In September of 1999, Angela Good was contemplating taking a trip to Northern California with her friends for the weekend. She eventually decided not to go, saying she had too much homework, and thus her friends left without her. Later however that evening, Angela decided that her homework burden was not too heavy and that she would spend the free weekend taking a surprise trip to Modesto to visit her parents. She left at around midnight that night. Angela never made it. The Modesto Bee of September 28, 1999 reports that on September 25, Angela was killed after she fell asleep at the wheel and struck a telephone poll. Sadly, Angela is joined by millions of other drivers world wide who have chosen to drive while tired. According to Scotsman of May 3, 200, an estimated 1 in 12 drivers has fallen at the wheel and additional statistics are even more sobering.

Today we will examine this silent killer as drowsy driving is called by the Scotsman, by first evaluating the psychological and physiological conditions that contribute to driving while tired; second, we will examine the consequences; and we will conclude by outlining ways we can be proactive in ameliorating the problem. 

Drowsy Driving is a ruling force in contemporary culture and the reasons for this are both physiological and psychological. 

Some would argue that it is also due to physical conditions such as acute sleep deprivation and sleep apnea. However, according to the October 22, 2000 Buffalo News, disorders such as these affect only 2-4% of the population, so outside factors are what compel the rest of the worlds sleepy motorists.  The September 24, 2000 Seattle Times argued that one factor is the work-a-holic mentality that most residents of modern countries suffer from. The author writes, "We race to work in the morning, talking on the cell phone, cutting deals, working. Working all the time. Or we take advantage of 24-hour technology toting the office home like another child." In short, we are working too many long hours and thus fatigue in everything we do, including driving, is inevitable. According to a study conducted in 1999-2000 by Jim Horne at Loughborough University in England, because of the large time commitments demanded by their professions, large categories of drivers at risk of driving drowsy are students, journalists, sales reps, commercial drivers, doctors, pilots and night shift workers. Some of the physiological factors include the time of day and the amount of sleep obtained before driving. Participants in Horne's research studies, according to the June 26, 2000 Guardian, were instructed to go to bed at 2am the night before their test. They were to sleep for 4 hours and 50 minutes, wake up and take the test. Subjects were hooked up to electronic ligaments that fed eye movement and evidence of brain activity back to the monitors being supervised by researchers. After as little as 30 minutes of driving, one subject admits he was dozing. At several different points, he was asked to evaluate his alertness and while he gave a relative thumbs up, review of the video showed him with his head slumped back against the headrest, struggling to keep his eyes from closing. After 5 hours of sleep, in a dark comfortable car, Horne says that you have a 10% chance of staying fully awake for a lengthy journey. Additionally, both the Scotsman and the Guardian reported in the Spring of this year that the most at risk time for driving is between 2 am and 6 am, when our bodies are naturally inclined to sleep. Another risky time according to the Scotsman is from 2 to 4 pm when we need just a small top up of sleep. A final factor is our own obstinance. Horne says that the largest category of drivers at risk of driving drowsy are males under the age of 30 because the popular Adonis-macho man mindset prevents them from admitting that they are tired and thus they continue to drive. According to Horne, women are less likely than men to push through the last 30 miles to get home even though they can hardly keep their eyes open. Regardless, drowsy driving affects everyone on the roads, male or female.

This trend of drowsy driving is resulting in grave and colossal impacts on culture. The consequences of our decision to drive while tired are on both our lives and our environment.  As previously stated, one in six accidents on the road is caused due to drowsy driving. The National Highway Traffic Safety Administration on their website last updated 2001 reported that one in six accidents on the road are caused by drowsy driving. The LA Times reported January 14, 2001 that this results in 71,000 injuries and 1,500 deaths and the NHTSA reports that this amounts 12.5 billion dollars in monetary loss every year. The November 21, 2000 Washington Post reported that a drowsy driver is just as dangerous as a drunk driver. This is because as the previously cited LA Times article from January 14, 2001 reported, memory, reaction time and judgment are all impaired by lack of sleep, just as they are affected by alcohol. The June 22, 2000 Scotsman reported that drowsy driving kills more people than accidents caused due to alcohol or drugs. On January 3, 2001, the Baltimore Sun reported that on I-95 in Baltimore, a driver fell asleep at the wheel, crashed, and seriously injured three adults and six children. The St. Louis Post Dispatch reported February 8, 2001 that the Lindenwood University men's basketball team was traveling home from an away game when their trainer, the driver, fell asleep at the wheel and rolled across a Missouri road. The March 2, 2001 Financial Times Limited reported that on February 28, Gary Hart was driving, careened off the road onto train tracks and his car was struck by a Passenger express train resulting in a crash that caused 13 deaths and 70 injuries. It is highly suspected that Mr. Hart fell asleep at the wheel. For any driver, male or female, the "I suddenly fell asleep scenario" is just not a valid excuse. Most of us know that we are tired, as evidenced by the fact that we roll down our windows, turn up our music, sing to ourselves and participate in various other activities that concede the fact that we're having trouble staying awake. We know we're tired and simply refuse to pull over. As a result, not only are human lives endangered but likewise is that of the environment around us. The LA Times reported April 10, 2000 that a California truck driver crashed his rig when he fell asleep at the wheel momentarily and spilled 5,000 of his 8500 gallon cargo of gasoline into the ocean harming both the coast itself and its marine inhabitents. Drowsy driving is a ruling force in contemporary culture. However the good news is that there are some very simple solutions we can take part in to reverse the trend.

The solutions are both individual and national. On an individual level, we can start by simply doing what we can to raise awareness of the seriousness of the problem and prevent dozing drivers from driving. Jim Horne and the NHTSA propose the following suggestions. Just as you would take the keys from a drunk driver, take them from a drowsy one. If your friend or child is coming to visit you from a far distance, insist that they not come until they've slept well. Before embarking on a journey, make sure you've gotten enough sleep. Horne says that the minimum amount of sleep needed to be alert while driving is 7 hours. Avoid driving at the peak danger hours of 2 to 6 am. If you find yourself drowsy while driving, pull over. As a last resort, Horne explained that 150-200mg of caffeine (obtained by drinking 6 cups of coffee or two high energy drinks such as red bull) should help wake up your senses. On long trips, stop for stretch breaks every 2 hours or every 100 miles to break up the routine of driving and avoid long, straight, monotonous roads. If you do find yourself growing drowsy, pull over. Dr. James B. Mass at Cornell University issued the following warning signs of drowsiness while driving: You yawn repeatedly, you can’t remember the last few miles driven, You experience wandering or disconnected thoughts, or you have trouble keeping your eyes focused or open. 

Additionally you can help bring about solutions on a National Level by supporting the efforts of organizations such as VOIDD—Victims of Irresponsible Drowsy Drivers, The Sleep Foundation, and the National Highway Traffic Safety Administration, which all work with the government to implement solutions such a rumble strips on highways to wake up a sleeping driver who has drifted. Additionally, VOIDD is currently lobbying the government with their proposal which would create a traffic violation Encompassing negligent, inattentiveness, inexperience or drowsy/fatigued drivers into a category of non-criminal “Careless Driving” and institute educational programs to educate drivers of the risks of drowsy driving.
To these organizations you can give both your financial and your volunteer support.  Information on both organizations and their efforts, as well as a recap of the information I’ve given you today can be found on a website I’ve set up located the very easy to remember address of go.to/drowsydriving. Additionally, in case you can’t remember the with all the craziness of competition, I can give you a card after the round with URL on it. By taking these simple suggestions and applying them to your driving habits, you can help prevent the further destruction of this silent killer.

Today we have discussed the problem of drowsy driving. We looked at some of the conditions that contribute to our making the decision to get behind the wheel while tired. We then examined some of the impacts this tragic decision is having on culture but finally we concluded on the positive side as I outlined for you some very simple solutions for this very large problem.

What I didn’t tell you at the beginning was that Angela was a friend of mine and she is the reason I’m doing this speech. Based on the statistics, most of you in this room have probably also been affected by this type of tragedy. The good news is that we have the power to take back the wheel of our future and ensure that the problem of drowsy driving is eliminated. 

