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Are you Guilty?
We all are guilty of this offense at some point in our lives, and it occurs more often during holiday seasons. Military personnel are not the only victims of this error - it affects all sectors of the population. In fact, this particular mistake results in the loss of countless lives each and every year. What could this problem be? Simply said, it is an error in "judgment."
I know that this is not a new revelation. It is something all drivers are doubtlessly guilty of to some extent. And believe it or not, I am not talking about alcohol abuse or failing to use seat belts.
This Drive is Going to Be Easy!
In November 1992 (this was, of course, before I became a safety professional), I was in the midst of moving my family to San Antonio, Texas, before I was to go PCS to a remote assignment. It was Friday evening, after a full shift at work at Tyndall AFB. I went home to finish packing the car with my family (two boys - ages 4 and 1 - and my wife). After finishing up all the last minute preparations, we finally got on the road about 7:00 in the evening.
The trip to San Antonio was about 750 miles. I had to be back at work by 7:00 a.m. the following Monday morning. Since I love driving, I felt I could drive the entire round trip - 1,500 miles - with no problem. Well, a few miles down the road, I realized I was getting a little drowsy. D2 was starting to set in. I began to feel my eyes starting to droop as I drove. Realizing this situation, I came up with the bright idea to purchase a bottle of caffeine pills at the next gas station. I thought that the caffeine would keep me awake, and that it did - but only for a short period of time as you will see.
I drank a lot of coffee and popped a pill every time I felt myself starting to feel tired. And the stuff really worked... or so I thought. I found myself flying through Florida, Alabama, Louisiana, and even got to Texas without hardly a wink. My eyes were wired wide open. In fact, I was a little proud of myself. I thought I finally had the long distance travel thing figured out. I thought to myself, "This drive is going to be easy!"
Several hours later at about 4:00 in the morning (somewhere just short of Houston, Texas), I heard my wife screaming as I tried to focus my still wide open eyes. I had driven off the highway, and we were heading westbound across the median toward the shoulder of the eastbound lane of I-10. Being the "skilled" driver I was, I managed to drive back across the median and onto my side of the highway. Hey... no foul, no harm - right? In my view, we were very close to our destination; we only had 200 miles to go! In addition to that, why would I want to spend money on a motel room at that time of the morning? After all, I was wide-awake now!
So I continued to drive, convincing my wife I was now totally awake. As we drove a little further down the road, my wife and kids drifted back off to sleep. I remember thinking to myself that I really should pull over, but I decided to continue; I was really okay. (Really, I was... or was I?) Again, not much farther down the road, I felt the car leave the solid road and roll onto the shoulder. The jolt woke me back up. D2 was about to take its toll. I decided then and there that I needed to make a stop; the next exit was as far as I could go.
I took the next exit and found a motel alongside the highway. It was about 5:00 a.m. by that time. When we checked into the motel, I laid down and realized every nerve in my body was tingling. I literally felt like I was shorting out. Every time I tried to close my eyes, they snapped back open. I couldn't force them closed. I laid like that for at least 2 hours before I dozed off into what I remember as the most uncomfortable sleep of my life. The next morning, we continued our trip to San Antonio safely. After arriving at our destination, I immediately hit the rack, got at least 12 hours of shut-eye time, and returned to Tyndall AFB - uneventfully. The trip back was planned with "multiple rest stops."
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HOW TO PREVENT DROWSY DRIVING
· Begin your journey with a good night's sleep.

· Avoid driving during late night and early morning hours, which are the body's natural sleep times.

· Set realistic travel goals about the time it will take to reach your destination.

· Eat healthy meals. Avoid foods high in fat and sugar, which can contribute to fatigue.

· Avoid using alcohol or drugs.

· Share the driving. Switch drivers about every 2 hours, even if you don't feel tired.

· Take regular breaks. Stop every 2 hours to stretch.

· Drink water, juice, or a soft drink low in sugar and caffeine. Sugar and caffeine promote short-term alertness but may increase drowsiness over longer periods of time.

· Keep the inside of your vehicle at a cool temperature.

· Listen to radio talk shows rather than music. The discussion format will help keep you alert.

WARNING SIGNS OF DROWSY DRIVING
· Inability to recall the last few miles traveled.

· Having disconnected or wandering thoughts.

· Having difficulty focusing or keeping your eyes open.

· Feeling as though your head is very heavy.

· Drifting from the lane in which you are driving.

· Yawning repeatedly.

· Tailgating other vehicles.

· Missing traffic signs.

WHAT TO DO IF YOU BECOME TIRED WHILE DRIVING
· Find a safe place to stop the car.

· Take a short nap (20 minutes).

· Drink coffee (or something else with caffeine) to promote short-term alertness until you can find a safe place to rest.


Sleep Deprivation and Vehicle Accidents
Since that excursion, I have conducted some research on sleep deprivation and vehicle accidents. Interestingly enough, there is relatively little study conducted on this phenomenon; but what I did find out amazed me. D2 is an unforgiving foe. For example, a Senate Appropriations Committee report noted that "about 56,000 crashes annually are caused by driver drowsiness or fatigue. Annual averages of roughly 40,000 nonfatal injuries and 1,550 fatalities result from these crashes. Furthermore, it is widely recognized that these statistics actually underestimate the extent of these types of crashes. These statistics also do not deal with crashes caused by driver inattention, which is believed to be even a larger problem."
Sleepiness is a major cause of auto crashes because it creates a significant reduction in performance and eventually leads to the inability to resist falling asleep at the wheel. Critical aspects of driving impairment associated with sleepiness are reaction time, vigilance, attention, and information processing.
What causes sleepy driving? First of all, let us examine what sleep is. We need to understand that sleep is a neurobiologic need. As the name indicates, our mental and physical functions require time to rejuvenate. While our bodies can become partially recharged by simply resting, our mental processing and central nervous system can only recharge when we are asleep. Everybody needs a set number hours of sleep per night to fully recharge their battery. Don't let yourself fall into the cradle of D2. Sure, we can cheat our system every now and then and short change ourselves an hour of sleep occasionally. However, some people continually shortchange themselves of the sleep they require and do not allow their bodies to become fully recharged. Among these types of people are usually the "party animals" or the "intense hobbyists." The effect of sleep loss is cumulative and can lead to sleep deprivation. The only way to effectively combat sleep deprivation is to get sufficient sleep.
Some people also fail to recognize their sleep/wake cycle, otherwise known as their "circadian rhythm." The circadian rhythm is an internal clock, which completes a cycle about every 24 hours. It is an involuntary rhythm and cannot be controlled by desire or will. In fact, nearly everybody experiences drowsiness during the period from 11:00 pm to 6:00 am. This is because it is the period when the body produces melatonin, a natural hormone that induces fatigue.
Sleep deprivation is a major cause of drowsy driving. People who are the most at risk for sleep deprivation are those whose job causes them to vary their duty hours. Examples are shift workers, crew members, people who travel through different time zones, those whose sleep/wake cycle is upset by family needs/commitments, work commitments, travel plans, and generally those who are continually deprived of 1-2 hours of sleep per night.
 

Safety Lessons Learned
How can you prevent from becoming these statistics? First and foremost, plan your travels for a time when you are well rested. Taking off on a trip right after you finish your shift is a sure bet you will have to struggle with D2. The average person needs between 7-9 hours sleep a night. Remember that sleep deprivation is cumulative. Ask yourself if you are really starting the trip well rested? Look at the times when you normally feel sleepy, plan on not driving during these periods. If you are a day shift worker, plan on driving during the day with a break during the mid-afternoon to account for that period of time when you feel sleepy. We are well aware of the risks of alcohol, but do not forget that many prescriptions (as well as over-the-counter medications) may also cause various levels of drowsiness. This may also be enhanced by the fact you are sitting still. Don't forget that synergistic effects of some foods and/or medications may also cause drowsiness.
If traveling with two or more drivers, always rest in the back seat. The person sitting "shotgun" in the front passenger seat is subconsciously hyper-vigilant, thus also experiencing mental fatigue. Plan your rest stops before the trip. Forget about maintaining the 700 miles in 10 hours at 70 mph. Ten-to-fifteen minute rest stops every hour will reduce the fatigue and allow you a chance to take quick catnaps. If you feel yourself starting to get drowsy, do not wait for the next rest stop; pull off the road IMMEDIATELY, as soon as it is safe to do so. You have a legitimate emergency. Get out of the car, and stretch your legs for a few minutes. If you do not feel it is safe to stop for long where you are, wait until you feel awake; then get back into the car and drive to a safer place or the closest rest stop. Shut off the engine, and take a nap. Even a 20-30 minute nap under these circumstances will do wonders for you. (Note: The relative safety of stopping a vehicle during the day in lieu of at night is another good reason to consider driving during daylight hours. Who knows how many accidents were caused by a sleepy driver who was afraid to stop along the highway at night?)
And a bit of advice from my personal experience, avoid the excessive use of stimulants such as caffeine. A cup of coffee may provide you with an added sense of alertness temporarily, but the use of caffeine masks the sleepiness you are actually experiencing. The NHTSA states that sugar and caffeine promote short-term alertness; and over longer periods of time, they may actually increase drowsiness. In order to help prevent drowsy driving, drink plenty of water, juice, or a soft drink low in sugar and caffeine. A good guideline to follow is this - if you feel the need to take caffeine or another type of stimulant to stay alert while driving, it is time to make a rest stop as soon as possible. There is no way you can shut off or deny this neurobiological need. Sleepiness is your body's way of telling you it needs to shut down. If that message is ignored long enough, it will shut down on its own.
In summary, D2 (or Deadly Dozing) can be prevented with adequate rest; and to ignore physiological fatigue is an error in judgment. So the next time you plan on taking a long trip in your car, make provisions to adhere to all of the suggested safety precautions in this article to prevent drowsy driving. Get plenty of rest prior to leaving on your trip, and don't let time constraints place your life (or the lives of your family, friends, or fellow motorists) at risk. After all, when all is said and done, no trip is ever worth dying for. 



