Loose Lips Sink Ships, Loose Bullets Kill People

By Lt. Greg Hracho, EA-6B
As part of our scheduled deployment, our squadron was scheduled to do split-site ops between a FOB in Iraq and the carrier which meant the entire squadron had to become pistol qualed due to our living and working within the FOB.  The qualifications included a navy online tutorial, an online test, and a pistol shoot.  

As I was checking my email in the Operations space of the squadron, I noticed that a gun holster was lying on the floor.  This being Iraq, it was already dusty so I picked it up and placed it on a desk.  As I did, I noticed a single bullet lying on the floor.  I immediately picked it up and took it to the ODO who had a list of all the crew.  We printed out a copy of that list and got the word out for everyone to inventory their ammo.  The bullet was given to the MMCO who placed a call to maintenance control for any maintainers that might have been in that space to do the same.  The ODO and I observed every aircrew inventory their bullets and checked them off the list.  There was a jet airborne, and it was narrowed down to one of the crew in the jet.  Once the jet landed, we found who was missing one and he regained the missing bullet.

12 hours later as I was getting ready to go fly I walked into maint control to read the aircraft report and noticed everyone was inventorying their bullets again.  12 hours after an aircrew lost a bullet; it seems that a maintainer had done the exact same thing.  The call went out again for all to inventory their bullets because almost everyone had gone through maintenance control.
Bullets and handguns are a controlled item and rightfully so.  The person who is issued the gun and ammo is responsible for the upkeep as well as inventory of the issued ammo.  If one is missing, charges could have been brought up of dereliction of duty, loss of government property, and not being able to deploy to that base.  Due to the limited manning that split-site operations produces, every sailor is valuable and losing a person to something such as irresponsibility cannot be afforded; in sum,  a loss of a sailor’s ability to deploy to this base hurts the squadron. It could also have a trickle down effect and hurt the people who are being supported by the squadrons jet’s due to an increase in maintenance time.

On the safety side, random bullets lying around is never a safe environment.  We are all adults, so the chances of a person playing with the bullet are slim but still exist. Secondly, a person could have inadvertently stepped on it and set off the primer.  Lastly, trash on this base is burned.  If this bullet would have been swept up and not noticed it would have been sent off in the trash pile, possibly hurting or killing a marine.  
Aside from poor attention to detail, another cause for the random bullets was the design of the gun holster. Once a person enters their shop they take off the gun and place it on a desk or locker. The constant lifting and swinging was rubbing against the clips and loosening the first bullet in the clip.  

The fix is to simply pay attention to issued items. A person who is putting on their gun after working on a jet should open the clip holsters and make sure the mark on the clip reads full.  These guns were issued as a self protection measure.  If we are going to protect ourselves, as well as those around us we need to follow the proper procedures for storage and upkeep so the guns that were meant to protect us don’t end up hurting us.
Lt. Hracho flies with VAQ-140.
