Ride Smart
By April Phillips, Naval Safety Center Public Affairs

There’s been a disturbing trend in motorcycle mishap reports received by the Naval Safety Center lately: training, or rather a lack of training. One third class petty officer recently lost control of his motorcycle on an interstate highway and hit a pole. He not only failed to complete a Motorcycle Safety Foundation approved course so he could ride on military bases, but he wasn’t even licensed by the DMV to be on the roads at all. His lack of training led to multiple injuries that might leave him partly disabled for life. He might not feel like a lucky guy, but the fact is, he could easily have been killed.

Last year during the Critical Days of Summer, 13 Sailors and Marines were killed in motorcycle crashes.
“The biggest problem we’re seeing is people who don’t ride within their limits,” said Dale Wisnieski, a motorcycle safety expert at the Naval Safety Center.

This includes one Sailor who was killed less than seven hours after he purchased his motorcycle. 

“It’s tragic,” said Wisnieski.  “But motorcycles aren’t the same as cars or trucks. It takes years of experience to be proficient on a bike. The more you ride, the better you will get and it all starts with getting the proper training.”

Another disturbing trend is the number of people killed on sport bikes. These are sleek, lightweight machines built for speed. Through the first half of fiscal year 2008, 100 percent of motorcycle fatalities in the Navy and Marine Corps occurred on sport bikes. The Naval Safety Center unveiled a sport bike training course in the spring to help riders be successful on these machines. They teach the cornering, breaking, and other handling techniques specific to these bikes. 

One thing riders of all types of motorcycles need to be aware of is intersections. 
Crashes are most likely to occur at intersections and too often, the drivers of four-wheeled vehicles report that they never even saw the motorcycle. The motorcyclist usually isn’t at fault, but definitely bears the brunt of the damage. 
“Wearing brightly-colored clothing really helps you to be more visible to car and truck drivers,” Wisnieski said. “Also, think defensively. Assume that the other guy can’t see you and ride accordingly.”

A bright colored helmet also helps make motorcycle riders more visible. Whatever the color, all helmets should have a tag stating that they meet Department of Transportation or the Snell Memorial Foundation specifications. Regardless of state laws, helmets are required for all Sailors and Marines, whether they’re riding on or off base.  

The Naval Safety Center has a new magazine available to help riders be successful.  Contact the public affairs officer at SAFE-PAO@navy.mil for your copy.

For more information about motorcycle safety, visit the Naval Safety Center’s website at http://safetycenter.navy.mil/ashore/motorvehicle/motorcycle or the Motorcycle Safety Foundation at http://www.msf-usa.org. 
