Safety Stand-Downs – Considering the Whole Audience
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Whether you call it a “stand-down” or a “stand-up,” it’s really just a matter of timing and material covered. Aviation units for decades have taken periodic opportunities to suspend flight operations and focus on training, education, mishap trend analysis, safety survey results and the like. Some of the best events include a balance between local unit speakers (most importantly the CO) and invitees who might share unique knowledge and experience on a certain topic. Top-shelf stand-downs may have participative elements and a good measure of humor to keep the audience engaged and interested. The target audience, obviously, is a Coast Guard air station or a Navy or Marine Corps squadron and the topics fall under the wide umbrella of aviation safety. More specifically, the target audience is the people who wear flight suits, but there are other folks in attendance. 

Think for a minute about what it must be like to be an admin Petty Officer, embark Marine, or a cook at such an aviation-centric event as this. Navy and Marine Corps squadrons may not have as many different enlisted ratings under one command as a Coast Guard air station does, but they certainly have their share of support personnel. These great folks are integral to the success of our units on a day-to-day basis, but on this day they are trapped in an auditorium, likely listening to (or sleeping through) lectures that have little or no direct application to their job. Imagine if you were forced to sit through 8 hours of training on leave-processing, billing, or computer asset management. Not fun. With this new perspective, you as the FSO/ASO plan to do something about it. 

Can you please everybody at the same time, providing lectures and training that will be riveting to all attendees, regardless of their rate or MOS? No, you can’t and frankly you shouldn’t. You are the FSO/ASO of a military aviation unit whose sole existence is to accomplish amazing and sometimes dangerous missions that have local, national, and international significance. Your mission and everyone that supports it is the focus of your stand-down. So how do you address the clerks and cooks? At my first Coast Guard air station, the safety department kicked off the event by recognizing everyone who was there and their contributions to safety. Admin was recognized for handling our pay and benefits problems professionally so that we didn’t have to carry any of these worries into the aircraft. The galley staff was recognized for such things as the box lunches they provided, which helped to keep us awake and alert on offshore searches at 0300. Supply was mentioned for providing us with adequate safety equipment, without which we might be tempted to cut corners or be completely non-compliant with PPE directives. Medical was lauded for their flexibility to see aircrew at the clinic at all hours in the interest of keeping us at maximum readiness, standing a consistent watch. This relatively short kickoff to the stand-down was well-received. One of our most experienced pilots told me afterward that he’d never seen the support personnel recognized at a safety stand-down in his 25 years of flying. 

Two years later, in the same unit, a member of the admin department approached the operations officer with information about a junior pilot who was dealing with some significant off-duty issues that were previously unknown to the command. Human Factors Councils were foreign to the Coast Guard at that time, so there was no formal method for unearthing problems and providing interventions for crewmembers with issues that potentially affected flight safety. This responsible individual from admin understood the all-hands effort of safety, perhaps because she and other support personnel were recognized at the last stand-down. In the end, a heavily distracted and fatigued young copilot was able to receive the assistance that he neglected to ask for on his own and his fellow pilots and enlisted crew were better for it. 

Consider and recognize the contributions of all-hands to your unit’s safety posture. Your support personnel provide benefits to your safety program that you may have never noticed before.
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