The Highway Crash Epidemic:  Condition Critical
Robert L. Darbelnet, AAA President and CEO

Embargoed Until:
12:30 p.m. (EST)

Monday, March 8, 2004

 “The Highway Crash Epidemic:  Condition Critical”
Robert L. Darbelnet
AAA President and CEO
Detroit Economic Club

March 8, 2004

Thank you, Steve, for that most gracious introduction. 

Madam President, members of the Detroit Economic Club board of directors, honored guests, ladies and gentlemen: As a representative of the nation’s largest automobile club, it is indeed a pleasure to be with you today in the cradle of the automotive industry.  

Our great country is known around the world for the freedom we enjoy. Our freedom of speech may come to mind first, but our freedom of mobility is close behind. 

And we owe much of our ability to exercise our freedom of mobility to the genius of pioneers like Henry Ford, Walter Chrysler and William Durant, founder of General Motors.
Ladies and gentlemen, your city has made freedom of mobility a reality for every American. It is a freedom we all cherish.
In addition to giving us cars, you also attended to our safety from the very start.

It may surprise some of you to learn that one of the first roadway safety features, the painted center line, was introduced near Trenton in 1911.  

And the world’s first traffic light was installed in Detroit in 1915.  

So, if I might for a moment bring you a message on behalf of AAA’s 47 million members, it would be, “Thank you.” 
Our members will buy about 9 million of your new cars this year, so as you can see, they are real fans.

Now, if “Thank you” was my only message today, this would probably qualify as the shortest speech you have ever heard from this podium.

And believe me, I see the wisdom of short speeches.

I have three messages for you today. The first one is: “Enough is enough!”
Now I suspect some of you may be wondering if you misread the program. “What’s this ‘enough is enough?’ I thought he was going to speak about traffic safety, not parental discipline.”

Well, I am going to talk about traffic safety. 
AAA may be well known for Emergency Road Service and much appreciated for helping people enjoy their family vacations, but the most important work we do relates to saving lives.

So my topic is traffic safety, and I am going to ask you to help end the tragic loss of life on our nation’s roadways.  

My first message, “Enough is enough!” relates to putting an end to the fatalistic approach we take to deaths on our roads.

Each year, nearly 43-thousand people die needlessly in vehicle crashes.  This is comparable to having the Titanic sink every two weeks, year after year.
In addition to the 43-thousand deaths, another 5-million Americans are injured on our roads every year, and some 28-million vehicles are damaged.  
All this costs more than 230-billion dollars to our nation’s economy, not just once, but every year.
Yet, the dollars hardly begin to tell the story.  How do we calculate the loss of a beloved mother, the death of a bright-eyed six year old or the disappearance of a trusted friend we relied on for common sense advice and emotional support?  

The simple answer is, “We don’t calculate” this aspect of our losses because we cannot.  Instead, we bury our dead and grieve for the loss of our loved ones. In short, we suffer these losses with a sense of fatalism we accept nowhere else in modern life.     

Let me explain what I mean.  How many of you in this room have high blood pressure?  
Given our average age, I suspect a good number of us are being treated for this condition.  And why is that? Why do we bother?  It’s because we know high blood pressure plays a large role in heart attacks and strokes.  

That’s why many of us are working to lose weight, exercise more frequently, reduce salt in our diet and, in some cases, take drugs that reduce blood pressure.  

What you are not doing is taking a fatalistic approach by saying, “Yes, I have high blood pressure and, if it kills me, I guess that’s just the way it goes.”  

No, you’re playing an active role in the treatment of your condition to avoid the serious consequences that could result from it.  

So I ask you, “What’s the difference between how you approach threats to your individual health and the way we think about threats to our safety on the highway?”  

I would suggest, ladies and gentlemen, the difference is like night and day.      

But why is that?  Why do we take control of our personal health on one hand, and leave it to chance on the other? Is it simply fatalism?  I don’t think so.  

Earlier in the last century, we didn’t look at high blood pressure the way we do today, and we certainly weren’t as aggressive in treating it.  

But education and an evolution in the way we think about personal health changed our perspective and, ultimately, saved lives.  

Interestingly, vehicle crashes are often referred to as accidents, especially by traffic reporters hovering over them in helicopters.   

It has been pointed out that the dictionary defines “accident” as a “happening that is not expected, foreseen, or intended; a chance or fortune.”  The meaning implies randomness, or a lack of predictability.  
But here is the point. The deaths on our highways are not random or unpredictable. To the contrary, we can predict roughly how many Americans will perish this year. We can also predict where, when and why many of the deaths will occur. 
Armed with this information, we can do something about this reoccurring tragedy. And we must.
Which leads me to my second message: “We need to change our approach.”
I am here today to say to you that, as a society, we need a dramatic change in the way we think about traffic safety. 

What is needed is a true departure from the way we’ve approached the issue in the past.

How many of you know someone who lives in the nearby suburb of Lincoln Park?  I bet many of you do, for nearly 43 thousand people reside there. 

Every year, road fatalities wipe out the equivalent of the population of Lincoln Park. Now, if we looked at traffic deaths in that light, we would be calling this annual epidemic what it is: a serious public health crisis.  

Albert Einstein once said the definition of insanity, is doing something over and over again and expecting a different result.  

For too many years, we in the traffic safety community attacked the problem the same way over and over again without the outcome we all hoped for.  

Please don’t get me wrong.  We have made progress.  
The number of deaths per mile traveled has declined to an all time low in 2002. We stand today at 1.5 deaths per 100 million vehicle miles, compared to 1.9 deaths per hundred million miles in 1991.  

But again, statistics don’t tell the complete story.

While traffic fatalities per mile traveled have been reduced somewhat, they remain one of the top ten causes of death in America.  And, tragically, they remain the number one killer of children and young adults in this country.  

The traffic safety community and others concerned about this important issue – like ITS America which is committed to a vision of “zero fatalities” -- have begun taking a more comprehensive approach to the problem. This heralds the much needed shift I am talking about.

Those interested in these issues are now applying the same clinical approach that has worked so successfully in reducing or eliminating formidable killers such as polio, smallpox and, more recently, SARS.  

And by applying this same public health strategy to highway safety, we hope to make significant progress in reducing the overall death rate from vehicle crashes.  

I am pleased to report this effort is picking up momentum worldwide.  Next month, the World Health Organization will celebrate World Health Day 2004. 

Now, you might point out that they do so every year. But this year is special.

In response to the growing number of traffic deaths worldwide, the WHO has chosen the theme of “Safe Roads” for this year’s event.  
This leads me to the ribbons that you may have noticed at your table, or on my lapel.  The ribbon is a visible reminder of the need to buckle up.  

AAA clubs throughout the country have distributed thousands of these ribbons to members and the public to be worn on World Health Day, April 7th as a reminder to buckle up. We hope you will join us by wearing yours next month. 
The WHO’s theme of “Safe Roads” is aimed at reducing the staggering number of traffic-related fatalities that occur worldwide each year.  

AAA, along with other traffic safety organizations and the federal government, will be taking part in activities planned for Washington, D.C.  
The real action, however, will be taking place in the offices of state and federal agencies, safety organizations, universities and corporations, as all parties concerned work together to address motor vehicle crashes in a unified way.

And what exactly does this entail?  

To understand this change in approach, I think it’s helpful to understand the basic underpinnings of infectious disease research and treatment.  

Now you may be wondering if the authority with which I speak on “infectious disease research and treatment” is the result of my recent visit to the doctor for a flu shot.  

Actually, the basics of infectious disease are pretty simple.  

Since the days of ancient Greece, scientists have understood the importance of examining three critical factors in the outbreak of any communicable disease.  These factors include the patient, the vector and the environment.    
It was through this approach that scientists learned to successfully control infectious diseases including polio and smallpox that once seemed impossible to understand, much less to treat.  

And just as we conquered these diseases by focusing on the patient, the medium of transmission, and the environment, it is time for us to address the epidemic of motor vehicle death and injury in the same way.
Transferring this three-prong approach to traffic deaths, we focus on three important aspects of any vehicle crash: the driver, the vehicle and the roadway.
Using this approach, we recognize the need to examine human factors, such as driver behavior and related dimensions like age and gender.  

Second, we must also consider the vehicle, its design and the protection it offers.  

And finally, we must look at the roadway environment itself. Not only roads, bridges and intersections, but also the role law enforcement and emergency personnel play, both in prevention and in responding to crashes.   
Which leads me to my third and final message. 
It relates to asking each of you to help, or to continue to help, with the overall effort. There are few, if any, individuals in this room who don’t have a role to play.

Bearing in mind the three dimensions, the driver, the vehicle and the roadway, let us consider three important groups of stakeholders. The first group has a direct bearing on drivers, the second group influences the vehicle and the third affects the roadway. 

The first group includes drivers and those who educate or represent them, such as parents, teachers, lawmakers, safety advocates and the media.  
AAA is part of this first group and before I ask you to help, it would seem appropriate to tell you what we have committed to do. 
When we talk about people and crashes, it makes sense to start with their effects on the youngest among us.  Sadly, over 2-thousand children under the age of fifteen die each year, and about 300-thousand are injured in crashes.  But here is the most troubling statistic: more than half of those killed were unrestrained.
As disturbing as that fact is, it’s even more shocking to learn that four out of every five child restraints are used improperly, thus placing millions of children at risk.  
In an effort to address this growing threat, AAA launched a nationwide child passenger safety campaign last year as we marked our hundredth year of service to the motoring public.
We offered public education through seat inspections, national public service announcements and direct communication with our 47-million members. 
Furthermore, AAA clubs throughout the nation lobbied successfully to close many loopholes in state child passenger safety laws.  

Teenagers are also at risk. With that in mind, AAA clubs led a nationwide effort to pass graduated driver licensing laws. 
These laws impose tougher rules for teens before they are granted full driving privileges.  In fact, forty-eight states and the District of Columbia have now passed some form of graduated driver licensing legislation.  

At the other end of the age spectrum, we have also focused on older drivers. 

By the year 2020, there will be more than 40-million licensed drivers over the age of sixty-five on the road.  Even though they tend to be wiser, more experienced drivers, senior citizens have the highest crash death rate per mile of anyone except teenagers.  

So in response to this growing issue, AAA recently kicked off a “Lifelong Safe Mobility” initiative. It comprises two key parts.
First, it focuses on roadway improvements that will help all drivers, and in particular seniors. 

Second, we are developing a state-of-the-art senior driver screening tool that will help to keep seniors on the road as long as safely possible. 
One of the most difficult decisions a family can make relates to curtailing the driving of an aging father or mother. I suspect many of you have faced this situation with your own parents. 
The screening tool we are developing should help families, both aging parents and their children, with the challenge of making the right decision, at the right time. 
With this tool, drivers will be able to screen for their “driving health” just as they screen for their medical health.
There is still much more to be done. This of course brings me back to asking for your help. Each of us can make a difference.   

First and foremost, we can make a simple commitment to always buckle our seatbelt.  
Unfortunately, thousands of deaths and injuries occur each year simply because someone didn’t buckle up.

Wearing your seatbelt not only saves your life, but also protects loved ones who are riding in the same vehicle.  
A study just published this year in the Journal of the American Medical Association showed that many serious injuries are caused by unrestrained people hitting their fellow passengers in a crash.  So buckle up! No matter which seat you may be riding in.

Buckling up also sets a good example for your children or grandchildren.  It’s a fact.  Children are much more likely to buckle up, if you do.

If you own a company or are in a position to influence your company’s management policies, please make it a policy to require all employees to wear a seat belt when driving any vehicle on company business. 
That’s what we do at AAA.  Not only is it the responsible thing to do, but it’s in your best interest.  That’s because motor vehicle crashes are a leading cause of lost time at work.  

The second group of stakeholders is made up of those of you who have the most profound influence on vehicles themselves.  
I’m talking, of course, about the designers, engineers, safety experts and company executives who design and build the vehicles we drive.
Without you, we would not have witnessed the remarkable progress of the past century.   
From seat belts to energy absorbent vehicle interiors, and from crumple zones to air bags, we are safer today in our automobiles than at any time since the invention of the internal combustion engine.  

And yet, despite these impressive improvements in safety, there’s always more work to be done.  

It is in this spirit that I call on the captains of the automobile industry to continue their leadership in the design and manufacture of safer vehicles. 
Specifically, I ask the auto manufacturers to set a goal of building all of their passenger vehicles to achieve a four or five-star rating on the New Car Assessment safety scale.  
In this same vein, I also encourage all OEMs to favor the design of pedestrian friendly car exteriors. 
It may not be something you think about every day, but the configuration of the front end of our vehicles has a determining effect on the severity of a pedestrian’s injuries in a crash.   

Finally, as Chairman of ITS-America, I would like to invite all automakers to be full, active partners in the evaluation of vehicle technologies that interact with the road, for we believe this will ultimately enable us to reduce traffic congestion and prevent crashes before they occur.   

The third and final stakeholder group I’d like to call upon today plays a critical role in the design and operation of the roadway environment. 

It is a group made up of traffic engineers, roadway builders and all those who design, construct and maintain our roads and bridges, including such aspects as signage and lighting. 
I will include in this group members of law enforcement and first responders.
To our road builders and engineers, I ask you to push the boundaries of convention by continuously seeking ways to make our roadways safer at a time when traffic volumes in many major cities are approaching the breaking point. 
There is enormous expertise that resides within your group. We should foster collaborative efforts that will allow innovative solutions to travel from one community to another.

To our respected friends in law enforcement, I ask that you continue to seek solutions to the tragic problem of intoxicated drivers who repeatedly find their way back on to our roads. And we support your efforts to ensure better coordination at the state level between health, transportation and law enforcement agencies.

And finally, to the heroic first responders who day in and day out face the trauma resulting from highway crashes, I ask you to continue striving to provide ever more effective emergency medical services in the “Golden Hour” following a crash. We know that treatment in those first 60 minutes can often mean the difference between life and death for a crash victim.   

Earlier, I mentioned that AAA’s primary focus is driver behavior.  While this is true, AAA has also been an advocate for better and safer roads for the past 100 years.  

In keeping with this long tradition, AAA is currently taking an active interest in broader infrastructure improvements intended to reduce death and injury.  

In fact, some of the most exciting work on the subject of intersection safety has been done right here in Michigan. 

Each year, more than 85-hundred lives are lost in crashes at intersections.  And AAA Michigan is doing something about it.  

The AAA Michigan Road Improvement Demonstration Program is a model program that has proven to reduce the frequency and severity of crashes at high-risk urban intersections.  
By their very nature, intersections are high risk components of the transportation system. Our colleagues at AAA Michigan have demonstrated that some basic improvements can make a big difference. 
Things like larger and better placed signal heads, re-timed traffic signals, “all red” intervals, and dedicated “left-turn” lanes.
It all adds up. The initial five-year results of the AAA Michigan Road Improvement Program show a 46 percent reduction in injuries and a 26 percent reduction in crashes.  

Frankly, this is a program that should be replicated in other parts of the country.   That is why we are encouraging Congress to include money for intersection improvements in the reauthorization of transportation funding bill under consideration.  

In summary, let me recap the three key messages I wish to leave with you today. 

First, we need to end our fatalistic approach to road safety. We can and must do something about the carnage on our highways.

Second, in addition to getting energized, we need to get organized. In other words, we must change our approach. 

What is needed is a true departure from the way we’ve viewed the issue in the past. We need to recognize this “annual epidemic” for what it is: a serious public health crisis, and organize our effort accordingly.

And my third message is really a plea. We need your help. Virtually everyone in this room has a role to play. 
In truth, collaboration is critical. It is clear that no single group covers the spectrum of what requires attention. 

What we need is a concerted effort. It is the only way to come to grips with the high number of deaths and injuries caused by vehicle crashes.  

We in the highway safety community must develop collaborative relationships with public health officials in this country and abroad. We must work closely with them to develop new and better ways to address the epidemic loss of life on our highways.  

In this regard, I’m pleased to announce today that AAA has reached an agreement with the Pan American Health Organization. 
We will work together to effectively promote seat belt use in our fast growing Latino community, a community at high risk for death and injury in crashes.

The collaboration between the Pan American Health Organization and AAA marks an important step in promoting traffic safety as a critical health issue.  

On the eve of World Health Day, we will announce the results of important research examining seat belt use among Latinos. 

Tragically, motor vehicle crashes kill more Latinos aged one to 44 than any other cause. Increasing seat belt usage for this group could make a big difference.
In conclusion, I’d like to take you back to something I said early in my speech: I believe many people regard traffic deaths with a sense of fatalism.  

Come with me for a moment. Let’s drive down a stretch of highway that has been the scene of multiple crashes in the past few months. What might we notice on the side of the road?

We would probably see homemade memorials, fashioned out of flowers or other personal treasures. 

These memorials seem to speak of a grief that is beyond expression.  A few of them may even remind us of the offerings of our ancestors to gods they believed acted capriciously.  

Well, the best way for us to memorialize those who have died on our nation’s roadways is to bring to an end to this sad record of motor vehicle deaths and injuries.  

Ladies and gentlemen, I firmly believe America has the genius, the drive and the resources to achieve this goal.  

It won’t be easy, but think about the difference it will make. 
Consider Lincoln Park, or any community of that size, and the equivalent loss our country suffers year after year.
Pause for a moment and think about your family, your spouse, and your children. 
Reflect on the peace of mind we would enjoy if we could finally send our loved ones onto the road, secure in the knowledge – once and for all – that they will return home safely.  

With your help, we can and they will.
Thank you very much.
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