Remarks: 2005 DoN Safety Excellence Awards, 4 October 2005

Admiral Robert Willard, Vice Chief of Naval Operations

Good afternoon.

Before I start on a very brief set of remarks, I thought I’d tell a sea story, a personal one, by way of trying to identify why I’m here and why I identify with all of this.  On an occasion when I was in command of an F-14 squadron at sea, we arrived at one of our milestone monthly safety stand-downs in our squadron.  As the commander I was asked to give a pitch to the safety stand-down in our ready room.  So I was kind of sorting out what I would say to my squadron to keep it safe, and I decided to characterize my experience in the airplane to that point in my career – I’d been flying seventeen consecutive years. 

So I went to the white board in the ready room and erased it.  Starting from scratch, I divided it into columns that were representative of phases of flight in the F-14, both ashore and on the boat, and began, in each phase of flight, to write down the emergencies both on the ground and in flight that I’d experienced in seventeen years of flying the F-14.  Interestingly, I found that I filled the column from top to bottom across the white board for every phase of flight.  And then I went back with a red pen, and I put a red dot next to every emergency that I had experienced that I also had first-hand knowledge of a similar emergency that had caused the loss of an airplane.  I was amazed at the conclusion of going down the board through each phase of flight that I filled it with red dots.  Then I took a black marker and I went back to start and I made a black dot for every aviator who I personally knew had lost their life in one of those mishaps that had been caused by that particular ground or in-flight emergency.  I was stunned to step back and look at the white board and see how many black dots were resident on the board as I concluded.  In giving the pitch to the squadron afterward, I explained to them that my motive from then on would be to try and recognize and observe that tactics, techniques and procedures that would result in our experiencing challenges and emergencies and even the precursors to mishaps in commands, squadrons, ships, battalions that would result in coming out of the other end with no red and no black dots.  

So, I’m interested today in the commands that are represented here.  We hardly need to give speeches on safety to the people who are convened in this room.  Most of you are recipients of a safety award today and fully recognize what it takes to prevent becoming a red or a black dot.  I’d like to acknowledge your accomplishments for being here.  You certainly understand.

Thank you, Secretary DeWitte, Secretary Penn, General Bice, fellow Flag and General officers.  Good afternoon to all the distinguished guests, Sailors and Marines, ladies and gentlemen, thanks for joining us in celebrating another very successful year on the part of the Naval Safety Center in congratulating the winners of this 2005 Safety Excellence Award.  Today’s safety contribution comes at a vital time, I think, in our Navy and nation’s history.  We’re at war, conducting global counterinsurgency and stability operations with unprecedented intensity mainly in Iraq and Afghanistan and mostly represented by the Marines in this room.  Additionally, we stand ready to respond to any number of disasters to help stem the tide of destruction wrought by Mother Nature, as we recently saw, and to protect and heal the sick, and to even rebuild communities.  Despite a seemingly inexhaustible demand for our services, our operational readiness is at an all time high.  Our high state of readiness is no small feat considering the significant demands on our forces and hazards inherent in our work.  We operate effectively in the face of an unpredictable and asymmetric threat, in environments ranging from the Arctic to the desert, from the sky to the bottom of our oceans, and our business is the province of danger.  

The commands that we honor here today understand that by overcoming such dangers they earn greatness and recognition, and their success is no accident.  Each has achieved an impressive array of safety milestones not by avoiding danger, but by confronting it.  Through the methodical consideration of operational risk, you have eliminated unnecessary hazards during pre-planning, instead of having to face them during execution.  You’ve kept the risks inherent in your work under the spotlight, not in the shadows where they might have otherwise been a surprise.  

In the coming years our forces will be faced with operations of increasing complexity in new and more hazardous environments, especially in the war on terror, in the sub-littorals, in the rivers and jungles, as well as in urban and mountainous terrain.  Meanwhile, we’ll be transforming the Navy into a 21st century force looking for one more agile, responsive and lethal.  As our operating concepts and war plans evolve to meet these changes, new safety challenges will arise, and our future commanders must be prepared to follow the example of the commands that we honor today.  They must adapt ahead of their mission, so they are not learning the safety lessons the hard way, by loss of life and equipment, but rather they’re actively controlling the risks inherent in their day-to-day operations.  

As always, our destiny is in our own hands.  If we’re to succeed, then we have to remain focused.  We need to embrace safety to be ready, and we need to be ready everyday so that we can fight on the day of the battle.  This is certainly a battle that we must win.  

Congratulations and thank you for being here.  Thank you.

