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I am Richard “Woody” Woodbridge and have served in the Royal Navy (RN) as a Marine Engineer Officer since 

1988.  In 2016/17 I read for an MSc in Occupational Safety, Health and Environmental Management at Middlesex 

University, graduating December 2017.  I am currently the Fleet Safety, Health & Environmental Officer heading 

a small team that conducts SEMS audits on RN ships and submarines and provides professional SHE advice to the 

Fleet. 

 

During the Autumn Term I was approached by one of my MDX lecturers who asked me a question about the 

safety of the Obstacle Course used to train Royal Marine (RM) recruits and suggested that it may make an 

interesting MSc Project.  I engaged with the RN’s Navy Safety Centre, especially the RM Officer with responsibility 

for Land Safety and determined that scope of the project would need to be expanded to cover all Obstacle and 

Assault Courses in use at RN and RM Training Schools in order to have a sufficient data sample.  With permission 

received to continue with the project from the Chief Environmental and Safety Officer for the RN I submitted my 

proposal.  With the support and advice of my Project Supervisor the Research Question was developed to 

ascertain “what is the safety of the obstacles used for RN training and how the risks associated are balanced 

against the benefits gained by the training”. 
 

Using the contacts made within the Safety Centre I was able to access all accident and near miss reports relating 

to obstacle and assault course training since 2006, the start of centralised, electronic records.  I also contacted 

all the training schools to determine how many recruits had been trained since 2006 and what was the 

programmed duration that the recruits spent on the obstacle courses.  Over the course of the study I also visited 

the schools and interviewed instructors to gather an appreciation of the obstacles and assault courses, how the 

trainees are prepared for and run the courses.  Analysis of the accident and near miss reports enabled me to 

calculate Non-Fatal Accident Rates (NFAR) (accidents per 100,000 hours of participation) and compare these to 

NFARs for a range of workplace, sporting and everyday activities.  The result was that whilst the training had 

NFARs significantly lower than many common ball sports and equivalent to horse riding/motorcycling, it was still 

higher than coal mining or construction work.  Therefore, it was necessary to review the benefits of obstacle and 

assault course training so that a risk-benefit balance case could be determined. 

 

What do I consider the benefits of conducting a project engaged directly with a company?  In my individual case 

I had the added benefit that the company, the RN, was already my employer and post-MSc I would be working 

within the Safety Centre and already had the initial contacts.  Beyond this the benefits would be broadly similar.  

A company that has an active interest in the results of a project will be positive in its engagement and actively 

encourage its people to participate and assist with the project.  The company may already have considerable 

records collected that can be accessed and may provide access to wider industry data.  In some cases, the 

company may be able to support with the logistics of the study, funding travel and subsistence.  From a personal, 

post-project perspective you will also make contacts in a field that you may wish to work in after graduation.  One 

of the more satisfying aspects I experienced was after the project was completed, when some of the positive 

aspects I had seen from individuals engaged with the project were recognized by their employer.  For me the 

most important benefits were that the RN were content to let my project develop to completion without concern 

for the bounding required to make the project academically achievable; there were no preconceptions or 



 

influence about my findings; and that as historic data was already available the time required for data collection 

was relatively short and contained. 


