Accelerating Into Danger

By Derek Nelson and April Phillips, Naval Safety Center Public Affairs 
Anyone who has spent five minutes driving on an American interstate highway knows two things. First, most other motorists seem to be in a mighty big hurry. And second, speed limits are generally ignored and poorly enforced. Small wonder that speed continues to play a major role in traffic deaths.

The Department of Transportation reports speeding drivers account for about one-third of all motor vehicle fatalities. Not surprisingly, about 40 percent of the speed-related fatal crashes occurred when the driver lost control on a curve. Speeding makes it much harder for a driver to steer around curves or to avoid objects in the road, extends the distance necessary to stop a vehicle, and increases the distance a vehicle travels while the driver reacts to dangerous situations.

Another major factor is the connection between speeding and driving after drinking. According to National Highway Traffic Safety Administration (NHTSA) data, 40 percent of drivers who were intoxicated (in other words, who had a BAC of 0.08 or higher) were also speeding, compared to 15 percent for sober drivers. Also adding to the grim equation is the fact that speeders are less likely to be wearing seatbelts than drivers who go the speed limit, which dramatically increases their odds of being injured or killed.

Every year, Sailors and Marines add their fatal experiences to this database. Here are a couple of recent examples. 

A young female Marine was driving in Southern California after midnight. She was going way too fast, which may have been the reason she lost control of the vehicle. She struck an attenuation barrier under a highway overpass which caused her vehicle to burst into flames.  She didn’t make it out alive.
A male Marine, also in California, was going to fast for his turn. He slammed into a fence pole and was ejected from the vehicle. He then plunged 200 feet down a dirt embankment. News reports said he was going in excess of 100 miles per hour. Being in such a hurry probably kept him from reaching his destination. He was scheduled to go on leave the next day. 
Some other data: 

· The economic cost to society of speeding-related crashes is estimated by NHTSA to be $40.4 billion per year. 

· For drivers who die in wrecks, young males are the most likely to be speeding. In 2004, 38 percent of the male drivers aged 15 to 20 who were involved in fatal crashes were speeding at the time of the crash. 

· Between midnight and 3 a.m., 77 percent of speeding drivers involved in fatal crashes had been drinking. 

· Numerous studies of teenage drivers have shown that they are more likely than older drivers to either underestimate or not recognize dangerous situations. They are also more likely to run red lights, make illegal turns, and drink and drive (or ride with someone who has been drinking). 

While these statistics seem grim, the good news is that speed is entirely within the driver’s control. Slowing down just a little bit gives you more time to react to problems on the road. If an accident does happen, reduced speed means it will probably be less severe and there’s a much better chance that you’ll walk away.

Resources

From NHTSA:

· Analysis of Speeding-Related Fatal Motor Vehicle Traffic Crashes (76 pages) at http://www-nrd.nhtsa.dot.gov/pdf/nrd-30/NCSA/RNotes/2005/809904.pdf 

· Traffic Safety Facts: Speeding (2004 data) at http://www-nrd.nhtsa.dot.gov/pdf/nrd-30/NCSA/TSF2004/809915.pdf 

National Center for Injury Prevention and Control: http://www.cdc.gov/ncipc/factsheets/teenmvh.htm
Insurance Institute for Highway Safety, “More tickets for speeding indicate higher risk of crashing in the future”: http://www.iihs.org/research/advisories/iihs_advisory_23.pdf
