounter in aviation are usually one of the largest factors in the cause of a mishap. Even the most dangerous situation, when foreseen, can be made much less risky when it is considered and discussed in the brief. In doing so we reduce the effects of surprise and avoid the momentary delay—or even inaction—that an encounter with an “unexpected event” can frequently cause. The ORM portion of any brief is an attempt to anticipate these unexpected variables and consider how they may effect your flight before you’re in the air. The frequently overlooked element in the ORM process is to also bring in an outside perspective whenever you’re able. The goal is to adequately predict the complications that can occur in your flight, which, if unanticipated, can greatly increase the chance that unexpected will wipe out your Situational Awareness and lead to a mishap.

I recently encountered a scenario where a number of these unexpected variables combined to make a fairly benign landing exponentially more complicated and dangerous than it needed to be. My crew and I were almost two weeks into our first detachment to a forward air base in Iraq, from the USS Ronald Reagan (CVN-76) as part of our unit’s dual site support of Operation Iraqi Freedom. Flying in and out of an expeditionary airfield in Iraq has obvious complications that are not covered in the briefing guide. The base has been a target of insurgent rocket and mortar attacks, as well as probing maneuvers of the fence line by insurgents, since its capture by coalition forces. The base also has only one usable runway, on the southern side of the airfield. The north runway, while still visible on NVGs, is closed due cratering from explosives. Since our arrival, the confusion over the runways had already contributed to one class Alpha mishap. 

Our crew had carried on a thorough discussion of all the situations that we thought we could encounter while flying into and out of Iraq. We had practiced the unique departure and arrival procedures appropriate to the base; we built charts for nearly all of the areas that we believed we would be operating in; and we conducted and in-depth study of the airfield itself. With three NATOPS instructors in our crew, we even took the time to discuss all (and I mean all) of the emergency situations we could encounter both aboard the ship and at the beach, and what effect each would have on our combat effectiveness. There were even a few heated discussions on what emergencies we would push through to support troops on the ground where we might normally terminate. However, at the end of these discussions we were all fairly certain that we had considered all of the possible variables that could complicate our flights.

The night in question was the type you would typically expect to find in an Approach article: dark, overcast, no moon and no horizon. The only meteorological complication thankfully missing was the blowing dust that can (and frequently does) quickly and completely shroud that particular base. Still, no worries: we’ve got NVGs!  However, the wind had shifted and rather than landing on runway 27L—the only arrival we had performed up during our first 8 flights—the field was landing on runway 09R. This added our first complication. Due to the base’s requirement for all overhead aircraft to break to the south, we now had to perform a right hand break. Besides the typical “Derrick Zoolander ambi-turner” issues, when performing a right hand break in a Prowler the pilot cannot see the runway he is turning towards. ECMO-1 is responsible for maintaining the visual on the threshold and talking the pilot through the amount of turn left remaining while the pilot works a primarily instrument scan until the last 45 degrees of turn. None of this was unplanned or unbriefed by us as a crew; we had already discussed the coordination required to make this work and things were flowing along just fine as we approached the 135.

That was the point where the Cobra I had noticed scooting around to the north of the field opened up with that big gun hanging beneath the nose. If you’ve never seen a large caliber automatic cannon open up at night on NVGs from less than 10 miles and co-altitude, believe me it’s impressive. It’s also distracting. And when you’re not expecting it, it is a little disorienting. My brain spent the first second confirming that he wasn’t shooting at us. This led to the next question, what is he shooting at?  And if he’s shooting at someone, is that someone shooting at the airfield?  And if they’re shooting at the airfield...well, I don’t really want to land now, do I?  While I had spent no more than three seconds considering these questions, those were three really important seconds to my pilot, who was also asking what was going on. I confirmed again with tower that we were cleared to land, and the tower replied in the affirmative. This also gave us reassurance the field was not under attack as there are no takeoffs and landings authorized while the base is being shelled. 
By now, however, I had given no position calls to my pilot and we were extremely high and had an undershooting start forming. My pilot came outside at the first runway he saw was 09L, which was unusable but still visible on NVDs. He knew something wasn’t right, but with our angle and our altitude, combined with the NVGs, he still couldn’t see 09R to get his bearings. I once again began my cadence of VSI and the amount of turn remaining to get us on centerline. By now, I needed to him to increase his rate of decent and our bank angle to get us down to 09R.  The pilot managed to get his bearings and with an aggressive (but still safe) correction managed to get us safely down onto the runway. The backseater, however, was a little amped up after hearing us pause, say “who the hell is shooting”, and then make a larger than normal move to get down on the deck. The remainder of the landing was uneventful, though we were all guessing at the target of the Cobra’s cannon fire during the taxi back to the hangar.

As soon as I walked back into the ready room, I started to tell the SDO, the squadron Operations Officer (we managed to get hinges to stand duty, hee hee), about the insurgents we’d seen getting lit up outside the base. He gave me a confused look and said, “Pinto, no one was shooting at insurgents—the helos have a gun range a couple of miles outside the fence line.”  We had completely failed to notice this fact during our study of the airfield, thus leading to our total surprise at seeing gunfire when trying to land. 

So what did I learn?  First, no matter how much you think you’ve studied, there’s probably still something you’ve missed. When working in a new area, sit down with another crew or squadron and ask them what concerns they may have, or what unusual tidbits of knowledge they have uncovered. Chances are that the different perspectives they possess will lead them to discover something you’ve missed. Secondly, the field environment doesn’t end at the fence line. This is even more true in a combat zone. A more thorough study of the surrounding area would have led to our discovery of the helo gun range before we saw it in use. This situation resolved itself with nothing more than a slightly confused backseat ECMO, but if we had seen the Cobra at a slightly different angle and had thought we were being fired on, a jink at our altitude and airspeed could have been a very unnecessary risk. We were ignorant of an item that could have been easily discovered. By our own negligence we had allowed an unexpected occurrence to distract us and complicate a very stressful situation. The result of this distraction could have been a controlled flight into the ground or a landing on an unusable runway, either of which could have destroyed our aircraft and ended our lives.
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