
Situational awareness…what? When I first heard this 

phrase, I was a little confused—although that isn't an 

unusual thing for me. I stopped and analyzed the 

phrase for a few minutes, and realized that it's quite 

self-explanatory. Basically, when you are in any 

situation, be aware of your surroundings and what 

can change at any given moment. 

According to Securitas Inc., situational awareness is 

. . . a human experience defined as knowing and 

understanding what is happening around you, 

predicting how it will change with time, and being 

unified with the dynamics of your environment. We 

practice situational awareness every day—when 

crossing the street, driving our cars, and making 

dinner in our kitchens. Situational awareness is 

knowing what is going on around you and staying 

vigilant to any changes or threats. By becoming 

more aware and observant in the workplace, all 

employees can help maintain a safe environment 

and improve the safety of everyone around them.  

Here's an experience that might make "situational 

awareness" a bit easier to understand. 

After high school, I got a summer job with the BLM 

as a wildland firefighter and was assigned to a fire 

truck with two other guys. Part way through the 

summer, we were sent to a fire on the desert three 

hours south of St. George near Lake Mead—on dirt 

roads. It was a long way to any civilization at all and 

ended up being our home for about three weeks. 

Nearly every summer, thunderstorms rolled through 

this desert causing fires to the landscape which 

consisted of grass, sagebrush, cactus, and a few 

juniper trees. These storms came every afternoon 

and evening and sparked fires all over the place! 

Some of them were easily extinguished, while others 

blew up causing us to work for days to contain them.  

One night things were pretty quiet and we were 

settling down for what we hoped would be a good 

night’s sleep. One of my crew members and I pitched 

a tent next to the fire truck—and were heading for a 

coma fast—when off in the distance, the night sky 

began throwing flashes of light our way. After a few 

minutes, the hair on my head stood straight up.   

There was a bang so loud and a flash of light so 

bright that I was sure I had just entered the afterlife. 

My crew mate and I jumped up and made it to the 

cab of the fire truck quickly—where the big rubber 

tires provided us the safety we sought. The next 

morning, we found a large crater blasted in the 

ground about 20 yards from our tent—too close for 

comfort.  

Rajni Walia of Dekra said this, 

We need to consider how we can improve 

situational awareness when it matters most. When  

unplanned events occur, there almost always are 

precursors that may seem obvious in hindsight but 

were fully missed.  
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A bolt of lightning certainly wasn't in our plans that 

night. And yes, there were most definitely a couple 

of precursors which would have warned 

me of potential harm if I’d been aware of 

them. For instance, weather information 

is constantly available to wildland fire 

crews. I knew lightning was imminent 

that night because of our tailgate 

meeting just a few hours before. Also, 

don’t you think that the first few flashes 

of light would have given me a clue to 

move to a safer place? 

See, Think, and Know 

It really is important to be constantly aware and 

thinking of all possibilities when working at this 

power facility. I think we all tend to become a little 

less aware of how often and how quickly our 

surroundings can change while we're working. It is 

important for us to be forward thinking all the time. 

What will happen when I loosen the bolt on this 

flange? Before I land this wire, do I really know for 

sure that the power is disconnected? What happens 

if this ladder isn’t stable enough once I start closing 

the fly ash feeder hand wheel? Have the SO2 

readings changed in the scrubber since this 

morning? 

Recently a large, bent, cracked valve hand wheel 

was found on the ground floor of the boiler. As you 

can see from the picture, it had taken 

more than one good hit on its descent. 

After a long search, the original location 

of the hand wheel was found…on the 

15th floor! Thankfully someone found the 

hand wheel before it found them.  

This hand wheel is a stark reminder that 

we all need to be aware of our 

environment and the possible changes 

that can occur at any moment. If we see 

something, say something. Be aware of 

unsafe situations, and do whatever it 

takes to mitigate them. Ask yourself, "What behavior 

changes do I need to make to be more aware of any 

situation all of the time?" Remember your why! 
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Situational Awareness—Kirk Stevens (cont.) 

VOLTS Data Report—Casey Draper 

July Report Summary 

VOLTS Contact Rate (Performance 

Incentive Goal is to Remain Above 1) 
1.09 

Observations Performed 417 

Protected Work Behaviors Observed 4,611 

Exposed Work Behaviors Observed 43 

What’s your why? 
Do an Observation today! 
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