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The airfield is a dangerous place at best.  Aircraft.  Birds.  Fuel. Munitions.  People.  Personalities.   Mix them in any combination.

Over the past few years, the Bird/Wildlife Aircraft Strike Hazard (BASH) program has made a lot of progress.  The number of bird strikes have risen.  However, these figures don’t tell the whole story.  Repair costs have not risen as steeply as the strikes.  During this period, the Air Force began flying lower flight levels where there are more birds.  Reporting and record keeping of bird strikes has improved.  Most importantly, we have been getting our collective BASH act together.

This last item, getting our act together, has been an interesting process of people management.  All of the following situations were observed during the past five years.  The incidents were scattered over a dozen flying bases in three MAJCOMs.  

Let’s look at a composite BASH situation at good old Hypothetical AFB.  Presented as a three-act play this scenario might serve as both flashing warning lights of things going wrong and as a road map for improving future operations.  Let’s hope this play is a comedy of errors and not a tragedy.

The curtain rises as a flight of black birds descends on one end of a duty runway.  The airfield goes to Bird Strike Condition Severe closing the base to flying.  How did we get to this point?  Patience, please.  Let’s identify the cast of characters in order of appearance. 

The storm.  Ten days before the birds arrived the base was hit with a two-day storm that dropped eight inches of rain.  The grass grew, but the tractors could not mow the wet airfield.  Mosquitoes and other flying teeth multiplied which attracted swallows by day and night hawks by night.  Seed heads began to appear on the grass and on the sorghum fields adjacent to the base attracted other generic seed-eating black birds.

Birds.  These are generic black birds such as swallows and grackles.  

Air Field Management.  The airfield manager defined his contract to include periodic airfield inspections but did not include bird dispersal.  His lawyer said the liability ended when the inspections were completed and recommendations for bird strike conditions were made for the airfield. 

Flight Safety. The aerospace engineer pilot Captain Captain, just assigned to flight safety, was a recent safety school graduate.   The base Bird Aircraft Strike Hazard (BASH) Plan, was out of date.  The Bird Hazard Working Group was non-functional. The bird dispersal team was not clearly defined. 

The fire department and security police.  Although both organizations are available, the fire department is not a normal part of the bird dispersal team.  Security police and pest management may be involved in situations requiring shooting and trapping pests.

The Natural Resources Manager.  Although this Civil Engineering person was not a degreed biologist and wore several hats that allowed only 15% time for the natural resources program, this was the best resource on base for the BASH program.  Remember that BASH is NOT an engineering program.

Grounds management contractor.  The company had one small farm tractor with conventional tires and a rotary mower.  This equipment was used to mow several areas on base including the main gate and access road, the airfield, and the auxiliary flying field 30 miles away.  Note that conventional tires do not work well on the wet airfield and a standard rotary mower will not cut the grass if it gets wet or too tall.

Pest Management Contractor.  Surveys of airfield insect populations and controlling insects and other pests on the airfield were not specifically identified in the statement of work.  Neither was testing or maintaining the propane canons.  The contractor’s lawyer recommended avoiding liability by doing nothing on the airfield.  Also, bird dispersal equipment and an ultra-low volume (ULV) mosquito fogger were not identified in either contractor or government supplied equipment.  

Contracting.  Airfield management and civil engineer operations had been contracted.  Since the base had no significant bird dispersal actions in several years, there was no perceived requirement to participate in bird control and dispersal or obtain equipment specifically included in the bid package.

Legal.  When these needs for the BASH program were identified the contractor's lawyer recommended the contractors not do anything on the airfield due to possible liability if an aircraft accident were to occur.  The liability issue was clarified after the fact:  If there was no specific wrong doing there would be no more liability on the airfield than elsewhere on base.  

Supply.  As for the ULV, a unit was ordered with expected delivery from depot in 18 months. Bird dispersal equipment, such as bangers and screamers, was ordered with no proposed delivery date.

Now that the cast is assembled and the curtain has risen, let’s look at Act One.
The light comes up and the birds are on stage.

 Enter stage right.  Scene One.   Two planes are in the pattern.  As they land, one plane hits three birds, and the other kills 30 birds due to air turbulence.  The airfield is closed, and local flying diverted to the auxiliary airfield for the duration.  Exit stage left.  

Now we know it’s not a tragedy, but it still may not be funny.

Scene Two.  Enter stage right.  The airfield manager alerts flight safety that fires the propane cannons with no appreciable effect.  Next, Flight Safety alerts the crash trucks to try to spook the birds but sirens, flashing lights, and even water spray have no effect.  Security police were called, but shotguns were found to be ineffective.  The natural resources manager was contacted and visited the site.  The birds are tentatively identified. Recommendations are made to fog the airfield to remove the insects and mow the grass to remove the seed heads.  All exit stage left.

Scene Three.  Enter stage left.  The grounds contractor who was mowing the driest areas on the airfield has been called off to mow the area around the main gate.  (Remember there is just one tractor available.)  When the birds arrive the tractor is quickly returned to mowing the airfield and quickly gets stuck.  The birds don’t care.

Enter stage right.  Pest management is told to spray the airfield.  They fire up an all-terrain vehicle with a boom sprayer and set to work.  The birds laugh.

Enter stage right immediately behind the pest managers.  Someone remembers the golf course has a couple tractors with floatation tires and mowers.  These tractors are requisitioned and enter the fray.  They mow the freshly sprayed grass thereby wasting the pesticide.  The tractors don’t get stuck but the grass is too tall and gets pushed over and pops back up instead of being cut.  No sickle bar mowers are available to cut the tall grass.

Enter stage right.  The stage is getting crowded as a falconer arrives under a panic driven service contract and releases his bird.  The falcon has minimal impact for two reasons.  The falcon usually requires time to establish its territory and the invading birds were not the normal prey of this type of hawk.  

The birds exhaust their food supply and leave in all directions.  Everyone else exits and the lights fall.

During the intermission see if you can figure out what is going to happen.  Do they (birds and planes) ever fly again?  Does the tractor get out of the mud?  Does Zelda get married? (Oops.  Wrong play.)  The suspense is maddening.

Act Two.  Scene One.  The curtain rises on the entire cast except the birds sitting around a conference table.  They actually become acquainted.  They discuss what happened and arrive at a cooperative plan.  The BASH Plan and Wildlife Management Plan are updated.  A Bird Hazard Working Group is organized chaired by the Vice-Commander who happens to like to fly.  The bird dispersal team members are identified along with their available resources.  Contracting amends the various contracts to require appropriate services and equipment to maintain the base and auxiliary airfield.  Supply raises the priority and gets items delivered in a timely manner.  

In Scene Two, Flight Safety, pest management and the natural resources manager begin regular bird, plant and insect surveys and necropsys.  A bird control consultant is hired part time to manage bird populations and reduce other bird problems on base.  

In Act Three, a contingency plan is made to meet next fall’s migratory invasion.  Zelda gets engaged.  The fat lady sings.  Curtain drops.  Everyone takes a bow.  Keep‘em flying. 
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