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PRESS RELEASE #: 2009006
FOR IMMEDIATE RELEASE
Hellfire Shoot Becomes Torpedo Drop
By Lt. j.g. Jason Gordan, Helicopter Anti-Submarine Squadron Light (HSL) 45
NAS NORTH ISLAND, Calif. - As a part of Helicopter Anit-Submarine Squadron Light (HSL) 45 Det. 4’s pre-deployment preparations, two crews were tasked to complete live Hellfire shots off the coast of San Clemente Island.  My crew consisted of an experienced HAC, two senior aircrewmen, and myself - a typical H2P.  The event was conducted as a flight of two, and the second crew included the Detachment Officer in Charge.  The HAC flew in the pilot position while I performed tactical duties as ATO to include operating the FLIR, lasing the target and firing the missile.  Weather was typical for San Diego during December with a high cloud ceiling and VFR conditions.


The event began as any typical Hellfire event should.  We started up the aircraft without any issues and taxied to the North Island arming area.  Hellfire was loaded without incident under the supervision of base ordnance authorities.  Without noting any discrepancies we manned up and transited west toward the range, joining up with our wingman shortly after takeoff.


Upon reaching the range, the flight checked in with range control and began to run through the Tactical and Hellfire Missile Launch/Training Procedure checklists. Both checklists were completed without discrepancies, including a satisfactory bit check on the missile and launcher.  The crew cleared the range, visually identified the target, and commenced several practice runs (all arming steps, including lasing, up to actual weapons release) prior to the live fire.  The first practice run was completed without incident.   On the following practice run, however, upon rearming the weapons system, our trail aircraft announced that our M299 missile launcher had departed the aircraft.  Our aircrewmen confirmed the loss of the launcher, and we noted a strong burning smell in the cabin.  Immediately, the HAC made a turn for nearby San Clemente Island while I executed the NATOPS emergency procedures for a fire of unknown origin.  The trail aircraft took a position in which they could determine if there was any damage to the aircraft as we continued to troubleshoot the source of the smell.  The weapon system was returned to an unarmed configuration.  When the system was placed in safe, the smoke seemed to subside.  As a crew, we determined that the aircraft was not in immediate danger, and continued to a precautionary landing at San Clemente airfield.


Post-landing revealed no visible damage to the aircraft.  After thorough troubleshooting, including an inspection by an AIMD representative, the cause of the Hellfire missile and launcher jettison was determined to be an electrical short and fire in the Armament Signal Data Converter (ASDC).  As one of its functions, the ASDC controls the arming and jettison functions of the M299 launcher.  When the box caught fire and burned, it triggered the jettison function and activated the Cartridge Activated Devices (CADs) in the launcher – resulting in the inadvertent release.  


Several “lessons learned” arose from this experience, not the least of which is never assume any live-fire event will be routine.  When the unexpected occurred, falling back on NATOPS, good CRM and basic airmanship prevented a bad situation from becoming more serious.  Also, having the mutual support of a wingman was an invaluable asset in this situation.  Although I was disappointed to be unable to shoot a Hellfire missile that day, the experience provided an invaluable exercise in CRM that ultimately will help make me a more capable aviator
-CNAF-
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