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ASLEEP AT THE WHEEL – 
DROWSY DRIVERS 

TIRED OF 
LIVING? 
With 13 People Killed, The Selby Rail Crash 
Highlighted The Dangers Of Sleepy Drivers. It 
Also Threw Up A Whole Range Of Issues. 
Andy Enright Reports... 
The driver found guilty of causing the deaths of 
10 people in the Selby rail crash has been jailed for five years. Gary Hart was convicted of 10 charges 
of death by dangerous driving. Hart, 37, of Strubby, Lincolnshire, showed little emotion as he was 
sentenced at Leeds Crown Court. Some relatives and survivors said they believed Hart had got off too 
lightly. Hart's Land Rover plunged off the M62 motorway onto the East Coast main line at Great Heck, 
near Selby in north Yorkshire, on 28 February 2001.  
Mr Justice Mackay said: "In my judgment, you [Hart] were not the victim of the Selby rail crash... you 
were the cause of it." The judge told Hart he had taken a "grave risk" by continuing his journey on the 
M62 when he was "fighting sleep back." He said Hart had been wrong in his "arrogant claim" that he 
was not like other people and could drive safely with little sleep. The judge added that there was, in 
moral terms, little difference between the actions of a drink-driver and those of a sleep-deprived driver. 
And that is the worrying thing. Though most of us would deny ever driving a car whilst under the 
influence, how many of us can truthfully admit to never having taken the wheel the worse for fatigue. 

The Department of Transport’s Think! campaign has highlighted the dangers of drowsy drivers. The 
actual statistics bear out the suspicion that Selby was just waiting to happen, albeit not in such freakily 
catastrophic circumstances. A two-year investigation based on accidents on the M40 has shown that of 
all accidents logged during that time, an estimated 20% were caused by drivers falling asleep at the 
wheel. These accidents are difficult to pin down, as drivers were often either unaware that they had 
fallen asleep, or were reluctant to admit doing so for fear of legal repercussions. Professor Jim Horne, 
Director of Loughborough University’s Sleep Research Laboratory was behind the study. “We need to 
heap social opprobrium on sleepy drivers, in the same way that we currently do with drunken drivers” 
he notes, citing the fact that drivers are aware that they feel sleepy and, in this country at least, are 
under a legally binding duty of care. This is not so in the USA, where a recent study of long distance 
truck drivers found that an astonishing 25% admitted falling asleep at the wheel in the last year. The 
actual figures will be far higher. 

There is a definite pattern to Sleep Related Vehicle Accidents (SRVAs). They occur mostly between 
two and six in the morning, with another peak between two and four in the afternoon. The early morning 
victims are usually young men, the early afternoon culprits older men. The accidents are frequently 
horrific due to the sleeping driver’s non-application of the brakes. But why men? “Young men especially 
have a genuine feeling of invulnerability” reckons Horne, noting that many would be willing to undertake 
a long, late night journey due to social or peer pressures. Many young men filmed on the university’s 
driving simulator seemed genuinely surprised when informed that they had indeed fallen asleep at the 
wheel. 
Indeed, the cosseting, soporific comfort of modern cars has made it easier to relax at the wheel. 
“Ergonomics kill” claims Horne. “Cars have become beds on wheels. There are various gadgets and 
gizmos you can buy that allege to detect the onset of sleep, but nothing has as yet been proven to be of 
practical benefit.” Systems currently in development aim to measure the overall characteristics of the 
car’s behaviour rather than the driver’s to gauge whether the driver is in danger of drifting off.  
Professor Horne was noncommittal on the question of whether our culture of long working hours and 
obsessive punctuality was in any way to blame for our high SRVA rate. “To be truthful, we don’t really 
know whether it is high at all. We’re just ahead of the game in measuring it.” Indeed statistics from the 
British Allergy Foundation “Drive Against Drowsiness” campaign have pointed at another factor that 
contributes to the depressing SRVA statistics. Users of antihistamine drugs to counter hay fever 
account for 2% of all fatal accidents, and the campaign cites cases where antihistamine users have 
caused accidents through falling asleep at the wheel. Surrey University’s Dr Ziba Shamsi comments, 
“The current generation of antihistamines is described as non-sedating, but that'’ only true if they are 
taken at the recommended dose. It is all too easy to exceed that dose, leading to tiredness and 
reduced ability.” 



 
 
 
There are other sinister aspects to sleep deprivation. Mixed with alcohol, drowsiness is a killer. Blood 
alcohol concentrations can be within legal limits, but low alertness during the danger hours identified 
means that the legal alcohol limits for driving are frequently too high. The more one suffers from 
drowsiness, especially in the afternoon dip, the more potent the effect of alcohol at this time. 
So, what can be done to combat drowsiness at the wheel? The first and most obvious is not to drive 
when you’re feeling sleepy. Know your limitations and learn to recognise what behaviours you display 
that herald sleep. Should drowsiness envelop you on the sort of monotonous road where most 
accidents occur, pull over at the first opportunity, have a cup or two of coffee and a fifteen-minute nap 
before the caffeine takes effect. Short term measures such as opening the window, turning the stereo 
up or taking brief exercise were found to deliver at best one or two minutes respite from sleep. “Young 
people aren’t that interested in coffee,” mused Horne. “Energy drinks like Red Bull which are loaded 
with caffeine appeal more.” Before leaving, I couldn’t help but ask him whether he had ever dozed off 
behind the wheel. “Good heavens, no,” he noted, “That would be the most embarrassing thing in the 
world. I’d have to resign.” 
Volvo have taken a lead in highlighting sleepiness as a killer. Their Safety Concept Car includes a 
system that recognises when the car is veering relative to road markings without the use of indicators 
and can sound a buzzer. Cameras, which monitor a driver’s eye, have also been experimented with 
although this technology is still at an early stage.  

Perhaps it takes a disaster of the magnitude of Selby to bring home the dangers of falling asleep at the 
wheel. Although the relatives of the bereaved may argue, Gary Hart is no monster. We all know a Gary 
Hart type, showy, overconfident, and cocky. Until we wake up to the consequences, falling asleep at 
the wheel will cause more accidents than drunk and drug drivers put together.  
A recent survey underlines this point. Some 500 drivers were surveyed on two of Britain's busiest 
motorways, the M1 and the M62, in Yorkshire, during June and July 2002. 

• One-in-four (25%) said they habitually drive for more than the recommended two hours without  
a break 

• When they do stop, 80% said that they do so for reasons other than to take a rest (a  top 
reason being to go to the toilet) 

• Only 2% of drivers said they followed the Department for Transport (DfT) advice on   combating 
tiredness (drink a caffeinated hot drink or energy drink and  have 10 minutes' snooze). The 
majority said they were going to take a walk, or douse their face (neither is proven to enable 
recovery from  tiredness). 

• Few recalled government advice on driver tiredness. It recommends having enough rest before 
setting off, taking a break every two hours, drinking caffeine and sleeping if tired when you stop 

• Only a third (33%) recognised all three measures as an effective combination. Worse, 87% of 
those who did recognise ways to stay alert, wrongly thought that winding down a window, or 
listening to loud music  would help them stay awake 

• Over half (58%) of all drivers thought that opening a window helped prevent  tiredness; there is 
no proof that it does 

• Only around one-in-five (22%) of those driving for work said they had  received advice from 
their employers about how to combat fatigue 

• Only a third (33%) of people driving for work recognised the three  measures proven to combat 
fatigue on the road 

 

Mary  Williams  OBE, chief executive of the organisation ‘Brake’, said: "The survey's findings are  
shocking.  They demonstrate drivers are ignoring the lessons of Selby. It is time everyone took  
responsibility  for ensuring they are not tired behind the wheel, and the  Government  took  its  
obligations  seriously  to ensure it spends the necessary  cash  on  barriers,  enforcement  of  road 
safety, and education campaigns on TV." 
 


