Too Close For Comfort

By Lt. Tra Calisch, S-3
It was a great to be flying again. Fly days had been sparse with crossing the pond and two port visits in the Mediterranean. After passing through the Suez Canal, we began flight operations in the Gulf of Aden on our way to the Arabian Gulf. It was a perfect day to fly and we were scheduled for a “good deal” flight, a yo-yo tanking mission. A yo-yo flight is typically only a 30-minute flight since you launch and recover immediately after offloading your mission gas. It is the shortest flight to bag a trap outside of CQ so it is sought after by many Viking pilots. However our flight quickly turned from a “good deal” to a “close call.”   

My COTAC and I launched during the last day cycle in 706 on our “good deal” yo-yo tanking mission. As luck would have it the aircraft slated for recovery tanking had a bad fuel store, so sure enough our “short and sweet” flight now became a double cycle, so much for a “good deal!”  We needed to adapt our profile in order to provide mission gas and still extend as a double cycle recovery tanker. To accomplish this, we would need to take on fuel from the off-going recovery tanker, 700, but first we had to check the fuel store of the oncoming recovery tanker, 704. 

The cycle began with our jet at 4,000 feet and 700 at 3,000 feet. We climbed from the high hawking pattern to 8,000 feet to rendezvous with 704, while 700 remained in the low hawking pattern at 3,000 feet. After 704 checked “sweet,” Departure descended them to 4,000 feet for hawking, and we descended to 7,000 feet. With the recovery almost complete, Departure directed 700 to 5,000 feet and our jet to 6,000 feet to affect a rendezvous for consolidation of fuel. Departure intended for 700 to join with my jet, 706, but since I caught sight of 700 first we joined on them at 5,000 feet to expedite.

The join-ups that I performed had to be completed expeditiously, and the aggressive maneuvers that I used to accomplish this were very disorienting. With no visible horizon I had to constantly shift my scan from instruments inside, to the jet that I was joining on outside. I experienced vertigo several times during both join-ups, and they required an intense amount of focus. To back me up my COTAC primarily paid attention to the aircraft we were joining on, and as a result he lost track of our altitude. When we joined on 700 he thought we were doing so at 5,000 feet. 

In the midst of this evolution, radio communications became a distraction to me. When performing recovery tanking, standard procedure is to have Departure in UHF 1 as the primary frequency, button 19 Tanker Common in UHF 2 for squadron and tanking communications, and V/UHF 3 for either button 20 Squadron Tactical or button 18 the Tower Representative frequency. That night our UHF 2 did not work. Our squadron SOP directs the use of button 19 as our primary tactical frequency, so my COTAC selected it in V/UHF 3. Tanker Common, button 19,  turned out to be a nuisance in the recovery tanker pattern. The first problem was that several aircraft slated for the mission gas on this launch kept calling my jet to determine when we would be able to provide the gas. Aircraft assignments changed when one tanker went down and my aircraft extended, further confusing the situation. In addition, the Viking Rep in CATCC was trying to no avail to reach us on button 18, so our playmates informed us on Tanker Common. The call on Tanker Common came just as I was joining with 700, adding to the task saturation. The radios became a source of frustration to me, and I felt the need for less chatter.

Ambient noise in the cockpit from extending the in-flight refueling probe and my focus on the other jet took my attention from the radios. The last transmission that I heard from Departure was for 704 to take Angels 3. Since Departure had previously assigned my aircraft, 706, 6,000 feet, I assumed that that would still be my altitude after the consolidation. Upon the kiss-off, at 5,000 feet, my first concern was altitude de-confliction. I immediately climbed to 6,000 feet, without calling Departure and without the realization that I had lost track of 704. During the consolidation, Departure had reassigned 704 to 6,000 feet. About thirty seconds after reaching 6,000 feet, my COTAC and I spotted an aircraft at our 2 o’clock moving from right to left. Determining that we were co-altitude, I maneuvered the jet to the right and down to avoid a collision. In the air I surmised that we came as close as a half mile, but upon review of the tapes in CATCC, I saw that we were much closer. In fact according to the replay of Departure’s radar screen, altitude was ultimately the only separation between our aircraft. 

At the time of the incident the aircraft involved were recovery tankers, and each crew had one cruise-experienced aviator and one nugget. The overhead tanker stack was no more crowded than usual, but in the case of my jet it was particularly dynamic. A moonless night with no horizon made aggressive maneuvers very disorienting, and a little radio trouble made communications distracting. Due to the elements and distractions my COTAC and I eventually experienced a lapse in situational awareness, and a lack of aircrew coordination resulted in our aircraft being co-altitude with one of our playmates and eventually within a few hundred feet of each other. It is routine in the carrier environment to operate at night without a visible horizon. Night flying has risks that we accept and are trained to mitigate. My COTAC and I used that training, and it resulted in two safely executed tanker evolutions. In the process however, we lost situational awareness. Procedures inherently safeguard us against the loss of situational awareness, and neglecting one of those procedures is what led to this near midair. The most critical error was not using proper communication procedures. Telling Departure that we were, “leaving angels 5 for 6,” would most likely have thwarted the whole situation. In an effort to reduce chatter on the radios, I made a poor decision by deciding to not call Departure based on false perceptions and assumptions. I also failed to communicate effectively with my COTAC. I assumed he knew that we were climbing. If he had known, he might have made the crucial radio transmission. These were two critical breakdowns in aircrew coordination. 

This incident demonstrates the importance of good aircrew coordination and procedural compliance. Better communication between my COTAC and I would have helped increase our situational awareness. With accurate situational awareness this whole situation could have been avoided. More importantly, following even the simplest procedures can help prevent catastrophic accidents. The Swiss cheese holes almost lined up in this flight. A poor decision set the last piece in place, but good training prevailed. By keeping a proper lookout, my COTAC and I were able to identify the hazard and avoid it. If only we had been more proactive, it never would have happened. 
Lt. Calisch flies with VS-24.
