VFA-211                FA-18
A Bucket Full of HYD fluid

By Lt. John Peterson 

It was a beautiful VFR day off the coast of Virginia. Skies were clear with unlimited visibility. The Checkmates were finishing up CQ for our deployment and I was scheduled to get my day and night traps and move onboard the Boat that day for cruise. 
The Skipper and I were overhead the Boat in medium holding with our wingman waiting for our call to Charlie. The first indication we had that this might be a non-standard CQ period was a Master Caution light and a HYD 2A Caution on the LDDI. As the Skipper pulled out his pocket checklist, I scanned down to the HYD gauge. All pressure needles were solid in the nominal range. 
As I broke out my Pocket Checklist the HYD2A caution went out. I looked at the HYD gauge again and noticed that the HYD2 needle had started to fluctuate within limits. Knowing that the HYD pressure should not be fluctuating, we gave our wingman a heads up that we had a potential problem and had some decisions to make.

There were several factors that impacted our follow-on decisions. If our HYD2A system failed, we would have to emergency extend the landing gear and retraction would not be an option. We would have to plan on a Dirty Bingo if we entered the pattern and failed to get aboard the Ship. In our favor, we had enough fuel to hold overhead for at least another hour and a half, giving us plenty of time to trouble shoot and make a good decision. If we decided to trap aboard the Ship, our max trap gave us gas for six passes prior to reaching our dirty bingo fuel state. We also discussed the lack of ANTI-SKID with a HYD 2A failure. In the event we ended up having to land back on the beach, we mitigated the risk of dealing with a blown tire by planning to make an arrested landing.

Once we decided to remain overhead and recover aboard the ship, the Master Caution and HYD 2A caution came back on. We called the tower and asked for a Squadron Rep so we could coordinate a straight-in. The Boss cleared us down immediately for recovery and we detached our wingman. 
The descent for the approach was smooth and uneventful. At eight miles, we slowed to 170kts and attempted to extend the gear normally. The light in the handle came on showing the gear in transition, but we did not receive any green down and locked lights. Without three down and locked, we emergency extended the gear and acquired good checks. All flight controls were normal with no degraded handling characteristics. At three miles, the approach was suit-cased and we were ready for our OK three wire. Unfortunately, at the in-close position, I over compensated for the burble and watched the ball disappear off the top. One pass down.

As I came off the front of the ship, I had that sinking feeling that things were going to get sporty. Embarrassed that I had just thrown away a day straight-in, I was eager to turn downwind and get aboard. The pattern was empty, and I convinced myself that I had lost my opportunity for a straight-in. I started my turn at the bow for my second pass. At the abeam we were wide, fast and angled away from the Ship. I thought to myself, “No problem,” the jet flies fine and I just finished Composite Training Unit Exercise (C2X) on the Boat a month earlier. Unfortunately, I rolled out on center line with a three second groove length and saw the wave-off lights illuminated on the lens. Two passes down.

At that point, I felt like I needed to re-evaluate my game plan. The pattern now had two aircraft that were entering the break with us as their interval. I elected to extend on up wind and start my approach turn at one mile. I turned, adjusting my 180 from the last pass, knowing that I had started my approach turn early on the last approach. Happy with my adjustment I started my turn, but rolled out slightly overshooting with a twelve second grove length. The rest of the pass was forgettable, ending in a two wire.

As I taxied out of the LA I was unimpressed with my performance. I had gone from OK pass straight-in hero of the minute, to a Bolter, Wave Off, Fair pass clown.  

When maintenance looked at the jet after shutdown they found a broken HYD2A line that had drained the reservoir and set off the Reservoir Level Sensing Logic (RLS) in the jet. The RLS had functioned as advertised, isolating the leak and maintaining pressure with the remaining fluid.

There are a number of lessons that I pulled out of the experience. Crew coordination throughout the day had been very good. There were no questions on what our plan was, and we had discussed all of our options thoroughly. Emergency procedures were handled in a timely manner, taking into account all cockpit indications. After the flight, Maintenance discovered that the fluctuating HYD 2A needle was a result of HYD fluid escaping the system through the broken hydraulic line. Once the damaged area was isolated, we again had solid pressure.

Our real issues came from my lack of a post bolter game plan. Aside from a game plan to Dirty Bingo six passes down the line, I had no follow-on plan. Everything went so smoothly up to that point that I never considered a bolter. I knew that I was going to get aboard first pass.  In retrospect, we should have identified the fact that a bolter or foul deck wave-off was a distinct possibility. This situation would have been best considered while we were established in holding, where our task management was minimal. 
Unfortunately, we had to deal with the decision making in the middle of the carrier landing pattern, where my ‘Nugget Bucket’ is usually full when everything is going well! As it was, I pressured myself into making the wrong decision. I turned downwind early and my landing pattern suffered as a result. If I had it to do over again, I would have requested a turn downwind at mile, and then further coordinated an extended approach turn. This would have given us the time we needed to get the airplane to a good start on an extended straight in approach, thereby maximizing my chances of getting aboard. Self evaluation is critical to successful Naval Aviation. When your task management bucket begins to fill, it is important to recognize it and take positive action to get your mind back in the game. A few extra seconds to think about getting aboard would have saved us an extra trip around the pattern, and potentially a low state Dirty Bingo with a ruptured HYD system. 
Lt. Peterson flies with VFA-211.



From: Peterson, John C LT (VFA 211) [mailto:John.C.Peterson1@cvw1.navy.mil] 
Sent: Sunday, November 12, 2006 18:15
To: Stewart, Jack CIV NAVSAFECEN 71B
Subject: Approach Article Submission
Sir, 

        Attached is an article I would like to submit for approach. Let me know if there is any additional information you need from myself or my command. We will be returning from deployment in about two weeks. My beach email is john.c.peterson1@navy.mil  Thank you.
V/R, 

LT John "Butters" Peterson 
VFA-211 
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