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Fatalities in Motorcycle Wrecks Exceed Five-Year Average

By Derek Nelson, Naval Safety Center

More and more Sailors are buying motorcycles these days, which may be good news for motorcycle manufacturers, but not so good for the Navy’s mishap statistics.

As of July 14, 21 Sailors had died in motorcycle wrecks, a number that already far exceeds the FY99-03 average of 15.4. And although motorcycle deaths made up just 24 percent of all Navy motor-vehicle fatalities during the past five fiscal years, this year they comprise 34 percent.

Because the numbers are up doesn’t mean that the rate is up. The Navy is trying to get a handle on just how many Sailors ride motorcycles, a piece of data that is critical to figuring out an accurate mishap rate. Unfortunately, the data is hard to come by, because some Navy personnel who ride motorcycles don’t take them on base, where they would have to take the motorcycle-safety class in order to register them.

Why the increase in motorcyclists? “The price of gas has a lot to do with it,” said Joe Perfetto, the motorcycle-safety specialist at the Naval Safety Center, “but much of it seems to be older riders, baby boomers who are going back to motorcycling after a long time away from it.” With the kids out of the house, some extra money to spend, and perhaps a mid-life crisis thrown in, a motorcycle seems like just the thing for a final youthful fling. Nationally, sales are stable for those 26 years of age and younger, but increasing for people 45 years old and up. 

Unfortunately, these older “new” riders aren’t as mature as you might expect when it comes to making smart decisions about protective gear. Sometimes they don’t wear it, in spite of Navy regulations and even state laws. Perfetto said that the problem of not wearing protective gear (or wearing the wrong kind) is worse with older riders than with younger riders, and worse with cruisers than with sport riders.

As a result, just like with the young riders, when they lose control or crash into something, or when a motorist rams into them, the resulting injuries are invariably much worse, if not fatal.

The average age of Sailors killed in motorcycle crashes increased from 25 years old in FY90 to 29 years old in FY03. 

Data from FY99 through June 2004 show that 29% of the motorcyclists killed in wrecks lost control of their motorcycles. Twenty-eight percent were speeding, and 21% had been drinking.

After 27 years riding motorcycles, Perfetto’s own record is excellent. “I’ve fallen once,” he recalled, “before I took the motorcycle-safety class. When I fell, I didn’t know what I had done wrong. Now I do,” he added. He has avoided mishaps since then, which he attributes to recognizing and managing the risks of riding, and to never being in a hurry.

And that doesn’t mean he hasn’t had any close calls. “I drove motorcycles in Naples for five years,” he said with a smile. “I had a close call every single day.”

A major part of Perfetto’s job at the Safety Center is training motorcycle-safety instructors (now called Rider Coaches). The Navy is scrambling to provide instructors to meet the growing demand. “There are more riders wanting to take the class than there are instructors available,” Perfetto pointed out. And although taking the class is extremely important, Perfetto said that “continuing education is the key,” not just a one-time class. The Motorcycle Safety Foundation continually creates new sorts of classes to help keep everyone’s skills fresh and up to date.

Motorcyclists need to take advantage of everything they can to avoid becoming one of those negative statistics. Nationwide, the risk per mile of dying in a motorcycle wreck is 21 times higher than that of dying in a car wreck.
About the Naval Safety Center: Established in 1951, the Naval Safety Center is the Navy’s leading organization that conducts safety investigations, analyzes mishaps, and provides safety information to the Fleet. The Center serves communities in aviation, afloat, shore and recreation/traffic, ground operations, and occupational safety and health. Commander, Naval Safety Center reports directly to the Chief of Naval Operations, provides assistance to the Deputy Assistant Secretary of the Navy for Safety, and supports over 4,200 Marine and Navy commands worldwide to promote safety and safety processes and to preserve the lives of our service members. Our web site is at http://safetycenter.navy.mil. Also visit our Navy NewsStand page at http://www.news.navy.mil/local/nsc.

About the 50%-Mishap-Reduction Campaign: On May 19, 2003, the Secretary of Defense challenged DoD to achieve a 50-percent, across-the-board mishap reduction by the end of FY05. In fiscal year 2003, mishaps killed 106 Sailors, and cost the Navy $737 million in equipment damage and lost resources. Of the mishap cost, $694 million was in aviation mishaps. Sixty-six of the deaths were on the highway. The mishap-reduction challenge aims at 10 targets. Four involve Class A mishaps (which cause $1 million or more in damage, destroy an aircraft, kill someone, or leave someone totally disabled): total operational, aviation (which alone accounts for 94 percent of the costs), afloat and ashore. Four other targets involve fatalities: traffic (which accounts for more than half the total deaths), off-duty, afloat and aviation. The other two are the number of destroyed aircraft and civilian lost-time injuries.
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