Aviation phase teams keep 12th CAB in the air
by Capt. Michael J. Barranti, 12th CAB Public Affairs

FOB MARMAL, AFGHANISTAN – It’s a long muggy ride from Bear Village where the Soldiers stay, to the flight-line, made worse by the dust from the road clogging the air conditioner on the bus, but it’s a ride the Soldiers of Task Force Professional take every day.
	The Soldiers of Bravo Company, 412th Aviation Support Battalion, work in shifts as they conduct the detailed inspection of 12th Combat Aviation Brigade’s aircraft called Phase Maintenance Inspections.  Phase maintenance inspections occur at regular intervals on all aircraft in order to keep them in the air. With one maintenance team for each of the three types of helicopters within the brigade, and dedicated shops for the individual systems on the aircraft, Bravo Company operates two twelve hour shifts each day, with some of the individual systems personnel working as many as 14 hours each day. 
It’s a lot higher pace than in garrison, but this is the mission: getting the aircraft fixed. “It definitely keeps [the Soldiers] busy. They get their fair share of work,” said Staff Sgt. John Frey, a section sergeant within the armament and electrical shop. 
In addition to the daily shifts, B Company Soldiers have to pull the standard guard duties that come with being deployed. The strain can add up, with the grueling pace of operations, but Bravo Company is meeting the challenge.
Establishing a good daily rhythm, and building on their unit cohesion; they attacked the job with the grit and determination of true Professionals. The team turned out a UH-60 Phase Maintenance Inspection level 1 and 2 in two weeks, said Staff Sgt. Joseph McNeal, a maintenance supervisor with Bravo Company.
It’s a very demanding job. Warrant Officer Gustavo Flores knows that. For Flores and the other leaders in Bravo Company, the mission is to find ways to improve their morale and performance. As an aviation maintenance technician, and platoon leader, Flores looks for ways to improve their performance by finding new tools and procedures for them.
The Soldiers work hard, and I try to alleviate their workload, said Flores.  
The Phase Maintenance Inspection process can take anywhere from two to six weeks, depending on the individual aircraft, and which phase it is in. Phase inspections take place at regular intervals, depending on the airframe, from 125 hours of operation, to 200, 400 and 500 hours.
It begins when a unit submits a work order through maintenance channels and the aircraft arrives at the hangar. The first person to examine the aircraft is the technical inspector who conducts a 100% inspection of all parts from the ground up. Subsystems are confirmed by serial number, and the total hours of operation for each part are carefully logged in order to track its lifespan. 
Following the technical inspection, the aircraft is released to the maintenance operations section, which performs additional inspections and power-on tests in order to find faults that may have been missed.  Once these tests are completed, the phase team begins dismantling the aircraft, removing every system for individual inspection. The phase team consists of 12-14 people per aircraft, with five to seven people per shift. Tearing down the aircraft is a process that can take up to 24 hours. 
The team works on a single aircraft around the clock until that aircraft is ready to fly again. Each part is cleaned and tested during this process. Parts are repaired or replaced during this process, which can take anywhere from five to ten days. Once every piece has been thoroughly checked, it is reinstalled. 
It’s like rebuilding the aircraft from the ground up, said McNeal.  “It’s a lot of work”.
During the rebuild, Soldiers like Sgt. Chris Huesing, a CH-47 Chinook Helicopter Repairer, and squad leader in Bravo Company, are on the aircraft constantly during their shift. Every part must be checked and checked again during the process. Hydraulics and fluid levels must be constantly monitored, the electrical systems tested, and the power-train must be assessed for the smallest problems. 
After being removed and inspected, the helicopter’s rotor blades go through a process called track and balance as they are reattached. This is done to ensure they all return to the same point with every rotation. During power-on tests, different systems are monitored for vibrations, in a process taking several days after the tear-down inspection is completed. 
When the tear-down and rebuild process is complete, the helicopters go through a series of maintenance test flights, to ensure the repairs were completed safely and effectively before the aircraft is returned to its unit.
For the aircraft, that is the end of the process until the next scheduled phase maintenance inspection. For the Soldiers of Bravo Company, there’s already another aircraft in line.

