XO Drinks the Kool-Aid

By Cdr. Donald Glatt, T-1A 

My first exposure to Operational Risk Management (ORM) occurred nearly 10 years ago when I was checking-in to my Carrier Air Wing Staff tour. As the Surface Warfare Officer, I was also tagged with the title of Air Wing Safety Officer. My first task as Safety Officer was a daunting one - conduct an in-depth ORM analysis of the staff's homeport change from then NAS Miramar to NAS Lemoore. Within my five weeks of Aviation Safety Officer School (way back when it was held in Monterrey and you wore coat-and-tie) they pushed enough ORM training into my gray-matter that I was designated an ORM Facilitator. At the time, ORM was in it's infancy and the training was still at the Doctrate level which was an instant turn-off. The gouge that an in-depth project could take weeks only added to my distaste for the program since it would impact my oh-so-precious JO flight time.

My first stab at the task was less than impressive. My boss actually thought my two-line input of "bend your knees when picking up boxes and don't drive to Lemoore at night because you might hit a cow" was a sincere attempt at humor and asked when he could expect the real analysis. That was my hint that I was actually going to have to go through the process of identifying the hazards, assessing the hazards, making risk decisions, implementing controls and supervising. Managing risk for a homeport change just seemed so obvious. My greatest fear was having to present a brief to the staff and losing my "Scrape" callsign and being re-named "MOTO". Anyway, I grabbed a couple other JO's from the staff and we sat down and started to brainstorm the "what ifs" of every facet of the move (identification and assessment of hazards and risk decisions). Surprisingly, everyone identified at least one hazard that the others hadn't even thought of. We then dove into what I have since tagged as one of the most critical aspects of ORM and that is the implementation controls. An example of one of our controls that paid huge dividends was to mandate that all staff have a POV inspection prior to the 300 mile trip. Luckily we had 2 closet car mechanics on the staff who volunteered their time at no cost. Nearly a half dozen folks found out they had auto issues which most likely would not have gotten them over the mountain range between the San Fernando Valley and the San Joaquin Valley.  

Though we don't even know it, we do time critical ORM multiple times each day (Yellow light ahead - do I accelerate to try to make it - what will happen if I don't make it - what will the XO say when I get a ticket for running a red light). We sit down and do deliberate ORM every time we brief a flight. We conduct an in-depth ORM analysis every time we do something new like a HUREVAC or a det. As long as we keep in mind the four driving principles of ORM (1. accept risk when benefits outweigh the costs, 2. accept no unnecessary risk, 3. anticipate and manage risk by planning, 4. make risk decisions at the right level) we can ensure we adhere to the cornerstone of our Warbuck mantra: Safety First - Mission Follows.

Cdr. Glatt is the executive officer of VT-4. The incident occurred while air wing safety officer in NAS Miramar.

