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Learning With Simulators
Navy augments training, aiming to cut accidents

By Otto Kreisher, Copley News Service

NORFOLK, Va. -- The destroyer Roosevelt moved swiftly toward the pier for docking, rapidly closing in on another destroyer already tied up ahead.

As the gray form of the docked warship increasingly filled the Roosevelt's bridge windows, Brian Boyce said of the young ensign trying to correct the Roosevelt's precarious situation, "He's a little fast and a little close.

"In the real world, he would have been kicked off the bridge," said Boyce, a retired Navy captain turned trainer.

Fortunately for Ensign Gabriel Conlon and the Roosevelt, the roughly handled berthing was not in the real world but in the safe virtual world of a realistic simulator.

The state-of-the-art simulator on the Navy base in Norfolk and similar trainers in San Diego and Newport, R.I., are playing vital roles in an effort to break an alarming string of ship-handling errors that have brought the Navy millions of dollars in repair bills and immeasurable embarrassment. At least 12 accidents have occurred in the past two years, with Navy ships involved in six groundings and six collisions at sea.

Three of those incidents have occurred since the chief of naval operations, Adm. Vern Clark, ordered a one-day safety stand-down for all ships in September 2000 to re-emphasize ship handling.

The impact of collisions has ranged from minor damage, as when the San Diego-based oiler Guadalupe bumped the ammunition ship Shasta while refueling west of San Diego on Feb. 26, to the tragedy off Hawaii on Feb. 9 when the submarine Greenville surfaced beneath a Japanese trawler, which sank and resulted in nine deaths.

Although the circumstances of each accident were different, failures of basic seamanship or a breakdown in coordination by the officers and sailors on the bridge were common elements.

That is where the ship-handling trainers come in.

"I think the best thing we do . . . is to try to learn from those mishaps," Boyce said. For example, since the safety stand-down, the training has put more emphasis on teamwork "because that was seen as a weakness," he said.

The simulators at the three Navy bases are operated by Marine Safety International, a branch of a commercial company with decades of experience training airline pilots. The instructors are all retired Navy captains who have commanded at least two ships.

The Norfolk center is the newest and largest of the three facilities, an $8 million investment in computer-driven simulation.

The simulators can duplicate nearly every type of Navy ship and submarine in a wide range of weather and operating conditions. They can simulate about a dozen ports in the United States and overseas.

For example, while Conlon was docking a simulated Roosevelt in daylight at Mayport, Fla., other Roosevelt officers were trying to come alongside a simulated oiler to practice at-sea refueling.

On the opposite side of the building, officers and sailors from the aircraft carrier Nimitz were simulating movement through a narrow channel in dense fog and practicing resupply in the dim light of dawn.

Three of the recent collisions have occurred while ships were being resupplied at sea, a challenging maneuver that requires the ships to close within 150 feet and to hold that position for an hour or more at 12 knots while fuel and cargo are transferred.

Barry Nelson, an expert in such activities at the Military Sealift Command, suggested that a lack of practice contributed to the rash of at-sea resupply collisions.

Cmdr. Matthew Bobola, the Roosevelt's captain, said although an officer would get few chances to try resupply at sea, the trainer "enables us to do this time after time."

The center also uses accident reports to replicate such incidents on computer CDs. Those are sent to the fleet for ship training and are shown to every crew that comes to the simulator. And the instructors re-create in the simulators the situations that resulted in collisions in hopes of avoiding similar accidents in the future.

"You learn from your mistakes," Bobola said. "These kids can see what went wrong." The simulators cost $950 an hour, a fraction of what it costs to take a ship and crew to sea for training.

"If we weren't here, this is training that just wouldn't get done," Boyce said.

Asked what he sees as the biggest advantage of the simulator, Conlon said quickly, "You don't break anything." 

