South Africa’s road accident toll is nothing short of horrific. The solution
may lie in a mixture of science and software

B IT was an ugly scene. One of the cars
had become airborne, vaulting the safety
barrier in the middle of the highway and
twisting in midair before landing on the
roof of a vehicle heading in the opposite
direction. Seven people died, including a
baby.

Even before the paramedics and break-
down truck operators had completed
their grisly work, forensic investigators
were combing the accident scene. They
carefully measured the skidmarks on the
asphalt, noted the dents on the safety
barrier, calculated the trajectory of the
flying car and sketched the positions of
the broken bodies.

They also interviewed eyewitnesses to
the accident, noted the road and weather
conditions, checking the area for stray
animals, and driving along the road in
both directions to look for speed limit
and other road signs. Oh, and they took
photographs of absolutely everything,
including the tyres and brake discs on
the wrecked cars.

Months later, armed with a thick folder
of data and a laptop computer pro-
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grammed with the latest analytical soft-
ware, the investigators stood in front of
a magistrate and demonstrated — using
3D animation - exactly how the fatal
accident had occurred. Court officials
and bereaved families watched in fasci-
nation as they recreated the event in
excruciating detail.

One car was seen speeding at 195
km/h, or 75 km/h over the speed limit. It
swerved towards the safety barrier and
was catapulted into the air, rolling
through 180 degrees before landing on
the other car, crushing its roof.

If the speeding car’s driver had lived,

Right: IBF investigators assist a badly
injured motorist after yet another serious
accident. Stan Bezuidenhout believes a
detailed analysis of each accident would
help reduce the annual carnage on South
Africa’s roads. Opposite page: Indentations
in the seatbelt buckle show that the occu-
pant of this car was wearing a seatbelt at
the time of the crash.

he would certainly have been charged
with culpable homicide, reckless or neg-
ligent driving, and a host of lesser
offences. As it turned out, the evidence
was required primarily so that a car hire
firm could recover some of its money.
Forensic investigator Stan Bezuiden-
hout says it's time we started looking at
motor accidents as major crimes rather
than random events choreographed by
Fate. His Western Cape-based firm, IBF
Investigations, is in the business of
reconstructing accidents with the help o
sophisticated analysis, animation and 3C
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