Problem 34: Alcohol Safety

     An alcohol related Class-A Mishap at another base prompts your commander to ask you to prepare a brief for the aircrew regarding alcohol safety.  He wants you to emphasize the physiological effects of alcohol.

Answer to problem 34: Alcohol Safety

     Alcohol is nearly ubiquitous in American society and unfortunately, the pilot/aircrew community is not immune to its use and abuse.  The biggest problem with alcohol is the fact that a person who consume alcohol loses judgment first.  They may not be able to sense that they are impaired.  Since there is no reliable method of assessing whether a person is impaired, the policy was established requiring 12 hours from bottle to throttle. 

The 12 hours from bottle to throttle rule assumes that the pilot has consumed only a modest amount of alcohol.  If a large quantity is consumed there may still be residual alcohol in the blood after 12 hours.  Also, a hangover can be impairing.  Thus to be completely free of all the impairing effects of alcohol, the rule should be 12 hours from a small bottle to throttle.

Even in amounts insufficient to cause intoxication, alcohol has measurable physiologic effects that can impair a pilot’s ability to fly.   These include:

· Dehydration (alcohol acts as a diuretic)

· Reduced tolerance to G loads (this can be related to dehydration)

· Low blood sugar (can contribute to G-LOC)

· Dis-equilibrium (alcohol upsets the fluid balance in the inner ear)

· Impaired visual acuity, visual tracking, hand-eye coordination, reaction time

· decision making ability, judgment

Alcoholism is even more treacherous.  The alcoholic will deceive himself into thinking he can fool the whole world.  He will show up to work with heavily scented breath and cologne, thinking no one will be able to smell the alcohol.  They will make excuses for not attending socials or doing things that take them away from their supply of alcohol. They are friendly but never intimate.  They get real antsy if public obligations keep them from their private stock of alcohol too long.  

If you suspect someone of having alcohol on their breath at work, report it immediately. Have that person report to flight medicine with a command order to submit for alcohol testing immediately.  If they are alcoholic, they will probably deny they have had a recent drink, but their blood alcohol level will be amazingly high.  If they are not alcoholic, we can quickly stop the viscous rumors.

