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It is diffi  cult, in cases like this, to ex-


amine the factors surrounding a crash 


and reiterate the safety warnings we 


routinely give without sounding like 


we’re laying blame. Nobody wants to 


point fi ngers or tarnish the memory of 


the deceased—especially a provider as 


dedicated as Antwerp EMS ambulance 


driver Sammy Smith, 64, who had de-


voted nearly two decades to emergency 


services. We don’t know what went 


through Smith’s mind in the seconds 


before the July 20 crash, and we can’t 


allege specifi c mistakes. From a general 


perspective, however, here are some of 


the issues raised by crashes like this, and 


some thoughts on operating safely.


• Be wary of intersections
Vehicle-safety educators never fail to 


emphasize the dangers of intersections. 


“Intersections are the riskiest place to 


navigate an ambulance, hands down,” 


says emergency-driving expert Bob 


Krause, EMT-P, of Toledo-based Emer-


gency Services Consultants, Ltd. “Th e 


ambulance operator has to give the 


motoring public the opportunity to per-


ceive they’re there and respond to them. 


People are generally good about giving 


the right of way—if they know you’re 


there, and if they know where to put 


their vehicle.”


“When you’re driving lights-and-siren, 


you’re requesting the right of way, which 


means it may take several seconds for 


the public to yield it to you,” says Dave 


Long, RN, EMT-P, who teaches driver 


training for North Memorial EMS Edu-


cation in Robbinsdale, MN. “Sometimes 


you have to stop and check every lane, 


looking for those torpedo vehicles about 


to blow by. We teach to look left, right, 


left, then right again for every lane you 


go through.”


• Know the law
Every state grants certain exemptions 


from traffi  c laws to emergency vehicles. 


You must know what you can and can’t 


do in your state. In Ohio, emergency 


vehicles are allowed to proceed against 


traffi  c-control devices as long as the 


driver maintains due regard for the 


safety of others. 


Th e Antwerp ambulance had a stop 


sign as it entered the intersection. A 


witness said it slowed, but did not stop. 


Smith, for whatever reason, apparently 


didn’t see the semi.


“In Ohio, the motoring public must 


yield the right of way to an emergency 


vehicle,” notes Krause. “But fi rst the mo-


toring public has to perceive that the 


emergency vehicle is there.”


• Is it an emergency?
Th e passengers being transported 


in the Antwerp ambulance, a couple 


in their 60s, were apparently not badly 


hurt. Robert and Armelda Wells were 


experiencing back and neck pain fol-


lowing a previous crash.


Consensus wisdom now leans strongly 


against emergent transport of nonemer-


gent patients. 


“Our policy is that you can only return 


to the hospital lights-and-siren if you 


can document that it will reduce the 


morbidity and mortality of the patient,” 


says Long. “Th e patient has to be in seri-


ous or critical condition.”


• Th e importance of training
Safe-driving skills don’t maintain 


themselves, and no one can be expected 


to retain everything they learned three, 


fi ve or 10 years ago. Regular refreshers 


can keep drivers focused on the right 


things.


“My experience has been that refresh-


er training in emergency vehicle opera-


tions isn’t always people’s top priority,” 


says Krause. “You can’t let complacency 


set in. You may have done this 100 times, 


but it can still rise up and bite you. We 


recommend having discussions about 


safety every six months, and training in 


the vehicle at least annually.”


—John Erich, Associate Editor


service purchase one, although no for-


mal talks were underway. 


Fire Chief Ray Friend described the 


support from around the country as un-


real. “Th ey say they are feeling our pain,” 


he reported following the crash. “Some 


have lost members.”


Smith was a member of the fi re com-


pany as well as the EMS squad. He was 


driving the ambulance when it crashed.


“Sammy was always the fi rst guy to 


show up,” Friend said, “whether it was a 


fi re or a detail or a fund-raiser. It didn’t 


make any diff erence what it was. He 


didn’t hunt or fi sh. Th e fi re department 


was a big part of his life.


“Kelly was in nurses’ training, and she 


was going to graduate soon. She also 


was studying to be an EMT.” 


McDougall was a mother of fi ve. “Hei-


di had just become a paramedic. I think 


she was on just her third call as a para-


medic,” Friend said.


—Susan Nicol Kyle, EMSResponder.com


What Should We Take From the 


Antwerp Crash?


ASSISTING IN TIMES 
OF NEED


A special team trained by the 
National Fallen Firefi ghters Foun-
dation sent members to assist with 
various tasks, including helping to 
plan the memorial service.


The Local Assistance State Team 
(LAST) operates through the Ohio 
Fire Chiefs Association, says Bill 
Wilkins, the coordinator. “We don’t 
go in to take over. We offer our as-
sistance, and they invited us to par-
ticipate.”


The team operates under the 
incident command system, and as-
signed people various tasks prior 
to and during the service. They in-
cluded someone to handle honor 
guards, pipers, apparatus and per-
sonnel.


The LAST members also help 
the families with the paperwork in-
volved to apply for benefi ts.


So far this year, the Ohio LAST 
crew has assisted with seven line-
of-duty funerals, four more than 
during 2006.


The NFFF received a Depart-
ment of Justice grant to establish 
LAST response units in every state. 


—SNK
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