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Single-Seat CRM

By Lt. Dan Fucito

I have always been an avid reader of Approach magazine and on occasion have utilized the experiences passed on by its articles during my own emergencies. When asked to write an article after a recent flight incident, however, I felt that there wasn’t anything spectacular about what had happened to me. The more that I thought about it, though, I realized that not every emergency has to be catastrophic or life threatening to generate good learning points and discussion. On that note, this article will begin like so many others.

It was a “good deal” hop scheduled on the last day recovery of our detachment on board USS George Washington (CVN-73). I was leading a division of FA-18Cs on an Offensive Counter Air mission against an OPFOR division of FA-18Fs. The hop was uneventful until the middle of our second run when I heard the familiar “Deedle-Deedle” accompanied by the Master Caution light. Upon further inspection, I found that a HYD 1A caution was the cause. I immediately knocked off the run, rejoined the flight and began to flow the division towards mom. I had seen this caution before, so I asked Dash-2 to pull into parade position to see if my aircraft was trailing visible fluid. “It shouldn’t be a problem so long as I don’t get a …” No sooner had this thought entered my mind when the HYD 1A caution was removed and replaced with the HYD 1B caution. It was a loss of HYD 1 fluid with the Reservoir Level Sensing (RLS) system working as advertised. 

For those not familiar with the Hornet’s hydraulic systems, there is a fluid level sensor in each of the reservoirs. When the aircraft detects a rapid loss of fluid from a reservoir, it attempts to isolate the leak by alternately shutting down the A and B hydraulic circuits of that system. To the pilot, this failure appears in the form of cycling hydraulic circuit cautions. I leveled the flight at 17,000 feet overhead the CVN and told them that I was experiencing a HYD 1 system malfunction. At this point, my Dash-2 told me that I was streaming a lot of fluid. The HYD 1B caution was replaced by a HYD 1A caution and after about 20 seconds, the HYD 1B caution reappeared alongside the HYD 1A caution. I looked at the hydraulic pressure indicator and saw that the HYD 1 needle was indicating zero. My Dash-2 informed me shortly after that the leak had stopped, indicative of a fully depleted reservoir. As a NATOPS standardization instructor, I had given this emergency to fellow pilots several times, but the speed with which it actually occurred astounded me. The entire process had happened in less than ninety seconds. 

I pulled the left engine back to idle, dropped my hook and maneuvered the division into a shallow descent. Given the time remaining until our recovery, it became apparent that shutting down the left engine would be required, since prolonged use of the hydraulic pump without fluid in the system can quickly result in a fire. I switched the flight to tower and requested a representative while breaking out the PCL. My XO, flying as Dash-3, backed me up and we began to go through the steps. We kept the right throttle above 85% to provide enough HYD 2 system pressure to prevent the flight controls system from reverting to MECH ON, which can cause marginal flight controllability. I remembered reading an “Approach” article where the pilot had shut down the wrong engine under similar circumstances, resulting in a complete loss of hydraulic pressure. To mitigate this risk, I pushed the right throttle to military power, getting it completely out of the way. I rechecked that I was holding the left throttle and pulled it off. With an operating #2 (right) engine and good HYD 2 pressure, I had normal gear extension, hook actuation, braking and anti-skid available if I needed it.

Soon after the engine was shut down, the tower representative came up on our frequency. I informed him of the steps that had been taken and told him that we were planning on making a single engine straight-in approach at the normal recovery time. After a short conference with the Skipper and CAG, it was decided that the XO and I would divert to NAS Oceana. At the time of the emergency, we were operating in W-122 off the coast of North Carolina, and both of us had plenty of gas to comfortably make the 130-mile trek home. I passed the lead to Dash-2 and instructed him to take Dash-4 back for a normal recovery. The XO and I leveled off at 10,000 feet, declared an emergency and headed directly to Oceana. During the transit, we backed each other up on the ship-to-shore checklist and went over the steps for a single engine landing. I contacted Oceana approach about 50 miles out with my emergency status and requested a straight-in to runway 23R. This is a 12,000-foot runway and would allow me to roll out with minimal braking. The XO and I set up for a 14-mile straight-in and dirtied up together to confirm that my gear had indeed extended properly. The landing was uneventful and with good HYD 2 pressure, I was able to taxi clear of the duty runway and back to the line. Unfortunately for the XO, he had to hot fuel and return to the ship. 

During post flight inspections, it was found that the HYD 1 reservoir was dry and that the engine bay and aft portion of my aircraft were covered with hydraulic fluid. We also learned that the source of the leak was the two feed lines that attach to the HYD 1 pump manifold. They had been rubbing together and produced a ¼ inch hairline crack in one of the lines. It was so small that you had to look very closely just to see it. I couldn’t believe that this little crack had dumped all of my HYD 1 fluid in just 90 seconds.

As Naval Aviators, we brief Crew Resource Management (CRM) before every flight. Sometimes we wonder how “Crew” Resource Management applies to those of us in a single seat community. Just because there isn’t someone in the cockpit with you, it doesn’t mean that you don’t have crew and resources to manage. Before every flight I brief my wingmen with the same emergency procedure advice: You should have no fast hands in the cockpit. Take care of immediate action steps and when you’re ready, call for wingmen to help. In this case, my Dash-2 was able to confirm that I was leaking fluid. 

My XO backed me up on the PCL procedures and we went through every step together from the start of the emergency until we were safe on deck. The tower representative linked us to the Skipper and CAG, which resulted in a timely divert decision. CRM is a reality in our community and can be highly effective when employed properly. Brief it before every mission and practice it whenever possible. That way, it will be second nature when required in emergencies. 

Lt. Fucito flies with VFA-81.
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