That Could’ve Been Bad!
By Lt. Spencer Wilcox, SH-60B
It was another fairly routine flight during a transatlantic group sail with DESRON 26 en route to Neptune Warrior in the North Atlantic. The maintainers and pilots of The Outlaws of HSL-44 Det 5, had hit their stride after participating in UNITAS and PANAMEX 06 in South America and were performing as an experienced LAMPS detachment, having encountered the typical challenges of keeping an SH-60B in the air at sea.

This particular flight was an early evening bag. The crew of MAGNUM 454 was performing SSC under the control of our host ship, USS Halyburton (FFG-40), which was about 30 miles away with the group. The clouds were scattered as the sun began to set when we noticed that our TACAN DME showed 999.9 in the shutter window. This gave us an indication that we had either a potential TACAN problem, or were experiencing the onset of a Navigation Switching Interface Unit (NSIU) failure. Upon initiating troubleshooting, the Mode Select Panel would not shift between its designated functions of TACAN, Computer and Doppler and we noticed the “OFF” flag in both the Pilot and ATO’s Attitude Indicator as well as in both BDHI compasses.

The attempt to select alternate on the mode select panel in order to switch the gyro source for the Attitude Indicators (AIs) was ineffective. Because it was around sunset, the Helicopter Aircraft Commander, Lt. Matt Williams (call sign Bull), the Det’s Maintenance Officer, instructed the crew to “goggle up”. As he was donning his NVGs, I was keeping the aircraft straight and level at 500 feet as we had discussed in the NVG portion of our preflight NATOPS brief. While at the controls on the pilot’s side, I noticed that my AI was giving erroneous readings. Although it was becoming dark, I could still determine from the barely visible horizon, as well as a cross check of pitot-static instruments, that the AI was giving a false 10 to 15 degree nose-up attitude. 

At the same time, Bull, sitting in the left side ATO seat noticed that his AI was showing approximately 5 to 7 degrees left wing down. Throughout our LAMPS training, we are reassured that a dual AI failure is a rarity if not nearly impossible. Well here the impossible was happening. We swapped controls and I completed the process of putting on my NVGs. As the AIs continued to precess, we got a Flashing Master Caution with “AFCS Degraded” on the panel. All but two of the associated “Fail Advisory Cubes” were illuminated. At this point we also lost all of our Altitude Hold functions. This condition is notoriously difficult to detect when on goggles because the lights in the cockpit are not NVG compatible and are generally turned down to the point they can’t be seen with the naked eye. The pilot has to turn his head down to the center console in order to see the light on goggles. Using CRM, the pilot not on the controls was checking this indication during troubleshooting, while the pilot at the controls continued his outside visual scan.

At this point, the crew was in a heightened state of alert because we were aware that we were encountering frighteningly similar circumstances to that of a fatal mishap that had happened just over a year before in our squadron. Three squadron mates had lost their lives when they experienced total AFCS failure while on NVGs and lost reference to the natural horizon at sea. Fortunately, we had a visible horizon at this point and made it a priority to maintain outside visual reference and situational awareness as we began to encounter low light conditions and make our way back to the ship. 
En route to the boat, multiple attempts to reset the fail advisory were unsuccessful and the “RAD ALT” would not engage. We received vectors from the ASTAC and made an uneventful “No TACAN” approach to the boat. However, this uneventful approach and recovery could have turned into a nightmare had we been without goggles and a visible horizon. In this case, we would have been “partial panel” in IMC with no Automated Flight Controls, a condition that we do not often train for in the LAMPS community.

One issue that is important to note is that in this case is that the faults did not occur as NATOPS “advertised”. NATOPS says that “Pilot AI will be driven from the Pilot AGCA”. It says the same for the ATO AI. However, the “OFF” flags indicated a loss of external ground or absence of external power. This illustrates the point that as our airframes age, new and compound equipment issues may make it harder to diagnose emergencies and problems with gear. As aircrew, we have to stay vigilant regarding keeping our fellow pilots informed with potential difficulties that may not have been previously encountered, as well as being prepared to think “outside the box” when it comes to analyzing cockpit conditions. 

After reporting this issue to our squadron at home plate, we were informed similar instances had occurred and there has been an EI initiated to further investigate potential systemic problems with our NSIU. Keeping your squadron and chain of command notified of equipment problems can initiate a referendum to improve the material condition of our assets.

This emergency demonstrates the importance, as always, of Crew Resource Management and Situational Awareness. The crew of MAGNUM 454 maintained both of these to affect the safe recovery of the aircraft and crew.

Lt. Wilcox flies with HSL-44.

