Problem 4: Circadian rhythms 

You are the Squadron Medical Element Flight Surgeon for a squadron of F-16s stationed at Hill AFB, Utah.  Due to a surge of political unrest, your squadron will deploy in 4 days to Saudi Arabia.  Sixteen aircraft will leave in four chalks of  four in thirty minute intervals.    They will air refuel three times and RON at Lakenheath England.  The next day they will fly on to Saudi Arabia again requiring  two air refuelings.  They are expected to begin operations the next day including round the clock air patrols.  

What do you do to help the squadron prepare for the stress, fatigue and circadian disruption of this deployment?

Answer to Problem 4: Circadian Rhythm

Deployments involve many stresses that individually may not prove too hazardous, but when taken together may spell disaster.  These stresses include: separation stress, long duration flight exhaustion, dehydration, hunger, thermal stress, night flying, sleepiness, noise, circadian dyssynchrony, and general fatigue.

Since this is an eastward deployment, it will help if crews begin getting up 1 hour earlier each morning and going to sleep a little earlier each night during the days before deployment.  Realize that once on sight, it will take a  few days to adjust to the new time zone.  Increasing exposure to light during wake time and preventing light exposure during sleep time will also help.

To minimize in-flight stress emphasize: staying hydrated,  eating a few small snacks rather than a large meal, getting a good night of sleep, having a regular exercise routine that keeps the muscles toned, avoiding a pre-deployment alcohol or exercise binge.

Hypoxia can be avoided by monitoring the cabin altitude, and remaining on-mask as much as possible.  In-flight smoking should be avoided; nicotine gum may help avert the nicotine symptoms experienced by smokers who are restrained from smoking for extended periods of time.  Avoid long periods of time in the heat or in the cold.  Be prepared for bad weather.  Insist on flyers having  a “Go” pill available if they become sleepy or start experiencing micro sleeps.

At the hotel, a light amount of exercise right after landing or right after awakening in the morning is helpful.  Avoid caffeine and alcohol during the 3 or four hours before sleeping.  Wear ear plugs if there is ambient noise, and darken the room.  Do not begin a TV show that will prolong wakefulness.  

The second transit day should follow similar enroute rules as the first.  On arrival at base, the crews should exercise, and refrain from excess alcohol.  At first, due to circadian rhythm jet lag, the crews will feel groggy in the mornings despite adequate sleep.  Light exercise and a moderate amount of caffeine should help.  The jet lag should be gone in about 7 days.
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