The Thrill of the Ride
By April Phillips, Naval Safety Center Public Affairs 

Unless you’ve been hanging out under a rock for the last year, you’ve probably heard a lot about motorcycle safety.  Last year, the Navy and Marine Corps lost more people to motorcycle crashes than in the Global War on Terror.  Think about that: last year you were safer in combat than you were on your bike.  In fiscal year 2008, 33 Sailors and 25 Marines were killed riding motorcycles.  Motorcycle safety is now one of the highest priorities for naval leaders.

“Statistics are showing that most crashes involve people who are inexperienced, aren’t properly licensed, or who haven’t taken a motorcycle safety course,” said Don Borkoski, the Navy’s motorcycle safety manager.
In the last year, the sea services have gone a long way toward changing the statistics.  Last June, the Military Sport Bike Rider Course (MSRC) was unveiled in Norfolk, and has since spread across the fleet.  The course, which was designed by the Naval Safety Center in cooperation with the Motorcycle Safety Foundation, provides training specifically designed for sport bike riders, and recognizes the fact that these high-performance machines handle much differently than cruisers.  

Thousands of Sailors and Marines have attended this training, which is mandatory for anyone who rides a sport bike.

“Even the experienced riders are reporting that they learned something that could help them stay alive on the streets,” said Borkoski.
The course is one of several changes to the Navy’s Traffic Safety instruction.  Other changes include mandating either the Experienced Rider Course or the MSRC as follow-up training after the Basic Rider Course, and a requirement for refresher training every three years to keep the skills learned in these courses sharp.

Now that the warm weather is here, more and more people will be dusting off their bikes.  Borkoski recommends taking time to get reacquainted with the bike if it sat in the garage for a long time.  Get the bike tuned up and inspect all its major components, paying special attention to the tires.

“Your life depends on those small patches of rubber,” he said.  “Scrub in or scuff your times before you get too aggressive with your bike.  Rubber is affected by the sun, environment, and heat and the outside layer gets brittle and hard if your bike has been sitting for a while.”

Borkoski recommends weaving at an increased lean angle to wear away the thin, hard layer and expose the softer rubber underneath that will grip the road surface better. 
Once the bike is ready to go, the biker needs to make sure he or she is also ready.  Personal protective equipment is crucial.  All Sailors and Marines are required to wear helmets, long-sleeved shirts, long pants, over-the-ankle footwear, eye protection, and gloves.  These are the minimum requirements when riding on or off base, and regardless of state laws.  However, Borkoski recommends specifically manufactured motorcycle attire.  Not only is it more comfortable, but it provides a lot more protection in the event of a crash.

Here are some more tips from Motorcycle Safety Foundation (MSF) to help you guard against serious and fatal injuries: 

· Get licensed. All states require a motorcycle license. 

· Never drink alcohol before operating a motorcycle. 

· Follow all the rules of the road. Don't speed—40 percent of motorcyclists who die in crashes are speeding. 

· Watch for hazards on the road, such as large cracks, holes and bumps. Keep an eye out for vehicles coming from driveways and side streets. 

· Make sure your headlight is on every time you ride (a law in most states). 

· Don't let anyone ride with you until you're skilled at riding in all kinds of conditions. 

· If you're a new rider, take a motorcycle riders' course (a requirement for Sailors and Marines who ride motorcycles). 

For more information, refer to these websites: 

· Motorcycle Operator Checklist: http://safetycenter.navy.mil/ashore/checklists/motorvehicle/motorcyclechecklist.htm 

· Sea&Shore Spring 2005, “Riding High on the Hog for Safety”: http://safetycenter.navy.mil/media/seashore/issues/spring05/ridinghighonhog.htm 

· SafeUSA.org: http://www.safeusa.org/move/motorcyc.htm 

· Motorcycle Safety Foundation: http://www.msf-usa.org/ 

· Advocates for Highway & Auto Safety Fact Sheet on Motorcycle Helmets: http://www.saferoads.org/issues/fs-helmets.htm 

