The Traffic Justice Project

Vision Statement

The Problem

We typically speak of “accidents”, rarely of crashes or road violence; and rarer still do we treat them as matters of systematic injustice. Yet they are more than an accumulation of random events, more than a series of regrettable yet unavoidable byproducts of our transportation system. They constitute a deeply violent and anti-social assault on life, health and community.

Motor vehicle crashes kill more than 40,000 people and injure several million in America each year. They are the number one killer of children and young adults into their 30’s. Measured by years of potential life lost, road crashes in the U.S. are topped only by cancer and heart disease. 

Over the past thirty years, the U.S. has fallen from first to ninth place among the industrial countries in miles driven between road deaths – a metric which compensates for any increase in distances covered. The U.S. scores 5th worst in a 30-nation industrialized-countries road-crash database, with at least twice the per-capita automotive death rate of Sweden, Switzerland, the Netherlands, Norway, and the U.K. Yet just a few decades ago the U.S. population-based fatality rate was close to the middle of this same pack.

U.S. traffic-safety philosophy based on mitigating injuries rather than making streets safer in the first place — “safe crashing” versus less crashing — is increasingly seen as ineffectual at best, amoral at worst.  We have public officials calling traffic deaths an “epidemic”, yet touting a reduction of deaths per vehicle miles traveled as a measure of our heroic efforts to deal with this epidemic – as if the same number of deaths spread over longer commutes to work and school can be seen as progress.  We view speeding as one of the most serious causes of crashes, yet we continue to build roads that are designed for speeds far greater than posted speed limits.  We bemoan red light running, but resist installing cameras at all but a very few intersections.  We mourn the victims of crashes, but rarely hold drivers seriously accountable for the deaths they have caused.  

Our Vision

We want our nation to join others in adopting a vision that these deaths and injuries can be predicted, have causes, and are preventable.  In other words, traffic crashes are not accidents. If we adopt this perspective, we can then ask what measures are necessary to eliminate virtually all such incidents, the same standard we impose on our airline and nuclear industries. 

Our Strategy

We are about to mount a campaign to redefine our societal perspective on motor vehicle crashes, substantially reducing their occurrence, and thereby significantly decreasing the attendant number of injuries and fatalities. We plan to come at this goal from every possible angle, including transforming public discourse about road safety, holding drivers accountable for their actions, changing highway design to better limit motor vehicle speeds, enabling the full use of every enforcement technology, and curtailing the use of distracting electronic devices. 

We see this as a national campaign, fueled by local groups.  A small national staff will provide a broad perspective, technical advice, advocacy support, position papers, press releases, and coordination among local initiatives. Local groups will provide success stories through implementing a menu of local initiatives based on local needs and local interests.  For example, one city might begin with an emphasis on increased law enforcement, another on traffic calming in residential neighborhoods, a third on limiting cell phone use. 

Measurable Outcomes from Our Work

1. U.S. road-crash deaths plummet from the current 40,000-45,000 a year to 30,000 by 2016 and 20,000 by 2026; while serious-injury accidents decline similarly.

2. Equivalently, the U.S. population-based traffic fatality rate (currently ~15 / 100,000) falls to the same level as Canada and Australia (~9 / 100,000) by 2016, and to the same level as the U.K., Scandinavia, and The Netherlands (~6 / 100,000) by 2026.

3. The share of U.S. children who get to school each day by walking or bicycling at least part of the way doubles from its current 10% level to 20% by 2016, and doubles again by 2026.

4. The percentage of U.S. road-traffic fatalities that are adjudicated with someone held accountable doubles by 2016, and doubles again by 2026.



