Indiscipline Can Kill

There is an underlying trend that is becoming more and more prevalent in Army accident causes.  As leaders, we should be appalled at the fact that indiscipline is the underlying trend in several recent fatal accidents.  The hard question is what is behind this trend?  The hard answer is willful disobedience or disregard of a known standard.  

Sadly, it appears the biggest violators are not even inexperienced soldiers, but leaders.  The most common violators that we see from accident investigations are sergeants, staff sergeants, and young officers.

In one accident, a staff sergeant was in charge of a cadre-training event.  This NCO gave guidance to the other cadre members to wear the required personal protective equipment (PPE) while operating watercraft (which is also a known/written standard).  After reinforcing this directive several times, he totally disregarded his own instruction by not donning the appropriate PPE and not properly checking specific equipment on the boat.  The NCO drowned in the river.

Another sergeant was performing maintenance on a weapon system while instructing a subordinate through the performance steps.  The NCO was using the appropriate technical manual (TM) onsite; however, he wasn’t following the TM’s sequence.  He also failed to read and adhere to the warnings found in the TM pertaining to this maintenance task.  Consequently, a sudden release of pressurized nitrogen sent a piston into the sergeant’s chest, killing him.  It is very clear that the young sergeant was not setting a very good standard for his subordinate.  

Failure in leadership doesn’t stop there.  The supervising team chief of this young sergeant also failed to provide his leadership at a critical point.  He failed to check on his sergeant’s progress when what should have been a 15-minute job had already taken him 4 hours.  This fatality reeks of indiscipline, from the sergeant’s failure to heed the warnings in the TM to his team chief’s failure to supervise the job. 

As we pointed out earlier, young officers are not immune to acts of indiscipline.  One young lieutenant paid the ultimate price when acts of indiscipline resulted in a tank rollover accident.  

During tank gunnery, the lieutenant allowed his driver to drive the tank in an unsafe manner, “power-sliding” around a concrete turn pad.  The NCOIC of the range spoke with the lieutenant about the driver’s recklessness and the fact that the lieutenant needed to keep himself at nametag defilade while acting as a tank commander.  

The following day, the lieutenant failed to heed the warning of the NCOIC, and his driver once again attempted to power-slide around the turn pad.  Unfortunately, the tank slid on some loose gravel, left the road, and rolled 360 degrees.  The lieutenant was not at nametag defilade and the tank crushed him as it rolled.  Certainly, we can see the effect of indiscipline in this accident.  

How do we prevent indiscipline?  The solution may be as simple as supervisors being in the right place at the right time, enforcing standards, and making informed decisions at the appropriate level.  Will this stop all accidents?  No, but if there is more LEADER INVOLVEMENT in the critical/hazardous points of certain operations, the accident rate will be reduced.

This is an emotional topic for all leaders.  This article is meant to make you more aware of your actions and the actions of leaders around you.  Indiscipline appears to be a current trend; we don’t imply that all sergeants, staff sergeants, and lieutenants are undisciplined.  Unfortunately, in our duties as accident investigators, we see mostly the failures of leadership.

We understand that there are disciplined leaders throughout the Army.  In the every increasing OPTEMPO/PERSTEMPO environment, leader presence and diligence in maintaining discipline in both their soldiers and themselves are key in preventing accidents.
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