““Atrucker's drowsiness
‘has been blamed in the
July 16 accidentthat .
killed Desiree (above'
left) and Amber Fergu-
son. Their mother also
was killed when their dis-
abled car, parked on the
shoulder of Interstate 70,
~ was hit from:the rear by
atractor-trailer.
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Crash sparks crusade
to get truckers to rest

By RICK MONTGOMERY

 Staff Writer

‘Truck-driver fatigue was some-
thing Jeffrey Burns rarely pon-

* - dered until he stood in the weeds

along Interstate 70, surveying the
effects ‘of ‘one. truckers drowsi-
ness.

The lawyer crouched to pick up
items that once belonged to two
little girls and their mother, all of
whom died after a tractor-trailer
smashed into the rear of their
parked car July 16.

A roller skate. Some hair bar-

rettes. For days the debris sat in

the mud, 100 feet off the roadway
— remnants of a crash so power-
ful, so sudden, that it reminded
one witness of explosions he saw
in Vietnam.

Burns thought of hxs 7-year-old
daughter. The toys could have
been hers. ] ]

“That’s when I really got
scared,” he said. “If this case
doesn’t scare a person, nothing
will.”

Burns was hardly a victim, just
the family’s attorney. But the
wrongful-death lawsuit he han-
dled against the Case Corp. truck-
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ingi:company, which ended in a
swift settlement last month, will
forever change the way he feels on
ashighway, he said.

2The same goes for Ed Beard,
the girls’ grandfather.

A sleepy truck driver took
three of my family, just like that,”
‘,s%:Bcard of Kansas City.

f e image of the speed-
P, g ing, seldom-sleeping long
 hauler has existed for years, but
‘statistics show that most of the
| lion’s 5 million commercial
drivers perform their jobs with-
out tragic consequences. Since
/1988 the number of traffic fatali-
tiés involving big rigs actually has
didpped — about 2,800 deaths
‘were reported last year.
. Still, other studies indicate fa-
‘tigue is a real hazard that has
‘been largely overlooked in an era
rof mandatory seat-belt laws and
i crackdowns on drunken driving.
- So Burns, Beard and others af-
'fected by the July 16 accident are
taking a stand to urge truck driy-
ers to take a nap.

“For me this has been a life-
changing event,” said Burns, 37,
. of the Shook Hardy & Bacon law

firm. “Society woke up to the
idangers of drunk driving. In 10
.years I hope that’s the case with
fatigued driving.”

The numbers:

B About one-third of fatal
truck accidents are caused by
. driver fatigue, according to the
‘National Transportation Safety
. Board. ~
. B Of more than 1,249 truck
drivers surveyed by the Insurance
" Institute for Highway Safety, 19
. percent admitted to having fallen
‘asleep at- the wheel within a
‘month of their interviews.

i Almost three out of four truck-
‘ers in that study said they violate

 federal - laws . governing work

‘'hours and resting time.

. “These are not accidents.

These arc predictable tragedics,
‘and it’s time we address them,”

 said Chuck Hurley, a senior vice
- president’ at' the: Insurance Insti-

 tute. ““The economic pressure on
truck drivers is there to drive long

- hours at high speeds.”

. Even Gerald Iburg, the veteran
trucker involved in the wreck that
killed Jeannie Ferguson and her

_ aughters, conceded in a

| court deposition that delivering

vods on. time — “‘to. get
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down the road, you know” — is
critical in his business.

Money is “what it’s all about,”
he said.

The accident

July 16, 4:30 a.m.

Jeannie Ferguson, 33, rose.
early at her parents’ home in
Kansas City to prepare for a trip
to meet her husband in Indiana,
She woke her daughters — De-
siree, 9, and Amber, 6 — who had
slept together in their grand-
mother’s waterbed.

“The girls were all excited be-
cause they were going to surprise
Daddy. He wasn’t expecting them
until late the next day, Saturday,”
recalled Ed Beard. “They were
into these surprise deals.”

Daddy had left his family’s
rural Henry County home to seek
work at Indiana steel mills. He
landed a job and found a place to
live. His wife and daughters were
heading east to join him, the
trunk of their Plymouth Reliant
loaded with clothes, toys and cos-
metics. ‘

The girls’ mother allowed them
to ride in their pajamas, as long as
they put on shoes. The girls’ cous-
in hopped in the back seat, look-
ing forward to reuniting with her
own parents in Kentucky after a
stay with the Beards.

“I'll call you when we get
there,” Jeannie Ferguson assured
her mother.

6a.m.

Gerald Iburg was hauling 32
tons of loading equipment to Il-
linois. He revved up his Case rig
about four hours earlier in New-
ton, Kan., where he had “maxed
out my driving time” and rested
eight hours to comply with fed-
eral law, Iburg later said.

After driving through Kansas
City, however, he began to feel
“droggy,” according to his depo-
sition. He pulled off Interstate 70
for about 10 minutes. He stepped
around his rig to get some fresh
air. »

0:40a.m. . :

Mike Planer, a trucker heading
west on I-70 near Columbia, Mo.,
turned up his citizens band radio.
Other drivers weére swapping
chatter about an eastbound Case
rig drifting from lane to lane:

“Try to wake him up,” a voice
cracked in. “He must not have his
ears on,”” which meant the errant
driver evidently had his radio off.

Farther west, between mile
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“For me this has been a life--
changing event. Society woke -
up to the dangers of drunk
driving. In 10 years I hope
that’s the case with fatigued -
driving.” ' 4
Jeffrey Burns.

markers 86 and 87, Planer saw
Ferguson’s red Reliant pull onto
the shoulder and park about three
feet from the edge of the east-
bound lane. Steam rose from her
hood. j

Planer grabbed the microphone
on his radio to alert his trucking
colleagues to the stalled vehicle,

Then, from behind Ferguson’s
car came Iburg’s rig.

_ “Oh, my God,” Planer uttered
into the microphone. %

In a later interview, he said:
“That car actually lifted into the
air — about as high as the head-
lights on the truck. It looked like a
Jeep getting blown up.” '

7am. -

Planer and another passing
trucker, Al Dooty, yanked at the
crumpled rear door of the Reli-
ant. One occupant, the girls’ cous-
in, was pleading for help. She es-
caped with a bloody nose.

Iburg, with a bump on his head,
walked around in the weeds as the
others tried to free the family. He
lit a cigarette despite the odor of
leaking diesel fuel, Dooty 'later
said. et
- Iburg told a Missouri trooper,

I was getting droggy, and I start-
ed pouring some coffee and
boom.”

The aftermath

In court, Iburg contended he
had no recollection of the mo-
ment of impact, nor any reason to
believe he had fallen asieep.

“To the best of my knowledge,”
he told Burns in a deposition,

(my eyes) were open yet,”
though he said he didn’t remem-
ber seeing the Fergusons’ car.

A judge in Saline County fined
Iburg $500 for failing to control
his rig. The judge commented
that everyone drives fatigued
once in a while. 1

Beard fumed. The dead girls’
grandfather appeared at the same
criminal hearing to present the
Tucker with a pebble from each
victims’ grave. '

“It made me wish for the Old
West days when you could take -




How many truck
wrecks are caused
by fatigue?

The percentage of accidents
caused by truck-driver fatigue
varies, depending on the
nature of the wreck and the
group compiting the figures.
349, s
National Transportation
Safety Board (reporting on
the likely cause of accidents
in which truckers are kﬂled)
41% = S a4
American Automobile
Association (surveying truck
drivers involved in accidents
that required towing)
36% e
Regular Common Carrier

. Conference (reporting what
drivers said in a poll on how
many accidents might be
caused by fatigue)
2 % R
American Trucking
Association (citing a federal
data base in which carriers
voluntarily report accidents)
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someone out to the street for a
shootout,” Beard said.

Tackling the civil case, lawyer
Burns had better luck. The Case
trucking company not only
agreed to a $4 million wrongful
death = settlement but accepted
Burns’ demands that the com-
pany create a training program to
warn drivers about fatigue.

Now Burns wants to organize a
national effort to raise public
‘awareness.

“The last thing I want to do is
to imply that truck drivers are
evil,” hé said. “Truckers have
been our biggest help. They were
out there trying to pull this family
out of the wreckage. They stepped
forward when we needed infor-
mation. ;

“Most truckers don’t want tired
drivers on the road because it
puts them at risk, too. It’s up to
the trucking companies to em-
phasize safety.”

Experts such as Umvcrslty of

LR
Florida researcher Richard Bie-
lock say the factors = behipth
fatigue-related accidents aresine
herent in the way most truckers
are compensated — by the mile,,

The more miles they drive, the.
more money they can earn ifi ¥,
day. Besides that, idleness ¢
mean missing a shlpplng deﬂgn
line, even losing a job.

Federal law dictates that truél”
drivers put in no more than 10|
consecutive hours on the roads!
After resting eight hours, they
may then work 10 more, then rcst'
for eight, work for 10 andr SOI
forth.

These hours usually are fe;,
corded in the driver’s log — ct};ft‘
monly referred to as a *‘comi¢”
book™ in the trade because of h‘E"
belief that many truckers concoct
the figures.

Still, the American Truclﬁifk“
Assoc:auon disputes studies
suggest drivers .constantly m,ts 4
the limits of alertness. Spo)
man John Doyle said the associa:,
tion is funding its own research.
into driver fatigue to fonnu]'f
industry regulations.

“If I'm a safety manager for 4.
trucking firm and I know rggi‘
driver is breaking the law, you b be

‘I'm going to put a stop to it,” said.

association spokesman JohA
Doyle. “That’s the oompatﬁ”‘{
equipment he’s driving out therg,

“Anyone w1th common sq;s
knows if you're driving fanguenf
you pull over and sleep. It wou'lci
take a great leap to apply what
happened in one terrible accidéhit®
to the 5 million drivers out tm'," g*
with commercial licenses,”

Doyle also questioned the n%lg
for trucking companies to enco!
age drivers to rest when they'e’
sleepy. “I'm sure most comp‘a’ff
manuals don’t say, ‘Go to
bathroom when your blﬂdde;‘- S;
full? It comes down to commop
sense.”

For Jeff Burns, it comes déiﬁn
to public safety, respect for,
and that scene in the weeds.

The skate, the barrettes .

The memory can drive the l'awg
yer to tears.

“Amber, the 6-year-old 'H !
died in the hospital a short e‘
earlier,” Burns said. “Her gran
father and I said a little prayer a?‘
the crash site, and that was it.™**"
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