Truth or Consequences
This is the second of a 5-part series on the risk management process.  This article focuses on Step 2 “Assess the hazards.”

In the past 18 months, I have had the unfortunate task of investigating accidents that resulted in the deaths of 14 soldiers.  Without exception, these soldiers were performing their duties in an outstanding manner; giving their all; working hard to carry out their missions for their units, the Army, and the nation.  They made the ultimate sacrifice in the service of their country.  

I will never forget what these soldiers have done.  I will also never forget that during many of these investigations, I was told that others knew of the dangers these soldiers and their comrades faced while performing their duties.  That’s right...in many cases, someone had already identified that something wasn’t right.  They had identified the hazard.  Unfortunately, they did not fully appreciate the likelihood that an accident would occur because of this hazard or the severity of the consequences.  They ignored the critical Step 2 of the risk management process.

Last month, we discussed the first step in the Army’s 5-step risk management process——Identify hazards——in an article titled “Have We Forgotten How to Teach What Right Looks Like?” Now, we’ll look at Step 2: Assess the hazards.  We’ll discuss the importance of truthfully assessing risks associated with those hazards we identified.  And, we’ll also discuss gambling with the consequences of performing tasks and executing missions with hazards inadequately assessed.

Field Manual 100-14, Risk Management, states that step two takes place after you have identified a hazard.  To assess the hazard, first determine the probability of a hazardous event occurring, and then address the potential severity resulting from this hazardous event.  In other words, once you know that something doesn’t look right, make an assessment of how likely it is that this hazard will cause harm to you, your unit, your equipment, or your mission.  Then determine that IF an accident occurs as a result of the hazard, how MUCH harm will it cause?

Conducting an effective assessment requires broad understanding of the task/mission at hand.  The person making the assessment uses his knowledge of applicable regulations, procedures, and SOPs.  He also uses his experience in performing this or similar tasks.  In fact, experience can sometimes be the most valuable tool for leaders to use.  This experience is based upon what he has observed, read, or what he’s been told.  Let me give an example.

During a deployment to a desert training area, a support platoon was driving many miles during both daylight and darkness in support of their tank battalion.  During these movements, the dust from the vehicles could be seen for miles.  The platoon sergeant, who had deployed to the desert numerous times throughout his career, informed his platoon leader of the problems associated with driving in the desert.  The platoon leader did not think it was a major problem, so he did not take it into consideration while completing his daily risk assessment.

One day at the evening convoy briefing, the platoon leader instructed the drivers to maintain only 50 meters distance between vehicles during that night’s movement to avoid separation among the vehicles.  When several of the drivers expressed concern about this requirement, the platoon leader stated that it was unlikely that following so close would cause any problems, and that the drivers would just need to stay alert during the mission.

As you’ve probably already guessed, this platoon leader failed to properly gauge the impact of his decision.  At one point during the night move, the platoon leader stopped his vehicle abruptly.  The 5-ton truck that was following him had to brake hard to avoid a collision.  The next two vehicles were also able to avoid a collision.  However, the last three vehicles in the convoy were not as fortunate.  The collision resulted in two injured drivers and three heavily damaged vehicles.  All because the platoon leader failed to properly assess the hazards his unit faced.  Regrettably, he did not learn from the experience of the platoon sergeant; neither did he recognize that hair stood up on the back of his men’s necks when he described the plan of operation; nor did he appreciate the courage it took for his platoon sergeant and his unit to raise concerns for their personal safety and the success of their mission.  

No, the platoon leader didn’t have the personal experience to adequately assess the hazard.  But he had plenty of clues and opportunities to get to the truth about the risk and consider the consequences.  One of the Army’s great strengths is learning from the successes and failures of each other, and growing stronger on that foundation.

The next time you see something that just doesn’t look right, take a moment and ask yourself how this might impact you, or the soldier next to you, or your unit, or the family of four who might be driving down the road as your convoy approaches.  Safety is not a sometimes thing, and your actions don’t just affect you.  Exercise the courage to tell the truth about the hazards, and to face the potential consequences.  That way, you and your unit can avoid those consequences.  

This information gives you as an individual, your unit, and the Army an advantage:  Armed with knowledge that the hazards in your task or mission are identified (Step 1); and the hazards are assessed (Step 2); now, controls can be developed and selected (Step 3).  Stay tuned for more on Step 3 next month here in Countermeasure.
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