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The Dramatic Failure
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Engineering Is Important, Public Policy Is Crucial
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LS. traffic satety policy,
the author nates, has
focused on vehicle
factors and on surviving
crashes—for example, by
mandating airbags,
shown hiere deploying in
a crash test—nstead of
preventing crashes.

he dramatic Tatlure of LS, mmalfic safery
policy i= ooe of our best-kepl national
secrets. Policws aimed an reducimg the 1oll
of 42,000 Amencans killed each vear
rarcly make the news. When they do, usually the
imstitutions responsible lor the pohey failure are
announcing that pnpressive progress is being macle
lix g a realistic view, however, we need 1o compar
oir own prrogress with that of other countries
My 2004 ook, Traffic Sajety, presents such a com-
pariscn (11 This article suimnuirizes the maim find-
ings ol that comparison and my interpretation of the
indings. The book presents in detal the numerical
caleulations, the data sources, the relerences, and
the documentanon. The material in the boolk led o
cotnments i a recent TR News editorial |11_. Brian
el 120 1 am respending 1o those comments
Lintil the mud- 1960s, the United Stares had the

satest wrallic in the world, whether measured by

deaths per registered vehuele or by deaths for the

same distance of travel By 2002, interms ol deaths

per registered vehiol the United States had

dropped from st to 1ot place Australin, Austno
Canada, Denmark, Finland, Cermany, Creear Briaan

lceland, lapan, Luxemboure, the Netherlands, MNew

|
Lealand, Morway, sweden, and swarzerland piosted

lowier rates

Comparing Fatalities, 1979-2002

The decline in US salety relanive 1o other countries

can be explored by companng changes in spweeid

fatality rores swith the changes im the same rates in
othercoantries. | hree trathe farality rates ane Kam
ined

|. Fatalities per vear—ihe raw foalivy ray
2 Faralines per Lo registered vemidles-
vehicle rate; nnd
viehicle-mules ol

Fatahties per 100 million

trav'el—the distance




Coresit Bratann, Canado, and Australio are selected
tor comparison becaose they have much in commini
with the Unrted States in terms of language. belicls,
and tradiions Pedormance s compared [or the 23-
viear period from 19749 10 2002, Inthe lare 19705 and
catly 1980, the salety policies of thie United Stages
began 1o diverge from those of the thred other coun
iries, Dhe resulis are not moch diffesent {1 the begine
mimg und end ol the period are a lew vears earlier or
litier, o7 if other countnes are chosen for comparison

Fatalities per Year

Figure T shows the change in the simiplest mcasure
of salery performance. the weal number ol waffic
deaths per year. Fatalities in the 23-vear periddl
déclined m the United States by 1682 percent, bt
declines ol 6.0, 499, and 51.1 petcent oveurred in
Britain, Canada, and Austmlia 1 US, fatalities had
declined by the same percentage as in Britain, the
okl wonld have been 27,598 Latalities instead of the
42,815 reported, 1| the United States had matched
the British rate of decline, 15,217 fewer Amencans
wotthd have been killed i 2002 Muching the Cana.
dinn and the Australian performance would have
rediced fatudines by 17.229 and 17837,

Fatalities per Vehicle
Rates such as atalities per OO0 registered vehiclies
can he plullnl withowt a reference vear, & shown in
Figure 2 Unnil the Le 1970, the comparison coun
tres—like all other comntrivs—Naid rates higher than
those i the Unined stares

The L5 mate shows no drop i response o the
reguirement that all 1968 and laer models sansty Fed.
eral Motor Vehicle Safewy Standards. The only notahle
downward spilee, m 1974, s unrelied (o vehicles—it
reflevts behavior changes sumulated by the 1973 il
ciibareo. notably reductionsin travel speed because of
chaniges in speed limits

The L5, vehicle rate declined by 46,2 percent, bt
in Britwin, Canada, and Auvsiealin the rates declined
by 67 1063 5, and 719 percent. I the LS, mte had
dechined by these same pereeniages, kualities in 2002
witihd have been lower by 16605, 13 718, or 20,420

Faralities by Same Travel Distance

[he bestesumares for distance of vehicle waveel are
{or Girear Botan, from observatons at 50 sites by
the Departinent of Transport. Reliable estimares for
long period are ot available lor most countries
therefore the tavel distance comparison is limited 10
Crteat Britadn, Figure 3 shows that the distance rane
in Britaln starned out higher than the e (nothe
Liviiecd Stares, but i 2002 the Britsh mie wis lower
I the United States had maptched the Brinsh rate ol
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decline, 15670 fewer Amnéricans would have been
killed in 2002

Add;iiznnai Americans Killed,
1979-2002

Fhe estimates clited are lor the number of Americans
whir would nest Bave been killed m 2002 4 raflic
fatality rates in the United States had declined by
same percentages as in the comparison countries
Caleulnting the corresponding differences for each ol
the intervening vears and adding them up prioduces

FIGURE 1 Tratfic fatalities
per yaar in the United
States and in threg
campanson countres
relative ta the number in
1979 (1, p. 382)

FIGURE 2 Traffic
fatalities per 1,000
registered vehicles in thie
United States and in
three camparison
countries (1, p, 384)
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FIGURE 3 Trathc

faralities per 100 million
miles of vehicle travel in
the Upited States and in
Great Britain (7, p. 386)

a cumilative estimate of American lives thar would
ot have been lost The avernge of the totals lor the
rates of the three comparison counines s 214 286
I herefore, (F LS. safery progress had kept pace with
progress i the companson countres, approsimately
200,000 lewer Amercans would have dhed on our
roads in the 23 vear pertod.

Different Rates, Same Picture
Uhe estmate of faulivies that would have been pre-
vented if U5 performance had matched that of the
comparison countries is elanvely mdependent of
the rate chosen. For example, the number ol Amer-
can bives that seould have been saved in 2002 i the
lited Stares had matched the British rate of dechne
i raw latalities 15 15,217 at the vehicle rate, 16,605,
and a1 the distance rate, 13,670

il the percent growth in vehicles and growth i
trave] were ientical m both countries for the 23
vear penod, the estumates would be wdenncal. The
dillerence computed Tor the vehicle e reflects a
higher pereent of vehicle ownership growth in
Britain, which had lower levels o vebicle ownership
at the start. The difference computed at the distance
rate refects w shightly larper increase m total distance
traveled in Brivain compared warh that b thie Unined
States

The crucial pomt is that these are percemt
changes. Large, farrly stable differences between the
countres should not muchaffec percemt changes in
time. because the influences on the 1979 and 2002
fatalities would be somlar For example. Brizin s

miore urban than the United Staves and has a greater
percent ol pedestrian fatalines—hbut these factors do
net differentally change all thar much berween (9749
amel 2002

Defining Progress
In hus article; O'Neill correctby indicates progress in
Ls sabery 1 the dara poinies for the other counimies
are removed trom Frgares 1 2 amd 3 the declines in
LI5S0 rates appear impressmve

CYMeill idennifies grean variation anvong LS. sttes
and vbserves that some states had |ower mtes than
these in the comparison countrics: The reductions i

thie mates mothe Linited States, however, ane much

]

and 3, the L] 5, rates are higherin 2002 than the raes
in the comparison countries, yel formerly the L5

less than in other eountries. In all cases in Figures

rates were lower

some U s stares have lower rates than the aggre
pate matonal rates of the companson countnes. Sme
Harly. regrons. pravinces, or sues within the
comparison couniries also have raves that are lower
than the national average. Progress is mdicated not
by the values i 2002 but by a comparison of the per-
cent changes since 1979 with the changes in the
three other countrices

Because the pereent changes are skmilar ovet time
for raw [atalitics, the vehicle mte, and the distance
rafe, companng the changes m an indradual LS
state s record of raw fualinies 1s the casiest approach
v drawhack s than populaion growth was higzlier m
some regions. such as the South, than e others,
which contributes to mereased fatalines: buar the

approach avoids the uncertaintics of crashes by o
—%— |Jnited States al-srate vehicles or of unreliable estimates ol travel
—O— Great Britain CIStARCEY, )

Comparing 2002 and 1979 [alites lor all 50

states and the District ol Columbia shows tha anly

10 r one state enjoved a dechine of more than 30 percent

- In Vermont, fatalittes declined from 1349 in 1978 o

7 F THin 2002—a 509 percent drop. Although this state

= may bea statistical outher becanse of the small num-

5T bers. the decline is less than the 311 percent

é s achieved in Austrahia, The state with the secomd

;.,; highest dechine 15 Massachusctes, with 499 percem

- ir All ather states experienced smaller percent declines
% than any of the comparison couniries

; 5 e States in the East and Midwest tended to have the

= lurgest pervent declines, and those in the South the

% lowest—in 14 Southem states, Latalities incressed

= The District of Columbia had an imcrease of 608 per-

4 1k cent, although the vehicle rate s low for all years

= P T e T e T because the distrct s urban
= As (YNeill observes, the vanabons among the
ET 1920 1930 1940 1950 1960 1970 1980 1990 2000 states are due m part 10 differing policies on speed,




aleohol, and ocenpant protection devices This sup-
pirrts my core thests that public policy aimed at driy
et Behavior really makes a dilference. The vehieles in
all states, however, are subject todentical salety stan
dards. Companng changes over tme lor the states
shows thar the Tailure of U5 salery pohicy applied

throughour the magion, even il not umiformly

Search for an Explanation

Although straghtforswand analyses of poblichy avial
able data show some 200000 ackditional U s faalines
ever 0 23-vear perniod ||||'!|||h|u_.: whitt measures
woltld have made the difference s dafficult. Salery bel
tse, for example. can aceouni for a substannal portion
of the differenice. If the United States had mtroduced
belt-weanng laws and aclieved weanng rates on the
same schedule as - Canada, 95000 fewer Americans
wonld have died berween 1979 and 2002 Wiy then
dlick the Umired States non adopn thas proven, effective
intervention earlier? Moreover, what aceounts for the
other 100,000-plus additonal deaths?

Sueh large and robust effects likely rellect londa
mental dilferences in philosophy and approaches w
trallic salery. U policy has focosed on vehicle Lie-
tors—even on factors that research has shown are of
minor importance. Pubilic policies addressing such
roacl-user behaviors as speeding, aleohol, traflic Liw
violation, amd belt weanng have been demonstrared
o reduce casualies by laree amounts but have not
recoived appropriate atvention, Traffec Safety r\|'ll.|||1-
how the Uniied Stares embarked on this course, 1o
which i stll clings, resulting in the deaths o many
Americans. The explination imvelves analysis, docu-
mentation, references, wnd photogrphs that cannem
e contained within the lormat of this anicle

I briel, the explanation draws on thiee interre-

Lated phservations

® L5 salety pohoy prionines have been ordered
alinost perlectly opposite to where techmeal knowl-
edge shows henelitsare greaes

® [his has occormed because lnwyers who lack
.|'\|'|||'l"|||.'|.|ﬂ1.' of interest in technical matters have
tdelined and guided LS [HIlI\_‘.

# | his leadership is the result of the umiguely
powerful infloence of law on all aspects of LS soci-
ety—an influence that s without parallel in any
ather conntry

For example, evidence showed that airhags could
Jebll chilelren and had fow elfectiveness: nonetheless

a manclate o eguap all vehoeles warh airbags beoame

Asa '-|||'r'-||'||||'||| i thas arncle poges -4 1 1ol Tfir
safrety are avsilable gt whwiw sclEnl ssery i mEsOacIely com
TR pdd gkl Juby MK

the wip national salety goal m the 1970s. The com-
mitment o the airbag mandate was used to oppose
belt-wearing laws. An additional irony s thar the
media reler w the architects of the disasier described

n thas article as “satery advocates.”

Government Responsibility
Guovernmenits have major responsibilities lor tralfic
Governments traditionally have not been held
responsible for the weather, ver when 1000 peapls
were killed by Hurmcane Katrma, responsibilitg wits
attributed to vartons levels ol 2overnment. The
anmual deaths of 42,000 Amercans, and the datly
deaths ol 16 teenagers, in an entirely manmade sys-
tem under governiment supervision do not generate
corresponding arribunions of responsibibiny, Protect
ing public health is a magor government respnsibil-
iy and 1S, performance in the area of ground traffic
safety has been abvsmal compared with thar of other
COLTIITIES.

In another transportation mode, however, LS
safery pedormance is ouistandimg. In 2002 pobods
wits killed in LS, commercial aviation, This success
owcurred because the focus was not on surviving
crashes, but on preventng them. As long as our focas
m ground transportation salely s on sgqueezimg an
elusive addditional munor increment of sprvivababin
from crashes, we can never moke acceprable
progress. The relative Lick of inportirce of vehicle
lactors is clear in comparing Canada and the United
States—both fatons have similar vehicles, yver
Canada hizs cut the number of traffic deaths by hall

Fhe one cirase for optimism s that whenever th
Linited States recognizes 10 has o problem, it moves
with & specd and energy unegualled in other coun
tries. By adopting new thinking, the United States
can cut the number of fatalities in halt with policies
that the public would welcome (, p 412)
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Stamals 15 o guest editorial column, published on
an occasional basts, that offers thought-provoking
comtentary by organizational leaders, 1o stimo
late diseussion on topics welated (o ransportation
research, pracice, and policy. Reader response is
enconraged in the form of letiers 1o the editor
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