You’re Cleared Left Closed Traffic . . . and So Are You!

By Lt. Ian Maizes, E-2C 
I was the NATOPS instructor pilot for a stan-check flight early one morning out of NAS Oceana. The weather at Oceana was overcast at 500 feet and forecast to remain so all day. The schedule was getting busy: FCLPs (field carier landing practices) were in full swing in preparation for a short notice CQ det and the days for these ULT (unit-level training) hops were few. To complicate matters, my evaluee was going on leave the entire next week and this was going to be one of his last opportunities to complete the flight before going out of qual. 

With the entire eastern seaboard socked in with low overcasts, we started thinking outside the box and developed a plan to fly to Atlanta, do the stan-check pattern work at Dobbins AFB, stop for some food and gas, and then return to Oceana. The weather at Dobbins was forecast to be broken at 4,000 feet, high enough to get our pattern work done. 

We launched without incident into Oceana’s 500-foot overcast, breaking out at 2,500 feet into a clear blue sky that continued the whole way to Atlanta. Upon arrival at Dobbins, the weather was a bit worse than forecast. ATIS called scattered at 1,500, broken at 2,000. Visibility was about three miles with mist. It would be good enough to complete pattern work at 1,000 feet, but with little margin for error. 

After entering the landing pattern via a TACAN approach, we were given “left closed traffic” by Dobbins tower. As we completed our first pass, we heard a one-sided conversation begin between the tower and a King Air that launched behind us. Apparently, there was some delay with Atlanta departure for the King Air’s flight plan, and our one-plane pattern quickly became two after the Tower directed the King Air to remain in the pattern until released. 

Keeping a visual on the King Air immediately became an issue. Constantly searching for a white King Air in a low overcast, while simultaneously trying to accomplish simulated emergencies was extremely challenging. The entire matter was complicated by the fact that the King Air was only talking on VHF radio while we were on the UHF frequency. We continued our pattern work in left closed traffic, often keeping SA to the other aircraft only by hearing tower respond to his left base calls. 

On our fifth trip around the pattern, we approached midfield, still looking for our interval, when tower asked if we had our interval in sight. We replied in the negative, asking tower for an update on his position. “Your interval is approaching the left 180,” announced the tower controller, almost coincident with my visual realization that the King Air was directly in front of us, less than one-half mile, and certainly less than standard pattern separation. We immediately dropped our flaps to full, and turned to increase separation. We followed behind him for another successful touch and go, but this time a little more aware that this could turn ugly in a hurry. Shortly thereafter, the King Air received his clearance and departed the pattern, and we completed the stan check without further incident. After a quick refueling, we returned to Oceana.

The postflight debrief brought up some questions as to our reactions to the situation. Both pilots in our plane were accustomed to ‘closed traffic’ only being used with one airplane in the pattern. In the absence of tower direction, and with the challenging weather and flight operations, maintaining SA (situational awareness) to the other aircraft was very difficult. Furthermore, the simulated emergency procedures inherent in stan-check pattern work are distractive by nature, and should have made us less likely to accept a non-standard pattern environment. Finally, if we were going to accept closed traffic with another aircraft, we should have specifically briefed in the aircraft our CRM techniques for maintaining SA to the other plane.

In a Navy environment, we might have immediately thought of making a request for ‘low-vis’ calls, which are used during CV operations during periods of low visibility. The CV Case I pattern is, by definition, a left closed pattern, with minimal commentary from the tower. Safety and pattern awareness are maintained by disciplined low visibility calls by all pilots when weather dictates.

In our case, the assignment of closed traffic was accepted without question or briefing, when perhaps we should have asked the tower to control the pattern – particularly after realizing the difficulty in keeping SA to the other aircraft. We could also have changed to the VHF tower frequency, or asked if the King Air was UHF capable. Having both aircraft on the same frequency would have increased SA for all. In any case, two experienced plane commanders certainly should not have ignored our own confusion. 

Our flight was completed without mishap, but poor decision-making in a low-visibility environment could have easily turned our “routine” stan check into the end of the squadron’s 38-year run of Class A mishap-free flight operations.
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