VFA-15       FA-18
All Weather Interceptor

By Lt. Vince Jakawich

Flying an F/A18 in the goo can become quite routine. This is especially true during the summer months around NAS Oceana where dodging afternoon thunderstorms becomes standard ops after a while. However, we are occasionally re-caged to the fact that the term “All weather interceptor” doesn’t give us a blank check to fly through these conditions.

Late in the afternoon during mid-May, our division launched out carrying CATM-9Ms and LGTRS. The mission was to get some FLIR work and practice with laser guided weapons at Navy Dare range. Thunderstorms were popping up in the area, but it was nothing we weren’t used to. We were able to maintain VMC until just north of the range. Rather than take the entire division into the weather the flight lead broke up the sections. Two jets flew in to check out the weather over the target which was deemed unworkable. Lead came back out of the range and joined the flight up to head home. After checking the weather at home and over the warning areas to the east, we decided to head out over the water and find some free working space. The intent was to get some 2v2 intercept work done rather than waste the flight. 
Leaving the lightning, nasty weather and air to ground training behind, the division pressed out do some good work beating up on each other with AMRAAM. Everything appeared to be a success at this point. Several intercepts were made by each section and we were patting ourselves on the back for making a mission happen in spite of nature.

The flight lead decided to knock off the training early to leave everyone fat on gas. The IMC conditions had made their way between us and the field so, he left the flight as two sections to pick their way through. 
It was clear we would not be able to go under or over the clouds. Dash one took his section down to 6,000 feet for the transit while dash four (a section lead under instruction and leading the Skipper) chose the high route based on his assessment of what would work the best. It turns out, neither decision steered us clear of danger and both routes lead directly through a severe embedded thunderstorm; hail and all. 
Since all seemed smooth on the way out, no one gave much thought to the clouds holding anything significant. All four jets remained in the air to air master mode as traffic avoidance began taking precedence over the weather. 
At this point, some inter-section CRM could have proven valuable. Instead of all aircraft focusing on the air to air picture independently, each section lead could have directed their wingman to sanitize. This would have allowed them to check for the lowest risk route through the storm in air to ground map mode.

The flight lead called tower and got a VFR observation. It looked as though the line of clouds wasn’t any deeper than 5-10 miles. That couldn’t hold anything crazy, right?  Wrong!  The conditions got bad for less than thirty seconds. However it was enough to scare everyone involved. All four aircraft encountered severe hail, turbulence, lightening, and near zero visibility. Little rocks of ice seemed like jackhammers on the canopy and we were all clicking our heels repeating: “There’s no place like home, there’s no place…….”. Both wingmen lost sight and were forced to rejoin on the other side of the storm. The remainder of the flight was uneventful. The jets broke out into a clear sky and had the field in sight at 15nm. The surprises came after landing during the hot brake checks when the linemen pointed to the CATMs. All four seeker heads were destroyed as well as some of the LGTRs and antennae. 
After a good deal of reflection our squadron has an entirely renewed appreciation for weather related risk mitigation. 
First, it’s important to be aware of the configuration you have and equipment you are carrying. Taking valuable laser guided munitions through lighting and clouds is not the best idea and it probably would have been prudent to RTB rather than push things in the area. 
Additionally, the F/A-18 has proven to be very capable of depicting severe weather using the air to ground map mode of the radar. Knowing that spring clouds can often harbor danger, we might have let a sweep or two give us a picture of the cloud bank ahead rather than jumping so quickly to the ATC picture.

Everyone is now fully aware that the F/A-18 NATOPS endorses the use of the radar for weather detection. Discussions of its operation in this capacity take place regularly. Just a thought, but if you haven’t tried the “Weather” mode in the F/A-18, give it a shot. It may save you, your buds, and maintenance a pretty big headache
Lt. Jakawich flies with VFA-15.

**********************

V/R  

LCDR John T. Pitta, USN

Safety Officer

STRIKE FIGHTER SQUADRON ONE FIVE
Comm: (757)433-5065  DSN: 433

From: 
Pitta, John T LCDR admin  

Sent:
Tuesday, August 29, 2006 14:59

To:
Stewart, Jack  CIV NAVSAFECEN 71B

Subject:
RE: Approach Article   VFA-15

Jack,


Trying again with the article. In case it is a problem on my end I am pasting the article as part of the email as well. Thanks for getting back to me on the problem.

 << File: Lt. Vince Jakawich.doc >> 

_____________________________________________ 

From: 
Stewart, Jack  CIV NAVSAFECEN 71B  

Sent:
Tuesday, August 29, 2006 10:33

To:
Pitta, John T LCDR admin

Subject:
RE: Approach Article   VFA-15

John, I need you to resend the article, I had trouble opening it. Word doc is Ok format, but couldn't open. Let's try again. Jack

_____________________________________________ 

From: 
Pitta, John T LCDR admin  

Sent:
Monday, August 28, 2006 9:23

To:
NRFK_SAFE_Approach

Subject:
Approach Article   VFA-15

Sir/Maam,


Attached is a file for an article written by Lt. Vince Jakawich concerning a 4-ship flight that encountered hail resulting in damage to the entire division. For mailing purposes you can address correspondence to:

Lt. Vince Jakawich

VFA-15

Unit 60143

FPO AE 09504


Please let me know if there are any questions/concerns with respect to the article. 

V/R,  

LCDR John T. Pitta, USN

Safety Officer

STRIKE FIGHTER SQUADRON ONE FIVE
Comm: (757)433-5065  DSN: 433
