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       English 101

                Naval Safety Center, 2003


Lesson #9: The "S" word -- Can we publish safety magazines without using the word "safety"?

A perceptive former editor of Approach once said that using the word "complacency" was like shining a flashlight in the reader's eyes. It made them blink and recoil. Does this mean that you can't write about the phenomenon of complacency? No. You can (and probably should) write a hundred articles about it. But if you want your faithful readers to plow through those articles, you'd better disguise the fact. Once they suspect that they are going to hear good old sermon #19, they are going to turn the page, because they already know that sermon.

The word "safety" works the same way. It is a time-honored signal that what will follow is boring and irrelevant. The very sound of it is soporific. It conjures drowsy moments in the back of a dark theater while an amateurish film flickers in front of your bleary eyes, or in a warm classroom while some geek drones on about standards, instructions, permissible exposure levels or time-weighted averages.

Our job is to write about what happens when people cut corners and take risks, when they screw up or don't know any better. We have to describe the advantages of wearing a helmet when someone 20 feet above you drops a wrench on your head. We have to describe the injury and damage that result when workers aren't trained, when they feel invulnerable, when they are too tired, or when they have to hurry. But once we begin to make "safety" something separate from daily life and operations, we make a deadly mistake.

"Safety" isn't an additive, like STP oil treatment, that you pour in when your engine starts to smoke. You don't cram in "safety" as an afterthought. If it isn't part of your regular routine, part of the regular job, you are in trouble. Once you start to treat it as something separate, as if it were an entity or a concept, the next thing you know you spouting philosophy. That way lies madness.

It isn't that anybody disagrees with platitudes and cliches; the problem is that they don't make people think. It gives them an excuse to disengage and turn their minds to something more constructive or attractive. Your readers start to nod their heads, and pretty soon they just nod off.

Examples

Article title: "We Blew It and Safety Saved Us"

[Delete last four words; isn’t “safety” a concept? Is the author talking about precautions? Emergency procedures? A first-aid kit?]]
...the aircraft slid smoothly away from the personnel and landed safely.

[Just say “landed.” If it wasn’t a safe landing, add more information.]

The details of this particular incident are helicopter oriented, but you restricted aviators can get something out of this, too. At least some of the underlying safety themes are universal.

[Delete “At least some of”; also, delete “safety”]

... to follow the safety rules at work and at home and protect themselves, their co-workers, the people they supervise and their families.

[There are just rules, period. The idea that there are some sort of regular rules, and then another batch of “safety rules,” is destructive.]

He was wearing his safety belt and only suffered abrasions and lacerations to his lower legs by flying glass with one day lost time.

[A very awkward sentence, but “safety belt” is necessary in this instance]

First, a thorough planning process bounded by compliance with NATOPS, published safety procedures and common sense must always, always take place. . . 

[Just say “procedures”]

... it is easy for the bench technician to concentrate only on production and nothing else. But, it might come as a shock to you (literally) that he must also remain safety-minded at all times.

[“… must also be careful…”]

 [a conclusion] Without a proper attitude about safety -- you could be dead. Be safe instead!

[This is simply moronic.]

Our otherwise safety conscious young sailors become mishaps waiting to happen.

[OK, but should hyphenate “safety-conscious”]

The guide explains the various duties of personnel who make up a flight deck crew; it also lists flight-deck safety do's and don'ts.

[“do’s and don’ts” implies hazards and precautions]

The Chief of Naval Operations (OP-45) is distributing new safety videotapes to afloat units with a NAVOSH Videotape User's Guide.

[delete “safety”]
Everyone seems to have his own idea of how slow he can safely fly his aircraft. But does he really? 

[delete “safety”]
Employee was instructed in safety awareness, and to wear proper eye 

protection when welding.

[“safety awareness” is a muddy concept]
Since this hull technician wore safety glasses and safety goggles, you may wonder how this injury happened?

[retain “safety”]
... we sometimes run into safety problems that we didn't initially anticipate.

[I’d make it “hazards” or “risks” instead of “safety problems”]]
I witnessed first hand a different attitude toward safety as ship's company aboard USS Nimitz.

[retain “safety”]
The proper flight deck safety boots he wore saved him from sustaining an injury to his left leg.

[delete “safety”]
Training and safety awareness is paramount if injuries are to be prevented.

[delete “safety”]
One can't help when working on the flight deck, from time to time, feeling "It's every man for himself". But an event happens to remind us how totally dependent we are on each other for our safety.

[delete last three words]
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