Leadership Doesn’t Stop
By LCdr. M. Shipley, EA-6B
Flights were starting to get thinner as our funding level began decreasing. However, on this Friday morning, they just didn’t get any better. We were scheduled for a section low level on the VR-1355 through the Cascade Mountains. It’s tough to find a better route anywhere in the United States. To make things even better, last week’s fog was gone and it was an absolutely beautiful day to fly.

Things started off strangely. One of the scheduled front-seaters in the wing aircraft was a loaner from another squadron (to achieve a qualification upgrade on one of our guys). About 30 minutes prior to the brief we received a call that he would be unable to fly because he had dropped out of qualification. Failure to manage your qualifications properly receives the title of first leadership mistake of the day, even though it wasn’t one of our folks. We found a replacement and briefed the flight. The brief was professional and concise. We had decided to skip the first low-level route and just fly the 1355 so that we would have more gas for bouncing when we got back to the field. We now had an extra 20 minutes on deck before we had to walk for the flight. I personally then became embroiled in ground work (trying to borrow jets, phone calls to the base, etc.) and ended up walking late. Although I made it to the jet before we were ready to push-to-crank, it’s never a good example to the more junior aircrew or the maintainers to show up that late. Leadership mistake number two and I’d made it.
The flight began routinely. Both jets launched on time and began the transit to the entry point of the low level. About 130 miles south-east of NUW, the lead jet reported that they were going to return home for a fluctuating Exhaust Gas Temperature (EGT) gauge. They asked if we wanted to continue to the route. In our community, we operate as a single aircraft over 75% of the time, so there was no compelling reason to return with the lead for just a bad gauge. Our pilot was salivating at the thought of flying the low-level, as any good JO would. But, I decided we’d return with the lead and maintain section integrity. If something other than the gauge happened to be wrong with the jet, I wanted to be there to help if they needed it. Maybe I made up for my earlier mistake or maybe I screwed up even more by skipping the route, you decide.

Lead brought us back to NUW and tried to separate the flight with approach so that they could do a straight-in. After several confusing directions from Approach Control, the flight was finally separated. While not necessarily a leadership mistake, the lead jet could have been more assertive with Approach to fix the issue. The lead jet did a straight-in, full-stop landing and went to the line for shut-down. We bounced for about 20 minutes and then went back the line as well.
Then the third and biggest leadership mistake of the day happened. I started looking around for people to debrief and the Mission Commander from the lead jet had disappeared. After talking to his crew, I determined that upon landing, he had walked upstairs in his gear to see if they were going to jump into our jet for the bounce. When told that we were a shut down as well, he went downstairs, got out of his flight gear and left to run errands before debriefing his crew or the section. If anyone in the jet is responsible for ensuring that a thorough debrief is conducted after a minor airborne situation, it is most certainly the Mission Commander.

Leadership doesn’t stop once you’ve received the desired qualification, whether that be Mission Commander, NATOPS Instructor, or Department Head. It is imperative that young Mission Commanders remember that it is their responsibility to educate the other members of the crew, regardless of rank. There is more to the qualification than just receiving board certification; it is a day-in and day-out responsibility. Don’t miss out on the opportunity to provide education when something slightly out of the ordinary occurs.
LCdr. Shipley flies with VAQ-141.

