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Long-Term Safety Success Documented in Mishap Data

By Dan Steber and Derek Nelson

A clear sign of success is found in the lower number of deaths over the past 15 years. The trend is down significantly, going from more than 500 deaths a year in FY88 to just over 200 in FY03. In three of those years, total deaths were below 190. That 60-percent drop didn’t happen accidentally. Many dedicated safety specialists at the Naval Safety Center, in squadrons, on ships, and at many staffs, have worked hard to find ways to reduce mishaps.

These numbers show that the investment in safety programs provides a dramatic payoff. Over the past seven years, we know that safety programs have saved the Navy $1.3 billion. If mishap rates had continued without reduction between FY97-03, the Navy would have had 50 more operational Class-A mishaps and 281 more Sailors would have died in mishaps. Equally impressive would be the payoff from the current 50-percent, mishap-reduction campaign (based on FY02 vs. FY05).

Numerous initiatives are underway to meet this new, tougher challenge, but we must lean forward. For example, VADM Michael Malone, Commander, Naval Air Forces, has directed a “leadership intervention.” He asked leaders at various levels “to intervene quickly and visibly to identify and address conditions that may have contributed to mishaps, while emphasizing fundamentals and reinforcing the basics.” He urged people to look at ways to prevent complacency in the work place, to re-double efforts to help Sailors and Marines get through the change and uncertainty of ship and deployment schedules, and to stress personal behavior and the need to take care of our people.

We know that preventing one aircraft mishap saves $20 million on average. Calculating the true return on investment is difficult because it is hard to document something that didn’t happen. When a safety program is working perfectly, nothing bad occurs, which is why it is especially important to understand the value of safety training, precautions, and other ways of controlling risk. We intuitively know our safety programs have paid off during the past 10 years and have given us a noticeable return on investment. We can’t determine the real dollar cost, but every mishap prevented saves on training, lost personnel, personal tragedy, man-hours, and mission capability.

Our long-term safety programs are critical to prevent mishaps, save lives, and improve readiness. We can’t rest on our laurels or past successes. This new effort requires that every Sailor and Marine look for ways to prevent mishaps, whether it simply is wearing a seatbelt, doing better maintenance on aircraft, or strictly following flight-safety rules. RADM Dick Brooks, in a recent issue of Mech magazine, said, “I want you to know that all of us at the Naval Safety Center and Marine Corps Safety Division are doing our very best to eliminate all mishaps!” He added, “We can’t do it alone. We need your help to the make the Navy and Marine Corps safer and more able to meet the challenges that lie ahead.”

Remember those words and wear a faceshield and gloves the next time you have to handle hazmat. Or buckle your seatbelt before you start your car and drive away. Or wear your goggles, cranial, helmet or gloves at times required. Or check electrical safety tags so you don’t get shocked on buffers or coffee pots. It takes only simple solutions to simple problems, in many cases. We can reduce mishaps, prevent the loss of $700 million each year, and save lives. 

About the Naval Safety Center: Established in 1951, the Naval Safety Center is the Navy’s leading organization that conducts safety investigations, analyzes mishaps, and provides safety information to the Fleet. The Center serves communities in aviation, afloat, shore and recreation/traffic, ground operations, and occupational safety and health. Commander, Naval Safety Center reports directly to the Chief of Naval Operations, provides assistance to the Deputy Assistant Secretary of the Navy for Safety, and supports over 4,200 Marine and Navy commands worldwide to promote safety and safety processes and to preserve the lives of our service members. Our web site is at http://safetycenter.navy.mil. Also visit our Navy NewsStand page at http://www.news.navy.mil/local/nsc.

About the 50%-Mishap-Reduction Campaign: On May 19, 2003, the Secretary of Defense challenged DoD to achieve a 50-percent, across-the-board mishap reduction by the end of FY05. In fiscal year 2003, mishaps killed 106 Sailors, and cost the Navy $737 million in equipment damage and lost resources. Of the mishap cost, $694 million was in aviation mishaps. Sixty-six of the deaths were on the highway. The mishap-reduction challenge aims at 10 targets. Four involve Class A mishaps (which cause $1 million or more in damage, destroy an aircraft, kill someone, or leave someone totally disabled): total operational, aviation (which alone accounts for 94 percent of the costs), afloat and ashore. Four other targets involve fatalities: traffic (which accounts for more than half the total deaths), off-duty, afloat and aviation. The other two are the number of destroyed aircraft and civilian lost-time injuries.
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