Is that Local time or Zulu time?

By Lt. Regan G. Hanson, MH-60S
During the course of one’s flying career, the prospect of breaking an established SOP, instruction or having to declare an emergency is a dark cloud forever looming over the heads of aircraft commanders and their crews. Occasionally that cloud sheds a drop or two of rain and decisions regarding further course of action must be made safely and intelligently with sound ORM and situational awareness. 

Anyone who has ever been a helicopter aircraft commander (HAC) involved in the transport of personnel has been challenged at one time or another with the prospect of carrying passengers over water at night. Very simply, unless those passengers are troops in support of amphibious operations or the flight is a special operations mission, passengers cannot be carried over water at night unless operational necessity is declared. Here was my dilemma:  

My crew was finishing up a six-hour passenger run between several ships while transiting to the Arabian Gulf. Our last 3 passengers were headed to USS CARRIER, and then we could head back to our home ship for a hot dinner. Fuel and gauges were evaluated and we were sitting pretty. We were thirty minutes from the ship and going to be early for our overhead. It was perfect timing, or so we thought. According to the air-plan, weather, and the bridge, sunset was in an hour and a half, so my only concern was to not be put in the starboard delta for more than an hour, thus passengers over water at night would not be an issue. 
We arrived at USS CARRIER and maneuvered to starboard-d to wait for the launch and recovery cycle to end. Soon it became apparent to my crew, tower, and the remaining fixed wing aircraft waiting to be recovered that, for some strange reason, sunset was ahead of schedule tonight as it was getting dark fast. 

At this point I made my concerns known to control and asked them to pass to the Airboss that I needed to get on deck before sunset as I had passengers on board-otherwise, operational necessity would have to be declared by the Officer in Tactical Command. I dreaded having to ask for control to relay that message, but the tower frequency was full of chatter as the fixed wing guys were very much stressed about the situation at hand and were working out priorities for who had to land first. At this point I realized we were not the only ones with problems. But I’ll come back to that later. 

I was informed that the Airboss was aware of our situation and would get us on deck as soon as all fixed wing aircraft were safely on deck. This was not what my crew wanted to hear. We wanted permission to carry our passengers over water as it was quickly becoming night. My crew and I discussed our predicament and all agreed that there were bigger problems brewing in the air than our passenger issue. Specifically, the fixed wing aircraft were in more of a hurry to get on deck than we were for some reason.

OPNAV 3710.7T says, “Deviation from specified flight and operating instructions is authorized in emergency situations when, in the judgment of the pilot in command, safety justifies such a deviation.”  Although an emergency was never declared by any aircraft, it was obvious to my crew that the fixed wing aircraft were in an urgent situation. Despite the ever darkening night, I found it more prudent to accept our current situation than to add to the clobber on the radios to help let the fast movers get on deck safely.  

Just because I had passengers on board at night did not mean I was going to crash or ditch, it just meant that the risk associated with their survival in the event of an emergency has now jumped a couple notches higher. In order to mitigate the risk to the best of our abilities and enhance the survival of our passengers, we broke out chemical lights, pulled the LRU-31 raft to a more accessible location, and reviewed what we would do were something to happen requiring us to ditch. Then we continued to wait for clearance to land. 

After all fixed wing traffic were safely recovered, we were cleared in, disembarked our passengers, and fueled up. Ironically, after landing I went inside to use the head and before returning to the flight deck, sunset was announced over the USS CARRIER’s 1MC. I couldn’t help but laugh, but at the same time I was furious at the situation and wanted answers. 

After returning to our home ship, discussing the situation with my colleagues, and a few email exchanges, the problem was discovered. As it turns out, the transit through multiple time zones had caused several departments on the USS CARRIER to get “confused.” Specifically, Weather was working in a local time that other parts of the ship were not working in, which led to an incorrect sunset time assessment for all involved. 
Additionally we found out why the fast movers were in such a hurry to get on deck; they were not night current. Who knew? No wonder there was so much chatter and commotion on the radios. So the big question is: Why isn’t anyone working in Zulu time? 

In retrospect, I was satisfied with the decision I made given the circumstances. And in the end, all aircraft were safely recovered, concerns were shared, and lessons learned. Bottom line, we are all members of the United States Armed Forces, and in order to eliminate any and all confusion regarding time, especially during transits across multiple time zones, the use of Zulu time should be the norm.      
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