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AS NATIONWIDE SEAT BELT CRACKDOWN BEGINS, NEW DATA UNDERSCORES 

DEADLY IMPACT OF FAILURE TO ADOPT PRIMARY SEAT BELT LAWS 

More than 12,000 Deaths Since 1995 Because States Have Failed To Enact

Primary Enforcement Seat Belt Laws Proven To Increase Belt Use

(Washington, D.C.) –  As more than 12,000 law enforcement agencies begin a nationwide crackdown to enforce seat belt and child passenger safety laws this Thanksgiving holiday, a new study shows that more than 12,000 people have needlessly died due to the failure of states to follow a 1995 National Transportation Safety Board recommendation to enact primary enforcement seat belt use laws. Today, the NTSB reissued that call to states.


“A primary seat belt law is likely to save more lives than possibly any single piece of legislation a state will consider,” said NTSB Chairman Ellen G. Engleman.  “It is why the Safety Board recommended states adopt these laws in 1995, and why we continue to urge enactment of these laws as a safety priority. It is tragic that 30 states have failed to act to implement this safety countermeasure that costs nothing, but could save so many.”   
 
Primary seat belt laws enable law enforcement officers to ticket motorists based solely on an observed seat belt violation, just as they do any other motor vehicle law.  Primary laws cover 60 percent of the U.S. population. Currently, 29 states have secondary laws (New Hampshire does not have an adult seat belt law), which means officers can only enforce the seat belt law if the motorist is first stopped for some other violation such as speeding. 
According to the study released today by the National Safety Council, states that have enacted primary laws since 1995 on average experienced a 15-percentage point increase in belt use. Seat belts are proven to reduce the risk of serious injury or death in a crash by 45 percent, and the study shows 12,177 lives have been lost since 1995 because 30 states have failed to enact the stronger laws.  


“We have a vaccine for the leading cause of death for Americans from ages two through 33 – safety belts.  Primary safety belt laws are our most effective public policy tool,” said Jeffrey W. Runge, M.D., Administrator for the National Highway Traffic Safety Administration.  “If all states moved right now to enact them, 1,400 more lives could be saved next year alone in preventable traffic injury.”  


On November 13, 2003, Chairman Engleman on behalf of the NTSB sent a letter to the governors and legislative leadership of the 29 states with secondary laws and New Hampshire, reminding them of the Safety Board’s recommendation and encouraging them to step-up their efforts to enact a primary law in their state. 
The national Click It or Ticket Mobilization, which runs from November 17 - 30, is based on a public health model proven to increase belt use, and places specific emphasis on teens and young adults who are least likely to buckle up and most likely to die in a traffic crash. 
-more-
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According to NHTSA, nearly 4,530 teens and young adults, ages 16-19, died in traffic crashes last year and thousands more were injured.  Of the 32,519 people killed in crashes in 2002, nearly 60 percent were not wearing a safety belt.  



If the situation remains the same as in 2002, the study, conducted by Neil K. Chaudhary and David F. Preusser of PRG Research Group, Inc., estimated an additional 1,400 motorists will be killed next year alone.  (State-by-state results are available online, at www.nsc.org)  



“Law enforcement officers all over this country are doing a great job saving lives through seat belt enforcement, but in 30 states they are doing it with one hand tied behind their back,” said Chuck Hurley, Executive Director of the National Safety Council’s Air Bag & Seat Belt Safety Campaign. “We would be saving far more lives if state legislators in the states with secondary laws would respond to the overwhelming majority of voters who support primary laws.”



A national survey of 800 Americans conducted by Public Opinion Strategies for the Air Bag & Seat Belt Safety Campaign in May, 2003, showed people in states with secondary laws support enactment of primary laws in their states by a 2-to-1 margin.  

“It’s especially tragic that teens and young adults are suffering the most as a result of this government inaction,” added Hurley. This year, Illinois and Delaware became the 19th and 20th states to pass a primary law respectively.

“At the Naval Safety Center, our job is to look out for all our Sailors, Marines, and civilians,” said RADM Brooks.  “It’s our priority to ensure as safe a working environment as possible, to identify the hazards we all face in both our professional and personal lives, to educate everyone in the vital importance of risk management in everything we do, and to improve readiness. Across our force it’s up to the leaders of every Navy and Marine Corps command to promote awareness and set the example, for traffic safety truly is a matter of life and death.”   
During the Mobilization, law enforcement officers will intensify enforcement of seat belt and child passenger safety laws by setting up checkpoints or saturation patrols across the country.  Seat belt violators and drivers failing to restrain their child passengers will be ticketed.

 
Thanksgiving is one of the most dangerous holidays for motorists.  The National Safety Council predicts that 544 people will die and 28,300 people will suffer disabling injuries resulting from traffic crashes during the Thanksgiving holiday period.  
“Thanksgiving is a joyous holiday for many Americans, but it is also traditionally one of the deadliest on the roadways,” said Lynne Goughler, Vice President of Public Policy at Mothers Against Drunk Driving.  “Impaired driving and lack of safety belt usage are the leading killers in automobile crashes, especially during the holiday season.”
Mobilizations are conducted twice yearly by the Air Bag & Seat Belt Safety Campaign of the National Safety Council in conjunction with law enforcement agencies, state highway safety offices, NHTSA, the National Transportation Safety Board and MADD.  Following the Mobilization in May, 2003, national belt use reached a record high of 79 percent, according to NHTSA.  

###

The Air Bag & Seat Belt Safety Campaign, a program of the National Safety Council, is a public/private partnership of automotive manufacturers, insurance companies, child safety seat manufacturers, government agencies, health professionals and child health and safety organizations.  The goal of the Campaign is to increase the proper use of safety belts and child safety seats and to inform the public about how to maximize the lifesaving capabilities of air bags while minimizing the risks.
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