Dealing With Risk

By Maj. Matt Fowler, USMC, ORM
The Question:

How can current risk controls/ mitigation tools in use in support of GWOT inform our development and use of future tools?

An answer for the CH-53E community is posited here for others to ponder and use as they see fit.

Continuing operations in Iraq and the rotation of various squadrons through the theater have resulted in an evolution of Operational Risk Management (ORM) controls that are not only locally applicable but that can be generally applied to other theaters and operations. This evolution is particularly instructive, as it naturally selects effective controls, providing each squadron time to refine those established by their predecessor and the opportunity to develop new ones for follow-on units. These risk controls represent the collective input of a large portion of the CH-53E community, not a single squadron, therein demonstrating their value to the community as a whole. ORM risk control development begins with a command mindset that encourages active hazard identification and assessment by all personnel. 

The Operations and DOSS Departments should take the lead in establishing risk controls to mitigate the hazards faced by the squadron. Provided below are descriptions of some of the ORM risk controls developed and used over the past 6 months of the Wolfpack’s deployment in support of Operation Iraqi Freedom (OIF) 04-06.2. These tools may be applied in principal to operations in any theater. 

Pilot Mission/Risk Mitigation Matrix

The Operations department took the lead in developing a Pilot/Mission Risk Mitigation Matrix that could be used by schedule writers as a tool to build crews for various missions. This matrix was then vetted and approved by the Commanding Officer via the Standardization Board. Establishment of these scheduling business rules accomplishes two things. First, it provides logical controls for schedulers to use in expeditiously assigning crews for assigned missions. Second, publishing these through the Standardization Board provides all squadron pilots with transparency into the process. They gain an understanding of the mechanisms that will be used to mitigate risk by assigning crews with an appropriate amount of experience and qualifications. The nature and structure of the matrix will have to be tailored for the ready room of the squadron looking to use this tool. In the case of the Wolfpack, general guidelines were built on crew and mission variables such as total hours, NVG hours, deployments, designations (i.e. NSI, Division Leader, etc), light level condition, forward operating base/unimproved zone and artificial illumination. Numerical values were then assigned to both crews and missions. In order to execute a given mission, the sum of the cockpit values must meet or exceed the point requirements of that mission. This mechanism is a variation on the combined cockpit hours requirement that is widely used in multi-piloted aircraft. However, the matrix provides a greater degree of fidelity and forces squadron leadership to examine what cockpit pairs they would be comfortable with for a given mission and then quantify that assessment. While the matrix cannot be expected to answer the mail for every possible mission nuance, it will provide at least a 90% solution. Finally, throughout a deployment, as pilot experience and designations change the matrix can be adjusted to reflect the changing face of the ready room.
Squadron Battle Rhythm

Upon arriving in theater one of the first things that must be established is the squadron battle rhythm. As creatures of habit, the work/rest cycle and pattern of activities that the unit establishes must be sustainable given the operations tempo. Squadron flight surgeons can be particularly helpful in establishing a day/night swing schedule that allows aircrew sufficient opportunity to swing from day to night operations and vice versa while supporting twenty-four hour combat operations. This cycle must also allow aircrew sufficient time on a given shift to provide for natural breaks in the monotony of a long deployment. Properly established, this cycle will refresh and rejuvenate aircrew as the move from one shift to another. For the Wolfpack, the OIF battle rhythm resulted in a 2.5 week night shift and 4 week day shift for most pilots, while NSI’s were required to swing every 3 weeks in order to meet and sustain the requirements of the scheduling matrix identified above. The times specified here are approximate and will require minor alterations to support normal fluctuations in mission and personnel requirements. All indications are that this cycle worked well for this deployment and operational tempo. This did require refinement from the original cycle that was being utilized (2 weeks nights/2 weeks days), and application to another theater deployment would likely require similar refinement. In addition to the swing plan, the battle rhythm consists of other squadron events that impact personnel work and rest cycles. This includes field day, regular meetings, opportunities for down time, and an assortment of other squadron business. Such events must be accounted for in whole to ensure their impact on living patterns is incorporated into the swing plan, crew rest, crew day, and flight hour constraints. 

Standardized Briefing Guides and SOPs

The CH-53 Aviation series Naval Tactics, Techniques and Procedures (Air NTTP) Tactical Pocket Guide (TPG) provides pilots with several detailed briefing guides that can be used to ensure the proper subjects and detail is covered in mission briefs. However, these guides can be further synthesized and tailored for a common mission set flown in a given theater. This will afford flight leaders the ability to quickly and safely brief and execute otherwise complex missions with minimal preparation time thereby mitigating numerous risks arising from an incomplete brief. This flexibility is critical to sustained combat operations where much needs to be covered in the brief but the mission variables are common. Squadron Weapons and Tactics Instructors (WTI) can quickly assemble such a tailored briefing guide once they have arrived in theater and analyzed the common missions a squadron will be assigned. Areas of particular concern for a given theater or operation can be given specific attention. For example, poor visibility and poor winter weather was an identified hazard when operating in western Iraq where divert options are limited. With this in mind, Wolfpack pilots were required to brief specific triggers for execution of their IIMC breakup procedures, as well as briefing those procedures in depth rather than just stating “SOP.”  This helps to ensure that those heightened risk areas are given the additional attention they deserve even when using the streamlined and tailored briefing guide.

Standardized Navigation and Flight Bag

Construction and use of a standardized navigation bag for mission flights is certainly not a new idea, and given the effort required to construct and maintain these products, it makes good sense. Pilots and aircrew can then be sure that they have the relevant airspace control measures in their possession for the entire area of operations. This can be particularly critical when flights are re-tasked when airborne, not an uncommon occurrence in the assault support community. These pack-ups should also include the appropriate evasion charts, pilot/controller handbook, and pre-loaded mission data load outs (GPS bricks). Crews can then take these items and “gouge” with the necessary mission information prior to launch.

Continuous Squadron and Personal Self Assessment

The final two mitigation tools/ risk controls are less tangible than the others but just as critical. Inculcating the practice of constant self assessment and breaking out of normalized behavior are more specific measures individuals and organizations can take to combat the effects of routine activities. As the grind of daily operations wear on, it becomes easy for our minds to fill in the gaps with what is the same. Consciously looking for what is different is what will help us stay engaged and identify, rather than overlook, the hazard before our eyes. Look for the anomaly in what is perceived and it will be much easier to keep our minds engaged in scanning for problems whether performing maintenance, a preflight, or flying a mission. This critical view of one’s environment must be coupled with a critical assessment of ourselves and our performance. Squadrons must encourage and train personnel to strive for continuous improvement. They must constantly be asking themselves, “What is wrong here?  What has changed?  How can I improve my performance to better meet the challenges not just of today’s mission but for tomorrow’s?”  This way of thinking leads individuals away from complacent thought and activity. The key here is to not just warn against the dangers of complacency, but to substitute this mindset with another that counters it directly: constant re-assessment.

Adherence to Written Directives; Particularly During Combat Operations

The second culture based control is certainly not limited to the deployed environment, but becomes crucial in those situations where the pressure to take exception to the rules is greatest. Recognition of the need to follow the directives and procedures established in peacetime will prove invaluable in combat. Invariably, as the pressure to accomplish the mission mounts, the temptation to cut corners, ease back on programs, and overlook discrepancies grows. If personnel are trained to know and follow the established directives, they will naturally default to them. As leaders are seen making exceptions, that will encourage others to take the same liberties when faced with a challenge. This is an insidious transgression that will yield more problems than the immediate one it solves. Therefore, leaders must be prepared for this and brief their expectations to squadron personnel. What mission precedence will require exceptions to normal procedures?  Answering this will establish the baseline culture that will permeate the organization and guide the decisions of every Marine up and down the line. When the maintainer on the line and the junior copilot recognize that the routine mission doesn’t warrant acceptance of unnecessary risk by ignoring normal procedures, everyone is functioning more safely and effectively.

Community Stewardship

Many squadrons have contributed to the tools and controls cited above that have come to mitigate the risk of flying in a challenging combat environment. While not all of these can be constructed and applied immediately upon deployment, their rapid development and refinement can quickly reduce the common risks faced by units deploying to a combat environment. Additionally, by looking generally at what these tools accomplish, squadrons can develop and refine a generalized set of mitigation tools/risk controls before and during a deployment that can be tailored for the assigned theater and mission set. While the variables provided above will need to be adjusted with each squadron, theater, and mission set, the basic hazards these seek to mitigate will continue to present challenges to deploying operational squadrons that can be addressed with application of the practices described here.
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