Asleep at the Wheel 
By April Phillips, Naval Safety Center Public Affairs

Last August, during the Critical Days of Summer, a third class petty officer left a bar in Jacksonville, Fla., and headed home.  Bad decision.  Everyone knows drinking and driving is an accident waiting to happen.  However, what killed this Sailor was the fact that he was tired.  Who isn’t at two in the morning?  He fell asleep for just a second – enough time for his Chevy Tahoe to drift off the side of the road, which immediately woke him up.  However, he over-corrected and ended up rolling the SUV numerous times.  He was pronounced dead on the scene.

Experts have realized that fatigue is a fatal factor in more and more traffic accidents as people lead increasingly hectic lives and travel longer distances for work, school, and recreation.  This problem can be exacerbated for Sailors and Marines who often work long hours and may attempt to pack in as much recreational activity as possible between deployments.

“Folks on leave or vacation want to maximize every minute,” said Dan Dray, a traffic safety specialist at the Naval Safety Center.  “Too often they push the envelope and drive long distances after working all day.”

The National Highway Traffic Safety Administration (NHTSA) and the Virginia Tech Transportation Institute (VTTI) combined to study the problem of fatigued driving.  Their study found that drowsiness is a significant problem that increases a driver’s risk of a crash or near-crash by at least a factor of four.  However, they also noted that fatigue may be significantly under-reported, so the danger could be even greater.
Fatigue on the roadways doesn’t only occur from a lack of sleep.  The monotony of driving long distances can cause sleepiness even if you’re well-rested.  However, Dray said there are things you can do to stay alert.  The most important thing is to take breaks during the trip.

“Stop every hour and a half to two hours,” he recommended.  “Take a walk and stretch your muscle.  Stay hydrated but avoid caffeine.”

Dray said caffeine is only good for a short burst of energy, and when it wears off, you might be even more fatigued than before.

It’s important to fight fatigue proactively.

“If you feel fatigued while driving, it’s probably already too late,” Dray said.  

That means you should always start the trip well rested.  Try to leave work early so most of the drive can be completed during daylight hours.  Learn to recognize the signs of fatigue which include:

· Trouble keeping your eyes open and focused. 

· Nodding, or difficulty keeping your head up. 

· Daydreaming or wandering, disconnected thoughts. 

· Yawning a lot or needing to rub your eyes. 

· Drifting out of your lane or tailgating. 

· Missing road signs or driving past your turn. 

· Feeling irritable, restless and impatient. 

· On an interstate, drifting off the road and hitting the rumble strips. 

If you notice any of these symptoms, immediately look for a place to stop and get a room for the night before you become a danger to yourself and others on the road.  Getting home late is frustrating; not getting there at all is a tragedy.

For more information on fatigued driving, visit http://www.safetycenter.navy.mil/ashore/motorvehicle
