Getting There

Speed kills

Walt Seifert

In December, U.S. Congressman Bill Janklow, a former South Dakota governor, was convicted of manslaughter for running a stop sign at 71 MPH and killing a motorcyclist.  The 55-year-old victim was a farmer and volunteer firefighter.  Janklow had a history of collecting speeding tickets and sometimes joked about his penchant for speeding.  

The same month in Sacramento, witnesses estimated a Ford Explorer was traveling between 60 and 80 MPH before it clipped another car and veered into and killed 17-year-old Christian Brothers High School student Sharmelia Jeffries and injured her sister.  The driver who hit the Jeffries as they were walking home had a history of drunken driving and driving without a license.

We’ve all heard the phrase “Speed kills.”  Unfortunately, it does.  The National Highway Traffic Safety Administration (NHSTA) says that excessive speed was associated with 12,350 fatalities in 2000.  Speed reduces reaction time, increases the stopping distance and increases the severity of crashes.

Excess speed—either driving over the speed limit or a speed that is unsafe for the conditions—is involved in about 30 percent of motor vehicle collisions.  Sometimes the speed is coupled with drunkenness, an especially lethal combination.  But sometimes the speed is simply because a driver wants to show off, get home faster or is late for an appointment.  It appears at least some drivers value saving seconds of their time more than someone else’s life.

For the most part, the public seems indifferent—maybe reconciled is the better term—to the carnage.  Yes, people don’t want speeding on neighborhood streets.  And, yes there are traffic-calming programs to slow traffic.  But there is no fierce clamor for more traffic cops or better ways to use technology to limit speeds.  

The justice system is indifferent in its own way when it handles many traffic offenses.  There may be no consequences even when a driver kills a pedestrian or cyclist.  A colleague says the best way to get away with murder in this country is to run someone over with a car while sober.  People do get upset about drunk drivers and drunks are usually held accountable, but sober drivers who kill someone because they “didn’t see him” or “the sun was in my eyes” frequently escape with nothing more than a slap on the wrist.  

There are probably many reasons for this.  Police, prosecutors and jurors may identify and sympathize more with drivers rather than victims.  “It could have been me driving.”  Perhaps they think that “everyone” speeds.  At the same time, most people don’t believe they are likely to be a victim in a traffic crash.  For a single trip, that may be true.  But traffic crashes are the leading cause of death for people between the ages of 1 to 34.  In the U.S., one out of 55 deaths result from a motor vehicle crash.  Some people like those odds.  They scare me.

Each traffic death diminishes the value of all life.  When we drive carelessly and endanger our fellow humans or don’t demand safer roads, we’re really saying life isn’t worth much.  It seems like death, disabling injuries and dollars are all prices we are quite willing to pay for the convenience of speedy travel by auto.

The human costs and economic consequences of speed related crashes are immense.  NHSTA estimates the 12,350 fatalities and 690,000 injuries related to speed in 2002 cost $40 billion.  That’s $144 for every person living in the United States.  Whether it is public or private money that pays the cost, we all wind up paying through higher taxes and higher insurance premiums.  And don’t forget that there are another 30,000 annual deaths and nearly $200 billion in costs from crashes caused by something other than speed.  The total automobile crash costs in the U.S. are more than 2 per cent of the Gross Domestic Product.

But costs don’t tell the whole story.  The emotional toll can’t be measured in dollars.  For every fatality and injury, there are family and loved ones who suffer.  There are victims like Jeffries cut down in the bloom of their youth.  Other victims may go through life disabled or wracked in pain.  There are family members who are burdened by a lifetime of care giving or experience the anguish of permanent loss.

Maybe Congressman Janklow doesn’t think speeding is so funny now.

Sidebar

Estimate of pedestrian fatalities when hit by vehicles traveling at different speeds.  
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