
Traffic
deaths
decline
Officials credit seat belts, safety
improvements, anti-DUI efforts
From staff and wire reports

WASHINGTON - Traf-
fic deaths have plummeted
across the United States to
levels not seen in more than
a half century, spurred by
technology, more safety-
conscious drivers and
tougher enforcement of
drunken driving laws.

The downward trend in

200

highway deaths is being seen
in Wyoming as well.

The U.S. Transportation
Department said this week
that nationwide traffic
deaths fell 9.7 percent in
2009 to 33,808, the lowest
number since 1950. In 2008,
an estimated 37,423 people
died on the highways.
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DEATHS: Economic conditions factor in decline as well
Continued from Al

Government and auto
safety experts attributed
the improvement to more
people buckling up, side
air bags and anti-rollover
technology in more vehi-
cles and a focus in many
states on curbing drinking
and driving. Economic
conditions were also a fac -
tor.

Transportation Secre-
tary Ray LaHood called the
new data "a landmark
achievement for public
health and safety" but cau-
tioned that too many peo-
ple are killed on the road
each year. "While we've
come a long way," he said,
"we have a long distance
yet to travel."

Forty-one states, the
District of Columbia and
Puerto Rico saw reductions
in highway fatalities, led
by Florida with 422 fewer
deaths and Texas, down
405.

The rate of deaths per
100 million miles traveled
also dropped to a record
low. It fell to 1.13 deaths per
100 million miles in 2009,
compared with 1.26 the
year before.

In Wyoming, 99 people
have died in traffic acci-

dents so far this year — just
two fewer deaths than at
the same time last year,
said Wyoming Department
of Transportation
spokesman Dave Kingham.

Traffic fatalities, on av-
erage, have been lower
during the past five years
in Wyoming than during
the first half of the 20003.
From a decade-high 195
deaths in 2006, the num-
ber of fatalities dropped to
149 in 2007,159 in 2008,
and just 139 in all of 2009.

WYDdTHighway Safe-
ty Engineer Matt Carlson
said there areJikely a num -
ber of reasons fewer people
have been dying on
Wyoming roads.

"It's a complicated is-
sue," he said in a media
statement.

However, Carlson said
traffic safety campaigns
and efforts to improve
driver behavior "have pro -
duced some results" in
lowering the number of
crashes.

On a national level,
year-to-year declines in
highway deaths have oc-
curred in previous eco-
nomic downturns, when
fewer people are out on the
road. Traffic deaths de-
creased in the early 19808

and early 19905 when dif-
ficult economic conditions
led many drivers to cut
back on discretionary trav-
el.

Last year's reduction in
fatalities came even as the
estimated number of miles
traveled by motorists in
2009 increased 0.2 percent
over 2008 levels.

Barbara Harsha, exec-
utive director for the Gov-
ernors Highway Safety As -
sociation, said the new
data was "particularly en-
couraging given that esti-
mated vehicle miles trav-
eled actually increased
slightly in 2009, thus ex-
posing the public to greater
risk on our roadways."

LaHood said the weak
economy was a factor, as
many Americans chose not
to go out to bars and
restaurants after work or
on the weekend.

But he said many mo-
torists are more safety con-
scious behind the wheel.
About 85 percent of Amer-
icans wear seat belts while
benefiting from safety ad-
vances found in today's
cars and trucks.

Side air bags that pro-
tect the head and midsec-
tion are becoming standard
equipment on many new

vehicles. Electronic sta-
bility control, which helps
motorists avoid rollover
crashes, is more common
on new cars and trucks,
while some luxury models
have lane departure warn-
ings and other safety fea-
tures.

LaHood, a former Illi-
nois congressman, has al-
so sought to crack down on
distracted driving, urging
states to adopt stringent
laws against sending text
messages from behind the
wheel, as well as other dis-
tractions.

The annual highway
safety report also found:

• Motorcycle fatalities
broke a string of 11 years of
annual increases, falling by
16 percent, from 5,312 in
2008 to 4,462 in 2009.

• The number of people
injured in motor vehicle
crashes fell for a loth con-
secutive year. An estimat-
ed 2.2 million people were
injured in 2009, a 5.5 per-
cent decline from 2.3 mil-
lion in 2008.

• Alcohol-impaired
driving deaths declined 7.4
percent in 2009 to 10,839
deaths, compared with
11,711 in 2008. Alcohol-
impaired fatalities fell in
33 states and Puerto Rico.


