VFA-143   FA-18
Rushed At the Catapult
By Lt. Damon Loveless 

We were a little over one month into our deployment while flying missions in support of Operation Enduring Freedom as I prepared for a recovery tanker mission. After briefing for the flight and getting a quick bite to eat, I read the weight chit and confirmed my gross weight and fuel load. I was flying a 5-wet (4 external fuel tanks and 1 ARS pod) Super Hornet. The maximum allowable catapult weight for the F/A-18 Super Hornet is 66,000 pounds and a five wet jet approaches that limit. On this day, I required a 65,000 pound catapult shot. After reading the ADB for my assigned aircraft, I looked over the spare  aircraft’s book, just in case my jet went down on deck and I had to jump in the spare.

Being a fairly new tanker pilot, I made sure to walk to the jet with plenty of time. The last thing I wanted to do was be late for my launch. As the saying goes, “to be early is to be on time, to be on time is to be late, and to be late is unacceptable.”  After putting on my flight gear, I proceeded to Flight Deck Control to drop off my weight chit. After conferring with the Handler as to the whereabouts of my jet, I stepped out onto the flight deck to find and then preflight the aircraft. 
After briefing with my plane captain and preflighting the jet, I climbed up and strapped in. The startup didn’t go as planned and after some troubleshooting, we determined that at approximately 20 minutes prior to launch the aircraft was going to be down. Knowing that the launch time was fast approaching, I hustled to the spare aircraft and completed all of my preflight and startup checks with little time to spare before the yellow-shirts were ready to break down my aircraft to taxi to the catapult for the early tanker launch. I quickly reviewed my takeoff checklist, verified that AB LIM was boxed (a requirement for an afterburner catapult shot), and verified my gross weight on the checklist page which showed my weight now at 64,000 pounds. 
As I approached the shuttle on catapult 3, I saw a 65000 lb weight board. I then gave the signal to decrease the weight board by 1000 pounds and then rogered up a 64000 pound weight board. Before we could proceed any further with the catapult shot, I saw the shooter signal my yellow-shirt that I was being moved to catapult 2 due to some problems with catapult 3. As I taxied over to catapult 2, I searched for a weight board. I could tell the shooter didn’t have my weight chit and the Sailor with the weight board just looked at me for a signal. I inadvertently signaled a 5 then 4 with my hand, instead of a 6 and 4 in my rush to get launched. After rogering the 54,000 weight board, I remember thinking to myself that the shooter was taking a long time setting the catapult and I saw him flipping through his charts for a while before he signaled to the yellow shirt to give me the tension signal.

After I throttled up to military power, wiped out the flight controls and checked the engines, I looked over to the shooter for the select afterburner signal. In my rush to launch, I misinterpreted his military power signal for the select afterburner signal and pushed the throttles to full afterburner. The shooter noticed my afterburners light off and correctly chose to suspend the launch. The typical weight that we do afterburner launches is 57,000 pounds so selecting AB is not what the shooter was expecting for a 54,000 pound shot.
After the suspension, the Air Boss asked for me to confirm my gross weight. I informed him that my weight was 64,000 pounds and at this time realized what had just occurred. I then saw and confirmed a 64,000 pound weight board and proceeded with a normal catapult launch.
When I got back on deck, I was approached by my Maintenance Officer about the situation and I told him the sequence of events. I realized that the safety checks the shooters go through saved me from possibly having to emergency jettison all of my external stores while performing my settle off the catapult procedures or worse yet, eject due to a soft catapult shot. 
There are several lessons learned here, none of which are new to Naval Aviation. First, always roger up the correct weight board. If you have to make a correction of more than 2,000 pounds, then you should make a call to the Air Boss to inform him of your correct weight. Additionally, don’t rush and get behind in performing your checklists and normal procedures because you are focused on the next part of your flight and not what you are doing right now. We’ve all heard it many times before, compartmentalize each and every part of your mission. To do anything less will undoubtedly compromise safety. 
Lt. Damon Loveless 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 
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