A Rude Awakening

By Ken Testorff

hat’s what aMarine corporal got when the

car inwhich hewasriding while asleep

sammedinto aguardrail, becameairborne, and
rolled acrossaninterstate highway.

“If only | had worn my seat belt,” the corporal
probably said afterward, ashenursed injuriesto his
head, back, shoulder, and foot. He'slucky, considering
he was g ected from the vehicle srear seat. Instead of
hisonly spending 12 daysin ahospital and another 30
dayson convalescent leave, family members could have
been buryinghim.

A pregnant, civilian passenger (also not wearing aseat
belt) intherear seat withtheMarinesuffered severe
injuriesand lapsed into acoma. Doctorswereunableto
saveher unborntwins. Meanwhile, thedriver—the
woman'sson—walked avay from themishap.

Here'swhat happened. Thethree had left aMarine
Corpsbase around 0045 and were driving south on the
interstate. About 0110, thedriver fell asleep at the
wheel and swerved left, hittingaguardrail. The crash
caused thedriver’sair bag to deploy, awakening him.
Theupward forcethe guardrail exerted on the car sent
itrolling right. It then became airborneand rolled,
tossing out the corporal and thewoman. It cameto rest
upright on the opposite side of theroad, facing north.

Why did thismishap occur? Fatigue. With both
passengers asleep in therear seat, no one noticed the
driver was getting drowsy. Despite thelate hour, no
buddy system wasin place. Someone besidesthe
driver awaysneedsto stay awake and watch for the
telltalesignsof fatigue. These signsinclude head nod-
ding, eyesclosing, and atendency to wander out of
your lane. It'seasier to detect these signsfrom the
front-passenger sesat.
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Something elsethat could have changed the out-
come of thismishap is seat belts. If both rear-seat
passengers had been wearing them, they likely wouldn’t
have been g ected and injured so badly. Analysisof the
wrecked car showed the rear-seat area mostly was
intact. (Note: As outlined in the recently revised
MCO 1500.19E, Marines are required to wear seat
belts any time they drive or ride in a motor vehicle,
on or off base. If they don’t, they're subject to
punitive action under the Uniform Code of Military
Justice.)

Another important matter that could have affected
the outcome of thismishap isoperational risk manage-
ment. Simply stated, therewasnoneinthiscase. If
there had been, it would have been obvioustherisks
involved of threetired people making alate-night drive
far outweighed the benefitstobegained. ¢



