Combined Forces Command – Afghanistan (CFC-A)
ORM: Not Just for Aviators

By Lt. Ron Martin

While serving as an Individual Augmentee attached to Combined Forces Command – Afghanistan (CFC-A) I had the distinct pleasure of seeing the Swiss cheese model roll out in front of me. My billet within CFC-A is a Strategic Planner, but it is my collateral duty that I utilized the ORM process more. My collateral duty is Combat Convoy Operations. Although not as intense as those currently going on in Iraq and other areas of Afghanistan, we have had our share of tense moments. On this particular day, I was going on a convoy as a designated “shooter/combat lifesaver” for the lead vehicle. The convoy’s mission was to drop off passengers to depart the AOR (a lot of folks with get-home-its), and was going to take place less than a week after the Kabul Riots. 

The convoy was put together with members of a different unit, and one of my shipmates was designated the convoy commander even though he had not been to the destination in a long time. My Shipmate asked me if I would go along to help him, to provide corporate knowledge if you will, to get the convoy safely to the destination. The convoy brief was to take place at 0745, due to operational intelligence the convoy brief was pushed to 0830. During the intelligence part of the brief I found out that the primary route was going to be closed to convoy traffic due to the road being washed out. We were going to use the alternate route to get to our destination. Once I heard that, I got a little tense, I had only been on the alternate route a couple of times, and that route takes you through the city. Along that route are several places to get turned around and possibly lost. Not good in a city where the US had little credibility since the traffic accident that instigated the rioting. Once I found out about the use of the alternate route I polled our convoy personnel to find out if anyone had driven that route to get to our destination, and none had ever been. The alternate route is hardly used because it is longer and more time consuming mainly due to intense traffic spots, so it was not out of the ordinary that few people actually knew the route. So I immediately began a map recce to re-familiarize myself with the check points (like a good Aviator). As the intelligence brief unfolded, we found out that the alternate route was closed at that particular time due to a traffic accident. Oh by the way, that accident was caused by a military vehicle in which the initial report listed as one local national KIA and another was wounded. If the ORM checklist sensor was not starting to send signals to my brain, that tid-bit of information hit me directly in the face. As I mentioned, this convoy was being executed lees than a week after the Kabul riots. The main catalyst of the riots was due to a traffic accident initiated by a US military vehicle. We put the convoy mission on hold until we could ascertain what was happening along the route with respect to the local populace.

My shipmate and I discussed the options and decided to go talk to the Force Protection folks to see if they happen to be going to our destination. The Force Protection folks have up-armored HMMWV’s (Humvee) with heavy weapons. Our convoy was low profile, no weapons with the exception of long rifles (M-16’s) and side arms. As it so happened they were going to our same destination but due to the timing of the departure being pushed back they were looking at scrubbing their convoy (and eventually did). Having the Force protection folks added firepower as well as personnel that knew the route well. Continued discussion with our intelligence briefer revealed a roll over accident as well as grid lock traffic. After all of that, my shipmate and I decided to scrub the mission and try again the next day. 

Let’s review:

Use of Alternate route, which was not familiar to anyone.

Get-home-its leading to the mission being pushed to go. 

Accident on the route, which was similar causal factor of May Kabul riots.

Low profile convoy with no Force Protection

Additional traffic accident with traffic grid lock

Final answer: Mission Scrub!

Like in the Aviation community, causal factors begin to line up, like the “Swiss cheese model,” and we have to step back and do a sense-check. We are trained through CRM to make decisions that may ultimately stop the domino effect leading to a mishap. In this case, that same process provided a foundation to see all the “Swiss cheese” lining up, which lead to canceling the mission. Although the city stayed relatively quite, this mission could have been jeopardized. As far as the passengers, they were able to depart the next day, safe and sound.

Lt. Martin is with CFC-A CJ5.
