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KDOT: Most traffic fatalities are preventable
Cunningham is a small town located east of Pratt on U.S.400. With a population of 514, it is similar to many communities across Kansas. Rich history. Good people.
Imagine our state losing a town like Cunningham. Every year. Because, in some respects, that’s happening on Kansas roadways.
Kansas recorded 511 fatalities due to traffic crashes in 2002. That’s more than the population of 330 Kansas towns. It’s 511 more than the Kansas Department of Transportation would like to see.
“These deaths are even more tragic when you consider most of them were preventable,” said Deb Miller, Secretary of KDOT. “Between 1998 and 2002 in Kansas, 99 percent of traffic crashes were due to driver error.”
It’s not just Kansas. Traffic crashes have become the leading cause of death in the U.S. for people between the ages of six and 33. An American dies in a traffic crash every 13 minutes.
Factors most often contributing to fatality traffic crashes included driver inattention, failure to use a seatbelt, drowsiness, driving while impaired and speeding. Youth is also a factor. In Kansas, while people age 14-24 account for nearly 9 percent of registered drivers, they accounted for 29 percent of fatal crashes.
The importance of safe driving practices will be emphasized during “Put the Brakes on Fatalities Day,” to be observed in October 6 and 10 in Kansas and throughout the nation.

This year’s theme is “Drive as if Your Life Depends on it,’ and this year’s message is “Slow down, buckle up and drive sober!”

“Reducing traffic fatalities and injuries is our highest priority at the Kansas Department of Transportation,” said Miller. “Our focus on that goal doesn’t end with this event.”
Although traffic crashes in Kansas are more common in urban and suburban areas, 71 percent of fatality crashes between 1998 and 2002 occurred in rural areas outside of city limits. In that five-year period, 160 men and women died in crashes that occurred between 4-5 p.m., making that the most dangerous driving hour. KDOT also reports 68 percent of men and 83 percent of women killed in traffic crashes were not wearing seat belts. Speeding was a factor in 37 percent of the fatality crashes that occurred in Kansas between that time period.

National statistics reflect similar causes. According to the National Highway Traffic Safety Administration:
· In 2002, speeding was a contributing factor in 31 percent of all fatal crashes – with 13,713 lives lost in such crashes. The economic cost of speeding-related crashes in the U.S. is estimated to be $40.4 billion per year. 

· Teenagers have the highest death rate in motor-vehicle crashes of any age group. Although driving inexperience and engagement in high-risk behavior play a role, a major reason for the high teen death rate is failure to use seat belts to a greater degree than other age groups. Motor-vehicle crashes are the leading cause of death for 15-20-year-olds in the U.S.

· Drunk driving continues to be a serious problem. Alcohol was involved in 2.16 million crashes that year, killing 16,792 people and injuring more than half a million others. 

· The three groups at highest risk for drowsy driving – a condition that kills more than 1,500 drivers a year – are young males ages 16-29, people whose work shifts require night work or long or irregular hours, and people with undiagnosed sleep-linked conditions such as apnea or narcolepsy.
The Kansas “Put the Brakes on Fatalities Day” will kick off at 10 a.m. on Monday, Oct. 6, during a KDOT-sponsored event at the Kansas Speedway in Wyandotte County. A race car driver, a woman whose husband lost his life in a traffic crash and state officials will be among the speakers.

Also on Oct. 6, the winners of a statewide “Put the Brakes on Fatalities” poster contest will be announced. 
Regional “Put the Brakes on Fatalities Day” events will be held Friday, Oct. 10 in Topeka, Salina, Hays, Chanute, Wichita and Garden City.
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