A simple failure to communicate


During an aerial gunnery exercise at a multipurpose range complex in Korea, the pilot was having trouble finding the targets. For three attempts his difficulties continued. On the fourth attempt, the pilot informed the instructor pilot that he had it, meaning that he had the targets in sight. On looking back on the incident with 20-20 hindsight, it is possible that those words may have had more than one interpretation.


All went well for the first couple of seconds. Then the aircraft started drifting to the right, nose pointing down. The pilot, who had many years of flying experience, became aware of the possibility that the instructor pilot was no longer flying the aircraft. He must have assumed the pilot was flying. The pilot recovered the aircraft and continued flying downrange.


The above scenario actually happened. The outcome could have been disastrous, but for the experience of the pilot who was not intimidated by the instructor pilot. A positive hand-off of the controls is needed, whatever the level of the pilots’ experience.


A less-experienced pilot, intimidated by the instructor pilot, may not have realized that the aircraft was not being flown. The instructor pilot, thinking that the pilot was on the controls, may not have realized that there was no one was actually on the controls until it was too late to make a successful recovery. The result could have been the loss of an aircraft, and possibly injury or death to the crew.


All through flight school, advanced training, and in units, positive hand off of the flight controls is stressed. Yet even when experienced pilots are flying together, it can be assumed that the “other one” has the controls. This is a good lesson on why positive hand off of the controls is stressed, and why it should always be followed.
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