Single-Operator Equipment

In the past 12 months, the Army has experienced numerous fatal accidents involving equipment that was manned by a single soldier.  These pieces of equipment are designed to be operated by one soldier and are typically used for specific purposes.  Although these accidents involved vastly different types of equipment, they all share several common themes: unique vehicle design, specialized operator training requirements, and uncommon utilization. 

Vehicle design

Due to the design of the equipment, the operators were alone at the time of the accidents.  Unlike most vehicles in the Army inventory, these vehicles do not facilitate the supervision of the operator during use.  In many of these accidents, the first-line supervisor wasn’t in a position to make an on-the-spot correction of mistakes made by the operator.  Due to these design characteristics, the operator of the vehicle inherits many of the duties that the vehicle commander performs in other vehicles.  Along with completing the task at hand, the operator has to monitor vehicle clearance and ensure the safe operation of the vehicle at all times.

A young soldier was operating his M9 Armored Combat Earthmover (ACE) as part of his unit’s night, non-tactical road march.  His vehicle was the last in the six-vehicle convoy.  At some point during this road march, the operator maneuvered too close to the edge of the road and the vehicle flipped into a ravine.  Because he was in the last vehicle in the convoy, no one witnessed the accident; therefore, no one was around to assist this operator during or after the accident.  You see, the M9 ACE is one of those Army vehicles that is manned by only one soldier.

Operator training requirements


Along with design differences with “traditional” Army equipment, these items usually require specialized training for operation.  This training is in addition to standard training programs associated with more common wheeled or tracked vehicles.


For example, one recent accident involved the use of a commercially purchased 16-foot aluminum, flat-bottomed boat.  Witnesses state that the operator was alone in the boat when he entered the main channel of a wide river.  He was last seen in the water, attempting to swim to the shore when he went under the water for a final time.  His body was recovered later that day.  The accident investigation revealed that this soldier had not received any formal training for the operation of this piece of equipment.  In fact, the investigation revealed that this soldier (and others in the unit) were to transport a group of students in these boats later that day.  None of these operators had undergone any formal training for this operation or this piece of equipment.

Uncommon utilization


Another similarity among these pieces of equipment is the uncommon ways they are utilized.  This equipment is designed to perform a particular function that typically is not performed by other vehicles in the Army inventory.  The M878, which is commonly referred as the “Yard Dog” is a classic example of this.


A soldier was killed recently when a Yard Dog ran into him during a night operation near a warehouse.  The M878’s sole mission is to shuttle trailers around in confined parking areas.  As in this case, the Yard Dog was beginning one such mission when the soldier was fatally injured.  The operator of the Yard Dog did not see the soldier because he was looking at a different part of his vehicle at the time of impact.

Lessons learned


The lesson commanders should learn from these accidents is that these vehicles require special attention that focuses on their unique design and function.  Commanders must ensure proper training (as outlined in AR 600-55) is provided for all the types of equipment in the unit.  Commanders should also understand these vehicles call for operators who do not require as much supervision and who are capable of performing a myriad of tasks normally assigned the assistant driver/vehicle commander.  Finally, commanders must ensure the risk management principles are fully applied to the use of these one-operator vehicles/equipment.


In closing, in the Army, we are trained that we function best as an integrated crew or team; this is almost always true.  However, certain missions and requirements put young soldiers in a position where they must operate alone.  Leaders must ensure these soldiers are set up for success.  The risks associated with this equipment and these missions must be managed by the chain of command to ensure operators are protected from danger and the mission is completed safely.  
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