A zero-tolerance attitude may be showing results
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Five plane crashes and one fatality made 1995 the safest flying year ever for the Air National Guard.  And three crashes with no fatalities so far make this year a close contender.

Guard officials are crediting a two-year-old attack on a “culture” that accepted crashes and deaths as inevitable byproducts of flying.

Flying need not result in disasters, Col. Dennis Nielsen, the Air Guard’s safety director said in an interview May 7.

Most of the time, planes take off, fly, return and land without incident.

But until 1994, almost no one accepted the idea that that could be done safely all of the time.

That year, the Guard abandoned the practice of setting an air-safety goal that projected crashes.

Instead the Guard set a goal of zero crashes or class-A mishaps.

A class-A mishap is one in which a plane is destroyed or sustains more than $1 million worth of damage, or in which someone is killed or permanently disabled.

The ambitious goal did not help much that first year.

The Air Guard piled up 11 mishaps that resulted in four fatalities.

But in addition to setting zero as the goal for mishaps, the Guard launched an effort to change the “culture” of its flying units.

And in 1995 and this year, the effort is paying off, Nielsen said.

“Culture” is essentially how a unit operates, and culture of units is being examined closely by special Guard “cultural assessment” teams.

The teams have three to five members, including an aircraft expert who is usually a pilot, a maintenance expert and a team leader.

“I am convinced that going after the culture in the unit is what produces safety,” said Maj. Gen. Donald Shepperd, director of the Air National Guard, during an April 15 interview with Air Force Times reporters and editors.  “I’m talking about culture in the cockpit, culture in the support areas, the mechanics and that type of thing.”

Such change is needed throughout the Air Force, said Col. Alan Carpenter, safety chief for the Air Force Reserve.

‘Risk management’

With planes costing as much as $1 billion apiece, the service can no longer afford an attitude that it can “afford a few losses,” he said.

The Air Force Safety Agency is urging the Air Force to adopt “risk management” practices as a way to improve flight safety.  Commanders would be required to weigh risks such as weather, crew experience and aircraft condition against the need to carry out a particular mission.

Forcing them to enumerate and quantify risks is intended to make them better able to recognize and avoid them, according to the Safety Agency.

Major commands are reviewing the risk-management program now, and it may be put into effect before the end of the year.

Risk management has enabled some industries to reduce their accident rates by 70 percent to 80 percent, Carpenter said.  Such cultural changes are welcome, but more are needed, he said.

For the Air Guard, a key part of the cultural change is greater accountability, Nielsen said.

In the past, if there was an aircraft mishap because a bolt was left out of an engine during repairs, “we used to concentrate on the guy who left bolt out of engine,” he said.

Now, “we look at the culture of the unit that would allow a bolt to be left out.”

Units have technical manuals that spell out repair procedures, they conduct inspections to ensure that repairs are done properly, but sometimes something in a unit’s culture permits mistakes to be made, Nielsen said.

After examining the unit, a cultural-assessment team will provide its analysis to the unit commander so he can make changes.

Sometimes commanders are unaware of cultural problems in their units because unit members are reluctant to tell them, Nielsen said.

Greater accountability is a key element in cultural change, according to Shepperd.  Individuals should be held more accountable for their actions, and whole units should answer for the actions of their individual member, he said.

To produce “a culture of safety,” Shepperd said he strives for “a culture where everybody says, “This is our unit and we’re not going to allow anybody to screw it up.”

Often, such peer pressure is enough to correct problems, Nielsen said.

But when it is not, senior Air Guard officials have imposed employment moratoriums of up to a year on troubled units, Nielsen said.

For many years the Air Force excelled at finding the causes of mishaps and correcting them, but now the Guard is putting new emphasis on spotting dangerous trends and correcting them before accidents occur, he said.

“We’re tracking incidents in units, ”he said.

“Incidents” range from misreading instruments to misunderstanding air-traffic controllers to failing to brief missions completely.

Incidents usually happen repeatedly before they cause a major mishap, Nielsen said.

“We’re working on preventing incidents,” he said.  “If we see a trend, we alert everyone.”

The Air Guard’s improved safety record comes at a time when Guard aircrews are flying more missions than ever.  And ironically, the higher operations tempo may help account for improved safety, Nielsen said.

“Routine training is when we have most of our mishaps,” he said.

Operational missions in Bosnia, northern and southern Iraq, Liberia and elsewhere keep aircrews busier but also more focused, he said.

The three mishaps so far this year give the Guard an accident rate of 1.51 mishaps per 100,000 flying hours, slightly higher than last year’s record year of 1.24 mishaps per 100,000 flying hours.  As long as there are no more mishaps, this year’s accident rate will decrease as more hours are flown, Nielsen said.

Statistically, the Guard has yet to achieve as good a safety record as the smaller Reserve, which suffered a C-130 Hercules crash in 1995 with six fatalities.

The single crash translates into a safety rate of .74 mishaps per 100,000 flying hours.

So far, the Reserve has had no class-A mishaps in 1996.

Overall, the Air Force has 1.44 accidents per 100,000 flying hours last year in which 29 planes were destroyed and 53 people were killed.

So far this year mishaps have destroyed 11 planes and killed 34 people, all in the CT-43 that crashed in Croatia April 3, killing Commerce Secretary Ronald Brown and his entourage.

