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Reconstructing the Death of a Shipmate

By Dan Steber, Naval Safety Center Traffic Safety Division

NORFOLK, Va., May 17, 2005 – A Sailor stationed aboard an East Coast-based ship recently died in an auto mishap. He left behind a grieving family agonizing over how their beloved Sailor, with so much life left to live, could so suddenly be taken from them. Sadly, this family is only one of scores of Navy and Marine Corps families this year who have grieved over their lost service member.

Such tragic and preventable deaths pose the No. 1 challenge for today’s uniformed services, according to DoD statistics. David McAllister, a highway engineer and traffic safety analyst and instructor at Virginia Commonwealth University, worked with the Navy on analyzing and reconstructing this specific crash. “Last year at the time of the review, 189 people died on Virginia roads,” said McAllister. “The ‘good’ news this year was that only 135 have died over the same period.” 

According to McAllister, Commonwealth of Virginia highway statistics show an average of 10 military deaths per year for the past decade – for fiscal year 2005 as of this May, 66 Sailors and Marines have died on our highways. Analyzing the statistics also indicates a common theme: The majority of victims are 18-34-year-old males; speed, fatigue and – occasionally – alcohol usually are involved. Inattentiveness or distractions also often are factors.

Following is McAllister’s step-by-step analysis of the mishap as he recounted at the annual Military and Civilian Traffic Safety Conference the Naval Safety Center recently hosted.

The young Sailor had driven several hundred miles from Tennessee to Alexandria, Va., to see his friend perform with a rock band. They went to a bar and stayed there until 4 a.m. The next day they napped and shopped, returning to the bar that evening. The mishap victim had to be back at the ship by 6 a.m. the next day (Sunday) because it was his duty day. 

At this point, McAllister emphasized,  “His activities made him sleep-deprived, sleep-deprived, sleep-deprived.” The Sailor left Alexandria very early on Sunday and – rather than driving the most direct route from the Washington, D.C.-area to Norfolk  – he somehow ended up on Route 58, which took him around and south of Norfolk, meaning he had to backtrack and travel north again to get to the Norfolk Naval Station and his ship. His car was found at 7:20 a.m. in a swampy area off the road. It had crashed into a tree, and the victim was partially ejected. Police could not exactly establish the time of crash. Scene investigators found the victim’s destroyed cell phone nearby. It later was discovered a shipmate had called him to ask where he was, because he was going to be in trouble if reporting late for duty.

McAllister described how they knew the Sailor had fallen asleep. “When a car goes off the roadway and the driver is asleep, it leaves the road at one to four degrees. An obstacle like a dog or animal will cause the driver to steer more sharply, typically five to eight degrees. Any sudden evasive maneuver will be at a higher turn than eight degrees. This vehicle left the road at four degrees…there was no evasive maneuver. Had the driver steered the vehicle just eighteen inches to the right, that car would not have hit the tree.”

The discussion turned toward other evidence, in particular the seatbelts. According to McAllister, “None of the typical witness marks were present  [that would have indicated seatbelts were worn] though family and friends claimed the victim always wore a seatbelt.” Investigation also determined that, for unknown reasons, the air bag did not deploy.

This tragic private motor vehicle mishap, like most others, was preventable. Our Sailors and Marines must be made aware of the risks they face; see the damage that fatigue, speed or drunk driving causes; and review their driving skills for bad habits. 

Good mentoring programs, risk-assessment, intrusive leadership, and using common sense will go a long way to preventing tragic mishaps such as this one. 

The Naval Safety Center Web site offers numerous educational tools for any traffic and off-duty safety programs. Visit the Naval Safety Center website at www.safetycenter.navy.mil/ashore/trafficsafety/. For trip planning, go the ASMIS-1 site at https://safety.army.mil, click on ASMIS-1 on the right hand navigation screen. Sailors and Marines can find a risk-factor screening process, get a print out of a trip plan, review similar mishaps on like trips, and see links to weather and other traffic-safety sites.
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 safetycenter.navy.mil/. Also visit our Navy NewsStand page at http://www.news.navy.mil/local/nsc.
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