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Maintainers On the Half Shell

By LCdr. Joseph Bingham

It was not a dark and stormy night on a pitching carrier deck at sea. We were not IMC tanking over Northern Iraq at 35,000 feet around 0300 on night two of OIF. There were no troops in contact screaming for close air support as my bingo caution sounded and I watched my fuel state drop below tank fuel. It was a CAVU day in China Lake and I was pumped for a good deal 2v1. The stars were truly aligned. We were testing AESA/MIDS/JHMCS tactics for what is possibly the most fun you can have in a Hornet. 

We had both engines on line when things started to go down hill. My WSO’s ICS was questionable at best and we called a trouble-shooter up to the cockpit to check it out. While that was going on I was busy with another trouble-shooter on the external ICS up front. I had an electrical problem, my MIDS crypto wasn’t loaded, and my AESA Radar was not happy about the prospect of going flying. The verdict on the WSO’s ICS was not good. We were looking at a 45 minute fix at best so we elected to hot-spin the WSO out and configure the back seat for solo flight while we continued to work on the problems in the “front half” of the jet. At this time I was conscious of one maintainer busily working to “solo-ize” the back seat on the left side of the canopy. With all snakes removed from the front seat, the one maintainer I was aware of dismounted the aft cockpit and walked from the jet giving the Plane Captain a “thumbs up” signal. I pointed to the maintainer and verified a “thumbs up” from the PC and started to lower the canopy. 

As the canopy came down, the PC began to wave his arms wildly and shake his head “no”. I immediately raised the canopy to the sickening realization that there had been another maintainer on the right side of the aft canopy double checking that the aft seat was properly rigged for solo flight. The unfortunate victim of my lack of situational awareness quickly jumped from the aircraft and “shook it off”. I belatedly double checked both sides of the aft canopy, got a positive signal from the PC that the canopy was clear, lowered the canopy, and proceeded “on mission”. The flight itself was uneventful. However, the sight of the Squadron Safety Petty Officer awaiting my arrival post shutdown told me my day was far from over. He informed me that the maintainer who had been caught between the canopy and the structure of the aircraft had gone to medical to “get checked out”. 

Fortunately, no one was seriously injured during this evolution. However, it did cause our squadron to take a hard look at how this communication breakdown occurred and how to prevent something like this from happening again. The bottom line is that I allowed my situational awareness to be degraded by “channelizing” my attention on trouble shooting the avionics in the front cockpit. I made assumptions based on my experience regarding the number of maintainers working on the aft cockpit which caused me to misperceive reality. The use of non-standard signals with the PC was the proverbial straw that broke the camel’s back. It was only by the quick reaction of the PC that a serious injury was avoided. 

Two perspectives prevailed in our squadron regarding this incident. Although the maintainer who was caught in the canopy was restricted from participating in squadron PT for six days, she was not actually injured, so no mishap had occurred. The second perspective, and I think the correct one, was that we had experienced a serious breakdown in aircrew situational awareness and communication between the aircrew and the plane captain. A thorough investigation was conducted by our QA department. The chain of events was analyzed. Procedures were reviewed. Changes were made to prevent a reoccurrence. Squadron members were educated regarding the incident and resultant changes. 

This incident was a textbook example of how the Naval Aviation Safety Program is supposed to work. The “Swiss Cheese” did not line up and positive steps were taken to create more safe work environment. 

LCdr. Bingham flies with VX-9.
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BY LCDR Joseph “WAYD” BINGHAM, VX-9
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