VFA-102        FA-18

Dual Gen failure IMC at HATSU

By Lt. Jon Vanbragt

Even the most routine of flights can become a complex and potentially dangerous situation. After my first six-week "nugget" at sea period on USS KITTY HAWK (CV 63), we returned to NAF Atsugi, Japan for shore-based operations. My second flight on the beach proved to be one that would test my abilities as a new fleet aviator. 

We launched on what was to be a standard Red Air flight for some 2v2 intercept training. The only limiting factor for the flight was the building weather over the Western Pacific and most of the Japanese Kanto Plain where NAF Atsugi is located. While the towering cumulonimbus clouds were a concern, we certainly had faced worse weather while flying off the ship, and with several runways in the area with PAR approaches, we felt confident that even if the cloud layers did come down further we would have no problem finding an appropriate place to land. We walked to our F/A-18F Super Hornets shortly after an extensive admin brief on local area procedures and divert fields with confidence that we were well prepared for the oncoming sortie. 

The preflight, startup and taxi were conducted as planned, and soon I was following my lead through the rain and clouds in radar trail on our way out to the operating area over the ocean to the south. As we continued on the course rules, my lead requested a climb to get above the weather. We proceeded up to 26,000 feet and were greeted with the first sunshine of the day. Still dodging clouds, we joined the flight up in cruise formation and lead passed his recommendations to the bandits. We decided that the mission was going to be pretty much a wash, electing to do pure AIC runs with blow-throughs at the merge. The only workable altitudes were 30,000 feet and above, but nevertheless, we set out to present our best bandit simulation given the weather conditions.

About halfway through our third run was when the fun really started. I heard the familiar “deedle deedle” and immediately looked at my left DDI. RGEN greeted me on the display. “No problem,” I said to my WSO, “I’ll just reset it.”  I cycled the RGEN switch and the caution cleared without any complications. NATOPS says we were good to continue on mission as long as the generator reset, so we did just that. At the conclusion of the third run, we split up into singles and started the long flight home. 

Just as we were reaching the edge of the operating area and beginning the hundred-mile flight back to Atsugi, we lost our right generator again, only this time we lost the right DDI as well. I reset the generator and it came back online, but the DDI took a little longer. Eventually it came back, only to blink on and off for the next ten minutes. We were given a descent back into the goo and followed the course rules towards Atsugi, attempting not to be run over by any of the civilian traffic in the busy Tokyo Center airspace.

We were IMC at ten thousand feet when the nuisance electrical problems we were having finally escalated into a full-blown dual generator failure. My heart jumped as the displays all went dead in the cockpit. I stared at the standby instruments, not believing what was happening, half expecting to hear my old simulator instructor from the FRS in Lemoore, ask me “Uh Oh, Jon, what are you going to do now?”  With the clouds from near published mins in the Kanto Plain to over 26,000 feet and with our fuel state too low to divert to MCAS Iwakuni (the closest divert that had anything even remotely close to VMC conditions), all I could think was that this situation had the potential for a very exciting conclusion. 

Fortunately, I would not have to ride the trusty Martin-Baker seat for a second time in four months or attempt any precision approach on the 8-minute gyro, as the left generator kicked back online and the warm glow of the left DDI, UFCD and MPCD once again graced my sight. As the systems came back online, my WSO and I quickly agreed that we needed to get the aircraft down as soon as possible and declared an emergency. We asked for the PAR at Atsugi, which was about 20 miles away at this point, and started to receive vectors on course. We broke out the book and looked at what we had on our displays. The GEN TIE caution was set and the right generator was fading in and out of operation. We followed the GEN TIE EP as well as the generator fail emergency procedure and commenced our approach to Atsugi. The HUD and right DDI were both fading in and out as the right generator continued to drop off-line, then return to service. 

At about one mile we broke out of the goo, noting that the ceilings were at about 400 ft AGL over the approach end of runway 01 at Atsugi. I picked up the ball and flew it in to touchdown, tapping the brakes as we slowed to check for their operation on the wet runway. I received no response to my check. I tried again, this time harder...and still got nothing in return. I quickly evaluated my options and decided that rather than return into IMC with our electrical problems, I would try to stop the jet on the runway with emergency brakes. I released the brakes and pulled the handle to the detent. As I applied brake pressure, I saw the black rubber of our tires go flying forward past the jet. It was obvious that I had just blown the tires, and a quick heads up call from my WSO got me to drop the hook just as we crossed the midfield gear. As advertised, our hook grabbed the midfield gear, and we slowed to a stop.

I feel spoiled to be flying the Super Hornet. Rarely do we have to worry about the actual emergencies that our brethren in other platforms face more often, let alone compound emergencies that test the crew to their max abilities. I was caught off-guard by our electrical problems, but as a crew we were able to execute the emergency procedures and land the aircraft safely. As we hit the deck I failed to account for the wet runway. In my haste to execute the Brake Failure EP, I neglected to consider dropping the hook and going for the arrestment early on. Fortunately, my WSO had us covered and the aircraft stopped safely on the runway at the midfield gear. It is important to remember that just because we are flying a new aircraft it does not mean that problems will not happen. And when they do, we need to be prepared. Eternal vigilance is the price we pay to operate safely in this business. Learn and know your procedures cold before your flight.
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-----Original Message-----
From: Marrs, Chris LCDR, (VFA-102) [mailto:Chris.Marrs@cvw5.navy.mil]
Sent: Thursday, March 23, 2006 3:59
To: Stewart, Jack CIV NAVSAFECEN 71B
Subject: Two Approach Article Submissions
Mr. Stewart, 

Attached are two articles written by one of my junior officers, LT Jon Vanbragt. Thank you for your consideration in including them in your Approach safety magazine.
<<Carrier Ejection - LT Vanbragt.doc>> <<Dual Generator Fail - LT Vanbragt.doc>> 
Very Respectfully, 
LCDR Chris “Cheers” Marrs 
VFA-102 Safety Officer 
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