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LOCAL NEWS 

Navy report: Hu"1an ·error to. 1>1ame~; 
Officials reach conclusion 
on cause of Sanes' death 
B~ JOHN MCPHAUL 
Of fle STAR Staff 

Pilot e rror and mistakes by a ground controJ officer 
were to blame for the April 19 death of civilian securi· 
ly guard David Sanes Rodrigu~ at the Navy's Vieques 
target range, the Navy reported Monday. 

The ground control officer authorized the Marine Corps 
pilol flying an FfA-18 Homet jet oo drop his two 500-
pound bombs without having visual contact with the air- . · 
craft. in violation of regulatiom, saia Capt Stevens She
gurd, commanding officer of the Atlantic Fleet Weapcns 
Training facility. 

The pilot, in tum, mistakenly target.ed the obseivation 
post after Josing track of changes he made to the air
craft.'s tatieUng designation system following previous 
unsuccessful bombing runs, said Shegurd. 

''What you had here was that two people made terri· 
ble mistakes," said Capt James Stark, commanding offi
cer of Roosevelt Roads NavaJ Station. "There was no 
willful misconduct on the part of either of those indi
\'idua.ls." 

Sanes Rodriguez. bled to death. from a massive wound 
lo tbe femora l artery in the leg, likely resulting from 
.shnpnel or rocks blasted up from I.he explosion, said 
FWosevelt Roads Naval Station spokesman R.obert. Nel
son. 

The blast also broke Sanes Rodrlguez.'s shoulder and 
knocked him unconscious. Re died veJY quickly, said Nel
son. 

Citing pri\•acy reasons, Navy officials declined to iden· 
tilY either the 26-year-old pilot or the ground control offi
cer, a veteran chief petzy officer who had overseen some 
1,000 bombing runs at the 111nge, said Sbegurd. 

The chief petty oOicer, subsequentty transferred out of 
Vie.ques, received a "non-punitive" letter of reprimand 
and could be subject to further disciplinary action, he 
said. 

The pilot's fate is in the hands of the Commanding 
~nera\ of Second Marine Airorafl wl ng, who couJd order 
no discis:linary action or purmbment up lo and includ· 
ing a court martial, said Ll David Wunder, a staff judge 
advocate from lhe Manne Corp.s air station in Cherry 
n ,.:,..• 1\1' r 

STAR photo by Hum~ Tn~;. j r. 
Jamaa Stark, commander of Roosevelt Road1 Navel Base In Celba, poln1a Monday lo a·chart or:.~he 
Viequea live Impact range during a newt conference where the Navy releaaed their ~!lport on Da\·~ 
Sanes' April 19 accidental dealh. . . ·. . .c 
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snrapnel or rocks blasl.ed up from the exploston, said 
Roosevelt Roads Naval Station spokesman Robert Nel
son. 

The blast also broke Sanes Rodr(gue:z.'s shoulder and 
knocked him unconscious. He died very quickly, said Nel
son. 

Citing privacy reasons, Navy officials declined to iden
tify either the 26-year-<>ld pilot or the ground control offi
cer, a veteran chief petty officer who had ove~en some 
1,000 bombing runs at the range, said Shegurd. 

The chief petey officer, subsequently transferred out· of 
Vieques, received a "non-punitive" letter of reprimand 
and could be subject to further dis<?iplinary action, he 
said. 

The pilot's fate is in the hands of the Commanding 
General of Second Marine Aircraft: wing, who could order 
no disciplinary action or punlshme.1t up to and includ
ing a court martial, said LL David Wunder, a staff judge 
advocat.e from I.he Marine Corps air station in Cherey 
Point, N.C. 

St.ark presented a copy of the report to Sanes Rodriguez's 
family on Vieques Sunday. 

"They responded in a quie~ dignifted manner," he said. 
According to a report issood by the Navy, a series of 

mishaps led to the ·pilot dropping his bombs· on the hill
top observation po5l, where Sanes Rodriguez and a team 
of spolten watched the training exercise, 1.4 miles away 
from the t.arget he thought he was shooting for. 

A contributing factor in the accident was partly cloudy 
skies which made it difficult for Ule pilot aod the pilot 
of a second F/A-18 engaged in the training mission to 
see their t.argets, the report said. 

"The pilot was having difficult¥ seeing through the scat
tered clouds," said St.ark 

According to the report, prepared by the Navy's Jl.llige 
Advocate ~neral's office - which conducted lhe inves
tigation - ·the aircraft. approached the target range from 
the north oo conduct an overflight 

On the subsequent flrst bombing run, lhe aircraft. swooped 
down in tandem, but could not spot their targets through 
t.ne clouds, so did not drop their ordnance. 

'I'be two pilots communicated over a t.actical radio fre
quency oot monitored by the ground control officer, agree
ing to split up for individual atU!cks for their subsequent 
bombing runs. 

'Ille lead pilo~ not the pilot wh<l ultimately dropped 
the fatal bomb, notified the ground control officer that 
the pilots would have to "pick and choose" their t.argets 
for the second run, but d1d not speciticaJJy say they were 
splitting up. 

On the second bombing run, the lead pilot dropped 
one of his 500 pound bombs.. 

The other pilot moved the ta~et designation on his 
radar asWted "heads up dispJ~· w a target to Ille west 
of bis initial target, but again could not spot his mark 
through the clouds and, ~iQ. ,J!ot .d.rw a bomb. 

" ' ' . - i: . ~'; : •, ' "'l : i i ·. 

STAR photo bv Hum~ T~ ~ 
James Stark, commander of RooseveH Roads Naval Base in Celba, points Monday to a:.cha!1.. of~ c:: 

Vlequ~s live Impact range during a news conference where the Navy released their ~~p~~~~~~P.~. ~ 
Sanes Aprll 19 ac:cldenlal duth. ,,,.. .. ,_ ... ~;~\~· ."· :-

At this point, I.he spotters at the observation post were 
still under the impression that the F/A·18s were still fly. 
ing in t.andem. 

On lhe third and fat.al bombing nm, the ground con
trol officer spotted the lead aircraft. and autboriied him 
oo drop his remaining bomb, watching as the bomb fell. 

Anticipating that the second F/A-18 was following the 
first, but without actuallY seeing the aircraft, the ground 
control otlicer re3ponded oo a request from the second 
pilot to drop his bombs in the atrumaUve. 

In the meantime, the pilot had forge>tten that he had 
changed his target designation oo a target further west 
after hi.s firsl run, and shifted oo the west a second time, 
mistakenly t.argeting the observation post 

"The critical error made by the pilot . . . was his fail
ure to re.member that he had moved his target design..
lion during his second run," said the report 

According IA> the report, !he ground control officer should 

- : :.-:· _.. 

have been alerted w the fact that the pilots were tlying 
separatel,y given that each pilot was communicating indi
vidually with the ground, something that would not nor-
mally occur during a· tandem run. - · 

."By responding t.o lhe [pilots] .individually the . [oQ\cer] 
gave the pi1ots the impression that he was providing ii z 
viduat control and understood tbat the a~k runs · ~ ·0 

not in [tandem]," said the report ·. · .,, · ~. "'"""' ·• :j 
The report suggests that the gi-ound control officer 1 ;:;:; 

have been relying on a second· ~potter et- hls side W•!~ 
was pointing in the direction of where he anUcipated the 
jet would come from and mistaking that: gesture ,for v ·"" 
al contact · .-

Instead th.e F/A-18 dove from an altitude of 0, 700 ' ""
at a speed of 500 mph. direcUy over the obse.Ivation ~ 
dropping two bombs about 50 feet on either side of a 
hurricane locker upon which Sanes Rodriguez was appu
enlJy wat.chirig lhe bombing exercises. 
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EDITORIAL 
· .. 

More accidents wait 
to happen in Vieques•.·. 
H uman error was responsible for the deadly accident April 19 

that killed Vieques civilian David Sanes Rodriguez and wound- · 
ed four others, and the only way to prevent other such future

errors on a Navy firing range wedged close-by more than 9,000 Yi.eques 
civilians is to cease military maneuvers. . . ... 

The Navy. released Monday the· results of i~s official investigation i 
into the April incident, placing blame on the 26-year-old pilot of_ ·an·~ 
F-18 fighter plane, and a ground control officer, who did not coordi
nate properly on a live bombing run. Consequently, two 500 pound 
bombs were dropped 1,4 miles off target on an observation post with-

. in the firing range, resulting in Sanes' death. .. 
There is little room, if any, for error when jet fighter planes are 

tt:aveling at 550 miles per hour and descending through clouds from 
8/lQC>" {~t.ito 2,500 .f~bin .a brief period .. of time to hit a targe~ as was _'.the'fi>bine .. ~ati,weiif;~ ..-·~- . . .. .'· . 
---~ ·. ~~::is-~l!.~~~·n.~~ds ',_1(,.t'E!Port like the· one released Monday that . 
the: c~ld: .reallzation of·the dangers to a very nearby civilian popula
tion set:S ·in: From where David Sanes died instantly to the fence line 
~here 'civilian life begins is from seven to nine miles, depending on 

· the exact location. At the speeds the jet fighters travel, it would not 
take much more of a deviation for a greater tragedy. 
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