KC-135 flies 43 days ahead of schedule
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TINKER AIR FORCE BASE, Okla. (AFMCNS) - New maintenance initiatives, creating a parts storage facility and working around the clock helped Tinker aircraft production division members here send a KC-135 back into operation 43 days ahead of schedule.

Production moved from 02 to 01

The aircraft, tail number 63-7985, took off after 190 days of production; the normal time is 233 days. It was one of the aircraft sales, originally set for 2002, brought into 2001 in order to meet a Secretary of the Air Force suspense for 122 total Depot Possessed Aircraft. 

An aircraft sale is when Tinker officials transfer an aircraft from the depot back to its operational unit. 

The “Hot 41”: Goals and Worker Pride Drove Success

Tinker's part of that tasking was to accomplish 41 aircraft sales. With 63-7985 as the "hot 41" workers met the challenge and their goal weeks in advance.

"The bottom line here is that people in the 135 branch have done nothing but produce aircraft for the warfighter, especially in today's environment and they have taken it to heart," said Lt. Col. Joe Shurila, tanker branch military chief. He said he tips his hat to his fellow branch co-workers on the shop floor.

To get the job done, branch experts worked around the clock. Shurila said everyone feels a sense of pride when they see one of their planes "return home".  

"The crew takes pride in their workmanship and they want to see the finished product," said George Crauthers, aircraft mechanic supervisor.  

According to Tinker's scheduling experts, the post dock phase was a major piece in the record-breaking 190 flow-day aircraft repair. While running tests on the aircraft, workers cut their allotted 58 flow days down to 24.  

"As long as everyone works together, things work out well," said Kathy Gaston, whose job is to get the parts to the mechanics and fit the schedule they're on. 

An aircraft logistics specialist and a fleet logistics system (FLS) are assigned to each KC-135 in order to get the flow process in place on the shop floor. They match the resources (people and material) with the need and time, Shurila said.

"We weren't aware it would be an early bird, but the faster it came together the more excited we got," said Ron Frieburg, aircraft mechanic.  

Another mechanic, Earl Parker, said the work on tail 63-7985 was proof they live up to the value of "excellence in all we do," and he's proud to be on the team.

He said mechanics also know that the lives of flight test aircrew are in their hands so they strive to produce a quality product.  

The confidence in maintenance has definitely been renewed with the production of this aircraft, he said. Tinker's 10th Test Flight crew said it was the cleanest aircraft they have been given, the benchmark for the coming years.

Managing Processes for Results

The branch management has taken the lead on the KC-135 Recovery Plan which created a "roadmap" to overcoming many of the branch's production issues.  A few examples include creating a parts storage facility to eliminate the pile up of parts scattered around Tinker.  

Another example is concurrent repair.

"Sometimes corrosion occurs on each side of the KC-135 just past the nose," Shurila said. "In the past mechanics would repair one side at a time in order to keep the plane level.  Now they have a device that holds the aircraft level and in place so workers can repair both sides at one time, cutting the repair time in half."

Employees at post dock said they've never witnessed nine aircraft sales in one month as they have in September.  

"To them it shows when you look outside at the ramp where they said it has been years since they've seen the ramp with the space it has now," he said. "Aircraft are moving out faster and returning to the field at an increased pace."

Michael Wenzel, tanker branch chief, said he's proud of the troops on the shop floor and believes producing 41 aircraft proves that his branch can do what may be called the impossible, a lot more work in a shorter time.  

"Due to the 50 percent rule from Congress, we can have up to 48 aircraft for organic repair and I want to get there" he said.

Teamwork and motivation drives the tanker branch beyond all expectations and the early production and take-off of tail 63-7985 gives them inspiration for a very productive future, Shurila said. This group of mechanics and support people stepped up when the country needed them and they did the impossible-they sold their 41 aircraft for FY01 and produced an aircraft 43 days early for the warfighter. 

In the words of Lt Col Shurila, "Ya Done Good" and our next challenge is "42" in 02. 
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Cutline: Great numbers galore: the “Hot 41” crew celebrates their accomplishment of 190 flow days and 43 days ahead of schedule.

