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Transportation systems are entrusted to provide safe, consistent, reliable service for the general public and those with special needs.  It is imperative that management embraces and promotes a holistic, ongoing approach to wellness and fitness for duty by encouraging employees to take personal responsibility to care for their mental, physical and emotional health.  Due to the nature of the job, long periods of time sitting, time schedules, improper eating habits, daily stressors of dealing directly with the public, etc., professional drivers should receive information on basic information on health maintenance including diet and exercise.  While the importance of avoiding excessive use of alcohol and misuse of drugs, legal or illegal, is mandated, some program should be implemented to preventing diseases and awareness of symptoms of diseases that could be mitigated by a healthier lifestyle.

Promoting a wellness program at the workplace not only benefits the employees but the system as well.  Healthier employees, in most cases, take fewer sick days, use less medical benefits and are mentally alert and fit for duty.

Managers/supervisors and employees should be aware of and diligent concerning any errors in vehicle operation, passenger complaints or unusual occurrences that could affect the safety of the public.  The condition of adult onset diabetes, for example, increases significantly with age and can remain dormant, undetected and uncontrolled until the affected driver has a close call or an accident.  Diabetes can make an individual feel sleepy or dizzy, be confused, have blurred vision or, in more extreme circumstances, lose consciousness or have a seizure, thus affecting the ability to drive safely.  Long-term, diabetes can result in nerve damage to the hands, legs, feet or eyes, including significant vision loss or blindness.   (See Attachment:  Kansas Trans Reporter, April 2005:  Driver performance:  what to do when your driver has diabetes.)

Managers/supervisors and employees should also be alert of the implications of mixing drugs, legal or illegal.  For example, if an individual is on hypertension (high blood pressure) drug therapy, which is fairly common, and because of discomfort from a cold, takes an over-the-counter decongestant, the results could be disastrous.  The combination of these drugs, both stimulants and completely legal, could heighten the effects of  hypertension resulting in symptoms of fatigue, severe headache, chest pain, breathing difficulty and irregular heat beat, ultimately causing a black out or worse. 

The Federal Motor Carrier Safety Administration (FMCSA) has developed Design, Development, and Evaluation of the Truck and Bus Driver Wellness Programs including marketing and implementation ideas, which are available on the internet at http://www.fmcsa.dot.gov/about/outreach/dsweek/driverwellness.htm.

According to a FMCSA 1997 report, these areas have been identified as core risk factors for potential professional driver health risks:

· Smoking

Substantially increases cardiovascular diseases, is a risk factor in cancer and is a leading cause of lung diseases.

· Obesity

Increases the risk for cardiovascular diseases, hypertension and diabetes and can increase problems with arthritis, back and joint pain.  

· Hypertension (high blood pressure)

Increases the risk of heart disease, renal failure and stroke.  While it can be controlled with drugs, weight reduction sometimes eliminates the need for drug therapy.  

Symptoms may include fatigue, severe headache, chest pain, breathing difficulty, irregular heart beat.

· Alcohol use and drug abuse

Depressants (alcohol, minor tranquilizers, anti-anxiety medications and marijuana) can product drowsiness, slurred speech, loss of coordination and impaired reaction time. 

 Stimulants, legal and illegal (amphetamines, Ritalin, decongestants and cocaine), while increasing physical and mental alertness, elevate blood pressure, and can produce restlessness, euphoria, headaches and may induce insomnia and irrational behavior, which may include aggression and hostility. 

· Stress

Can increase the incidence of hypertension and cardiovascular, gastrointestinal and immune deficiencies and is a risk factor in a host of diseases, including depression and obesity.

· Poor eating habits

Can be one of the most deciding factors in the health of an individual and one of the most difficult to change.

· Physical activity

Can reduce the risk of physiological illnesses, such as depression, anxiety and stress as well as physical illnesses, such as obesity, heart disease, hypertension and some cancers.  

Wellness Program Ideas

Due to monetary constraints, public transportation systems may need to be creative in developing and implementing wellness programs.  Often, health agencies offer services for free or little cost.  Employees should be involved in identifying special needs or goals they have for their personal wellness when developing or implementing a wellness program.  

· Physical activity could be encouraged by bartering (free advertising) with local facilities such as Ys, senior centers, schools, universities, etc., which have fitness equipment, for free or low-cost memberships.

· Often, proactive, comprehensive blood screening and health assessment programs are offered in communities for no or little cost. 

· Encourage healthy eating habits by posting or distributing the food pyramid (Attached) and offering healthy snacks (fruits, vegetables, water) in the drivers’ lounge.

· Health tips (daily or monthly) could be posted in the drivers’ lounge.

· Offer smoking cessation programs or post where they are available in the community.

· Formal informational sessions can be held to train employees on different aspects of wellness, e.g. stress, proper eating habits, symptoms of diseases that would affect the safe performance of duties.

· Promote a voluntary team weight loss contest.  The team concept, 2+ individuals per team, would increase support.

· Offer incentives, recognition or encouragement for healthy choices, e.g., smoking cessation, weight loss, observed healthy choices, etc.  This could be as simple as observing and a “You’re doing great”. 

· Employees could benefit spiritually and mentally when providing a valuable service to the community.  Offer volunteer day(s) off to provide a service to the community with a qualified non-profit agency.

· Set up a quiet room with comfortable seating, low lighting and no television or other distractions to allow a safe place to de-stress during breaks.

· Stress management classes should be held at regular intervals and are often provided by health organizations, community agencies, universities, etc. for free or little cost.

Very simply, organizations that stress good physical, mental and emotional health are healthy organizations.  It is particularly important for managers/supervisors to model the behavior they want to see from their employees by practicing good physical, mental and emotional health.
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