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Earlier this month, the U.S. Department of Transportation’s National Highway Traffic Safety 
Administration announced that 2017 highway fatality numbers are down following two 
consecutive years of large increases. In addition, preliminary estimates for the first 6 months of 
2018 appear to show that this downward trend continues into this year. 
 
Over the past 40 years, there has been a general downward trend in traffic fatalities. Safety 
programs such as those increasing seat belt use and reducing impaired driving have 
substantially lowered the traffic fatalities over the years. Vehicle improvements such as air bags 
and electronic stability control have also contributed greatly to the reduction of traffic fatalities. 
Yet more needs to be done and we must lead by example. 
 
Behind these positive trends, lies a sobering reality – 37,133 people still lost their lives in motor 
vehicle crashes in 2017. Yes, the numbers are down 2% from 2016, (compared to the 6.5-
percent increase from 2015 to 2016 and the 8.4-percent increase from 2014 and 2015) but one 
life lost is one life too many. 
 
Fatalities decreased from 2016 to 2017 in almost all segments of the population: passenger car 
occupants (1.1% decrease), van occupants (5.8% decrease), pickup truck occupants (4.5% 
decrease), motorcyclists (3.1% decrease), pedestrians (1.7% decrease), cyclists (8.1% 
decrease). 
 
In addition, alcohol-impaired-driving fatalities dropped by 1.1% and speeding-related fatalities 
declined by 5.6%. 
 
Prying apart the numbers reveals further good news. Vehicle miles traveled (VMT) increased by 
1.2% from 2016 to 2017. Thus, the fatality rate per 100 million VMT decreased by 2.5%, from 
1.19 in 2016 to 1.16 in 2017. 
 
Unfortunately, fatalities increased in 2017 compared to 2016 in those crashes involving large 
trucks (9.0% increase). This figure comprises crashes involving combination trucks (tractor 
trailers), which were up 5.8%, and crashes involving single-unit straight trucks, which increased 
18.7%  
. 
“Dangerous actions such as speeding, distracted driving, and driving under the influence are still 
putting many Americans, their families and those they share the road with at risk,” said NHTSA 
Deputy Administrator Heidi R. King. “Additionally, we must address the emerging trend of drug-
impaired driving to ensure we are reducing traffic fatalities and keeping our roadways safe for 
the traveling public.” 
 
Every driver who shares the road has the responsibility to work harder to continue to reduce 
fatalities on the roads and to make our roads safer. 
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