Investigators’ Forum
Written by accident investigators to provide major lessons learned from recent centralized accident investigations.
How High Is Too High?

“Blue 1, this is Black 6, I want you to send one section of BFVs to relieve Red’s infantry squad who are in contact with a squad-sized element…”

What happened?  

After a long night pulling security for an aviation battalion, the mech infantry platoon returned to their unit assembly area to conduct maintenance, eat, and prepare for combat.  As they were in the middle of pulling maintenance and reconfiguring load plans, the opposing force (OPFOR) probed the company, making contact with the unit’s listening post/observation post (LP/OP).  

One of the infantry squads from the company actioned against the OPFOR, but soon started to take casualties.  The commander initially ordered the mech platoon to send a section of Bradley Fighting Vehicles (BFVs) to support the infantry, but subsequently decided to withdraw the infantry and let the BFVs fight the OPFOR alone. 

The mech platoon section quickly closed up their engine access panels, threw gear in the back, and attacked toward the sound of the small arms fire.  In their haste, the section became separated, as one of the BFVs was not immediately ready to move.  Several radio calls followed as the second Bradley commander (BC) attempted to link-up with the BFV in contact with the enemy.  

Motivated and hard charging, the second BC quickly grew frustrated when he could not find the first BFV or the enemy.  As the second BFV came to a road junction, the driver asked for directions from his BC, but did not get a response.  The gunner looked toward the BC’s side of the turret and saw blood pouring into the turret.  A 22-inch limb had struck the BC in the face, killing him instantly. 

Why did it happen?

     This unit normally trains at a post with terrain significantly different from that encountered at this training site.  While attending the leader-training program and in conducting the train-up for this heavy-light rotation, the unit chain of command never identified hazards involved with conducting mounted operations in wooded terrain.  The train-up focused primarily on 911 missions (quick reaction calls for assistance by light units or on battle drills).

     The unit also knew about the chest (nametag) defilade standard in TC 21-306, but selectively enforced the standard.  The BC routinely rode high in the turret back at home station because the terrain favored it and nobody made an issue of it. 

Nametag defilade is a requirement for the exercise rules of engagement at all training centers.  There was no indication that anyone identified operating in restrictive/unfamiliar terrain as a hazard; therefore, no one developed ways to reduce those hazards.  The safety briefings consisted of telling soldiers to be aware of snakes and insects, to game play safety while in the maneuver box (“Be careful out there”), and to use common sense.  Common sense is a product of our life experiences.  Many soldiers in the unit had never operated armored vehicles in restrictive wooded terrain before.

     The platoon also failed to execute the appropriate battle drill correctly when going on the hasty attack mission.  The accident investigation board determined that the platoon was knowledgeable on the battle drills in FM 7-7J; however, in charging off separately on this 911 mission, the command and control of the section was made more complicated as it attempted to execute the mission.

What to do about it?

Leaders at all levels must consistently enforce standards.  Chest (nametag) defilade does more than just protect you in the event of a rollover.  While the armored community focuses on rollovers, a Bradley commander (or tank commander) exposes himself to any number of hazards when he fails to maintain a proper body position in the commander’s hatch.  We must all train to and enforce known standards.

Train and execute battle drills.  Battle drills allow leaders to execute complex or unplanned missions by using them as basic building blocks in the planning and execution of those missions.  Battle drills are a form of risk management because they can enhance command and control, reduce uncertainty, and insert risk management into the military decision-making process during the planning and rehearsal stage of an operation.  

Think about risk management in all that you do.  You do not need a written product to conduct risk management.  When you are sitting in your assembly area, take a moment to think about the types of missions that you could receive.  

You already know immediate action battle drills that you may need to execute.  Take time to consider the effects of the environment (weather, terrain, time of day, amount of sleep you have had, etc.) on the execution of those missions.  Then, identify and assess the reasonably expected hazards of your operation, and possible ways to reduce the effects of those hazards as you execute the mission.

A glaring example of identifying reasonably expected hazards while operating in wooded areas is the high probability that you will encounter low-hanging branches and limbs.  Discuss this hazard with your leaders, subordinates, and peers.  Identify ways of reducing the hazards and then execute this mitigation plan when the time comes.  Leaders must supervise this plan and enforce known standards in order to tie it all together. 

The Army needs hard-charging, motivated soldiers.  Enforcing standards, executing battle drills, and incorporating risk management into everything we do will help us keep our hard-charging and motivated solders safe and alive. 
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