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SK1(SW) Tom O’Neil uses a hand-held sound-level meter to

measure the noise being made by a Sailor with a needle gun.

By JO3 Paul Newell,
USS George Washington (CVN 73)

ou can't escapeit; there’sreally nowhereto
Y hide. From the deafening scream of jet

engines, to the constant rat-a-tat-tat of
needle guns, loud and annoying noisesare every-
where aboard USS George Washington (GW).
Even Saillorswho don’t work inaspace with loud
equipment probably work near noise.

Some say they’ re getting used to the crashing,
roaring and screeching that goesalong with lifeat
seaaboard an aircraft carrier. But safety
department’s SK1(SW) Tom O’ Neil, who isone of
the ship’stwo hearing-protection monitors, saysthe
only thing hewants shipmatesto get usedtois
safeguarding their hearing.

“Too many of them disregard the need for
hearing protection,” saysO’ Nell. “ It just seemsthey
don’t know what level s of hazardous noisethey’re
being exposedto.”

If they knew, they might wear hearing protection
all thetime. Take, for instance, theboatswain’s
mateswho, before they can paint abulkhead, must
take off the old paint. Needle gunning isagood way
to dothat, but it’'salso extremely noisy—113
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decibels. At that level, it wouldn't take unprotected
Sailorslongto get thesameringingintheir earsthat
people experience after attending arock concert.

Commander Bob L ucas, the safety officer
aboard GW, istrying to make some noise of his
own. Hismotivation for reducing the noiselevel
aboard ship comesfrom years of personal experi-
ence: abusing hisearswhileflying helicopters. In
logging morethan 4,000 hoursof flight timesince
1981, he has suffered a65 percent hearinglossin
hisleft ear and 45 percent intheright.

“It'stoo latefor me,” he says, “but the Navy has
committed millionstoinvestigatethe potentia
reduction of noise aboard ship. During our yard
period, we are scheduled to install mounted orifices
with thejet-blast deflectors, which should grestly
reduce theincredibly loud sound on theflight deck.
We d so arelooking into supplying active-sound
continuatorsin cranials, whichwill reduce heavy
background noises.”

Are such measures necessary? What does
sustained exposureto noisy environmentsactually
dotoour hearing?
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Hear It

aring Protection

“The heavy soundsaround aship will affect the
ear’sability to pick up the 4,000 hertz frequency—
the oneassociated withloud noises,” saysLt. Roger
Talbot, GW sphysician assistant. “ After stayingina
noisy arealong enough, theear’snerveswill be
affected. Going to an occasional rock concert or
cranking up theradioisfineonceinawhile, but
constant exposurewill harm our ability to hear. It'sa
gradual progression, and wereally need to be aware
of the effects of working in spaceswhere sound
generatesheavy noise.”

That'sespecially truefor flight-deck Sailors. For
hourseach day, they are exposed to sound levels
above 130 decibels. According to Lt. Mike L utte,
GW sindusgtrid-hygieneofficer, that level isenough
to makeyour eardrumsbleed. Besidesusing the
common yellow earplug “foamies,” Sailorsonthe
flight deck arerequired towear circumaural muffs.

To determinenoiselevels, Lutteand O’ Nell
travel to spacesthey suspect are excessively noisy
and useanoise-level meter. Thisinstrument tells
them exactly how many decibelsare being produced
inaspace. Lutte, whoisresponsiblefor determining
whichworkcentersare proneto high noiselevels,
say's between 84 and 104 decibelsrequiresingle-
hearing protection'. Anything over 104 decibels,
though, requiresdouble-hearing protection.

“We stop alot of shipmatesand say, ‘ Hey, you
need to stop what you’ re doing and get some
hearing protection.” We' Il evengo get it for them if
wehaveto.”

Sometimes, Sailorsdon’t appreciatethe efforts
of our safety department.

“Themost frustrating thing is seeing repest
offendersand the attitude you get from them,”
O'Neil says. “They just don't understand it only
takesaminute or so to don the proper personal
protective equipment. | guessthey just feel bothered
by us, but it’sour job to care about their well-
being.”

April-June 2001

O’ Nell isn’t the only onewho cares about
shipmates hearing. Another isHM2 TamaraMarks,
atrained preventivemedicinetechnician (PMT),
who notesthat Sailorsin certain departments must
havetheir hearing tested annualy.

“The safety department has determined that
thereare Sailorsfrom six departments (air, engineer-
ing, deck, weapons, AIMD, and reactor) who
require audiograms each year,” Marks says. “We
givethem thetest and compare the resultsagainst
their initial screening during boot camp. If they have
suffered hearing loss, wetalk tothem and re-
educate them on theimportance of hearing protec-
tion. We al so suggest common waysto avoid
hearingloss.”

What about Sailorswho can’t escape the noise?

“Thearresting gear isright abovemy berthing,”
AN Jose Santiago of V-4 division says. “You can
hear exactly when the plane hitsthedeck. It’slike
‘baml’”

Unfortunately, flight operationscan’t beflown
around the schedul es of Santiago and hisroommates.
But GWislookinginto helping these Sailors, too.

“WEe reeva uating the possibility of adding
acoudticinsulationto their berthing spaces,” Lutte
says.

Whilelong-term solutionsto someof the bigger
noi se problems are being worked out, the safety
department iswilling to do what they can to ensure
Sailorsget the hearing protection they need.

“We' reawayswilling to teach our shipmates
about hearing protection or to give out ear plugsto
them,” O’ Nell says. “If adivision or department
doesn’t havethemoney intheir funds, we'll help
them. At $19 abox, it’sthekind of investment we
likemaking. After all, we' rehereto help our ship-
mateshear.” >

<) For More Info...

! Single- and double-hearing protection requirements are
outlined in Chapter B4 of the NavOSH Program Manual for Forces
Afloat (OpNavinst 5100.19D).
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