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It’s been said over and over by many people and many organizations and yet it still continues.  Who knows what will it take to convince people that 

Drinking and driving kills!

(Editor’s note: This is the first article in a three-week series on drinking and driving. Just halfway through the year 2000, the base has had 17 drinking while under the influence arrests, the total number for each of the previous two years. This week’s article addresses the effects of the deadly mixture of alcohol and the highways on both the victims and the drivers. Other installments in the series will address what happens when a member is arrested for driving while intoxicated and where to go for help.)
His mother saw the boots in their usual place, next to the weightlifting bench on the front porch. Even the peanut butter cookies his sister made for him remained untouched on the kitchen counter.

As her family saw this somber scene when they returned home from the hospital, Beke Bruntz thought her brother couldn’t possibly be dead. 

But William “Chip” Vause was fatally injured as he rode home from work with a co-worker in the early morning hours of March 11, 1998, in Rockledge, Fla. The other driver’s blood alcohol content was .234.

The family would have been celebrating Vause’s 22nd birthday today, a date he shared with his mother, Patricia Vause.

“I couldn’t understand why someone would be so irresponsible, that drunk, and not even think they could possibly take someone’s life,” said Bruntz, Vause’s sister and a 319th Air Refueling Wing spouse. “Besides anger, I also felt kind of sorry for him and his family, to have to live with the fact that he killed two people who had families themselves.

“But I got angry again because he seemed to have no remorse.”

Two months after the wreck, the driver was arrested, but his father bailed him out of jail the same day. Since then, Vause’s mother has attended two hearings on the blood alcohol content evidence, but he’s yet to go to trial.

She’s joined Mothers Against Drunk Driving and has a web site dedicated to the memory of her son.

Shattered dreams

If Bruntz could talk to the driver, she would tell him about her brother, so he’d understand the life he took, she said. Her brother was a young man who was still searching for his place in life.

 “Every week, he had something else he was going to do,” Bruntz said. “One week, he was going to Nashville; another week he wanted to play basketball. One week, he was saving for a motorcycle; another week, he wanted a big truck.

“He had a lot of dreams.”

Last week was also a bitter anniversary of a drunk driving tragedy for another base member. On Aug. 11, 1985, Lance Ross told his mother he would see her later when he left their house in Aberdeen, S.D. But Karen GreyEyes never saw her only son again. Shortly after midnight, a 16-year-old drunk driver ran a stop sign and slammed into his motorcycle.

Like Vause, Ross had his dreams, too. He was a football player, with two specific goals in mind – joining the military and becoming a coach. Instead, he also died before reaching his 20th birthday, and is buried on the Spirit Lake Reservation near Devil’s Lake.

“I wouldn’t wash his clothes for a long time, because I wanted to smell my son,” said GreyEyes, who’s now a family advocacy outreach manager in family advocacy. “He would be 32 now, and I think of what he would be now, probably with his own family. She robbed him of that. He never got to get married and have children.

“But I still have his picture hanging in the living room, with an eagle feather he received when he graduated from high school. I look at him every day.”

Searching for forgiveness

The driver who killed GreyEyes’ son was convicted of drunk driving, and GreyEyes would not accept a settlement because she wanted to make certain the driver would pay high-risk insurance for the rest of her life “to remember she took my son,” she said. 

“Not once did she call to say she was sorry,” GreyEyes said. “But my son would have forgiven her. He was such a good kid.

“He wouldn’t have wanted me to carry this anger toward her. I think one of these days, when she has a child, she’ll understand what she did.”

A drunk driver’s guilt

This week represented another painful anniversary for Jerry, a former service member who can speak of the effects of drinking and driving from the opposite perspective.

Like his father, Jerry, who wanted only his first name used in this article, joined the military after high school graduation. Unlike his dad, Jerry never re-enlisted. But the loss of his military career wasn’t the highest price Jerry paid for driving drunk. It was the death of his best friend in that accident.

The memories of his buddy, coupled with the knowledge that he’s the one responsible for the fact there’s nothing else left of his friend, bring the depression, guilt and even nightmares of that terrible night of Aug. 11, 1990.

“There are times when the spirit hits me and I cry, but I don’t do it as a show,” Jerry said. “It comes from the heart. But when this happened, my goal was to one day make something positive out of a negative situation because I know that’s what my friend would have wanted.”

Since his release from prison a year after the accident, Jerry has talked to youth in his area about his experiences. He tells them he knows they don’t think it will ever happen to them because that was exactly what he thought.

He still says the drink he took the night of the wreck was his first in 10 months, but he was so drunk he still doesn’t know for certain he was actually behind the wheel, although state troopers who responded to the accident said they knew.

“I just hope society doesn’t always look at me as a bad person,” Jerry said. “Everybody makes mistakes. I just pray I don’t make another mistake that costs somebody his life.”

Life is precious

For families who face the heartbreak of losing fathers, mothers, brothers and sisters to alcohol-related automobile crashes, they discover how precious life is. They realize how fast it can change, so they take advantage of every moment they have with their families.

 “We make more out of every moment because we think this could be the last time we’re going to be together,” Bruntz said.

“So much more now we talk to each other on the phone and make sure we say we love each other. We know you just can’t take each other for granted. We were always close, but we really know that now.”
DUI punishment is stiff
Base authorities discuss consequences of on- and off-base arrests 
(Editor’s note: This is the second article in a three-week series on drinking and driving. This week’s article deals with what happens after a member is arrested for driving under the influence. Next week’s final installment will cover who to call for a safe ride home and help for members with drinking problems.)
No one died this time. No one’s child will face the trauma of visiting a severely injured parent as the result of a driver hitting the highways after downing too many beers.

But just because the drinking driver’s irresponsibility didn’t pay the supreme price doesn’t mean there won’t be consequences. 

That door opened when the flashing red lights appeared in the rear-view mirror.

“DUI is really expensive,” said Col. Scott Gray, 319th Air Refueling Wing commander. “Let’s assume you don’t injure, maim or kill someone. You’re still going to have insurance, court and lawyer costs, not to mention possible Article 15 costs and career ramifications.

“I’ve yet to hear of a taxi ride anywhere near that expensive.”

On Grand Forks Air Force Base, drinking and driving is taken quite seriously. Gray is concerned about the number of DUI arrests this year — 17 in the first eight months, the same number in both 1998 and 1999.

“Driving while intoxicated is a serious problem for our society, the Air Force and Grand Forks Air Force Base,” Gray said. 

“What folks must understand is that driving while impaired is a crime, and it’s punishable as such. Driving while impaired jeopardizes not only the driver, passengers and other vehicle operators and passengers, but also the pedestrians sharing the road with that criminal.”

A driver is considered “driving while impaired by alcohol or drugs” when in actual physical control over a vehicle. 

A person sitting at the wheel of a motionless car may be recognized to be in actual physical control, especially if the keys are in the ignition or the car is actually running, said Capt. Ed Lucas, 319th ARW deputy staff judge advocate. 

This applies not only to automobiles, but also snowmobiles, boats and other recreational vehicles.

On-base incidents
If a driver is stopped on base and security police officers suspect alcohol, they may order the driver to complete a standard field sobriety test to check for physical effects of drinking. If the driver fails, he is taken to the law enforcement desk to get an Intoxilyzer breath sample. 

The limit on Grand Forks Air Force Base and North Dakota is .10 percent, although many states have dropped to .08 percent, said Staff Sgt. Michael H. Vasser, 319th Security Forces reports and analysis NCOIC.

“If we discover you are over the limit, we will read your rights to you, and you can make a statement,” Vasser said. “Your first sergeant would have to come down and sign to get you out. After that happens, it goes to the first sergeant and commander.”

Refusal of a blood alcohol test will lead to driver’s license suspension off base from one to three years or on base for a year or more. 

“If you’re driving under the influence on this installation, we will assist the commander in determining the appropriate disciplinary action,” Lucas said. 

“The going rate is an Article 15 and you’re losing stripes, you’re losing money and most importantly, you’re losing the respect of your peers and superiors.”

However, members apprehended for drunk driving could be punished under Article 111 — drunken or reckless driving — of the Uniform Code of Military Justice. 

The maximum court-martial sentence for violation of Article 111 is six months confinement, a bad conduct discharge, reduction in grade and forfeiture of pay and allowances.

Off-base incidents

When a base member is arrested for drunk driving off base, the police or sheriff’s department will notify security forces after booking. Security forces will then contact the member’s first sergeant. 

The member will also sign a revocation form stating he or she will not drive on base for at least a year. If caught driving on base during that year, another two years is automatically added.

Arrests off base in North Dakota could get the driver a 91-day driver’s license suspension, a minimum $250 fine and mandatory alcohol evaluation for the first offense. 

For the second offense within five years, a driver could get a 364-day suspension, $500 fine, five days imprisonment or 30 days of community service and evaluation.  

For a third offense, drivers could get a two-year suspension, $1,000 fine, 60 days imprisonment and evaluation. 

Two-year suspension, $1,000 fine, 180 days imprisonment and evaluation is possible for the fourth offense within seven years.

Base members arrested for DUI off base could also receive a Letter of Reprimand/Unfavorable Information File.

“That documents it and  impresses upon the individual that off-duty misconduct isn’t acceptable,” Lucas said. “We use that for everything from denying re-enlistment to an administrative discharge.”

Education
Since Gray arrived, he’s made safety awareness and consciousness a priority, especially for younger airmen.

“I really do target our young folks because I think they are our biggest potential audience and the insurance tables have proven the young folks tend to drink and drive more than the older folks,” said Gray. “When you’re young, you think you’re invincible and alcohol feeds that feeling of invincibility.

“So I really try to hammer that home at First Term Airmen’s Center, Airman Leadership School and the newcomer’s briefing. But I am not against the use of alcohol. I just want to see it used responsibly.”
Base offers safe rides, help to members

(Editor’s note: This is the final article in a three-week series on drinking and driving. This week’s article shows who members can call for a ride home after they’ve had too much to drink, as well as where to go for help with alcoholism.)
Tech. Sgt. Martha R. Shaw feels a sick feeling in her gut whenever she hears a fellow base member has been arrested for drinking and driving. She knows a call to Airmen Against Drunk Driving was all it would have taken to avoid trouble and possibly tragedy.

“It hurts,” she said. “A few months ago, I was at the (Services Membership Club) and saw someone I knew who was already tying one on.” 

She told him, “Just call me.”  However, Shaw said the next thing she knew the person was stopped for driving under the influence.

The 319th Maintenance Squadron dormitory manager became the First Liberty Federal Credit Union’s first AADD Volunteer of 2000. She spends many of her Friday nights waiting to drive intoxicated members home, although she recently started taking telephone calls and dispatching drivers.

“I have nothing against drinking, but I’ve always been smart by not getting in my car and driving after I’ve had a few,” Shaw said. 

“I’ve used AADD myself twice. With a program like AADD, no one should ever get (stopped for driving under the influence).”

Since 1996, AADD has given base military and civilian members and their families free and anonymous rides home after they’ve had too much to drink. For a safe ride home, base community members only need to call 740-CARE (2273).

AADD drivers have already driven more than 400 people home this year after giving 363 rides in 1999, said Master Sgt. Don Dufner, AADD president.

What drivers will not do is take someone to another party or bar, only to the base or home, he said.

Not long after members arrive at Grand Forks Air Force Base, they learn the evils of drinking and driving. 

The 319th Air Refueling Wing Commander Col. Scott Gray, command first sergeant Chief Master Sgt. Patrick Melton and others tell First Term Airmen Center participants what can happen to them if they aren’t responsible drivers.

When Dufner gives AADD briefings at newcomer’s briefings and commanders’ calls, he offers four suggestions for members who have had too much to drink. “Number one is sensible and responsible drinking. The second option is designated driver and the third is the use of your supervisor. If the first three options fail, call AADD.”

AADD always needs volunteers, either to drive or to take telephone calls and schedule rides. For details, call 740-2273.

“A good volunteer is someone who’s energetic, is willing to help people at all costs and looks out for the good of others over themselves,” Dufner said. “People who use AADD should understand drivers are volunteers who are volunteering their money, time and their sleep.”

Just as drivers who are too intoxicated to drive have a number they can call to get home safely, members who habitually abuse alcohol have a place on base to go for help with their addiction. 

The Alcohol and Drug Abuse Prevention and Treatment program (ADAPT) concentrates on the rehabilitation for members with alcohol dependence.

“The Air Force goal is to get them rehabilitated and back on duty,” Harris said.

So far this year, the program has evaluated 60 members for alcohol dependence. The seminar is open to anyone who wants the information and is not a punitive action, said Tech. Sgt. Troy Harris, 319th Aerospace Medicine mental health technician.

From there, the treatment varies, Harris said.

“Each person is treated differently,” he said. “Some just need basic education; some need more in-depth treatment. This isn’t a cookie-cutter process. This is helping people help themselves.

“If alcohol dependence is diagnosed, the commander and supervisor are highly encouraged to be a part of the patient’s rehabilitation. Family support is also a key. But for those without family members in the area, the commander and first sergeant act as family.”

An Alcoholics Anonymous group plans to start meeting on base. For details on joining AA or to attend the ADAPT substance abuse awareness seminar, call the mental health office at 747-4460.

