Do as I Say, Not as I Do!

By Ltjg. Rory Kipper, MH-60S
There is a definitive reason that standard operating procedures (SOPs) exist.  They are there to provide extra guidance depending on local circumstances.  When properly implemented and followed, they work at reducing hazards, fatigue, and confusion.  They only work however, when they are followed.

On a recent Gulf deployment aboard USS Essex (LHD 2) one of the detachment SOP's guidelines was to carry night vision goggles (NVGs) on all flights taking off after noon.  This policy was to be followed regardless of the mission and whether or not the flight was scheduled to go into nighttime.  

With a heavy schedule of PMC (pax, mail, cargo), which often ended with “additional tasking” being tacked on, this procedure came in handy more than once.  On several occasions, tasking extended the flight well beyond sunset.  But like I said before, these guidelines can only help you if you follow them.

Such was not the case on a “routine” afternoon PMC mission.  A priority passenger was to be flown to Bahrain.  This was not a problem as the ship was currently anchored 10 miles from the airport off-loading supplies.  This would be a quick in and out.  The goggles were left behind.  

After taking off, the ship pulled anchor and started heading back to our area of operation in the northern Gulf.  They were not worried about waiting for us as they would only be about 15 to 20 miles away on our return.  Upon arrival at the airport, we were told to taxi to our assigned spot and shut down.  Confused on why we could not depart right away, we shut down the helo and made our way to base operations.  There we were informed that the airport is closed one hour prior to and one hour after the King of Bahrain flies into or out of the airport.  These arrivals and departures are not announced.  This two-hour delay solidified our nighttime return.  

The field was reopened and we departed without delay.  At this point, the ship’s TACAN was indicating a distance of 35 miles.  To make matters worse, a light fog had formed just off the coast and we encountered IMC intermittently for the entire flight.  After applying ORM we decided to continue.  We had communications and TACAN lock and the ship was calling unlimited visibility.  Both pilots were current night and instruments, and we had plenty of fuel to return to Bahrain if a landing on the ship could not be made.  

Between the light fog and the low light night, the ship was not spotted until we were about 0.6 miles away.  With the ship environment in sight, a standard unaided landing was made without incident.

While nobody was harmed and nothing was damaged, it was still a perfect example of why the SOP was put into place.  As much as we complain that SOPs limit us, they are written for a reason and usually based on experience.  With SOPs, we are able to learn from others' mistakes before we repeat them, possibly with worse consequences. 

Ltjg. Kipper flies with HSC-25.

