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The early concept of the public highway "was not the physical 

entity which we immediately visualize now, but rather, the right to 

pass as a human necessity and pr iv i lege . This apparently acquired 

substance in the English common law, and the quality of an inalienable 

right freely possessed explains more adequately today's highway usage 

and customs than any other background. Civil izat ion, i f i t is to 

advance, must carry with i t a constantly increasing respect for the 

rights of others, so i t is only consistent to add to this early 

conception of the highway as the right to pass, the important qualif i­

cation - with safety. In this form the right of the individual to 

use the highway freely i s only limited by the necessity of insuring . 

that the rights of others to enjoy the same privilege are not 

endangered. Much of our legendary romance and of our nore accurate 

history' revolve around the traveler, the caravans of commerce, the 

epochal migrations and their hazards, sufferings and jeopardy en route. 

Robin Hood and his men rendezvousing in Sherwood Forest have 

now been translated into an opera, typifying one of the prevalent 

hazards of the road to their contemporaries. The nomadic Arab 

tribes attacked and plundered the caravans bearing the rich luxuries 

out of the Orient. The Indians of our own Fest preyed upon those 



vho laboriously traveled overload to build a now country* Tho 

aazards and discomforts of travel have had Uioir origin in many 

motives and nary enur.oa. Gradually those wore overcome as new 

ifonns of transport became availoMc. 

"oncurrently with the constant improvement of transport 

fac i l i t ios mid their operation, society aided by providing tho 

•.lows and tho en ('ornament organisations to moot not only the major 

but the minor problems of transportation security. 

Th«; railroad and ship manaronents have a wonderful rooord 

of achievement, of contirucmu improvement in tho f.ceuri'by of tho 

traveler oho entrust:; himself to their operations. Those have 

become so corns latently safe that relatively, i t may be said, 

l i fe is not at stake and property loss to tho traveler is quite 

well confined to him who pamb'l es with stranf-ors. Earnings and a 

•sharp watehfulnosc by the staff on both trains and ships largely 

•protect <-ven such babes- in-tho-wooda. 

Wion we reach hi/hway transportation this comfortable 

aspect changes. Improved f ac i l i t i e s , both highways and motor 

vehicles - yes. Greater f lexibi l i ty and constantly increasing 

ut i l i ty - yes. Safety and security to l i f e and property - no. 

Most emphatically - no. 
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In our ways and means of meeting the problems of safety of 

avel 01s the highway, vre lag far behind tho advano© that has been 

do to dealing with similar problems of travel by rail and ship* 

''is comparison applies to nil aspects of tho problem - tie 

crating o f f i c i a l s , the laws, and enforcement organisations, and 

on the faci l i t ies themselves. The perfecting of caoh of those 

.ctors through oonsistvnt effort and experience in tho mooting 

* problems ror>u'U :? in t h o enviable record for ships and 

iilwnys. certainly it would bo possible to draw comparisons 

jading v e * hi: conclusion, nnd t h o subsequent oxousc, that the . 

"sndlt ions to h> m e t , a r t ; so different in highway transportation ~ 

» o so e x a g g e r a t e d l y different - t l m t a oowparablo degree of 

ecurity on nur streets and highways is beyond any reasonable 

Ossibility. That this may b<. true is quite unimportant to this 

iscusuion. "uhnt i u important is tho recognition and the segregation, 

f the essential til-aswnts that have been brought into synchronized 

..ction t o produce t h e presort condition of soeurity in rail and ship 

iravel. Ko matter how different the conditions in this or that 

•>hosc# i t m u s t b e t h o inevitable conclusion ttiat actual permanent 

Mror.rcsc m a y only be secured by t h e orderly perfecting of the 

jsr,i.T.tr\l e l e m e n t s , with the safety objective. 
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Fortunately, we are not now in the dark as to many of tho . 

things which need to be done. An evaluation of the present status 

'\ of ways and means that, i f given the opportunity, wil l advance the 

jt 
\ cause of highway safety, discloses a very definite foundation on 

which to proceed. 

Of factual data upon accidents there is a lack that must 

be remedied if we are to be able accurately to gauge the effective­

ness of what iv, done in tho future. For the nation as a whole 

•• tho only authentic records come from tho Bureau of the Census. 

While that Bureau has for a long time been engaged in perfecting 

the gathering of facto as to autor.iob.ilo fatal i t ies , i t is only 

for the two yours 1933 OJKI 193̂  that a complete nation-wide 

coverage lias been obtained. Therefore, in a l l of the reporting 

on which comparison of trends has boon made, i t has boon necessary 

to extend the actual facto us reported by that Bureau and tho 

accuracy of these axtensions is problematical. Ia 1932 the coverage 

of the Bureau reached within 3*7 por cent of the total population 

so that the extension of the number of fatal i t ies to covor the 

whole population was probably without serious error. As th© 

years recede, the accuracy of the figures becomes less and less. 

We do have, however, the facts as to tho number of fatali t ies 

attributed to travel on the highways for 100 per cent of the 

population for 1933 cad 193̂> aa& these have been put through a 1 

http://autor.iob.ilo


•process of most careful scrutiny, so they are accurate and reliable. 

There was an increase in fatalit ies in 1 9 3 ^ over 1933 of 7 3 8 , and 

in 193U total fatalities of 3 6 , 1 0 1 . In the 95 c i t ies of over 10,000 

population the total fatali t ies in 193*+ were 1 0 , 3 6 1 , an increase of 

9 1 S over the previous year. The fatali t ies in these c i t ies were 

23 .7 per cent of the total. It is evident, therefore, that if we 

are to better this record materially we must look to the smaller 

towns and the rural districts. In the popular conception, the 

fatali t ies resulting from collisions between automobiles and rai l­

road trains and street cars are considered a major cause of the 

alarming increase in deaths. Between these two years the increase 

in fatalit ies from these causes r/as insignificant. As reported 

by the Bureau of tho Census, the actual total deaths resulting 

from these causes in 193b was 1 , 7 2 9 , which is equal to only 3 7 . 5 

per cent of the increase alone in fatal i t ies between the two years, 

and actually represents less than 5 per cent of the total fatali t ies 

during 13}k. 

While i t is true that n large volume of figures are 

collected by many agencies and a conscientious effort made to 

analyze these correctly, actually these figures of the Bureau 

of tho Census are the only ones which give us a correct picture 

for tho nation as a whole. Within that Bureau there is the recog­

nition that they are dependent upon the reporting accuracy of a 

large number of individuals. 
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It is evident, therefore, that the Bureau of the Census is 

the only agency that can "be relied upon, to give accurate basic 

data and that i t must be given sufficient funds to enlarge greatly 

i t s operations, particularly in the f i e ld of education of the 

individuals who occupy the positions of reporting these vi ta l 

s ta t is t ics . 

Accurate data on accidents are sadly lacking considered 

on a nation-wide basis. The estimates which are used are based 

upon an assumed numerical relationship between the number o f 

fatal i t ies and the total accidents and the application of this 

ratio to known fa ta l i t ies . Accurate figures are not available 

and are not collected as a whole, upon which to measure the 

effectiveness of measures taken to reduce or prevent these. This 

f i e l d of accident reporting must be perfected and i t holds such 

potential value that whatever the necessary cost , i t wil l be o f 

incalculable worth. 

One important aspect of the increase in fa ta l i t ies between 

1 3 3 3 and 1 9 3 ^ i s the fact that only one State, New Hampshire, aiade 

a better record in 1 9 3 ^ - This State reduced i t s 193*+ fa ta l i t ies 

by 3 1 or approximately 28 per cent of the total for that year. 

All of the others showed an increase. The States of Kansas, South 

Dakota, Delaware, Connecticut, Hevada and Iowa, a l l had less than 

1 0 more fa ta l i t ies than in 1 9 3 3 * The States having the largest 
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increase measured in numbers were California, I l l inois , 

Pennsylvania, Ohio and Texas, all of which had more than 250 

additional fatali t ies over 1 9 3 3 * 

It can be argued, of course, that the conditions vary so 

widely, particularly as to the number of cars in use and the 

degree of use of the individual cars, plus trucks and busses, that 

the number of fatalities gives an unfair comparison, but i f we are 

to decrease fatalities they must be decreased in numbers, so this 

simple approach is the only one which can possibly be effective. 

A schedule is attached which shows the figures of 

fatalit ies as reported by the Bureau of the Census for the two 

years 1 9 3 3 and 193^* 

With this background as to the need and method of securing 

the vital and necessary facts, including the number, kinds and 

results of major and minor disasters on our highways, on which to 

base corrective action, the problem becomes one of organization 

and administration plus public education. A national transportation 

safety program is essential - definite in character and fixed in 

the responsibility resting upon off ic ia ls for i ts various phases. 

The principal criticism that can now be made is that in general 

we are not reducing to effective action what we know to be sound 

and are not carrying on adequate research to clear our blind spots 

in traffic control. 
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To bring a sound safety program into definite form and 

then to place it in effective operation in al l its ramifications, 

i s the only policy that carries any hope of progress. The 

remarkable advance in the attainment of industrial safety has 

rested upon a definite program and fixed responsibili t ies. In 

trie public safety f ie ld the same general principle, must be 

fol lowed. 

Until recently there have been only State laws giving '/'•'./ 

authority to of f ic ia l s to operate in the safety f ie ld . Now 

limited, authority has been reposed in the Interstate Commerce 

Commission to make rules and regulations applying to certain types 

o f vehicles moving in interstate commerce. We will have, within 

&. short time, then an entry into the f ie ld of traffic regulation 

in a moderate way by the Federal Government. ¥e must depend, 

however, for the major advance in the actual attainment of safer 

cond.itions on our streets and highways upon the States and their : r-

l o c a l subdivisions. 

Without any claim as to novelty, the following plan of 

organization necessary for effective administration is advanced. 

'There would be two principal divisions in the major organization: r e 

F i r s t , Federal, and second, State, In turn, each of these divisions 

would consist of two branches. First, an of f ic ia l committee 

http://cond.it
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appointed by the Chief Executive, or through legislat ion, con- . ! 

sisting of those elective or appointive officers who have the 

legal responsibility and authority to act in this f i e ld . The 

second very important "branch would be an advisory committee on 

safety consisting of representatives of organizations and individuals 

who are now engaged ir. safety work. 

The Federal o f f ic ia l committee^ should be headed by a 

Cabinet Officer and consist of the heads of those divisions or 

bureaus which have legal authority now to act upon matters directly 

related to transportation safety - in addition to the representatives 

of the Federal bureaus, the President of the American Association 

of Motor Vehicle Administrators and the President of the American 

Association of State Highway Officials . The Federal advisory 

committee on transportation safety would include organizations 

such as the American Automobile Association, the National Safety : 

Council and other groups which are now engaged in safety work. 

The State of f ic ia l committee should be headed by the Motor. -

Vehicle Administrator and there should be associated with him the 

(Such a committee could very well he composed of representatives 
of the Interstate Commerce Commission, the Bureau of the Census, 
the Bureau of Navigation, the Bureau of Aeronautics, the Bureau 
of Public Roads and the Bureau of Standards; and the President 
of the American Association of Motor Vehicle Administrators and. 
of the American Association of State Highway Off ic ia ls . ) 
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heads of State departments who have legal responsibilities in this 

f ie ld , such as the chief highway executive, the superintendent of 

public education and the head of any State safety group. The 

State advisory committee would be composed of the representatives 

of branches of national organizations and individuals who are now 

engaged in the safety f ie ld. 

The functions of the off ic ia l committees, State and Federal, 

would be to formulate regulations and policies and to administer \,-yJ^ 

these. The functions of the advisory committee would be to encourage 

and support the public off ic ia ls and their law enforcement officers, 

to suggest ref la t ions and legislation, to help secure and sustain 

these and to carry on a constant campaign of education in every 

possible form to th<> end that the public shall become safety 

conscious. Tho importance of these advisory committees cannot be 

over-emphasized. Unless the off ic ia l .groups, Federal and State, : 

have the backing of an intelligent and vigorous public support, 

their work cannot be effective. 

Such an organization can be put into effect on executive 

order and would make use of existing legal authority and organiza­

tions which must in the end be responsible for results. 

The first action would be to develop a detailed program and 

assign definitely the different activities proposed. We would then 

have for the first time a coordinated plan in which both State and 
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Federal governments can function in harmony. 

The same type of organization can -well be extended into the 

ci ty and major local subdivisions of government. 

The f i rs t National Conference on Street and Highway Safety 

met in 1921+. This was followed in 1926 by a second conference and 

in 1930 by a third. In 1933 a Committee on Uniform Traffic Laws 

and Ordinances reviewed the motor vehicle code and model municipal 

t ra f f ic ordinances which had been developed through these conferences. 

This code has received the endorsement of the National Committee o f 

Commissioners on Uniformity of State Laws and the American Bar 

Association. With this weight of authority and with the constructive 

effort that had gone into the making, i t is disappointing to find 

that to date only 37 States have adopted the proposals in part and 

only a third of these States have brought their laws into reasonably 

complete agreement with the code and are making them effective through 

proper administration. 

While 35 States and the District of Columbia have drivers' 

l icense laws of one form or another, less than one-half of that 

number have a standard licensing system provided by the code, which 

includes the examination of new drivers, strong central administration 

and the follow-up of repeated violations with suspension or revocation 

of licenses for causes. 

While the contention may be made that the greatest need is 

not for more laws but for more rigid enforcement of existing laws.,--. 
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it must be recognized that with less than one-fourth of the States 

operating under the Uniform Vehicle Code, there is a major lack of 

uniformity which must be responsible for a great deal of the 

confusion that exists and the failure to obey regulations. All 

experience points to the imperative need for uniformity of t raf f ic 

regulations as one of the most important factors to bring about a 

safer condition of street and highway travel. 

Equally important with uniform laws is the establishment of , ; 

an adequate enforcement system. The highway patrol is the enforcement 

arm of the motor vehicle administrator in the f ie ld and without such, 

adequate direct contact with the users of the highways, through the 

highway patrol, i t is impossible for the administrator to enforce 

laws, however adequate. 

The studies which the Bureau of Public Roads has made in 

cooperation with the highway departments and other agencies, and 

other studies, indicate a failure of around one-third of highway 

users to obey t raff ic signals. The degree of disregard varies 

widely and this i s not intended to convey the impression that one- ; . 

third of the drivers on the highways are careless or disobedient 

of regulations. Competent motor vehicle administrators piace the 

percentage of really dangerous drivers as low as 5 percent. The 

fact, however, that not more than 20 States have a highway patrol 

organization of even reasonably adequate character indicates the 

distance we have to go to establish low enforcement on our highways. \ :. 
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In harmony with these suggestions but without delay there 

are two types of act ivi t ies to which the highway departments should 

give greater attention. The f i r s t we may term the emergency 

improvements that may be undertaken quickly and that should prove ; 

effective in eliminating dangerous conditions. Such act iv i t ies 

include placing of nonskid surfaces, the clearing of obstructions 

to lengthen sight distances, the elimination of hazard at points v 

where accidents have occurred, i f due to faults of the road, and 

the immediate marking of a l l curves for their safe speed of travel*; 

It is a fairly well established fact that the obvious danger 

points are not responsible for the greatest number of accidents. 

Where they are due to faults of road design, accidents usually 

result from some faulty detail not disclosed until too la te . 

For the long-time program, highway design must recognize 

the trend to higher speeds and provide for these to the extent 

they may reasonably be expected to become established by public . 

usage. This involves the recognition of two general classes of 

highways: those for through or main line t raff ic and those for 

local and tributary service. This c lassif icat ion follows the trend : 

of public usage and human behavior. For the f i r s t class, ample 

width of t raff ic lanes, safe sight distances, easy curvature, super­

elevation, nonskid surfaces and clear vision of intersecting roads 

are essentials of proper design. Where multiple lanes are necessary 
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i t is recognized that in general the two opposing directions should 

be separated. 

A serious fault existing in many otherwise high-class high­

ways is the inclusion of short sections of highway in which the 

design as to curvature, sight distance or other details , fa l l s 

below the general standard of the road. A very substantial contri­

bution can be made by the highway engineering profession to the 

safety of highway use by adequately designing a l l component parts 

of the highway structure for safe travel, not only at the speed 

with which the t raff ic moves at the present time, but in so far as 

possible for the speed which observation of the general trend 

indicates wi l l be the average for the greater percentage of highway 

traff ic in the years ahead. Practically one-half of the fatal 

accidents are to pedestrians. On these through highways, foo t ­

paths and sidewalks, which wi l l actually be used by pedestrians, 

must be made an integral part of the design. 

Such elaboration of design necessary for those roads which : / 

fa l l into the general-use, long-distance, high-speed t raf f ic class 

wi l l be unnecessary for the tributary reads where t raff ic j 

instinctively proceeds with less haste and more caution, and this 

distinction must be applied. Otherwise, the expense becomes too 

great a burden. 

In this discussion no attempt has been made to approach: 

the subject from the angle of a t raff ic expert. The problem at 

this time is one of administration and organization. Such an : 
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approach wil l undoubtedly have the ful l support of members of 

the American Association of State Highway Officials because of 

their recognition., through their own experience, of i t s validity* 

Unfortunately because of the lack of organization, 

adequate administration and popular education in this f i e ld , 

much of the splendid effort and to an extent the great investment 

that has been rade in highway improvement are being partially 

depreciated by the selfish and uncontrolled action of a relatively 

small percentage of the users of the highways. 

Our highways are a proud possession. Over them each 

individual has the right to pass, but we must add the qualification, 

with due regard to the rights and safety of others. 



NUMBER OF DEATHS FROM ALL MOTOR-VEHICLE ACCIDENT'S 

Area : 19l4 : 1931 : Increase : Decrease 
Net 

. Increase 
UNITED STATES : 36,101 : 31.363 : 1+.769 11 4.718 
Alabama 
Arizona 
Arkansas 

: 525 
: 211 
: 366 

! 506 
15K 

: 292 

: 19 
57 

1 7h 
California 
Colorado 
Connect icut 

: 2,810 
: 3U3 
: 481 

: 2,422 
: 321 
: HLH 

: 388 
: 22 
: 9 

Delaware 
Dist. of Col. 
Florida 

89 
: 201 
: 626 

: 87 
: 1H3 
: 546 

2 
58 

: 80 
Georgia 
Idaho 
I l l inois 

815 
159 

: 2.509 

682 
: 12U-
: 2.1̂ 4-9 

233 
: 35 
: 360 

Indiana 
Iowa 
Kansas 

: 1,263 
574 
524 

: 1,137 
: 565 
: 521 

: 126 
• 9 
: 1 

Kentucky 
Louisiana 
Maine 

655 
493 
2l4 

534 
405 
203 

: 121 
: gg 

11 
Maryland 
Massachusetts 
Michigan 

505 
1,022 
1,533 

449 
823 

1.302 

56 
199 
231 

Minnesota 
Mississippi 
Missouri 

671 
421 

. 1.010 

580 
301 
822 

91 
120 
188 

Montana 
Nebraska 
Nevada 

209 
324 
72 

119 
307 

64 

90 
1 17 

g 
New Hampshire 
New Jersey 
New Mexico 

n 4 
1,233 

lUg 

145 
1,188 

102 
^5 

: 46 

.. -31 

New York 
North Carolina. 
North Dakota • 

3,018 
928 
111 

2,933 
776 
117 

85 
152 

: 14 
Ohio 
Oklahoma 
Oregon : 

2,3^0 
6l4 
321 

2,040 . 
512 
267 

300 
102 
54 

Pennsylvania 
Rhode Island : 
South Carolina: 

2,578 
106 
486 

2,319 
97 

159 

259 
9 

127 
South Dakota : 
Tennessee : 
Texas : 

122 . 
698 

1.661 

119 
556 . 

1.155 

3 
142 
308 

Utah 
Vermont : 
Virginia : 

195 
100 • 
784 

1U0 
73 -

615 : 

55 
27 . 
69 

Washington : 
West Virginia : 
Wisconsin : 
Wyoming : 

610 . 
425 . 
7^7 : 
113 ' 

1+62 : 
390 : 
677 : 

87 : 

l48 : 
35 : 
70 . 
26 : 


