May 2004

Happy Cinco de Mayo!!  May Days are here and spring is in the air!  We are in the midst of the season of new beginnings and yet we continue to repeat the same mistakes.  The NBA playoffs are in full swing, American Idol is down to the final two, Hockey is winding down their season, Friends and Frazier have left the airwaves and the safety survey team is wrapping up a two-week tour in sunny San Diego.  As we survey the various Navy and Marine Corps aviation organizations throughout the fleet, we continue to find the same issues over and over again.  The same issues that we present during our Maintenance Malpractice presentations to promote Safety through Awareness.  As we make our way through the beginnings and endings that are the month of May, allow me to present an Aviation Safety Cinco de Mayo, or perhaps it should be Stink of de Mayo…

Uno on my list of maintenance magi’s this month are the wizards who turned down a Maintenance Malpractice Presentation days before damaging an aircraft flap through complacency, lack of situational awareness and improper maintenance procedures.  We provide these presentations to increase awareness of the conditions that lead to mishaps.  As it turns out, I personally offered this organization the opportunity to have a presentation only days before the event that got them into this May Day mayhem.  The maintenance procedures clearly provide procedures for holding the flap in place while performing the rigging.  If our crew of choice had been reading the publication then perhaps they would have used the proper procedures rather than propping the flap on a stepladder.  The stepladder put the flap just high enough to allow the flap drive actuator to drive the flap into the ladder, causing enough damage to require an otherwise good flap to be replaced.  That’s a little like missing a critical free throw or turning down a game winning penalty shot.  Maybe next time they’ll accept the training when it’s offered.

Dos belongs to the hydraulics heroes who ended up zeros after connecting two hydraulic lines backwards.  After removing the lines from the APU accumulator to facilitate other maintenance, the technicians were faced with a fifty percent possibility of getting it right.  I hope they don’t gamble.  The trouble with hydraulic fluid is that, even when there are only two lines, location matters.  This troublesome transposition resulted in a blown APU accumulator and an additional maintenance malfunction.  Two points for the trouble they caused.

Tres is the number of causal factors attributed to this mishap.  Poor supervision, communication and training can combine to create havoc.  Our mishap supervisor sent his two technicians to perform an operational check of a Wells unit before starting the aircraft.  Note that I refer to an op-check vice a pre-op check that could have prevented this incident.  “Common and Accepted Practice” was to lay out the hose and start the unit while a second technician stood on the end of the hose to prevent it from flailing about the deck.  Since there are no written procedures to perform this obviously hazardous operation, the line personnel apparently never considered the consequence of placing the hose in a “U” shape vice laying it out straight.  They were also unaware that the hose has a butterfly valve to prevent FOD from entering the engine and the butterfly valve makes this process unnecessary.  Once the 75-psi of pressure was applied to the curved hose, the hose immediately broke free of its victim and swung around to strike the aircraft.  Imagine the surprise when that hose came loose.  Luckily the only thing hurt on the line personnel was their pride.  There was significant damage to the aircraft but the results could have been much worse.  Norms within the command can lead to unnecessary risk and the potential loss of Sailor’s lives.  This time the technicians were lucky.

Cuatro; the number of pins required to secure the landing gear and tail hook on an aircraft.  How many pins does it take to shut one down?  Only one if you lose your situational awareness, rush, and lose a pin down an intake.  This wasn’t the only maintenance related FOD this month.  Another crew lost an engine due to the wrong size fasteners being installed in a panel forward of the intake.  You can at least sympathize with 177,900 dollars in damage from losing count of the main landing gear pin (okay, maybe not), but how do you reconcile installing nine incorrect fasteners in a single panel on the aircraft?  Particularly when we’re talking about a critical location in front of the intake.  We tend to assume that engineers pull these requirements out of thin air but occasionally there is a purpose to the design.  Let’s try using the parts suggested by the publication, just in case the engineers know what they’re doing.

Cinco is the group of technicians who serviced five (5, cinco) APG 65 Radar Liquid Cooling System (RLCS) units with gearbox oil and the separate group of simpletons who serviced two aircraft engines with transmission oil.  Now this is not the first time that the wrong fluid has been entered into an aircraft system.  We provide an example of how this type of inattention to detail can result in the loss of an aircraft in our Maintenance Malpractice presentation.  You may also recall an incident in the October summary when a squadron managed to contaminate two aircraft and ALL the sister squadron’s aircraft by putting the wrong oil in a PON-6.  This stuff is not WD40 all-purpose oil!  In hockey you get “Five for Fighting,” perhaps we should assess a penalty for our Cinco de Mayo maintenance Mensas.  Or perhaps their inclusion here will be penalty enough.

I’ll be moving along soon and leaving this monthly madness to someone else.  For the majority of you who conduct maintenance in a safe and proper manner every day, keep up the good work!  For those who are determined to have their efforts recognized here and in the message traffic, I’ll still be around the fleet and the folks here at the Safety center will remain diligent.  Together we can prevent mishaps caused by poor maintenance practices.  The goal of reducing mishaps by 50 percent is well within our capability and our reach.  We own the process.  I’ll see you about the fleet.  Be safe out there.

