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Off-Duty Deaths Increase

By Ken Testorff, Editor, Sea&Shore
We constantly hear how deadly the nation's highways are for our Sailors and Marines, but what about those who are killed in all other off-duty and recreational mishaps? Between FY99 and FY03, 112 Sailors and Marines lost their lives in these kinds of activities. That total includes 42 service personnel who drowned, 20 who died from falls, and eight who died from alcohol poisoning.

Capt. Bruce Crisler, director of the Naval Safety Center's Shore Safety Directorate, points out that the Navy and Marine Corps can't afford to focus all their attention on motor-vehicle safety. "Granted, the highways continue being our number one killer, but there's another alarming indicator we have to look at," he said. "As of May 1, 2004, the Navy had lost 13 Sailors in off-duty and recreational mishaps, compared to only seven during the same period last year. At this pace, we'll exceed the latest five-year average of 21 deaths per year."

Here are some typical examples of how we're losing our most precious resource:

· It was supposed to be a weekend of lakeside fun for a petty officer first class and his family, but the outing turned tragic when the Sailor drowned. According to an EMT, an eyewitness saw the Sailor having trouble and swam to him with a flotation device. The victim tried to grab the device, but his hands slipped off, and he sank beneath the surface. Attempts to save him were futile.

· Two Marine lance corporals (ages 20 and 24) drowned after being swept to sea while watching high waves (churned by an approaching typhoon) crash against the rocks. A third Marine managed to swim safely to shore.

· A seaman and three shipmates started drinking at 1800. According to witnesses, the seaman had seven beers during the next several hours and, at 2130, went to the balcony of his second-story room at the BEQ. He was sitting on the railing when he slid over to adjust himself, lost his balance, and fell backward. Thirteen feet below, he landed on his head. Emergency personnel took the bleeding and unconscious seaman to a local trauma center where he died three days later.

· A senior chief petty officer was drinking rum and coke with beer while playing cards at his residence. Suddenly, he collapsed and fell off a chair onto the floor. Thinking he just had passed out from the booze, his wife let him lie on the floor for a half-hour before she called 911. Emergency-medical technicians and police responded. Resuscitation efforts continued all the way to a local hospital, where doctors pronounced the senior chief dead from alcohol poisoning. His BAC was 0.234.

· Another alcohol fatality was a young Marine private first class. In less than five hours, the PFC drank 16 12-ounce beers, 32 ounces of sake, seven shots of 80-proof brandy-and-coke mix, and 200 milliliters of 80-proof tequila. His BAC was 0.57.

It always seems particularly tragic when activities that are supposed to be fun and recreational turn into things that are frightening and destructive. Almost without exception, one or two simple precautions would have made the difference between something enjoyable and something fatal.

Captain Crisler highlighted the fact we're just entering the “Critical Days of Summer,” the annual period of increased risk of off-duty mishaps. He also issued a reminder that off-duty and recreational activities are notorious as the leading cause of Navy and Marine Corps injuries (and subsequent lost workdays). These mishaps are the second leading cause of mishap fatalities, as well, exceeding the total of all operational mishap deaths combined.

"We can't let these activities fall off our scope," said Capt. Crisler. "Commanding officers need to take a look at our website as they plan their summer safety stand-downs and include some of the info we've posted concerning off-duty and recreational activities."

It is great to get off-duty. Just remember that the Navy and Marine Corps need you back again to continue making your valuable contributions to the mission.
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 http://safetycenter.navy.mil
About the 50%-Mishap-Reduction Campaign: On May 19, 2003, the Secretary of Defense challenged DoD to achieve a 50-percent, across-the-board mishap reduction by the end of FY05. In fiscal year 2003, mishaps killed 106 Sailors, and cost the Navy $737 million in equipment damage and lost resources. Of the mishap cost, $694 million was in aviation mishaps. Sixty-six of the deaths were on the highway. The mishap-reduction challenge aims at 10 targets. Four involve Class A mishaps (which cause $1 million or more in damage, destroy an aircraft, kill someone, or leave someone totally disabled): total operational, aviation (which alone accounts for 94 percent of the costs), afloat and ashore. Four other targets involve fatalities: traffic (which accounts for more than half the total deaths), off-duty, afloat and aviation. The other two are the number of destroyed aircraft and civilian lost-time injuries.
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