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Staying awake to road safety

In most major cities of Australia there is an ongoing debate about the benefits of public transport compared with the use of privately owned means of travel.

And in Sydney – where trams disappeared from the narrow confines of the urban landscape nearly 50 years ago – suggestions have been made for the introduction of a light rail system as a healthy alternative to the petrol - and diesel - driven cars and buses.

However, living in such a vast country, it is inevitable we will continue to depend so much on motor vehicles to travel around.  But with that need to travel comes a need to act responsibly on our roads.

The major causes of traffic accidents are all documented – driving too fast, drink driving, and fatigue. Of these, probably the most difficult to control is driver fatigue.  Certainly we can impose speed limits, provide random breath tests and legislate for the wearing of seat belts, but it’s very hard to make laws to keep us awake.

There are many factors which can contribute to feeling drowsy when driving; one which is often forgotten is medicines.

Of course, we all know alcohol can slow our reflexes even when we don’t actually feel tired. Many medicines can do this too; and taking certain medicines and drinking alcohol as well, even a small amount, can become a lethal cocktail.

When starting a new medicine, one prescribed by your doctor or one you buy without a prescription, always check with your pharmacist about the possible side effects; and ask especially if it’s likely to cause drowsiness.

Furthermore drowsiness is just one side effect that can affect our driving skills. Some medicines can make us dizzy, light-headed or faint. They can cause us to be angry or aggressive; to feel sick, shaky or unsteady and to have blurred or double vision. All these effects can make it unsafe for us to drive, ride or even walk!

And to what extent medicines (legal or otherwise) might contribute to “road rage” we can only guess.

Make sure you read the label on all medicines you take, and check with your pharmacist when your medicines have the following labels:

“This medicine may cause drowsiness and may increase the effects of alcohol. If affected, do not drive a motor vehicle or operate machinery.”  

“This medicine may affect mental alertness and/or coordination. If affected, do not drive a motor vehicle or operate machinery.”

If your medicine does affect your driving, ask your pharmacist if there is an alternative. For instance, if you get hayfever there are now antihistamines that won’t make you feel drowsy.

A combination of two or maybe several medicines is more likely to lead to unwanted side effects, so it’s particularly important to check with your pharmacist if you intend to add an additional medicine to one you are already taking.

There are also times when missing a dose of your prescribed medicine might cause problems. For example, if your medical condition such as epilepsy, anxiety or diabetes is not properly managed, a dangerous situation might result.

You can get more detailed information about the effects of medicines on driving, from pharmacies around Australia providing the Self Care health information.  Ring 1300 369 772 for the nearest location and ask for the Self Care card titled Medicines and Driving.
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