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A New Traffic
Safety Vision
for the United
States 

Although the tragic events of
September 11, 2001, are indeli-
bly burnished into America’s
consciousness, the equally tragic
events of October 2001, Novem-
ber 2001, December 2001, Jan-
uary 2002, and all subsequent
months attract little public note.
In a typical month, more Ameri-
cans are killed on our roads than
were killed by the terrorists.1

If we could stimulate new ap-
proaches to the problems of risk
in road traffic as we did about
airline security after 9/11, every
year we could save many times
more lives than were lost that
day. This can be achieved with
far less reduction of mobility,
convenience, freedom, or civil
rights than was produced by our
ongoing response to 9/11.

THE UNITED STATES
COMPARED WITH OTHER
COUNTRIES

Over 42000 people died on
US roads in 2002.1 If US traffic
safety policy had kept pace with
the policy in a number of other
countries, the total would have

been about 15000 less.2,3 While
traffic fatalities from 1979 to
2000 declined by 50% in Can-
ada,4 46% in Britain,5 and 48%
in Australia,6 the decline in the
United States was only 18%.1 The
better-performing countries did
nothing remarkable, let alone dra-
conian. They made many poor de-
cisions. All their laws are passed
by democratic legislative bodies
answerable to electorates similar
to ours. Prior to the 1970s, the
United States was number one in
the world in traffic safety.7 As
measured by the number of traffic
deaths per million vehicles, the
United States has slipped to13th
place,8 and is still sinking.

These better-performing coun-
tries view traffic deaths and in-
juries as much more of a public
health problem than does the
United States. They support more
scientific research aimed at ex-
ploring and evaluating counter-
measures. Sweden and Australia,
with populations less than that of
many US states, have more insti-
tutions devoted to road safety re-
search than the United States.
Rather than respecting technical

knowledge, Americans have
been persuaded that lawyers
such as Ralph Nader and Joan
Claybrook should guide policy.

ROLE OF US LITIGATION

Since the period when the
United States was the world’s
safety leader, litigation here has
acquired a role not approached
anywhere else in the world. It
has been spectacularly successful
in directing focus away from the
very countermeasures known to
be successful in favor of vehicle
factors that are of minor safety
importance but are major
sources of litigation wealth. The
unbalanced nature of US safety
policy is estimated to have killed
well over 100000 Americans in
the last 2 decades.2,3

Airline safety has improved
dramatically because it focuses
mainly on preventing crashes, not
on surviving them. We continue
to kill so many people on our
roads because of the mistaken be-
lief that the main way to reduce
these deaths is to make every
crash marginally more survivable,
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while largely accepting crashes as
inevitable. Litigation can always
point out that if the institutions
that made the vehicle, road, or
traffic control system had done
something differently, the out-
come of a crash would have been
different. This is a trivial truism.
Yet the litigation system skillfully
transforms this truism into billions
of dollars and deflects attention
from the countermeasures that
could really reduce harm.

THE 2 MOST IMPORTANT
FACTORS

Of the over 42000 traffic fa-
talities in 2002, 13000 were
drivers killed in single-vehicle
crashes. The majority of victims—
more than 29000—were killed
in crashes in which a driver
other than the victim plays a
role. This majority includes all
pedestrians, passengers, and driv-
ers killed in multiple-vehicle
crashes.1 My more than 30 years
of traffic safety research leaves
little doubt that the 2 factors that
overwhelmingly determine an in-
dividual’s risk in traffic are
(1) the individual’s behavior and
(2) the behavior of other road
users. The total risk in the nation
is simply the summation of the
risks to each of its citizens.

An individual’s behavior is
under his or her control. The
more clearly road users acknowl-
edge this, the safer they will be.
Yet in the United States the very
opposite message is repeatedly
reinforced by media coverage of
product liability trials. A high-
profile trial may perhaps involve
a driver who was severely injured
(but not killed) after being ejected
in a rollover crash. The public is
informed that a tire manufacturer
was responsible, but not informed
that the driver was speeding and
not wearing the legally required

safety belt that would have made
ejection nearly impossible. In
some states, a jury must be kept
ignorant of the fact that an in-
jured plaintiff was not wearing a
safety belt, even though such un-
safe behavior is also illegal.9 In-
stead of encouraging drivers to
obey traffic laws, actions over
which they have control, the US
media coverage defines the prob-
lem in terms of manufacturing
and design decisions over which
drivers have no control.

The actions of other road
users pose greater threats to our
lives than those of terrorists.
About 850 people are killed an-
nually in the US by drives run-
ning red lights.10 We are more
likely to be killed by a driver run-
ning a red light and crashing into
the side of our vehicle than by a
terrorist bomb on an aircraft.
There is no vehicle engineering
change that can appreciably re-
duce this risk. It is a cruel hoax
to imply otherwise—side airbags
can produce no more than mar-
ginal risk reductions. 

THE SOLUTION

The threat posed by other driv-
ers can provide the key to more ef-
fective safety policy that will influ-
ence the behavior of all drivers.
We accept invasive scrutiny of our
persons and luggage before board-
ing an aircraft, even though we
know we are not carrying a bomb.
We realize that the only way to
protect ourselves from someone
else carrying a bomb is for all to
be searched. A much larger risk
reduction can be obtained if we
agree to allow all vehicles, includ-
ing our own, to be automatically
monitored to reduce illegal driving.

Modern technology provides
the means to automatically detect
such illegal behaviors as running
red lights, speeding, or tailgating.

Cameras that automatically record
the license plates of vehicles enter-
ing intersections after traffic lights
have turned red are already re-
ducing deaths and injuries in
many countries (including limited
applications in the United States).10

Radar speed cameras have been
widely deployed in Britain, Aus-
tralia, and New Zealand.10 Tech-
nology to measure the distance
between cars has been developed
and field-tested in Israel.11

To reap the enormous safety
benefit that such technology can
ultimately deliver, we must more
warmly embrace a principal that
is already implicitly accepted:
that driving is a public, not a pri-
vate, activity. The privacy that is
rightly sacrosanct for private ac-
tivities should not apply to driv-
ing because of the enormous
threat it poses to others.

Airline pilots are denied privacy
on the flight deck, and the speed
and altitude of aircraft are rou-
tinely monitored. There is already
universal acceptance that driving
a ground vehicle is not an entirely
private activity. Nobody advocates
that anyone of any age has the
right to drive a vehicle at any
speed on either side of the road
after consuming any quantity of
any intoxicant. The breakthrough
that is required is an agreement
that other drivers pose so great a
threat to our lives that we have
the right to enforce traffic laws ef-
fectively. Assigning skilled police
officers to monitor traffic is an in-
effective misuse of valuable public
resources. What humans do
poorly, technology can do well at
a microscopic fraction of the cost.

I believe that the public would
warmly embrace the use of tech-
nology to effectively enforce traf-
fic law if it were a central compo-
nent of a fundamental change
that included the following 4 pol-
icy changes.

1. Traffic law should have one
purpose—to prevent injuries and
deaths. Using traffic law to raise
revenue brings it into disrepute,
rendering it ineffective. Like
other aspects of public health,
traffic safety should be a govern-
ment service supported by taxes.
Given that traffic crashes cost our
nation $200 billion per year,12

public expenditures that reduce
crashes pay handsome dividends.
2. Automatically detected minor
violations should receive no pun-
ishment for first or very infrequent
offenses. A gentle letter explaining
the purpose of traffic law would
enhance safety more than punish-
ment. Repeat and more major vio-
lations would receive increasing
fines. The goal is to increase pub-
lic support for safer traffic, not to
alienate average citizens.
3. All traffic fines should be kept
in a separate account and dis-
tributed equally to all license
holders as an annual bonus (per-
haps just before Christmas). This
could come with an upbeat letter
from the secretary of state, ex-
pressing the hope that everyone
would work together to ensure
that the small bonus would be
even smaller next year. Such a
process would remind people, in
a positive way, of the importance
of traffic safety and reinforce the
understanding that law enforce-
ment’s goal is to prevent harm,
not to raise money.
4. Automatic monitoring associates
law violations with vehicle license
plates, not drivers. Law changes
would be necessary to make own-
ers responsible for taking care of
citations, ideally by persuading the
actual driver to respond. Serious
driving offenses would continue to
focus on the driver.

Unlike airport security, these
proposals would save tens of
thousands of lives annually and



 EDITORIALS 

American Journal of Public Health | September 2003, Vol 93, No. 91386 | Editorials

would not inconvenience, delay,
embarrass, or disadvantage any
law-abiding citizen.

Leonard Evans, DPhil
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