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The entire desert region
around the base, including
several major cities, had
been hit with thunderstorms
and flash floods.
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By Lt. Paul Berthelotte

summer thunderstormin the desertisone of the
Amost violent forcesof nature. Lightning, hail and

heavy rain cause havoc when severa inchesof
water fal in minutes. A LAR company found out thehard
way that flash floods can beafata result of thestorm.

The clouds, gray and swollen with rain, had been
threatening al day. Rumblingsof thunder could be heard
up and down the corridor. Range control had sent out a
warning to al unitsinthetraining areathat Thunder-
storm Condition 1 (TC1) wasin effect until 2200 that
night. Infact, the entire desert region around the base,
including severa major cities, had been hit with thunder-
stormsand flash floods.

The LAR company moved into placeto occupy a
screening position on thereverse slope of aridge. They
wanted to avoid skylining the LAV's, reducing the
chanceof alightning strike. AsMarinessettled into
bivouac, they positioned the command and control (C2
or C-squared) LAV and the company commander’s
LAV-25inthedraw.
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At 2139, range control contacted all unitsin the
field, upgrading the TC1 to last until midnight. There
was no mention of the potential for flash floods. The
C2 LAV driver and theradio tech placed their
sleeping bags on the deck while the company CO
and XO remained inside the C2 LAV planning the
next day’soperation.

Severd minutes|ater, theweather began deteriorating
swiftly. Thelight rainsthat had beenfaling transformed

The Marines were washed
several kilometers downstream.

into aheavy downpour. Minutes|ater, golf-ball-sized hall
started hitting the ground and LAV s. Water began flowing
inand around the vehicles and gear. Some of the equip-
ment on theground began floating away.

Alarmed, thedriver and radio tech climbed into the
C2LAV todert the CO and XO of theworsening
weather conditions. Nervous, the radio tech shot alook
out therear-hatch vision block and saw the water level
halfway up the back hatch (approximately 4 feet).

What the LAR Company didn’t know wasthat
within 15 minutes, the sudden and massive downpour,
combined with the hard desert ground, had created a
flash flood over aquarter-milewide acrossthe draw
and 4 to 6 feet deep. Theintermittent stream becamea
wall of water that surged right through their position.

Thedriver shouted to the CO about the water
level and told him they had to moveright away. The
CO and XO climbed out of their crew hatchesto the
top of the vehicleto observe the hazardous condi-
tions. Thedriver followed by exiting thevehicle
commander’s hatch.

At 2221, the Marinesinthe LAV-25 called range
control to report theflood. They alsotried to throw a
linetothe C2 LAV. Meanwhile, theradiotechtriedto
engage the marine drive onthe C2 LAV; which began
to shift and lean. A surge hit soon after andit rolled. The
driver waslast seen holding onto thefront of the
vehicle. The CO and X O both were al so knocked off
and sucked to the bottom. The current carried them
downstream several kilometersbeforethey eventually
pulled themsalvesout inthe shallows.

Another surge of water rolledthe C2 LAV again,
withtheradiotech still inside. Oncethe C2 LAV came
upright, the Marine exited through thevehicle
commander’shatch and tried to catch thewinch rope
being tossed to him from the LAV-25.

The LAV-25 contacted range control and advised
them that that they had reached the C2 LAV, but that
thedriver wasstill missing. The CO formed asearch
party to go downstream looking for him.

Half an hour | ater, thedriver’slimp and mangled
body wasfound several kilometersaway. A corpsman
arrived four minutes|ater to find that the Marinewas
not breathing and had no pulse. CPR was not used
because of the extent of upper-torsoinjuries. The LAV
had rolled ontop of him, killing him.

Herearethereasonsfor thismishap:

* The C2 LAV was positioned in an area susceptible
to flooding. Hasty ORM was conducted throughout the
day, identifying weather conditionsasahazard. But no
oneidentified the draw they werein asan areawhere
theintermittent stream could rapidly riseand flow during
athunderstorm.

* Flash-flood warnings were not passed the day of
the mishap by the base weather unit. Marines cannot
userisk management if they don’t know what therisks
are. The support provided by the weather guessersis
essentia for keeping thefront-lineunitsin fighting shape.
However, thisdoesnot prevent aunit from exercising
theinitiativeto gather their ownweather intelligence
(e.g. local news). It'sateam effort.

* The CO, X0, and the Marines had no idea that
therising water wasaflash flood. If they had, they

probably would have moved their vehicle sooner. ™
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