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Traffic Wrecks Still Leading Killer, and Most Are Preventable

National statistics show that car wrecks kill more people than AIDS, drugs or gun violence. 

Navy and Marine Corps data are equally disturbing. From FY2000 through FY2003, 251 Sailors and 212 Marines died in automobile crashes. These tragedies represent more than half of all accidental deaths during the period, and more than one and a half times the number killed in all operational mishaps. According to traffic-safety experts at the Naval Safety Center, nearly all of these traffic mishaps are preventable.

"Reining in traffic mishaps, the number one killer of our Sailors and Marines, is a matter of changing the culture," said Capt. Bruce Crisler, director of the Naval Safety Center's Shore Safety Programs Directorate. "We simply can't keep doing things the same way if we're going to meet the Secretary of Defense’s challenge to reduce mishaps by fifty percent by 2005. It's going to take some new intervention strategies and leadership from the top down."

But traffic crashes happen with such regularity that people grow numb to the overall consequences and costs. People describe the aftermath of the attack on USS Cole, which killed 17 Sailors and injured 39, as “devastating” and a “tragedy.” Yet when the Navy lost five times that many Sailors to traffic wrecks in FY03, the news reports usually treat the events as almost routine.

When it comes to changing the behaviors that cause traffic deaths, one of the biggest challenges is a culture of widespread acceptance of the inevitability of traffic accidents. Crashes are not inevitable—they're preventable, often with the application of some common-sense risk management. A typical recent mishap involved a first-class petty officer driving an SUV with three shipmates as passenger. A Ford Supercab F-250 suddenly changed lanes and hit the SUV's right front fender, causing the Sailor at the wheel to lose control. His SUV rolled four times and was totaled. However, all four Sailors walked away. Why? Because they were wearing seat belts, which kept them in the vehicle.

Seat belts reduce the chances that a front-seat passenger will be injured or killed in a car crash by 45 percent. Every Sailor must learn to think of the seatbelt as the best free "life insurance" available. Research shows that once people develop the 2-to-3-second habit of buckling their seat belts, they usually keep it for life. Nevertheless, between FY01 and FY03, 42 percent of the Sailors and Marines who died in traffic crashes weren't wearing seat belts.

Numerous service-wide and local initiatives are underway to prevent traffic wrecks. The Navy and Marine Corps Safety Council’s Shore working group has traffic safety as a primary target, focusing on those factors most often reported as causes in automobile crashes: not wearing seatbelts, driving while fatigued or after drinking alcohol, speeding and losing of control. Impaired driving and underage drinking are under special scrutiny. Current rules mandate that Navy personnel found guilty of DUI lose their base-driving privileges for a year, but cooperation between local police and military police sometimes has gaps. The working group is studying the question of standardized enforcement by local commands, and is working to make sure that every Sailor understands the consequences of a DUI.

Traffic safety is everyone's responsibility. Individuals have to think about what they're doing, what can go wrong, and what actions are necessary to prevent it from going wrong. The older must teach the young. Leaders must teach their people.
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