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Chair Defazio, Chair Norton, Ranking Member Graves, Ranking Member Davis and members of 
the Subcommittee, thank you for allowing the National Safety Council (NSC) to share these 
comments for the record.  
 
NSC is America’s leading nonprofit safety advocate and has been for more than 100 years. As a 
mission-based organization, we work to eliminate the leading causes of preventable death and 
injury, focusing our efforts on the workplace, roadway and impairment. We create a culture of 
safety to not only keep people safer at work, but also beyond the workplace so they can live 
their fullest lives. Our more than 13,000 member companies and federal agencies represent 
employees at nearly 41,000 U.S. worksites.  
 
In short: our roads have become more deadly since 2020.  
 
Early estimates from the National Highway Traffic Safety Administration project 42,915 people 
were killed in motor vehicle incidents in 2021.1 We believe these crashes, which have a 
tremendous human toll and cost the American economy more than $ 473.2 billion a year2, are 
entirely preventable. We know what is killing people and, more importantly, we have the tools, 
strategies, and resources to begin saving lives today.  
 

                                                           
1 https://www.nhtsa.gov/press-releases/2020-traffic-crash-data-fatalities 
2 https://injuryfacts.nsc.org/motor-vehicle/overview/introduction/ 
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Chart shows total motor vehicle data, source NSC estimates and National Center for Health Statistics 

 
Included below are the number of people killed in motor vehicle crashes in the Chairs’ and 
Ranking Members’ states for 2021 as well as the year-over-year percentage increase from 2020 
preliminary estimates:3 This trend is being seen in states across the United States and needs 
immediate and decisive action.  
 

Oregon   588 deaths (20% increase from 2020) 
 Washington, DC 39 deaths (8% increase from 2020) 
 Missouri  1,014 deaths (3% increase from 2020) 
 Illinois   1,324 deaths (18% increase from 2020) 
 
 
These are the lives of your constituents. More so, these were family members, friends, 
neighbors, and colleagues who contributed to the communities in which they lived and were 
taken from their loved ones much too soon. Where is the outrage over the loss felt from each of 
these deaths? It is conspicuously absent, particularly when compared to deaths in other forms 
of transportation, such as aviation.  
 
We know where we need to focus our attention, research, and action to stop the growing 
number of roadway fatalities. I want to highlight a few strategies and considerations that can 
help inform our approach to saving lives.  

                                                           
3 https://injuryfacts.nsc.org/motor-vehicle/overview/preliminary-estimates/data-details/ https://www-
fars.nhtsa.dot.gov/States/StatesCrashesAndAllVictims.aspx 

https://injuryfacts.nsc.org/motor-vehicle/overview/preliminary-estimates/data-details/
https://www-fars.nhtsa.dot.gov/States/StatesCrashesAndAllVictims.aspx
https://www-fars.nhtsa.dot.gov/States/StatesCrashesAndAllVictims.aspx
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Safe System Approach 
 
We took a step in the right direction last year with the passage and signing of the Infrastructure 
Investment and Jobs Act (IIJA) , which included the Safe System approach.4 The IIJA defines 
the Safe System approach that emphasizes minimizing the risk of injury or fatality to road users 
and takes into consideration the possibility and likelihood of human error and the impact on 
vulnerable road users.5 The Safe System approach aims to eliminate fatal and serious 
injuries for all road users through a comprehensive approach. Its inclusion in IIJA 
demonstrated a commitment at a national level for this much-needed shift in traffic safety.  
 
NSC has long supported this important approach to traffic safety, incorporating it as one of the 
strategic pillars of the Road to Zero strategy and work to advance its adoption. Through a Safe 
System approach, all of us, across sectors and backgrounds, commit to changing our nation’s 
safety culture to think about roadway crashes in a more holistic and systemic fashion. Fully 
adopted by other modes of transportation, a Safe System approach accepts the inevitability of 
human mistakes and creates fail-safe mechanisms in behavior, infrastructure, and vehicle 
design, among other things, to protect against death and serious injury.  
 

 
 
The IIJA established the framework for more widespread adoption by roadway planners and 
engineers. However, building a Safe System will take time, so we must get started. With the 
understanding people inevitably will make mistakes, the Safe System approach to infrastructure 
can be more forgiving than other infrastructure improvement efforts to eliminate fatalities. 
Some of these changes may include engineering greater safety into a design. For example, in 
the pictures below, a multi-lane intersection with a red light in Scottsdale, AZ was replaced with 
a roundabout. With the intersection, there are 32 potential points of failure but, with a 

                                                           
4 Public Law 117-58, https://www.govinfo.gov/content/pkg/PLAW-117publ58/pdf/PLAW-117publ58.pdf  
5 Ibid. 

https://www.govinfo.gov/content/pkg/PLAW-117publ58/pdf/PLAW-117publ58.pdf
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roundabout, that is engineered down to only eight.6 Speeds are decreased, and if crashes do 
occur, they occur at less-violent angles. Crosswalk lengths are also reduced, lowering the 
amount of time pedestrians are exposed to cross-traffic. 
 

 
 
Successful infrastructure redesign can also look like the picture below from New York City. The 
picture on the left shows two roads merging without an area for pedestrians and the lane lines 
are non-existent. However, the reworked merge incorporates clearly marked lanes of travel, 
large sidewalks and areas for pedestrians with less exposure to vehicles. 
 

 
 
These infrastructure changes are just as important in rural areas. Rumble strips on the center 
line or edge of roadways can prevent the roadway departure crashes accounting for 51% of 
roadway fatalities in the U.S.7 Cable median barriers can also provide a margin of safety to 
redirect people to their lane of travel and high-friction surface treatments can decrease vehicle 
stopping distance on roadways. These are all tools we have available today and can be 

                                                           
6 https://safety.fhwa.dot.gov/intersection/innovative/roundabouts/presentations/safety_aspects/long.cfm 
7 https://safety.fhwa.dot.gov/roadway_dept/ 
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encouraged through the implementation of the programs and funding authorized in recent 
legislation. 
 
The Safe System approach has the potential to affect the persistent issue of speeding by 
setting context-appropriate speeds, which are then encouraged through comprehensive speed 
management. Excessive speed is a problem in this country. When speeding vehicles collide with 
pedestrians, cyclists and other vulnerable road users (VRU), the results are deadly. In 2020, 
more than 7,000 pedestrians were killed in traffic crashes in the U.S.8 Pedestrians are 1.5 times 
more likely than occupants of passenger vehicles to be killed in a car crash. From 2009 to 2018, 
the number of pedestrian fatalities increased by 53%.9 As of 2020, pedestrian fatalities are 16% 
of all traffic fatalities. As illustrated, at 20 miles per hour (mph), 9 out of 10 pedestrians would 
survive being struck by a vehicle, while 9 out of 10 pedestrians would be killed at double that 
speed (at 40 mph). 
 

10 
 
The data bear out the same case for vehicle crashes involving speed. The Insurance Institute for 
Highway Safety (IIHS) estimated increasing speed limits over the past 25 years have led to 
37,000 additional deaths, and 29% of all crash fatalities in 2020 occurred in speed-related 
crashes.11 IIHS collaborated with the AAA Foundation for Traffic Safety to conduct high-speed 
crash tests, which demonstrated that higher speeds cancel out the safety benefits of improved 
vehicle design.12 For example, during a test crash at 40 mph, the driver’s space was minimally 
impacted. At 50 mph, the impact to the driver’s space was much more pronounced. At 56 mph, 
the interior of the vehicle was significantly compromised, most likely leading to significant 
injuries to the driver and occupants. 
 
NSC recommends the following actions to address speeding: 
 

 Expand the scope of factors used to determine speeds, such as crash history and 
roadway design, and de-emphasize the 85th percentile approach. 

                                                           
8 https://www.cdc.gov/motorvehiclesafety/pedestrian_safety/index.html 
9 https://injuryfacts.nsc.org/motor-vehicle/road-users/pedestrians/data-details/ 
10 Image: Seattle Department of Transportation 
11 https://www.iihs.org/topics/speed  
12 https://www.iihs.org/topics/bibliography/ref/2218 

https://www.cdc.gov/motorvehiclesafety/pedestrian_safety/index.html
https://injuryfacts.nsc.org/motor-vehicle/road-users/pedestrians/data-details/
https://www.iihs.org/topics/speed
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 Expand the use of automated enforcement,13 ensuring it is done in a way that has safety 
as the priority and addresses equity concerns.  

 Allow for local control over speed limits so they are context appropriate and determined 
by those with the best knowledge of the environment.  

 Allow for local policymakers and engineers to deploy traffic calming interventions, 
perform road diets, and utilize the latest best practices in designing safe roads.  

 
Allowing for flexibility to implement local safety measures is key to reflect local priorities. NSC 
encourages this Committee to explore options for cities, counties and metropolitan planning 
organizations to prioritize safety for their residents in the ways they know to work best. This 
may allow for lowering speed limits, instituting automated enforcement, improving data 
collection, accessing safety funds and other items. Local decision-makers often have better 
data and information directly from community members about areas in severe need of 
transportation improvements and should be encouraged to address disparities they see within 
their crash data.  
 
USDOT must provide information and resources to cities, counties and states to implement the 
Safe System approach. This could be technical assistance, sharing resources, peer-to-peer 
learning, funding and other tools. Collaboration among different stakeholders should also be 
required because safety is a shared responsibility, and we will not reach our goal of zero unless 
everyone is working together. 
 
Road to Zero 
 
More states and localities have adopted “zero” language into the goals on our roadways. This 
language has been commonplace in other settings, like workplaces, where NSC has focused 
since our founding, with meaningful results. NSC also leads the Road to Zero Coalition, a 
diverse group of more than 1,800 organizational members committed to eliminating roadway 
fatalities by 2050. The coalition represents transportation organizations, businesses, academia, 
safety advocates and others. This is the first time so many organizations and individuals have 
collaborated to put forth a plan to address fatalities on our roads. To these members and to 
NSC, “zero” is not just a catchphrase but an attainable and necessary goal.  
 
Through the Road to Zero Coalition, NSC has awarded millions in grants to groups across the 
country working in communities of all sizes. In the first year of grants, the National Complete 
Streets Coalition, worked with three communities: Lexington, KY, Orlando, FL, and South Bend, 
IN. Each city was provided only $8,000 from the grant for temporary infrastructure changes, and 
each city had measurable improvements to safety, even with a small-dollar investment. 
 
Grants were recently awarded to Johns Hopkins University, Children’s Hospital of Philadelphia, 
Health by Design, an organization based out of Indianapolis, Indiana, Portland Bureau of 
Transportation, Northwest Side Housing Center, a community housing center in Chicago, IL, and 
a coalition out of Washington, DC including Washington Area Bicyclist Association, Howard 
University Transportation Research Center, and Safe Routes Partnership. These grantees are 
working on projects that include data visualization, education and implementation of the Safe 
System approach, and community engagement in traffic safety activities. Each project has an 

                                                           
13 https://www.iihs.org/media/431e551b-3f64-4591-8e30-
ad35a069f41f/cF4n4g/News/2021/050621%20auto%20enforcement/AE-checklist-May-2021.pdf 
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equity component incorporated into its efforts and these projects will be used to inform and 
guide future efforts of the Coalition and its members.   
 
Equity 
 
In deploying a Safe System approach or any strategy to address roadway safety, we must take 
into account equity concerns that we know exist within mobility. Research shows people of 
color suffer higher rates of pedestrian fatalities and severe injuries14 than their white 
counterparts. Also, programs and policies that aim to support safety–such as those around 
jaywalking15–disproportionately burden communities of color. Data show people of color, older 
adults and low-income communities are over-represented in pedestrian fatalities16 and under-
represented in the investments made in transportation improvements.17,18 The chart below 
shows American Indian or Alaskan Native people run the highest risk of being killed while 
walking along the roadside; other data show drivers are less likely to yield to Black people 
walking and biking.19 
 

 
 
One reason these disparities exist is that not all streets are created equally. Roads in low-
income communities lack basic infrastructure and safety features that are common in wealthier 

                                                           
14 https://smartgrowthamerica.org/resources/dangerous-by-design-2014 
15 https://www.propublica.org/series/walking-while-black 
16 https://smartgrowthamerica.org/dangerous-by-design/ 
17 https://www.cbcfinc.org/wp-content/uploads/2016/10/CBCFTransportationBriefing.pdf 
18 
https://www.apha.org/~/media/files/pdf/topics/environment/built_environment/srtsnp_equitytransp_factsheet2015
.ashx 
19https://pdxscholar.library.pdx.edu/cgi/viewcontent.cgi?referer=https://www.google.com/&httpsredir=1&article=10
09&context=psy_fac 
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communities and have higher crash rates as a result.20, 21 This leads to so-called high-crash 
corridors or high-injury networks. For example, Vision Zero SF in San Francisco, CA found 75% 
of the city’s severe and fatal injuries occur on just 13% of the city’s street miles (see graphic 
below).  
 

 
 
Data like these are available in every community that chooses to collect it. Such information can 
empower policymakers, city planners and engineers to direct limited resources to the areas in 
greatest need of safety improvements to have the biggest impact. 
 
Engineering is another lens through which to consider equity in transportation. NSC believes an 
equitable approach to engineering must consider: 
 

 Addressing existing or historic bias, disenfranchisement or overburdening of a specific 
group or population in any planning or proposal considerations.   

 Creating contextually sensitive plans and solutions and avoiding one-size-fits-all 
solutions. Changes or improvements must be context-sensitive and meet the needs and 
desires of the individual communities they purport to serve.  

 Identifying and assessing unintended consequences that might result from well-
intentioned efforts.   

 Engaging community members, stakeholders and system users from the outset to 
ensure the solution is having the intended effect.  

 Involving a diversity of people in testing and design to increase safety. 

                                                           
20 Morency, P., Gauvin, L., Plante, C., Fournier, M., & Morency, C. (2012). Neighborhood social inequalities in road 
traffic injuries: the influence of traffic volume and road design. American journal of public health, 102(6), 1112–1119. 
https://doi.org/10.2105/AJPH.2011.300528 
21 https://www.transportation.gov/sites/dot.gov/files/docs/BeyondTraffic_tagged_508_final.pdf 
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 Supporting the design of vehicle technology to improve safety outcomes for all roadway 
users. 

 Supporting efforts to improve transportation and, ultimately, enhance access and 
mobility independence.  

 
We cannot achieve our goals of safer roadways without simultaneously addressing the equity 
concerns and barriers to access created by them. To do so would perpetuate decades of harm 
and undermine our ability to create safer streets for all.  
 
New Mobility 
 
Whereas equity concerns must be taken into account to address past roadway decision-making, 
considerations on new mobility and the future of traffic safety must be taken into account to 
create a safer for future for all users. Later this month, NSC will release a new report outlining 
10 key areas where technology, mobility of people and goods, and safety intersect in ways that 
will shape our transportation landscape. Throughout history, new mobility technologies have 
disrupted business as usual, changing the way we move people and goods. Today is not 
different other than the innovations are coming faster and without much time to plan from a 
policy standpoint. This report captures key trends that will allow decision-makers to create 
policies and programs that can adapt, grow, and engage technology of the future.  
 
These trends touch on a variety of topics of interest to policymakers at the national, state, and 
local levels as well as leaders of business, academia, and advocacy. They include things like 
providing support for integration of climate and safety goals and initiatives, regulation of 
vehicles by size and speed, and the continued need for an emphasis on protections for 
vulnerable road users.  
 
This new report will also guide future efforts of NSC in programming, communications, and 
strategy, but more importantly it will serve as a resource for NSC and its partners as we 
navigate the future of mobility. The findings offer a starting point to come together, identify 
areas for new collaboration and research, and advocate for safer streets in the near and long-
term future.   
 
Over the course of its 100-year history, NSC has shaped the safety landscape in workplaces, 
roadway, and beyond. With the release of this research and related new initiatives, NSC will 
provide vision of the potential safety implications coming in the future and provide solutions to 
navigate these problems. With the increasing fatality numbers today, we should do all we can to 
prevent a safety crisis tomorrow. 
 
Conclusion 
 
The toughest change to reducing fatalities and injuries on the roadways is the shift to truly 
prioritize safety by changing safety culture on the roads. We are complacent when it comes to 
losing so many people every day on our roads, and we must remember these are not accidents, 
but preventable crashes. We need strong and passionate leaders committed to changing safety 
culture. We have successfully done it in workplaces, around child passenger safety, smoking 
and in other areas. We can do it here, too, but only with your help. NSC looks forward to working 
with this Committee to develop these provisions fully.  
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Preliminary motor vehicle annual fatality estimates 

State motor-vehicle deaths and percent changes 

State 

Number of 
Months 

Reported 

Deaths Identical Periods Percent Changes 

2021 2020 2019 
2020 to 
2021 

2019 to 
2021 

TOTAL U.S. 12 46,020 42,339 39,107 9% 18% 

Alabama 12 947 930 883 2% 7% 

Alaska 12 64 65 67 -2% -4% 

Arizona 12 1,106 1,014 963 9% 15% 

Arkansas 12 690 638 506 8% 36% 

California 12 4,161 3,723 3,540 12% 18% 

Colorado 12 687 604 596 14% 15% 

Connecticut 12 327 310 254 5% 29% 

Delaware 12 139 118 133 18% 5% 
Dist. of 
Columbia 12 39 36 27 8% 44% 

Florida 12 3,555 3,511 3,352 1% 6% 

Georgia 12 1,826 1,729 1,462 6% 25% 

Hawaii 12 94 86 108 9% -13% 

Idaho 12 271 208 224 30% 21% 

Illinois 12 1,324 1,118 989 18% 34% 

Indiana 12 836 888 803 -6% 4% 

Iowa 12 354 337 336 5% 5% 

Kansas 12 412 427 410 -4% 0% 

Kentucky 12 794 774 733 3% 8% 

Louisiana 12 935 805 722 16% 30% 

Maine 12 147 170 172 -14% -15% 

Maryland 12 544 570 509 -5% 7% 

Massachusetts 12 414 342 337 21% 23% 

Michigan 12 1,145 1,051 973 9% 18% 

Minnesota 12 497 395 364 26% 37% 

Mississippi 12 766 736 616 4% 24% 

Missouri 12 1,014 985 876 3% 16% 

Montana 12 240 211 184 14% 30% 

Nebraska 12 217 226 249 -4% -13% 

Nevada 12 386 312 284 24% 36% 

New Hampshire 12 119 108 102 10% 17% 

New Jersey 12 690 587 564 18% 22% 

New Mexico 12 470 390 407 21% 15% 

New York 12 1,054 963 873 9% 21% 
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North Carolina 12 1,784 1,664 1,484 7% 20% 

North Dakota 12 98 97 98 1% 0% 

Ohio 12 1,347 1,238 1,159 9% 16% 

Oklahoma 12 735 637 607 15% 21% 

Oregon 12 588 490 489 20% 20% 

Pennsylvania 12 1,246 1,166 1,107 7% 13% 

Rhode Island 12 64 73 58 -12% 10% 

South Carolina 12 1,121 1,025 985 9% 14% 

South Dakota 12 146 136 102 7% 43% 

Tennessee 12 1,335 1,231 1,148 8% 16% 

Texas 12 4,469 3,891 3,586 15% 25% 

Utah 12 329 282 245 17% 34% 

Vermont 12 74 62 47 19% 57% 

Virginia 12 953 838 821 14% 16% 

Washington 12 643 546 516 18% 25% 

West Virginia 12 294 263 259 12% 14% 

Wisconsin 12 601 597 549 1% 9% 

Wyoming 12 112 128 147 -13% -24% 

NOTE: Deaths are reported by state traffic authorities. ALL FIGURES 
  ARE PRELIMINARY. To ensure proper comparisons, 2019 and 
  2020 figures are preliminary figures covering the same reporting 

  period as those for 2021. The total for 2019 is from the National   

 

Center for Health 
Statistics.     

States in bold: States with a decrease in deaths from 2020 to 2021.   
 


