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Summary 
 
This article discusses the safety of different transportation modes around the world and 
compares them in terms of relative safety. Motor vehicle crashes are classified as fatal, 
nonfatal injury (injury), and property damage only (PDO) incidents, according to the 
most severe injury/damage resulting. An overwhelming majority of accidents are related 
to the highway transportation mode. Naturally, most of the article is used to discuss the 
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characteristics of these accidents and their aggregate levels. Historical trends indicated 
for most of the factors, and current data is used when available. First the worldwide 
statistics are presented; different modes of transportation in the United States are then 
discussed; finally, accident data for highway users are considered. The word “highway” 
is used to refer to a wide range of roads (from local street to freeways) used by vehicles 
with rubber tires. 
 
1. Transportation Safety Around the World 

The total number of transportation fatalities around the world is hard to determine, due 
to differences in reporting systems and a lack of systematic data gathering in some 
countries. However, from the reported data it is estimated that annual worldwide 
transportation fatalities exceed 200,000. In 1996, the numbers of fatalities and injuries 
in Australia were 1970 and 21,456, respectively; in Canada 3082 and 230,885; in Japan 
15,176 and 936,974; and in the United States 42,065 and 3,511,000. In 1996 there were 
63,578 traffic fatalities and 1,940,753 traffic injuries in 28 of the countries that belong 
to the European Conference of Ministers of Transport (ECMT). These 28 countries are 
Austria (A), Belgium (B), Belarus (BLR), Bulgaria (BG), Croatia (HR), Czech Republic 
(CZ), Denmark (DK), Estonia (EST), Finland (FIN), France (F), Germany (D), Hungary 
(H), Italy (I), Latvia (LV), Lithuania (LT), Luxembourg (L), Moldova (MD), The 
Netherlands (NL), Norway (N), Poland (PL), Portugal (P), Romania (RO), Slovenia 
(SLO), Spain (E), Sweden (S), Switzerland (CH), Turkey (TR), and the United 
Kingdom (UK). Furthermore, when the fatality and injury statistics for seven other 
ECMT countries were added to this data, the number of people killed in traffic accidents 
in 35 ECMT member countries was 101,990 and the number injured 2,149,483. These 
additional seven countries are Albania (ALB), Azerbaijan (AZE), Greece (GR), Ireland 
(IRL) Macedonia (MKD), the Russian Federation (RUS), and Slovakia (SK). 

A breakdown of the accidents in the 28 ECMT countries that reported detailed data is 
given in Table 1. Out of the 63,578 fatalities, 23% were pedestrians, 31% drivers, 19% 
passengers, 6% bicyclists, 4% moped riders, 7% motorcyclists, and 10% others. There 
are significant variations between countries in terms of accident types and frequency. 
Adding up fatality and injury numbers would provide the total number of casualties. 

 Fatalities Injuries 
 Number Percent Number Percent 
Pedestrians 14,355 22.6 226,799 11.7
Bicyclists 3,889 6.1 152,108 7.8
Mopeds 2,640 4.2 136,679 7.0
Motorcyclist 4,356 6.9 128,182 6.6
Car driver 19,863 31.2 691,519 35.6
Car Passenger 12,299 19.3 452,076 23.3
Other 6,176 9.7 153,390 7.9
Total 63,578 100.0 1,940,753 100.0

Based on Statistical Report on Road Accidents, European Conference of Ministers of 
Transport (ECMT), 2000.   
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Table 1. Breakdown of accidents in 28 ECMT countries 

1.1. Comparing Traffic Safety in Different Countries 

A simple comparison of fatality rates in different countries could be misleading unless 
appropriate accident-exposure measures are used. Among other factors, the degree of 
motorization, the extent of travel by car, the quality and extent of road network 
infrastructure, road users’ driving habits, traffic laws and regulations, and the degree to 
which road users adhere to these laws all have to be considered in such comparisons. 
This makes it difficult to compare fatality and injury rates directly from one country to 
another. The relationship between the number of fatalities per million people (fatality 
rate) and the number of motor vehicles per thousand population (degree of motorization) 
is not obvious, as Figure 1 indicates. Countries with similar degrees of motorization can 
display significantly different fatality rates. For instance, the motor vehicle ownership 
rate for Portugal is similar to the rates for France and Germany, but the fatality rate for 
Portugal is much higher. It seems that countries with a similar degree of motorization 
and roadway infrastructure have broadly similar fatality rates: for example, the fatality 
rates for France and Germany are comparable. 

 
Figure 1. Relationship between numbers of fatalities and numbers of motor vehicles 

 
2. Transportation in the United States 

2.1. Major Elements of the US Transportation System 

The United States has the largest transportation system in the world and transportation 
is a major component of the US economy, accounting for 11% of its gross domestic 
product (GDP). Transportation and related industries employ 9.9 million people in the 
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United States. The major elements of US transportation systems are given in Table 2. 
They include over 3.9 million miles of roads and 170,000 miles of railroads. There are 
over 210 million cars, trucks, and buses traveling over 2.5 trillion miles every year. 
Such a huge transportation system has some costs in terms of human casualties, fuel 
consumption, congestion, pollution, and operations and maintenance. 

 

From:  US Department of Transportation, Transportation in the United States; A 
Review, Washington, DC, 1997  

Table 2. Major elements of the US transportation system in 1995 
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