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Decision Making at the Appropriate Level -- from the Director of Army Safety

The Army ’s risk management standard is making an informed decision at the appropriate level of authority.  In some cases, 

we aren't  meeting that standard.  Units are doing a good job

of identifying and assessing hazards, but young leaders - - whose experience level is not as extensive as it should be for making medium or high-risk decisions - - are sometimes making those risk decisions.

When I was the Assistant Division Commander (Maneuver), 1st 

Cavalry Division, Fort Hood, Texas, the CG asked me to take a look at risk management in the division.  I took scenarios from the risk management chain teaching CD and asked several lieutenants to identify y and assess the hazards, determine the level of risk - - low, medium, high, or extremely high - - and identify who had approval authority for the mission.

Most of the lieutenants felt that they or their company commander had approval authority.  I swore the lieutenants to secrecy and gave the same scenarios to battalion and brigade commanders the following day.  Battalion and brigade commanders identified and assessed the hazards and determined the risk level. They felt that the risk decision should be elevated to at least the battalion level for approval. 

It ’s obvious that a disconnect existed with the risk decision authority between the lieutenants and the battalion/brigade commanders.  Clearly, leaders at the platoon/company level should be given the opportunity to grow and the flexibility to make decisions so they can learn. But at the same time, they must know what their right and left boundaries are.

Senior leaders must be involved in supporting and mentoring the platoon and company commanders, and deciding how far to let them go before reining.  The intent should not be to micromanage young leaders and stifle their learning and growth process.  If the battalion ’s commander and command sergeant major takes the role of senior observer-controller, they can allow the learning, but STOP the process before the accident!

In FY01, we had 10 Class 'A' aviation accidents.  Only one of those accidents had the battalion commander present during the planning, preparation, and execution of the training.

I have submitted my personal philosophy to you before and I do so again:  Units that participate in tough, realistic training - - with technically and tactically proficient leaders present  - - have significantly fewer accidents.

Two key points to consider:

First.  If your unit ’s SOP isn’t specific on who has approval authority for each level of risk, then it may need revision.  Junior leaders should not have to decide if they have risk decision authority.

Spelling out clearly in the SOP who has decision authority for low-, medium-, high-, and extremely high risk missions is one means of making sure everybody knows their boundaries.  Whether it ’s through the SOP or some other educational process, make sure the risk decision approval authority is clear.

Second.  You may want to consider adding an extra step to your SOP.  Once the risk decision level is reached.  Informing the next level in the chain of approval gives an extra look at the process.

Clearly defined risk decision approval authority for each level of leadership will help us ensure that we have combat-ready battalions capable of going out and conducting tough, realistic training without hurting or killing soldiers before crossing the line of departure.

If we practice it every day, during every training mission, once we get into actual combat conditions, risk management will be an integral part of how we think and maneuver our way through situations as conditions change instantaneously.

Sometimes it ’s tough finding the right balance between mentoring/supporting and what some might perceive as micromanaging.  It ’s not necessary to always be loved as a commander, but it ’s vital to always be respected for technical and tactical proficiency and competence.

I challenge each of our commanders to set the professional example of being involved
- - by word and deed - - because each young leader you mentor during the planning, preparation, and execution of missions is your investment in the future

                                                                        BG James E. Simmons

                                                                        Train Hard - - Be Safe!
