The Four Cornerstones of FOD Prevention

(Following is the transcript of a talk on Foreign Object Damage prevention, presented during the March 24, 2009 teleconference of an informal, industry-wide working group that is assisting the FAA in its development of a formal Safety Management System for the nation’s airports. The presenter is Gary Chaplin, founder and general manager of The F.O.D. Control Corporation.)
Any FOD prevention program is a multifaceted initiative and, like all ongoing safety programs, it stretches out across time. Creating it, implementing it, and maintaining its effectiveness over a period of years includes some basic elements that I call the Four Cornerstones of FOD Prevention.
With a focus here on airports, these four cornerstones are Management Support, Training, Housekeeping and Inspections.  Just to make it clear, every sector of aviation has special needs and a FOD Program can get much more detailed than this, but implementing just these elements effectively can result in an excellent FOD program for any organization that over time will increase safety and save money.

Let’s cover the fundamentals of each cornerstone:

Management Support is Number One – whether your airport is large or small, this is the key to the success of your whole program. A strong and visible commitment on the part of your airport’s senior management must be the foundation of the program. For example, and especially impressive considering it’s such a large organization, and with due respect to the other branches, I’ve found that the US Air Force has the most effective long term FOD programs on the planet.

I believe the key to their success is that, as a rule, each Air Force Base has a senior grade officer, usually a Lieutenant Colonel or higher, responsible for the oversight and ongoing results of their air base’s program. Over the longer term, this provides the necessary level of management support for the message to filter down through the ranks by way of the junior officers and NCO’s who are tasked with the day-to-day program operations. I recommend that any organization model their FOD Prevention Program on this approach.

The second half of the Management Support Cornerstone is the Local FOD Committee – which is essentially senior management’s “action team” to make the FOD program happen. For smaller airports where a separate committee level activity isn’t practical, you can look at folding the appropriate activities into the local Safety Committee. Now, however, I’ll approach things from a standpoint of those airports where a stand alone FOD Committee is practical. Here are several key areas of focus for the FOD Committee:

Participation – one of the first tasks and biggest challenges is recruiting FOD Committee members. I suggest approaching every organization working at the airport, with a focus on the airside. Airport operations and other airport departments, airlines, security, and ground handlers are some examples. Really, anyone working inside the fence has a potential stake in this. 

This stage in the beginning of your process is where having senior level airport management support can play an important role. Get them to back you by sponsoring the opening recruitment communications to these airport stakeholder organizations where your FOD committee participants will be coming from. That gives you some added leverage in motivating folks to get on the team. Ideally, your representatives should be in a position within their company to carry the message and implement solutions in-house. 

Once the initial membership of the committee has been established, there are a number of chief focal points to take action on:

Management Support – I know I just mentioned this, but once you have it, you’ve got to keep it, and that won’t happen by itself. A key area of your ongoing committee efforts will be to develop and strengthen the initial commitment from senior airport management. That’s where your power and resources will be coming from for making real progress. So, plan to keep that on your agenda permanently, and look for the ways and means of engaging and communicating to senior management about your program’s strengths and weaknesses and what you need to improve.

Item number two is back to FOD Committee Recruitment – it’s unlikely that your initial recruiting effort will gather the full number of people that achieves a breadth and depth of participation across the spectrum of operating organizations at your airport that you’ll want to have. Job turnover of those you do get is going to be a reality and a continuing challenge. An ongoing committee member recruitment campaign is foundational for getting started and moving forward. Moving on....

The Second Cornerstone of a Good FOD Program is Training – and I don’t mean a one- time five-minute blurb about FOD that is included in the training to get an airside driver’s permit. If your program is going be effective, FOD awareness training and promotion is the vehicle that will get you there. An easy mantra that can be used as a program slogan are the words “Clean As You Go.” That simple phrase is what you want your people to think and do.

To further expand on training: you’ll need to obtain or develop materials that each of the airport’s stakeholders you’ll be working with can use to take back and train their personnel. The website www.ncatt.org/resources.htm will take you to some very good free materials developed and made available through a National Science Foundation Grant by an organization called the National Center for Aircraft Technician Training . That material is a great place to start and you may find it is all you need. You can also find a lot of information on www.fodnews.com which is free for the taking.

Cornerstone Number Three of Your Program is Housekeeping – this is where the rubber hits the road. Wildlife-related FOD such as bird strikes aside, the largest percentage of FOD damage has been traced to housekeeping issues. While your FOD committee won’t be doing the housekeeping, one of your primary tasks will be to ensure that others do. 

There are a number of related issues under this heading and I won’t try to cover them all right now, but one of, if not the most important, is good trash management. Every aircraft servicing operation, cargo or passenger, has the potential to generate foreign objects and most of them do generate something that can find its way to the ground. The same potential exists with every company and their employees doing any kind of work on the airside. So, if your FOD prevention training efforts have been successful, more trash is going to need a home. 

That means properly sized and marked FOD containers, and enough of them with a reasonable spacing around the airside to ensure workers won’t have to walk very far to deposit foreign objects. Like it or not, you won’t get many to walk long distances for this. 

Expanding this same concept applies to dumpsters and your other large trash collection points. Get enough of them to accommodate the volume of trash generated and make sure they are well placed. Some real thought needs to go into this and, carrying that forward, to getting them all emptied on a scheduled and on-demand basis. 

By on-demand, I mean having your local sign shop make some good weather-resistant decals or signs to apply to all of your trash containers that includes a phone number to call for prompt removal service. Overflowing trash cans and dumpsters completely defeat your purpose and having prompt, cooperative attention to the maintenance and emptying of FOD containers is actually one of the key signals to airside personnel that the management has a real commitment to the FOD Prevention Program.

The Final Cornerstone of Your Program is Inspections – and I prefer to expand this more fully to Inspections, Reporting, Analysis and Improvements. It’s your tool kit for measuring, evaluating and enhancing the effectiveness of the first three cornerstones. 

Regarding inspections, your airport operations department may already be carrying out much of the inspections aspect of a FOD program. However, their current inspection regime may not have as complete a focus on specific aspects of the FOD program as would be beneficial to a complete picture of where your program is at and what needs improvement. Working with them to develop inspections with some added elements and, just as importantly, developing useful reporting criteria, will be an important goal of this program component. The saying goes, “you cannot manage what you cannot measure”, and records must be kept of inspection results. As you can imagine, across time these records will give you the data you need to assess your program results and determine where improvements can be made.

Those are the four cornerstones of FOD Prevention Programs for airports. As I stated, we can’t cover every aspect of a detailed FOD program in the time allowed here, but what I have mentioned are some of the most important elements needed for a thorough effort. I’d also like to point out that, to my knowledge, SeaTac, SFO, Atlanta, and O’Hare are among the nation’s most proactive airports relative to FOD Programs and their folks may be able to help you with more details.

For those of you who are interested in taking your FOD program to the next level at your facility, or as part of the SMS effort, I’ve made two chapters of my book “MAKE IT FOD FREE, The Ultimate FOD Prevention Program Manual”, available as a free download at www.makeitfodfree.com .

If you have any follow up questions, email us at info@fodcontrol.com or call 800-425-8363. International callers dial +520-760-7732. We look forward to hearing from you.
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