
TULSA DISTRICT SAFETY NOTES

FATIGUE AND DRIVING DON’T MIX

When Thomas Fuller expressed the idea, “It is always darkest just before dawn,” more than 300 years ago, he couldn’t have foreseen how that phrase would apply to vehicle safety in the 20th century.  However, all safety-conscious drivers and their supervisors, should heed Fuller’s statement.  For it is in the hours just before dawn when fatigue-related automobile collisions are 15 times more likely to occur than any other time of the day.

Daytime drivers are not immune from fatigue either.  Driving more than 200 miles at a time is difficult at any time of day, and glare can fatigue eyes quickly. The highway can hypnotize as the rhythm of the road becomes a monotonous hum.  Alertness takes a dive around 2 or 3 p.m.

There is no way to measure driver fatigue.  A driver who falls asleep at the wheel may not live to tell what happened.  Law-enforcement officers are rarely trained to investigate fatigue, and collision reports may not list “drowsiness” as a possible contributor to an accident.  While it is difficult to determine exactly how many automobile injuries are fatigue-related, the Association of Professional Sleep Societies estimates that drivers who fall asleep while driving account for an estimated 6,500 deaths a year, or about 13 percent of all crash-related fatalities in the United States.  The tragedy of these numbers is magnified by the fact that drivers could have prevented many of these collisions.

 Drowsiness affects the ability to drive safely, but many people do it anyway.  Weaving, nodding off briefly, missing a turn you know by habit or having no memory of the last stretch of road may indicate that it is time to pull over and take a break.  Once you start weaving on the road you are a danger to yourself and others.  Take a break.  It can be relatively short, a few minutes.  Drink a cup of coffee, take a brisk walk, anything that wakes you up.  However, these short-term solutions can’t cure fatigue.

Few people realize that sleep is a basic need, just like eating and breathing.  The body is programmed for regular sleep/wake cycles.  The internal clock requires a long period of nighttime sleep (eight hours for most people).  A person is sleepiest generally between 2 a.m. and 5 a.m. 

With time and education, the dangers of drowsy driving will be understood.  If drivers change their driving behavior, there will be fewer fatigue related crashes.  Some experts believe today’s level of drowsy driving is where drunk-driving awareness was a couple of decades ago.  Hopefully the awareness of the problem will mean fewer drowsy drivers on the road.

    Some ways to fight fatigue are:

    Get a good night’s sleep before a big day of driving.

    Plan long trips with a companion. Watch each other for drowsiness         and trade off behind the wheel.  

    Schedule regular stops every 100 miles or two hours.

    Drink coffee or beverages with caffeine for short-term alertness,         but know that caffeine will not counter extreme fatigue.

    Drink a cold beverage (or place it on the back of your neck).

    Avoid alcohol, even small amounts.

    Find a safe place to stop if you are drowsy and take a 20 minute          nap.

    Listen to music.

    Open the window for a change in air flow.

    Chew gum or eat candy to boost alertness.
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