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Introduction 
Good morning. I am Robert Wunderlich, Director of the Texas A&M Transportation Institute 
Center for Transportation Safety. You have asked us to provide information about significant 
trends in transportation safety and an update on our research for the Texas Strategic Highway 
Safety Plan.  

The Texas Department of Transportation (TxDOT) produced the initial Strategic Highway 
Safety Plan in 2006. In addition to satisfying federal requirements for highway safety planning, it 
served as a starting point for identifying key safety needs and as a guide for investment decisions 
designed to reduce highway fatalities and serious injuries on public roads.  

My testimony today is drawn primarily from research we conducted to assist in the development 
of the Texas Strategic Highway Safety Plan.  Last week we presented this information to a group 
of traffic safety stakeholders and executives to assist in the identification of priority areas for 
further action.  

Overview 
Traffic fatalities in Texas have increased from 3,060 in 2010 to 3,531 in 2015, an increase of 
about 15%.  

Traffic fatalities in the U.S. have also risen during this time but not at as fast a rate. 

For this effort TTI focused on identifying the predominant user behaviors, crash types, and 
transportation user demographics as a strategic approach to addressing fatal and serious injury 
crashes. 

User Behaviors 
The predominant contributing factors to fatal crashes occurring between the years 2010 and 2015 
are impairment, speeding, distraction, and fatigue, with various of these singly or in combination 
accounting for 66% of fatal crashes. 
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Some sort of impairment from alcohol and prescription medications or illicit drugs are indicated 
in 45% of all fatal crashes, including those involving motorcycles, pedestrians, and bicyclists.   

Speeding above the limit or driving too fast for conditions is cited in 23% of fatal crashes and 
another 5% involve a failure to control speed. 

Distraction is listed in 14% of crashes, but may be under-reported due to the difficulty in 
assessing distraction prior to or during a crash. 

Fatigue does not seem to be as significant in Texas as these other factors. 

Daytime, front-seat safety belt use has reached almost 92%; however, 40% of vehicle occupant 
fatalities were still not wearing seat belts.  

Crash Types 
Single-vehicle run-off-the-road crashes are the single most predominant crash type in fatal and 
serious crashes.  Nearly half of rural fatal crashes involve a single vehicle leaving the roadway 
and a little more than a third of urban fatal crashes are this type. 
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Intersection crashes and head-on crashes are the next most prevalent crash types. Intersection 
crashes make up nearly a third of urban fatal crashes.  Head-on crashes are about a fifth of rural 
fatal crashes. 

These three crash types account for 73% of urban and 80% of rural crashes. 

 

Transportation System Users 
We researched vehicle occupant characteristics as well as the involvement of pedestrians, 
bicyclists and motorcyclists in fatal and serious injury crashes. 

Males make up 70% of fatalities but account for about 54% of travel.  Males between 0 and 39 
years old make up a particularly disproportionate amount of fatalities compared to the travel they 
undertake. 

Traffic fatalities are the leading cause of death for children less than 14 years of age, and for 
teens and young adults less than 25 years of age. This is also true in the U.S. for teens and young 
adults but motor vehicle crashes are the third leading cause of death for children nationwide.  
The rates of motor vehicle traffic crashes are higher in Texas than the U.S. as a whole. 

Older users make up about 13% of all fatalities, but their travel characteristics suggest they are 
not over-represented.  Nonetheless, their fatalities are increasing at a rate above traffic fatalities 



TTI: Robert Wunderlich December 7, 2016 

4  

in general, and we are taking a closer look at older pedestrian fatalities, which appear to be the 
largest category of increase. 

Pedestrians are 14% of fatalities and the numbers have been rising. 

Motorcyclists make up 14% of the fatalities but account for only 1% or so of travel.  However, 
motorcycle fatalities declined each year since 2013 and appear to be headed to an even lower 
number in 2016. 

About 1% of fatalities are bicyclists. 

Emphasis Areas for the Strategic Highway Safety Plan 
A group of some 48 stakeholders representing diverse entities involved in traffic safety met and 
provided recommendations regarding the emphasis areas in the next safety plan. As a result, 
seven areas of emphasis are recommended for attention in the safety plan.   

The resulting seven areas are: 

• Single-vehicle run-off-the-road and head-on crashes (combined because they are often 
very similar in nature); 

• Impairment; 
• Intersections; 
• Speeding; 
• Pedestrians; 
• Distraction; and 
• Older Drivers.   

A further recommendation is that the plan take into account the contribution and needs of 
younger people in each applicable emphasis area.  

Conclusion 
Traffic safety continues to be a significant concern, as evidenced by the ongoing work at TxDOT 
and the efforts of this committee. TTI has expertise and research in all the emphasis areas and, 
working with TxDOT and other stakeholders, will continue to assist in developing and 
implementing strategies as part of the Texas Strategic Highway Safety Plan.  

This concludes my prepared remarks. I will be happy to take any questions you may have. 
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