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A Bad Year For Walkers: Pedestrian Deaths Surged During Pandemic Despite Drop In Driving

The safety trends for people walking on U.S. roads are not good. Both the
total number of deaths and the rate of death based on miles driven soared in
2020. Drivers struck and killed an estimated 6,721 people on foot last year,
and “a shocking and unprecedented” 21% spike in the pedestrian fatality rate
from 2019 to 2020 was the largest ever annual increase as a result of traffic

crashes since the government’s tracking system was established in 1975.

The likely causes for the surge include reckless and dangerous driving like
speeding, drunk and drugged driving, and distraction, which were rampant
on U.S. roads during the Covid-19 pandemic, even though overall driving

was down.

Those are some of the highlights of “Pedestrian Traffic Fatalities by State:
2020 Preliminary Data Addendum” released on Thursday by the Governors
Highway Safety Association (GHSA), a nonprofit organization representing
state highway safety offices.

“Last year was filled with so much death and loss as Covid swept across the
country,” Jonathan Adkins, executive director of the GHSA, said in a

statement.

In March the safety group released data for the first six months of 2020; the
addendum includes new data for the entire year. Both analyses were fatality
projections comparing 2020 to 2019 based on preliminary state-by-state
data.

“We cannot allow ourselves to become numb to these unacceptable
numbers of pedestrian deaths,” Richard Retting of Sam Schwartz
Consulting, who conducted the data analysis for both the original report and

the addendum, said in a statement.
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e Pedestrians accounted for 17% of all traffic deaths in 2019,
compared to 13% in 2010. Pedestrian deaths have risen by 46%
over the past decade, but the number of all other traffic deaths
increased by only 5%.

e Drivers struck and killed a larger proportion of Black,
Indigenous and People of Color traveling on foot than expected

based on their respective share of the population.

e Most pedestrians are killed on local roads, in the dark and away
from intersections. During the past 10 years, the number of drivers
hitting and killing a pedestrian after dark increased by 54%, compared

to a 16% rise in pedestrian fatalities during the day.

e Driver and/or pedestrian alcohol impairment was reported in

nearly half of traffic crashes that resulted in a pedestrian fatality.

e Sport utility vehicles (SUVs) cause more serious and fatal
pedestrian injuries than passenger cars, the largest category of
vehicles in fatal pedestrian crashes, and during the past decade that

number increased at a faster rate than those involving passenger cars.

Despite the troubling statistics in the overall increase in pedestrian fatalities,
there was some good news: Nineteen states experienced a decrease in the
number of walkers killed by drivers in 2020, and eleven states reported

double-digit declines.

The earlier report also highlighted strategies known to be effective to reduce

crashes and injuries.

These include: engineering and road design improvements like safer
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“As America gets vaccinated and returns to normal, we need to treat
pedestrian safety like the public health emergency that it is,” Adkins added.
“We must strengthen our efforts to protect those on foot from traffic
violence by implementing equitable and proven countermeasures that
protect people walking and address those driving behaviors that pose the

greatest risk.”
To access the earlier full report and the new addendum, click here.
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