HOWELL
The Dangers of Inadequate Training
By SK2 Venice Howell,

USS Porter (DDG-78)

I assumed the watch as topside rover at 1645, thinking it would be just another routine event. As part of the pass down, I was given a pack of pencil flares, as had happened on all my other topside-rover watches. The only problem is that I never had received any pencil-flare training, other than being shown how to attach a flare to the launcher.

On this particular evening, the ship planned to hold a security drill while I was standing watch—a first for me. This fact, coupled with my lack of pencil-flare training, made the a little nervous.

About a half-hour before the drill was to start, the CDO came and talked to me. She asked if I knew what to do if a SCAT drill was called away. We went over different scenarios of what could happen and what I would do in each event, and I wasn't nervous anymore.

When the CDO left, the weapons officer came by and wanted to review details with me, too. I told him about my discussion with the CDO, and he left after asking me a few questions. By this time, I was feeling really confident about my ability to carry out the duties and responsibilities of topside rover. What I didn't realize, though, is that one important question never had been discussed with the CDO or the weapons officer. No one had mentioned whether I actually should load a flare or just simulate loading one onto the pencil launcher during the drill.

A SCAT drill was called away at 1830 for a small boat in the water aft of the ship. I immediately moved into position and waited for my relief, the M60 gunner, so I could go to the bridge. Soon thereafter, the CDO passed word on the radio for me to fire off one flare and report to the bridge. I attached a flare to the launcher but, knowing the drill only involved simulation, didn't actually fire the flare.

When my relief arrived, I pointed the flare in a safe direction and started to unscrew it from the launcher. I was holding onto the knob that controls the trigger when I accidentally pulled back on the trigger and fired the flare into the water.

The lesson to be learned in this case is always to be aware of your situation and be familiar with how to use all weapons and tools at your disposal. This time, a pencil flare only was fired harmlessly into the water, but someone could have been injured seriously in a different setting. To assure the safety of all our shipmates, we first must take responsibility for our own level of knowledge, and then double-check the knowledge of everyone around us.
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