Drowsy Driving: The Road to Tragedy

[image: image1.wmf]        According to the National Highway Transportation Safety Administration (NHTSA), there are six characteristics of fall-asleep crashes: 

· The problem occurs during late night, early morning, or mid-afternoon. 

· The crash is likely to be serious. 

· A single vehicle leaves the roadway. 

· The crash occurs on a high-speed road. 

· The driver does not attempt to avoid a crash. 

· The driver is alone in the vehicle. 

In case you need proof of these assertions, consider this mishap that occurred in 2002:

A 22-year-old Navy PO3 was driving back alone to his command at 0530 from spending a long weekend with his girlfriend. Suddenly, his car drifted off the right-hand side of the interstate and hit some warning bumps located on the shoulder. He over-corrected to the left, causing the car to swerve across northbound lanes into a dirt median. While traveling across the median, the car turned sideways, then rolled an unknown number of times before coming to rest on the shoulder of the southbound lanes. The driver suffered open cranial injuries and blunt-force trauma to the head and was pronounced dead at the scene.

The mishap investigation revealed the PO3 wasn't wearing any shoes at the time of the crash

There were no witnesses to this tragedy, but bystanders arrived soon afterward, unfastened the victim's seat belts, and removed him from the vehicle. According to the police, the victim was traveling about 70 mph—the posted speed limit—at the time of the mishap.

The toxicology report showed no signs of alcohol or drugs. A mishap investigation, however, revealed the victim had slept only three hours in the 24 hours before the crash. He also wasn't wearing any shoes at the time, which could have affected his control of the vehicle.

The irony in this tragedy is that just five days earlier, the victim's CO had held a safety stand-down for the approaching long weekend. Motor-vehicle safety was the primary topic at that stand-down. The CO told all hands to pull over if they felt fatigued, even if it meant being late to work.

As noted by NHTSA, drowsiness is suspected in approximately 100,000 crashes each year, and 29,000 of those crashes involve fatal injuries. Drowsiness anecdotally is thought to be one of the leading causes of crashes; however, no measurable test exists to quantify levels of sleepiness at a crash site. The NHTSA says the role drowsiness plays in motor-vehicle crashes may be underestimated largely.

Drowsiness, or fatigue, can be caused by various medical sleep disorders, such as sleep apnea, narcolepsy, restless-legs syndrome, and sleepwalking. Fatigue also is a common outcome from insomnia, whether caused by a medical disorder or everyday personal and work stress.

In America's fast-paced society, fatigue due to sleep loss has become an issue of great interest. Extreme fatigue can cause uncontrolled and involuntary shutdown of the brain, causing a person to lapse into sleep at any time, unaware of potential consequences. Motor-vehicle crashes involving fatigue are a powerful example of this fact. Research by NHTSA shows that drivers often are unaware of their deteriorating condition, or, when aware, they often keep driving.

Commercial-vehicle operators, such as truck drivers, typically are thought to contribute the majority of drowsy-driving crashes. In one study, 50 percent of truckers had experienced at least one six-minute period of drowsiness while driving, and they reported an average of less than five hours of sleep each night.
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