Checklist Discipline

By 1st LT Jeremy Groefsema, T-6A Texan II
It was a normal summer afternoon in Florida, which meant hot weather, a slight chance of thunderstorms and more humidity then I care to experience on a day-to-day basis.  I was scheduled for a low level training flight, and since I had made quick work of my previous flights, felt confident going into the brief.  I briefed the flight with my instructor pilot and we proceeded to check out our plane and head to the flight line.  We started up the plane and the two of us hurried through the checklists in order to get the air conditioning started and the plane a comfortable 60 degrees.  The flight progressed as briefed and we flew the low level successfully reaching each intermediate checkpoint and hitting the target on course and on time.  Mission complete.

Upon recovery we made quick work of the required two approaches and proceeded back to NAS Pensacola to call it a day.  We landed uneventfully, and I began running the after-landing checklist.  When it came to the point for me to move the ISS selector to solo, I looked down and surprisingly enough saw that it was already there.  It had been there the whole flight as I had neglected to place it in the BOTH position during the before takeoff checklist.  Not a big deal, I figured, so I didn’t see any point in bringing this up and incriminating myself.  We debriefed and continued with our activities.

This event may seem mundane and even boring to most aviators, but upon further thought I realized how serious the ISS switch staying in solo could have been.  First off, given the nature of the mission and that birds are much more of a factor at a 1,000 feet then 16,000, the time to consider ejecting is drastically reduced.  If the need for an ejection would have arisen, bad things (besides having to eject) might have happened.  First, the possibility of a simultaneous ejection and collision outside the aircraft was a risk.  Second, a front-seat-first-rear-seater-burnt-by-the-rocketmotor scenario was also a real possibility.  At the very least, the rear cockpit is exposed to the risk of glass and flying debris with the front seat first scenario.  The chance for a bird strike is increased at lower altitudes.  If we had taken a bird at low altitude and the instructor pilot had been rendered unconscious, with the ISS in solo, had I ejected, the pilot would have been left to die.  Either situation is not desirable. In fact, I can’t find a good reason for the seat to be in SOLO anytime there are two crewmembers present in the T-6 cockpit – seat pinned or unpinned, on deck or airborne.

Lessons learned from this are simple. The checklists are given as a tool to ensure safe flights.  Expediting checklists for comfort or convenience is not an option.  Checklists need to run in a methodical, thorough manner; no matter how rushed or pre-occupied the student is in the back.  Furthermore, if at all possible, the instructor should try to back up all items to ensure completion.  This becomes even more important when decisions need to be made rapidly at low altitudes, or at any point when time is critical and both crewmembers cannot discuss the situation.  Making sure that flights are conducted in accordance with NATOPS procedures will continue to ensure safe flights and successful training.

1stLt. Groefsema flew with VT-4.

