
 

US cites 'crisis' as road deaths rise 18% in
first-half 2021
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In this Saturday, Jan. 25, 2020, file photo, emergency crews work the scene of a
fatal crash involving a charter bus and car on the AA highway in Campbell
County, Ky. The number of U.S. traffic deaths in the first half of 2021 hit
20,160, the highest first-half total since 2006, the government reported
Thursday, Oct. 28, 2021 Credit: Albert Cesare/The Cincinnati Enquirer via AP,
File
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The number of U.S. traffic deaths in the first six months of 2021 hit
20,160, the highest first-half total since 2006, the government reported
Thursday, a sign of growing reckless driving during the coronavirus
pandemic.

The estimated number was 18.4% higher than the first half of last year,
prompting Transportation Secretary Pete Buttigieg to call the increase an
unacceptable crisis.

That percentage increase was the biggest six-month increase since the
department began recording fatal crash data since 1975.

The department, which includes the National Highway Traffic Safety
Administration, announced that it will develop a national strategy for
steps to save lives on the roads.

""We cannot and should not accept these fatalities as simply a part of
everyday life in America," Buttigieg said in a statement Thursday. "No
one will accomplish this alone. It will take all levels of government,
industries, advocates, engineers and communities across the country
working together toward the day when family members no longer have
to say good-bye to loved ones because of a traffic crash."

NHTSA also said that behavioral research from March through June
showed that speeding and traveling without a seat belt remain higher
than before the coronavirus pandemic. The agency has pointed to
increasing road deaths, a trend for the last two years, on more reckless
behavior on the roads.
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Transportation Secretary Pete Buttigieg arrives to attend an event on the global
supply chain bottlenecks during in the East Room of the White House,
Wednesday, Oct. 13, 2021, in Washington. Credit: AP Photo/Evan Vucci

Consumer groups have been urging the agency to move more quickly to
boost road safety, pointing to increasing accidents and a yearslong
backlog in implementing safety rules. An Associated Press review earlier
this month of rule-making by NHTSA found at least 13 auto-safety rules
past due, including a rear seat belt reminder requirement passed by
Congress in 2012 that was to be implemented by 2015.

"This public safety crisis requires decisive action by the U.S.
Department of Transportation, where progress on requirements and
performance standards for lifesaving vehicle safety technology has been
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overdue for far too long," said Cathy Chase, president of Advocates for
Highway and Auto Safety, in a statement Thursday. "Motorists and road
users are being killed needlessly while proven solutions are deferred,
delayed or dormant."

The latest spike in fatalities came as people drove more as pandemic
shutdowns eased. Preliminary data from the Federal Highway
Administration show that vehicle miles traveled in the first six months of
the year rose by 173.1 billion miles, around a 13% increase from last
year.

The death rate for the first half of this year rose to 1.34 per 100 million
vehicle miles traveled. It's up from 1.28 deaths per 100 million miles in
the first half of 2020, the agency said.

NHTSA Deputy Administrator Steven Cliff, urged drivers to slow down,
wear seat belts, drive sober and avoid distractions. President Joe Biden
last week nominated Cliff, a former California environmental regulator,
to run the agency full-time.

"All of us must work together to stop aggressive, dangerous driving,"
Cliff said.

The Transportation Department said its strategy would follow a "safe
system approach" to road safety that identifies safety action for drivers,
roads, vehicles, speeds and post-crash medical care. The strategy will be
released in January, the department said. It also has pointed to plans to
start moving on some of the proposed safety regulations, although the
agency has often missed past deadlines, even those promised in federal
court.

© 2021 The Associated Press. All rights reserved. This material may not
be published, broadcast, rewritten or redistributed without permission.
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