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Human Error Causes Too Many Mishaps

By Dan Steber

We lose more than 200 people each year in mishaps, more than 170 of them to senseless and preventable human-error-related mistakes. The dollars costs are staggering, and the pain that families face because of these losses is immeasurable. We owe it to our Sailors, Marines, Aviators, and loved ones to do better.

One expert in the human-factors field, Capt. Nick Webster, MC, Head of the Aeromedical Division at the Naval Safety Center, said, “Humans are part of almost every system we design, and, just by our very nature, we are prone to make minor mistakes every day.” That fact is found in data from the Naval Safety Center’s web-enabled safety system/safety information-management system (WESS/SIMS) database shows us that each year human error is responsible for about 85% of mishaps. Annual mishap costs hover around $700 million, and human error accounts for $595 million of that amount. 

The Navy and Marine Corps are trying to reduce these numbers and are doing so to save people, equipment and money. We must understand the goal goes beyond a 50 percent reduction in mishaps. As Secretary England said, ”The goal isn’t really 50 percent. We’ll settle for 50 percent, but we don’t want anyone injured or killed.” New technology and more reliable equipment have helped to reduce or eliminate certain types of mishaps, but reducing human error is our clearest path to achieve success. Capt. Webster pointed out, “As we continue to build more complex machines that go faster, turn quicker, and climb higher, the limiting factor becomes the human being. [They] can only process so much information on the job and are prone to make an error.”

Several programs are helping us to turn the tide against human error. Capt. Webster mentioned that these safety programs have built-in safety buffers in the form of administrative controls to prevent us from operating in an unsafe situation. For example, squadron level human-factors councils and the human-factors QMB focus on preventing human-error mishaps. They work to improve naval aviation processes, programs and systems that affect human performance. 

Operational risk management (ORM) attacks human error by getting our people to identify and assess risk, decide which risks are acceptable, set up controls, and supervise the overall process. 

Crew and maintenance resource management (CRM/MRM) programs offer aviators and maintainers a way to understand the problems that arise in group-related interactions. They provide aircrew and groundcrew coordination training to specifically give our people insight into the problems associated with decision making, leadership, assertiveness, communications, situational awareness, and other areas that affect team-related functions. Khaki risk management is a training session that the Naval Safety Center gives to maintenance officers and chiefs that encompasses ORM, MRM and GCT.

The effort to reduce human-error mishaps ties in directly with our efforts to meet Secretary Rumsfeld’s reduction goal. It will take more time, but the clock is running. We have to move ahead smartly. The challenge is tough and no one group or program is the solution. RADM Dick Brooks, Commander, Naval Safety Center, said “We can’t do it alone. We need the fleet’s help to make the Navy and Marine Corps safer and more able to meet the challenges that lie ahead.” The Navy and Marine Corps cannot accept needless errors. We must protect our people and keep families from unwanted sorrow.

For more information on the 50-Percent Reduction Plan, visit http://safetycenter.navy.mil/MishapReduction/default.htm . While there, navigate to our aviation directorate and find out more on their efforts on human factors and the fight to end human error.
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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