Safety: An Attitude

Remember the first time you accelerated a powerful car? That was hot stuff. The exhilaration, the feeling of power, the feeling of control, and the speed! We were probably pretty young when that event occurred, but we haven’t forgotten the feeling. It’s an ego boost for certain.

Flying classic jet aircraft can bring on the same, if not more, of a similar rush (using today’s lingo). And, surprisingly enough, it’s legal, if performed within some established guidelines. Most likely, our experience with jets is more legal than the speed exhibition we first experienced as new drivers. How does the expression go: It’s a great country!

Both the excitement from the fast car and the jet fighter type airplane can be enjoyed safely in the proper conditions and environment. And, if not enjoyed within some reasonable limits both experiences can lead to, at a minimum, a loss of privileges, and at the worst, disaster—death and destruction.

The Risks

Safe flying of high performance jets is our goal, for two critically important reasons: lives and loss of the freedom to enjoy flying the jet aircraft we are privileged to fly. Even the risk of facing those consequences is severe enough to merit addressing ways to improve our safety practices. It’s not our flight practices that I want to address—new checklists or more preflight briefings, for example, but our attitude. Attitude covers all aspects of owning and operating one of these jets. And, unfortunately, seems to appear as a contributing factor too often in analyzing past accident cases. Mechanical failures occur, and have since the Wright brothers’ flights a hundred years ago, but they are not at the top of the list as probable causes for the excessive (I don’t think that’s judgmental) number of serious and fatal accidents in jet warbirds.

The Facts

It’s fun to go fast, perform acrobatic maneuvers and pull G’s. It’s not fun close to the ground, unless it is performed in a controlled environment by a trained pilot for a valid reason (military maneuvers, airshows, etc.)

We know that performing maneuvers outside the safety limits of the flying environment of a classic jet doesn’t make you taller, smarter, richer, more attractive or anything else. You are who you are. That’s the way it is. I know it and you know it. Why then do pilots violate the good sense and training discipline that they have been taught and end up wrecking aircraft and/or dying by trying to do something in the jet that doesn’t make sense, except to show off or try to prove something?

No easy answer. I suppose we could ask the same questions of those who may drink or eat to excess. Analyzing human behavior and its consequences are activities best left to the trained professionals in those disciplines. However, from our shared experiences in flying these airplanes we can help each other so more of us can keep flying safely. Let’s pick a few simple principles to follow and support each other in applying these principles to flying more safely. We do not want to read about any more needless accidents. These airplanes are dangerous enough without our disregard for their potential to injure and kill if not operated properly.

The Principles

If we can identify just three aspects of jet warbird operation today and agree to spend a minute or two thinking about them before we fly, we will make a difference—in our lives and in the regulatory environment for these airplanes. Although there may be many ways to improve our safety by applying some proven concepts, the following three fundamentals come to mind when reviewing problems in the operation of our airplanes: 1) Training; 2) Discipline; and 3) Currency. Let’s spend a few minutes addressing each of these, looking for ways we can remember to review them before we fly.

Training

Many classic jet pilots receive excellent training before flying their jets. In the case of Eastern European aircraft, some pilots have flown with instructor pilots who flew the airplanes in their native countries before the airplanes were imported. Others have traveled to Europe to fly with experts, civil or military, who operate the same planes. Many of these high-time instructors in Eastern Block jets are flying in the US too. (After flying with the Russian jet acrobatic champion, I had a new perspective on operating inside the limits of the L-39.) For the most part, though the training has varied for classic jets from a one-flight checkout (it happens) to extensive ground and flight training. Standardization has been weak.

Now with the requirement for an “approved” ground school before pilots are rated in Experimental category jets, the standardization issue will, no doubt, improve. But let’s get to the heart of the issue. We don’t fly for the military or government or a corporate employer, who will spend what it takes for a comprehensive program for us to get properly trained. The chief of training for my airplane, and most likely yours, is the person in the mirror. We decide what training we need, initially and for continuing proficiency. Many pilots opt for the minimum program that will get them legally licensed. And, in some cases, I have seen experienced professional pilots, military and civilian, who have no problems checking out and staying proficient meeting only the minimum standards. The regulations, like all laws and guidelines, typically, set just that—a minimum standard for safety, for yourself and others.

We know when we are comfortable in an airplane. We know our limits in flying the airplane. I always commend pilots when they tell me they are not ready yet for aerobatic maneuvers or flying on instruments or at night. That shows me they know themselves, their skills and are not exceeding their limits for purposes of boosting their ego, or attempting to gain the admiration of other pilots or spectators.  I encourage all pilots to progress at a rate they find comfortable in exercising the limits of performance of their airplanes.

The secret to advancing comfortably is training.

Whether you want to improve or begin flying your aircraft in formation or for aerobatic maneuvers, training will make it both safer and more enjoyable. It’s a good investment.

Discipline

With training, we can measure improvement, have performance standards and acquire skills we do not currently have. Discipline, another fundamental element of safety, is different. I do not know of any training programs, and as far as measuring it, I guess surviving safely is one of the few hurdles. Consequently, it is easier to train individuals and improve safety than it is to instill discipline. It comes from within.

Maybe we can take some guidance from the military. They demand discipline first, then introduce flying. (Everyone who has worked with me knows I always say: “These are military airplanes, designed to be flown by trained military pilots, in a controlled environment, maintained with relatively unlimited government funds.”) High performance jet aircraft—the highest performance airplanes in the world—are flown by relatively young and low-time pilots. Their respectable safety record is evidence of adherence to some of the guidelines we should consider, including discipline.

Let’s get specific on what discipline is and how we can use it to our advantage for safe operations. You can come with numerous examples, I am sure, but here’s few. Deciding NOT to make a high-speed pass when arriving and/or exiting an airshow when you will sit static display; electing NOT to stray from the briefed procedures on a flight, whether formation of single ship; deciding to spend the time necessary to properly preflight an airplane, though friends are waiting impatiently; knowing the operating limits of the airplane and ejection system (and reviewing them frequently); closely monitoring fuel consumption with a predetermined “bingo” (return to land) fuel quantity. You know of hundreds more because you exercise discipline in your flying. If no one has commended you for it, thank you for making the jet warbird environment safer.

Discipline, if we spend a moment to think about it, is a combination of NOT doing some things and taking the time and effort and, let’s call it professionalism, to follow what we already know to be the safe approach. Reviewing potential risks before we fly and making decisions in the less-pressured ground environment, instead of in the cockpit later, make the discipline we need to fly safely easier to apply. For example, determining places to divert or land in the event of engine failure or reviewing the engine fire procedures before take-off improve our odds of having enough time when seconds are precious to safely handle the situation.

It is a constant process, which means it needs reinforcement. You can reinforce my efforts at professionalism and I can reinforce yours. It’s OK to mention a potential hazard to another pilot. Maybe their observation is mistaken, no need to be offended, thank them. I have called on the radio to pilots who still have red streamers on their airplane, indicating pins that were supposed to be removed at preflight were overlooked. I have also heard of pilots damaging airplanes when pins were not pulled as required. I encourage all of us to be vigilant for potential safety hazards and share them with other pilots. We can readily think of a few recent accidents where such a practice might have saved a life or avoided a wrecked airplane.

Currency

Most of us purchase, sometimes at great expense, insurance of some sort on our airplanes. It, like our car insurance, covers us in the event an unforeseen calamity damages our airplane or the property of others. I am going to suggest adding a new kind of insurance—protection for our airplane and for ourselves. And I am going to call it currency. Staying current, I believe is an excellent investment in preserving your airplane and your own safety. At a reasonable cost (and it’s enjoyable) you can keep your airplane operating at peak performance and the pilot—you.

Think about it, would an athlete work out once a month and then exhibit his or her skills a couple of times a year? Not very effectively. These airplanes were designed to be flown frequently. (I looked at my maintenance manual and found that there is a seven-day storage plan, a fourteen-day plan and a thirty-day plan for storage if the plane will sit on the ground for those periods of time.) How many times do we go more than seven days without flying? More than thirty days?

Flying as frequently as you can preserves seals, keeps fluids circulating properly and minimizes electrical problems. Aside from the mechanical advantages for the airplane, flying keeps the pilot from getting rusty too. Remember we are not cranking up the local Cherokee and flying around a box pattern on most flights. We are traveling through the air at 300-500 miles an hour and operating engines at 500 degrees centigrade. 

We are all busy and have active lives but setting aside some time to fly will preserve you as well as your airplane. Meeting the minimum standards for currency under the latest regulations will keep you legal, but will it keep you safe?

If you can’t fly frequently, fly with a more experienced pilot or get some recurrent training. I know if I go two weeks without flying the cockpit just doesn’t feel as comfortable. Even  a half-hour and a couple landings bring us back to the comfort level that will maximize our safety.

Fly Safe

If we can apply these concepts of training, discipline and currency we will avoid the unfortunate accidents that occasionally plague our community of classic jet owners. You help me and I’ll help you. Our attitudes will keep us flying safely.

