5.4 Managing Backup Timing Failure

As we have seen, backup timing is an integral part of a successful timing system.  It is not merely a safety-net to replace missing primary times.  As such, it should receive careful scrutiny to protect its reliability.  The first backup timing failure modes describe its failure, missing a time. 

5.4.1 Backup Timing -- Errors of Omission

The categories listed here are errors of omission: 

10. The hand-timer is subject to distraction and will fail to observe or record an event. 
11. Extreme weather can kill the hand-time watch or battery. 
12. Extreme weather can render the time-recorders’ handwriting illegible.
Each of the illustrations listed above result in lost times.  There is no means of recovery.  As we have seen, the key to reliability lies in the durability of the system as a whole.  No one single element needs to be foolproof.  That’s because there is redundancy.  As we have also seen, anything we can do to increase the reliability of any one of the elements, dramatically contributes to the overall reliability. 

Let’s restate that in simpler terms.  When the primary timing misses a time it isn’t catastrophic.  The time can be recovered from the secondary or backup timing.  When the backup timing misses a time it isn’t catastrophic, unless the primary and secondary systems have missed the same time.  The approach to constructing a reliable timing system involves reducing the probability of simultaneous failure.  Missing a time by either the primary, secondary, or backup timing system (alone) isn’t the worst thing; the worst thing is when all of them miss the same time. 

When backup timing misses a time, as soon as it is recognized, the timing room should be informed.  By this I mean that an immediate communication should be made to the timing room.  If, by off chance, the primary timing missed as well, this circumstance must be communicated immediately to the Chief of Race.  Someone on the jury will want to give the racer an opportunity for a provisional run.  If this is not done immediately it may not be recognized that all times were missed until too late to award a provisional.  Whenever a time is missed, immediately inform the timing room. 

The following steps will build reliability into the system and reduce the probability that items 10, 11, or 12 will occur: 

· Provide good training to timing crew members. 

· Nurture experienced assistants and crew members. 

· Foster a culture of diligence and thoroughness. 

· Promote teamwork and cohesiveness. 

· Institute precautionary procedures on race day. 

The people that work under the direction of the chief of timing and calculations are really extensions of the timing system.  They should know how to competently perform their assigned duties.  Nothing beats experience but, short of that, nothing beats good training.  Training for these tasks should be set-up in dress rehearsal form. 

Ideally, a training session would be set-up with a functional primary timer, recording printer, start wand, finish beam, hand-time stopwatches, recording sheets, play acting racers, play acting timing crew, and a mock race course.  It’s not necessary to do this on the hill.  A mock course can be set-up inside in a classroom.  Anywhere will do. 

A course of basic instruction at each position would then be conducted.  The duties and functions of the primary clock operator, scoreboard recorder, hand timer, hand time recorder, announcer, and computer operator would each be reviewed, demonstrated, and practiced.  The various scenarios can then be rehearsed.  Mock racers could start down the play race course and DNF, followed by other mock racers.  Various scenarios, already described within this document, could be presented.  The procedures used to work their solution could then be demonstrated. 

There is no substitute for comprehensive training.  By demonstrating the technical skills necessary, and providing a safe environment in which to test those skills, problems on race day will be reduced.  Also, an inclusive course of instruction provides each individual with an awareness of the importance of the function they perform.  More than that, by showing how each function is interrelated and necessary, a sense of worth is imparted.  Teamwork and cohesiveness are thereby fostered.  That will translate into diligence and alertness on race day. 

Experience is a double-edged sword.  Too much comfort and familiarity can translate into relaxed diligence.  A well-trained novice is often more diligent than an old veteran.  It’s best, therefore, to rotate volunteers through different duties.  The capability of rotating members of a timing crew is facilitated by comprehensive training.  When everyone is familiar with each duty they can be substituted for each other.  This accomplishes another aim.  It keeps the individual engaged and challenged. 

Simple precautions should not be overlooked.  New batteries should be put in the stop-watches before race day.  This should become a ritual activity for every race, not just important races.  In addition, it’s a good idea to have backup watches.  This would mean there are two watches at the start, and two at the finish.  Don’t forget, all watches should be globally synchronized.  In the event that a watch fails, the hand timer will be able to use the spare and the race will continue without interruption. 

As for legibility of handwriting, it is commonly accepted that everyone’s handwriting is somewhat unique.  With the infinite variability that implies, not everyone’s handwriting is clear and unequivocal.  Clear and legible handwriting is, nevertheless, a much desired attribute for a data recorder.  Beyond the native potential for illegibility, human motor skills degrade upon exposure to wet or cold conditions.  The result is a concomitant degradation of handwriting.  Since the data may be required at some point, it must be legible.  What can we do? 

The astute chief of timing and calculations is familiar with the handwriting of the individuals assigned as recorders.  Testing a sample of their handwriting, or even conducting a dry run is a good idea.  It should be done before race day.  If it is necessary to depend upon the individual that wrote the data to interpret, interminable delay, embarrassment, and frustration are most likely.  The job is stressful enough without adding grief of that kind. 

Veteran officials have witnessed the case where the individual is unable to interpret their own bad handwriting.  This may be shocking, but it’s not impossible.  Remember Captain Murphy and his Law.  Don’t expose your organization to this awkward faux-pas.  Be familiar with the handwriting of the data recorders, before race day.  Select time recorders that exhibit clear and legible handwriting. 

Also, weather is only a factor when one is are unprepared for it.  When properly clothed and equipped, even the worst alpine conditions can be endured in comfort.  An often overlooked item in most training regimens is a review of clothing and equipment basics for winter conditions.  It is not necessary for the timing chief to be an authority on this subject.  It is usually possible to enlist the help of a member of the local mountaineering or backpacking club. 

The clothing or personal equipment of the crew members is usually beyond the control of race organizers.  However, there are a number of things that are within their control.  Establishing conditions that help the crew member to be alert is one of those.  For example, an organized and efficiently conducted race runs in the shortest time possible, minimizing a crew member's exposure to the elements or potential for fatigue.  Providing lunch, perhaps a simple sandwich, and a hot drink between runs is appreciated and very restorative.  Some race organizations deliver hot beverages on the hill to crew members during the race. 

The single most important item that is within control of the race organizer is the efficient and well-organized conduct of the race.  The longer a crew must stand on the hill and endure delays, the less likely they are to be alert, diligent, or accurate.  Holding to an announced schedule enables everyone to take a break, have lunch, visit the bathroom, and return to their post refreshed and ready for their assigned duties.

