
 

US falls behind other nations in reducing
traffic fatalities and injuries: report

November 16 2010

The United States is missing significant opportunities to reduce traffic
fatalities and injuries, and could save lives by implementing a more
rigorous, comprehensive program that adopts successful safety practices
from other countries, says a new report by the National Research
Council.

The committee that wrote the report reviewed traffic safety practices
and strategies in high-income countries around the world and compared
them with those in the United States. From 1995 to 2009, fatalities
dropped 52 percent in France, 38 percent in the United Kingdom, 25
percent in Australia, and 50 percent in 15 high-income countries for
which long-term fatality and traffic data are available, but they dropped
only 19 percent in the United States.

"There is a notable gap between traffic safety progress in the U.S. and
other nations that deserves our attention," said Clinton V. Oster Jr.,
committee chair and professor, Indiana University, Bloomington. "The
U.S. could learn from the effective strategies in place elsewhere to
reduce traffic injuries and fatalities."

Countries most successful at reducing traffic deaths had comprehensive
safety programs that include improvement in road design and traffic
management; regulation of vehicle safety; and regulation of driver
behaviors regarding speed, alcohol and drug use, and seat belt and
motorcycle helmet use, the committee found. Furthermore, successful
national programs excel at management and planning and benefit from
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political support and leadership. The committee noted that the most
critical area for improvement in the United States today may be in
management and planning, to ensure that available resources are used to
greatest effect and to foster political and public support by
demonstrating progress.

The report highlights essential elements of safety program management,
including a plan that makes a credible commitment to the public to
improve safety and regular monitoring and evaluation to determine the
effects of actions taken. "These management practices have produced
success in other countries," said Oster, "but are lacking in the traffic
safety programs of most U.S. states."

The committee urged the U.S. Department of Transportation (DOT), in
cooperation with the states, to revise its Guidelines for State Highway
Safety Programs and develop a new model for state strategic highway
safety plans that would specify resource requirements and the expected
outcomes of safety interventions. DOT and the states should undertake a
series of large-scale projects to demonstrate the design and management
of effective safety initiatives. These demonstration projects are
necessary, the committee concluded, because communicating the needed
safety management methods to U.S. state and local agencies will require
a greater level of effort than has been previously devoted to the task.

The committee also advised state legislatures to require regular reporting
from the responsible executive agencies on progress in fulfilling the
state's safety plan and success in meeting the plan's goals. In addition,
DOT should conduct an in-depth review of social marketing methods
and outcomes in other countries, and national professional organizations
should create forums that bring together public administrators,
legislators, and researchers for exchange of information and views on 
traffic safety.
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Two enforcement tools widely credited with fatality reductions in other
countries -- automatic enforcement of speed limits and frequent roadside
sobriety checks -- are not common in the U.S because of legal
restrictions, popular opposition, and cost considerations. The report
estimates, on the basis of evaluations in the U.S. and other countries, that
nationwide, sustained, and frequent use of sobriety checkpoints to detect
drunk drivers could save 1,500 to 3,000 lives annually in the U.S.;
systematic speed control programs applied nationwide could save 1,000
to 2,000 lives annually at feasible cost, even if automated enforcement is
not used; enactment of universal helmet use laws by all states would
avoid 450 motorcyclist deaths per year; and increasing the U.S. rate of
seat belt use from the present 85 percent to 90 percent would save 1,200
lives annually. Total traffic fatalities in 2009 were 33,808 in the U.S.
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