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It occurred moments after the accident. A man lay in his car, crushed, but still living. Slowly, he turned his head and looked at the opposite side of the car. His daughter, without her seatbelt on, was dead in the passenger seat.


Although David Henderson, 82nd Airborne Division Safety Manger and retired division command sergeant major, watched the result of this real automobile accident on video, it changed his way of driving.  


“The look on the face of that father convinced me that if anyone in my vehicle was not wearing a seatbelt, my car was not going to move,” said Henderson, who is father of a daughter.


According to Henderson, Privately Owned Vehicle accidents are no joke, and the 82nd Airborne Division is doing all it can to prevent the deaths of soldiers due to speeding in a POV, driving under the influence of alcohol, not wearing their seatbelts and simply not paying attention.


As of July 7, 2004, there were approximately 84 Army-wide fatalities for this fiscal year due to Privately Owned Vehicle accidents, according to the Army Safety Center Website.    


Safety grahams, serious incident reports, safety classes, a safety sign on Gruber Road that informs soldiers how many days since there has been a 82nd fatality and individual unit training classes are some of the ways the division targets the dangerous possibilities of POV driving.


Every day, serious incident reports are sent to the safety office. By analyzing trends that seem to be constant in the reports, the 82nd can try and target the safety problem, said Henderson.


The division also incorporates mandatory safety training into a unit’s daily schedule four days a year and is trying to plan a day when safety vendors and speakers can come out and talk to the soldiers, said Henderson.


“We as leaders are doing a lot to educate the soldiers on safety, but it comes down to the soldier making a good or bad choice,” said Henderson. “We choose bad behavior. No one tells us to speed or not wear our seat belt.”


Unfortunately, in June, a Fort Bragg soldier made a bad decision. He was speeding at approximately 90 mph on Morganton Road in Fayetteville. He hit the median in the road. At such a high speed, the median sent the vehicle flying through the air. The soldier’s vehicle took off the top of a mini van and slammed head-on into another vehicle.


The soldier died and killed the person in the vehicle he hit head-on, who may have been going home to his wife and children. The accident set the safety sign at zero and counting.


This accident could be an example of an undisciplined soldier, who was not thinking about the peoples’ lives that he would affect, said Henderson.


“What we need to convince soldiers to do is to think about the families, friends and even people they have never met, who could be dead because of their bad (driving) decision,” he said. “Every time a soldier gets in a car, a soldier needs to think: What could go wrong and what can I do to prevent it?”


One of the best ways to educate a soldier on the risks of driving is showing them real-life accidents. Another way to educate soldiers is to have a fellow soldier who made a bad decision, such as driving under the influence of alcohol, stand in front of a formation of soldiers and tell them about the consequences that resulted from his behavior. 


Individual 82nd units are also taking measures to protect and educate soldiers against POV accidents, said Henderson. Many unit first sergeants and commanders urge soldiers to call them if they are at a bar and too drunk to drive home. Some units even have taxi funds at the front desks for soldiers use if they are to impaired to drive.


Sometimes, it may take only a phone call to prevent a death or accident.


For example, 82nd Abn. Div. Headquarters and Headquarters Company has created business cards with the commander’s and 1st sergeant’s phone numbers printed on them so soldiers can keep the cards in their wallets and use them in case they get in trouble.


The unit also has a taxi fund, a weekly safety brief and a checklist of safety briefs a leader must give his soldier before going on vacation, said 1st. Sgt. Robert Wilhoite, 82nd HHC first sergeant.


Informing soldiers about safety risks at the unit level is important, he added.


“It is important for leaders to involve themselves in safety campaigns at all levels,” said Wilhoite. “Focusing in on safety issues can prevent accidents that do not have to happen. This keeps our soldiers alive and well, ready to train and go to combat.”


Keeping soldiers safe and combat effective is crucial to the 82nd’s mission, Henderson said.


“Every soldier is important, because without him, it could lessen (the division’s effectiveness,) and we cannot afford to fail the mission,” he said

Henderson, who had many soldiers working underneath him during his military service, said in the end, most of the time there was no reason for the death of a soldier who died because of drunk driving or carelessness.


“It was (most times) a senseless loss,” said Henderson “Still, Some people would say that the situation was just an accident. That is foolish. Ninety-nine percent of the time it was the result of a bad decision.”

