VFA-143          FA-18

3,000 Pound Laser Guided Training Round

By Lt. Bex Boyd

I had recently joined the Pukin’ Dogs of VFA-143 on COMPTUEX aboard the USS Dwight D. Eisenhower. I was a nugget, four days removed from the FRS. I had my last two flights waved in the FRS since the squadron decided I would get more out of the last two weeks of COMPTUEX. I had flown aboard two days earlier on the COD, with a day flight into Pinecastle Target Range the previous day.
It was my first night flight in the fleet and also my first time carrying an LGTR (Laser Guided Training Round). I was flying on the wing of my XO, who went over the preflight with me prior to walking. We read the ADB and everything checked out as I noted the weight of the jet required for my catapult shot. I walked to the jet, completed the preflight, entered the proper code for the LGTR into the SMS (Stores Management System), and went through a normal startup. 
As I approached the JBD, I completed the takeoff checklist and checked the aircraft weight setting on the checklist page. I was caught off guard by the weight setting which was three thousand pounds heavier than I expected. Unable to figure out why there was a discrepancy between the checklist page and the ADB, I decided to go with the heavier weight and informed tower that I would now need an afterburner catapult shot due to this unexpected change in my aircraft weight. 
After launch, the remainder of the flight was uneventful as I joined on my flight lead, dropped my first LGTR, and returned to the marshal stack. As I was working my Case III timing problem, wanting to make sure that I made a good approach to the ship on my first night trap in the fleet,  I cross checked my weight on the checklist page to ensure that I knew what my max trap fuel weight would be. As I commenced the approach, I turned my dumps on and proceeded to dump to about 900 pounds above my maximum trap fuel weight. 
I started thinking that the fleet Super Hornet configuration was definitely different from the FRS CQ configurations because of the amount of gas that was available during my arrestment. I was looking at being bingo to bingo plus 1 on the ball and was right at max trap whereas during FRS CQ, we always seemed to have so much more gas available. I guess that being so new to the fleet, I didn’t realize the situation that I was in when I called the ball with so little gas. Luckily I trapped on my first pass. 
The situation was actually brought to my attention when I walked back into the ready room and everyone queried as to what happened. Looking back, with a little more experience, I understand the concern everyone had during the actual situation.

What happened?  Like most situations, several things played a roll in the incident and could have prevented the low fuel state on the ball. First, I should have checked the empty weight of the jet so that I would know what my max trap fuel state would be. The FRS taught us to check our weight, but had also emphasized how accurate the checklist page was in the later lot Rhino’s. Since I had been flying brand new jets during the previous two months, I had become accustomed to relying on the checklist page for my aircraft weight. Also, in the simulator, we always referenced the checklist page since there was obviously no ADB to review. 
Additionally, I never developed the habit to ensure that I had the proper load on the stores page in the aircraft. With six MK-76’s on a MER, there was no need to step the load down to one. On this day, not only did I only have one LGTR, but the codes for the LGTR effectively makes the jet think it is carrying a GBU-12. Therefore the F/A-18 thought I had six GBU-12’s onboard, which accounted for the extra three thousand pounds. 
Finally, the XO commented after the flight that he was taken off guard when I asked tower for my increased catapult shot. He mentioned that he couldn’t figure out why I was so heavy since I was flying the same configuration as he was. Once he heard me call the ball, he realized what I had done.

Lessons learned are obvious. Ensure to take the weight setting from the ADB and account for any additional stores using simple math and only use the checklist page as a back up. In order for the checklist page to be accurate, the stores page must also be accurate. Finally, when something seems off, either in one’s own cockpit or somebody else’s, it probably is. It never hurts to ask  your flight lead or your Tower/CATCC representative for some clarification. In the end, nothing came of the situation except maybe a little harder catapult shot for the jet, but fuel is something to take seriously, especially around the boat.

Lt. Boyd flies with VFA-143.
*********************

-----Original Message-----

From: Higuera, Stephen F. LCDR (VFA 143) [mailto:stephen.higuera@cvw7.navy.mil] 

Sent: Wednesday, November 22, 2006 12:23

To: Stewart, Jack CIV NAVSAFECEN 71B

Subject: Articles from the VFA-143 Pukin' Dogs

Jack, 

Here are a few articles. Hopefully you can use them. Please let me know that you've received this email and if you have any questions regarding the articles.

Thanks,

Buddha 

LCDR Stephen "Buddha" Higuera

VFA-143 Safety Officer

X6908 

<<3k pound LGTR.doc>> <<weightboardarticle.doc>> <<wingscrapearticle.doc>> 

