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Executive Summary
The most recent transportation funding legislation, the Safe, Accountable, Flexible, Efficient Transportation Equity 
Act – A Legacy for Users (SAFETEA-LU) established the Highway Safety Improvement Program (HSIP) “to achieve 
a significant reduction in traffic fatalities and serious injuries on all public roads.” Beginning in 2006, SAFETEA-LU 
provided increased funding for traffic safety projects as shown in Figure ES-1.1

Figure ES-1. Traffic Fatalities and Annual Safety Obligation

At about that same time, traffic fatalities began to decrease noticeably, and have continued to decrease through 2009.  
These data indicate that the increase in safety obligations has had an effect on the decrease in traffic fatalities. However, 
many other factors could have impacted the number of traffic fatalities and might explain this decrease. A review of 
several of the most commonly cited factors indicated that none of them satisfactorily explained the sudden decrease in 
traffic fatalities:

Seat belt usage has been steadily increasing since 2001, and there was no change in that trend in 2006.•	

Air bag availability has been steadily increasing since 2001, and there was no change in that trend in 2006.•	

Annual vehicle miles traveled (VMT) steadily increased between 1995 and 2007. Annual VMT dropped in 2008 •	
and 2009, which could explain part of the decrease in traffic fatalities that occurred.
The percent of VMT that is classified as rural has been decreasing steadily since 2002, and there was no change in •	
that trend in 2006. 
The unemployment rate showed a sharp increase starting in 2007. However, a similar increase in 2001 did not re-•	
sult in a corresponding change in the number of traffic fatalities that occurred.

Of the factors considered, only the annual safety obligations shows the type of significant change beginning in 2006 that 
correlates with the sharp decrease in traffic fatalities. 
After verifying that increases in annual safety obligations provided a plausible explanation for the decrease in traffic 
fatalities, the next step was to estimate the size of this impact – how much were traffic fatalities reduced for every $1 
1 This figure includes safety obligations related to the HSIP (after 2006) and the TEA-21 and Surface Transportation Extension Programs (prior to 2006, with 
carry-over funds after that year). The safety obligation line is shaded red for the years when TEA-21 and ST funds dominated, transitioning to yellow for the years when 
HSIP funds were dominant.
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million increase in HSIP obligations? To estimate this, a model of traffic fatalities was developed. This model took 
into consideration the historical trends of decreasing fatality rates and increasing safety obligations in order to estimate 
the impact of the sharp rise in safety obligations that resulted from HSIP. As shown in Figure ES-2, this model does 
aremarkable job of reproducing the annual traffic fatalities that have occurred since 2003, including the drop in traffic 
fatalities that began in 2006.

Figure ES-2. Traffic Fatalities and Model Estimates of Traffic Fatalities, 2003 to 2009

This model indicates that, for every $1 million increase in safety obligations, a reduction of seven traffic fatalities annually 
occurred. Based on economic values developed by the National Highway Traffic Safety Administration (NHTSA)2, the 
savings to society from preventing a single traffic fatality is $6.1 million. Using this figure, calculations indicate that every 
$1 million increase of HSIP funds obligated results in an annual savings of approximately $42.7 million in societal costs 
to the United States (i.e., a benefit/cost ratio of 42.7 to 1).

It is possible that other changes that occurred at about the same time as the increase in safety funding through HSIP 
explain part of the observed decrease in traffic fatalities. For example, behavioral-focused traffic safety funds available 
through NHTSA increased after 2006. Also, SAFETEA-LU required that States develop crash data systems and Strategic 
Highway Safety Plans, which may have resulted in more effective use of existing safety funds. Insufficient data was 
available to include these factors in the model. 

Even if those factors do explain some of this decrease, this analysis still suggests that the increase in HSIP obligations 
provided a tremendous savings in terms of lives saved and the societal costs of traffic fatalities.

2 Value of a Statistical Life and Comprehensive Value of Life, National Highway Traffic Safety Administration. April 2010. http://www.nhtsa.gov/staticfiles/
administration/pdf/Value_of_a_Statistical_Life.pdf (accessed May 2010).
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