Condition Five Is Set

By Lt. Mika Tornikoski, P-3 
“Crew from flight, we’re beginning our initial descent into Patuxent River MD. We’ll be on deck in 20 minutes.”  
\

It was a busy IMC day with Washington Center; the radios were full of stepped-on calls and frustrated controllers.  I noted to my copilot that we better stay sharp and not miss our call.  As we commenced our descent, my copilot that we were reaching our clearance limit, and had not yet been handed off to approach.  Waiting for an opportune time to call center, I finally got my window and the answer back from center was “Didn’t see you there Lancer 59, go ahead and call Patuxent approach, sorry about that.”  

Upon check in with approach, we initially were vectored around to avoid restricted airspace, and set up for the PAR into PAX.  About 20 miles from the field, my copilot calls for the approach checklist, “Roger that”, I reply.  
Over PA I announce, “Alright crew, we are 10 minutes out go ahead and set five,” (meaning go ahead, grab your seats, and secure your seatbelts).  I heard the navigator roger up and say “copy five.”  
At this point, the aircraft was in the terminal area, and we began to configure the aircraft for the approach.  In the back of my head I’m thinking all right, everything is looking good, we’re in the terminal area, all the checklists are complete, we should be all set to bring it in for the full stop in Patuxent River.  

The copilot calls for the landing gear prior to glide-slope intercept, I blurt out my automated reply, “Gear selected down, speeds are 42 and 27, five set aft, flaps are at approach,” and so on and so on.  I glance around the flight station and note that my other pilot is sitting behind the pilot in the left seat as usual, so far so good, everything looks all right to me.  At 500 feet I review the landing checklist for the pilot at the controls and tell him he’s cleared to land.  The aircraft transitions to a normal touchdown and landing, here we are, another successful flight.  

Just as I’m starting to think we’re out of the woods, the senior flight engineer on the crew yells up to me, “Hey sir, who set five?”  
At this point I’m starting to get that sinking “have I forgotten something?” kind of feeling.  I asked the flight engineer what he had meant by that, and that I had called for condition five to be set.  
His reply was “No one heard the call that we were getting ready to land.”  I am sitting in the seat confused and dumbfounded by what he was saying.  How is it possible, that no one heard or even felt the fact that we were in the process of landing?  

Once we had cleared the runway and parked the aircraft, I pulled the  chief aside and asked him what happened, and what he had seen.  Apparently, he was asleep in his rack when he felt the aircraft begin to configure for the approach, and that he had heard a crew member ask someone else if the aircraft was getting ready to land.  He mentioned the fact that it became obvious when the gear was selected down (about 3 minutes prior to touchdown).  At that point, everyone who was sitting around the galley made a mad scramble to prepare the aircraft for touchdown.  The chief mentioned that he had stepped foot into the flight station just prior to the aircraft touching down.  As he was telling me this I could feel my temper rising, what was everyone doing, and how did they not know we were getting ready to land?  I then realize that the only person I could be angry with was myself, and remembered there are even checks and balances to prevent issues like this from arising.  

From the landing checklist it tells you to ensure condition five is set, and from my own bad habit of having such an automated speedy response I glanced right over it without even a cursory acknowledgement.  It happens too often where one can become over dependent on the crew concept, and be under the constant impression that someone else has “got it covered”.  Several wrong assumptions were made on my part regarding this concept.  Firstly, the fact that the navigator acknowledged the “Set five” call initially led me to believe he had taken it upon himself to ensure the proper action was being taken.  Secondly, the fact that when I called for condition five, my third pilot had come up to the flight station, sat down and followed along during the approach phase, gave the appearance of a normal evolution.  All these “normal” indications lulled me into a false sense of security, potentially leading to a dangerous situation.  Fortunately for me, the crew had the time, albeit short, to grab an appropriate seat, and strap in just prior to touchdown.

During the postflight the in-flight technician confirmed that the PA speakers in the rear of the aircraft were not set to the appropriate volume, and thus not audible to those seated in the galley area.  It was one of those days where perhaps a more thorough CRM analysis both prior and during the flight, could have made for a safer evolution.

Lt. Tornikoski flies with VP-10.

