Alcohol, Vision, and Driving

[image: image1.wmf]Alcohol is generally considered to be a contributing factor in half of all fatal traffic crashes.  As the concentration of alcohol in the blood increases, the likelihood of a driver being involved in a traffic accident increases greatly.  Safe and efficient driving depends on accurately identifying elements of the traffic scene, making a correct interpretation of the traffic scene, and making the proper response.  

The effect of alcohol on the physical response of an individual is usually obvious.  Reaction time is slowed, coordination is lacking, and speech may be slurred.  The effect on vision is not so obvious, yet 85 to 90 percent of the information we receive concerning the traffic scene comes through the eyes.  Without a clear picture, accident free driving is next to impossible.

How does alcohol affect the seeing process?  Alcohol usually has a relaxing effect, resulting in less voluntary control over all general body musculature.  The delicate control of the fine, discrete muscles, which move and focus the eyes, is particularly affected by alcohol. A result of this is the tendency to move the head instead of the eyes to follow an object.

Light enters the eye through the pupil and passes through the lens, which focuses light rays on the sensitive retina.  Anything, which interferes with this operation, affects the impulses, which are transmitted to the brain.  This in turn affects the clarity of the picture interpreted by the brain.  When the brain receives a fuzzy picture, it is unable to make an appropriate response to the traffic scene.


Alcohol reduces control over light entering the eye.  In order to see clearly, the right amount of light must reach the retina.  This is controlled by the pupil which acts like a camera shutter.  The opaque iris (colored portion of the eye) closes the pupil opening (black area) so that on bright days the pupil is reduced to limit the amount of light entering the eye and thus protect the retina.  At night the pupil is enlarged to allow the maximum amount of light to enter.  This process is slowed by alcohol.

Alcohol distorts eye focus.  If the muscle responsible for focusing of images is relaxed by alcohol, a distortion of light rays appears on the retina.  This interferes with the impulses sent to the brain, resulting in a faulty picture of the traffic scene.

Alcohol reduces visual acuity. Alcohol or any other drug which reduces the supply of oxygen in the bloodstream can impair the sensitivity of the cones of the eye, which, in turn, reduces visual acuity or sharpness.  

If the muscle responsible for focusing of images is relaxed by alcohol, a distortion of light rays appears on the retina.  This interferes with the impulses sent to the brain, resulting in a faulty picture of the traffic scene.

Alcohol reduces visual acuity. Alcohol or any other drug that reduces the supply of oxygen in the bloodstream can impair the sensitivity of the cones of the eye, which, in turn, reduces visual acuity or sharpness.  Responsible for focusing of images is relaxed by alcohol, a distortion of light rays appears on the retina.  This interferes with the impulses sent to the brain, resulting in a faulty picture of the traffic scene.

[image: image2.wmf]Alcohol reduces visual acuity. Alcohol or any other drug that reduces the supply of oxygen in the bloodstream can impair the sensitivity of the cones of the eye, which, in turn, reduces visual acuity or sharpness.  

Alcohol can cause double vision.  When fatigue, drugs, or alcohol relaxes the eye muscles, the two eyes may not be focused on the same point.  The result is double vision.  The ability to judge distance is also affected when the two eyes do not work together.

[image: image3.wmf]Alcohol affects other aspects of your vision, such as peripheral vision, the ability to distinguish colors, and effective night vision.  Since seeing properly is a fundamental necessity for driving safely, it is obvious that drivers with visual abilities impaired by alcohol are a traffic hazard and are much more likely to be involved in serious traffic accidents.
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WHAT YOU DON’T SEE CAN LEAD TO AN ACCIDENT
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