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by Lt. Paul Crump

The preface of every aircraft NATOPS
manual containsthefollowing statement: “Thi
manua containsinformation on all aircraft syst
and operating proceduresrequired for safe and effective operatl
~—— not asubstitute for sound judgment. Compound emergencies, availablefaciliti
. adverse weather or terrain, or considerations affecting thelives and property of
othersmay require modification of the procedures contained herein.” | didn’t havea
chanceto put this statement to the test until adark and overcast night ameretwo
daysinto WestPac-Arabian Gulf 99.
Because of low ceilingsand poor visibility, CQ was painfully ow. Thedecision
een made for the ship to steam west at the conclusion of thenight’s
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CQ period, even though many pilotswouldn’t be
finished. We thoroughly discussed CQ and first-
week-on-cruise ORM issues. Then we manned up
our E-2, which was spotted behind cat 1, and
launched into the darkness.

At 1,000 feet, abovethe overcast layers, the
visbility was superb. It was abeautiful night with a
bright moon and agood horizon. We werefive

milesfrom mother and still climbing to our
assigned dtitude of 5,000
feet for afew
minutes of
comfort
time. |
looked
over and
saw the
fireewarning
light comeon
at full glow. |
stared at thelightin
quiet disbdlief.-| thought,
“Great! | can’'tbelievel’m
going to haveto come
aboard single-engineonthe
second night of cruise!” A
quick scan of theinstruments
and athorough examination of
the port nacelle revealed no
secondaries. | leveled off, turned
back toward mother, and started
goingthrough thefire-warning-in-
flightprecedure. Starboard power-
control lever to max. POrt power-..
control leverte.idle. The gear was
already up. T-handle pull- Aslreached for
the T-handle to shut down theleft engine, the
fire-warning light went out.

E-2C NATOPS containsthe following
warning: “Any illumination of afire-warning light,
regardless of intensity, shall beinterpreted asan
aetual indication of fireand shall be treated
accordingly:"Aecording to the emergency
procedures, then, F'should immediately shut down
the engine. But | took a couple-efiprecious
secondsto consider our situation. In so doing, |
tested the statement found in the preface of every
NATOPS manual.

With the ship heading west at high speed after
flight ops, | didn’t think therewas any chancethat
the battle group’ssenior officerswould let medivert
to the beach, because that would mean losing one
of their high-value assets. Second, whilethe
weather waswonderful abovethelayer, below the
overcast, the night was blacker than black, with no
trace of ahorizon. In other words, it was not agreat
night for asingle-engine approach. Third, the E-2
has anotoriously unreliable fire-warning system.
Countlesstimes, Hawkeye pil ots have shut down
what would proveto be aperfectly good engine
because of afaulty fire-warning system. By the
time I’ d made adecision, my copilot had told
CATCC of our situation, and the skipper was
standing by ontheradio. | told the skipper | intended
to keep the engineon-lineuntil | saw secondariesor
thelight cameback on. Hereplied that the deck
would beclear in about 15 minutes. It would be
quicker to launch therest of thecycleoff theangle
than for theflight deck to make an emergency pull
forward. | left the port engine at idleuntil around
fivemiles:After.that, | used theengine sparingly
during an uneventful night pass. Net-enly werewe
safely aboard, but | wascurrent again.

Aninspection by maintenance personnel
revealed why the port fire-warning light had
illuminated. A small bleed-air leak inthe nacelle
had produced enough heat to trigger the system.

_Wetill don’t know why the light went out. Per-

haps by reducing power on theengine, | reduced
theleak inthebleed-airtineaswell.

Asexpected, theincident generated alot of
discussoninour ready room. Whilehindsightis
20:20;thediscuss onsgaveme achanceto reeval u-
atemy decisionsthat night=After dl, | had gone
against NATOPS emergency procedures. \Woulehl-
do the samething again?Maybe not, but as
NATOPSdipulatesinitsopening lines, Blindly
following emergency proceduresisneithera
substitutefor sound judgment,.nor doesit absolve
onefrom managing risks. Emergenciesdon’t
happenin avacuum. Arm yoursdlf by knowing your
NATOPS emergency procedures, by understanding
your aircraft, and by ORMing thesituation. You
neverknow whenyou' |l be put tothetest! ==

Lt Crump flies with VAW-116. When he submitted this
article, he had recently been accepted into the Navy Test Pilot
School.
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