Robins Making C-17 Mission Capable for Paratroop Drops
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ROBINS AIR FORCE BASE, Ga. (AFMCNS) - Robins' C-17 Systems Support Management Office experts here recently made the C-17 fleet capable of flying airdrop missions by answering an urgent Air Mobility Command call to procure an aircraft life support safety system.

Procurement Makes History

The base's technology and industrial support directorate officials also played a key role in the process which made history as this was the first C-17 spare part made.

Capt. Chris Parry, C-17 systems engineer, said at the time of the call, there was no source of supply or spares for the paratrooper retrieval system listed in the C-17 mission essential listing. Used to retrieve paratroopers who may become hung up during static line airdrops, several planes needing spares had been coded not mission capable for troop airdrops due to this problem. 

"The C-17 couldn't fly a troop air drop mission without this device," said Parry.

Parry said the system had recently become a Defense Logistics Agency (DLA) -managed item and there were only enough available to fill 85 orders out of the 120 planes needing the system.

Randy Thigpen, equipment specialist, said that, due to the closure of Kelly Air Force Base, Texas, the corporate knowledge and location to produce several of the system's parts were no longer available. This opened the door for Robins to step in.

The C-17 Sustaining Engineering Division's engineering team reviewed current PRS drawings, made revisions and prepared a bid package for DLA.

DLA Turns to the Air Force to Deliver

Parry said DLA, not able to find a supplier that could deliver on time, matched with the technology and industrial support directorate (TI) to do the job. Having witnessed TI's success with a similar item for the C-130, the C-17 system management office officials knew of its capabilities and were confident in them, Parry said.

He said they coordinated efforts of DLA, Brooks Air Force Base (Texas) Labs, various Warner Robins Air Logistics Center production shops and labs, the movement of C-17 spares to the modification facility, Boeing production line and Charleston Air Force Base, S.C., where C-17s are based.

Parry said 10 of the kits were delivered on time and within cost parameters.

"Being able to work with TI, we worked any shortfalls in close proximity," said David Doran, program technical lead. "This was a true partnership."

Parry said, as each component was completed they were able to go to TI, check it out and approve it. After testing and succeeding, TI was qualified as a source of supply.

"The new design for the kits reflect the planes coming off of the assembly line today," said Randy Thigpen, C-17 equipment specialist. "This is truly groundbreaking for Robins."

Not only does it give Robins the spotlight, but it also provides an added safety advantage for paratroopers. Thigpen said, before this system, the loadmaster had few options if a trooper became "hung."

"The load master could try and pull him in or cut him loose and hope that the parachute was able to deploy," he said.

With the wind velocity and danger of being knocked unconscious by hitting the plane, this was a very dangerous option.

"It took a diversity of skills and knowledge to do something like this," said Doran. "There was a learning curve for everyone, since this had never been done before."

Tommy Hunnicut, TI overhead support chief, said coordinating the two teams worked well.

"Their engineering and our production and planning groups worked great together," he said. "We still have 40 kits to manufacture before our March deadline, but we're confident they will be finished before time."
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