Last year was an amazing year with traffic fatalities falling to a record low of
1,043–the lowest number of fatalities since 1923! Why did this happen?

Our partners within the Illinois Department of Transportation estimate vehicle miles traveled last year was down four percent, mainly due to higher fuel prices. We also believe that motorists drove at slower speeds to conserve fuel. These two facts contributed to fewer people being killed on our highways.

Safety belt use in Illinois climbed to 91 percent last year. Since 2003, when legislation was signed into law making Illinois a primary safety belt state, belt use has risen and traffic deaths lowered. We continue to believe that increased safety belt usage plays a key role in the reduction of traffic fatalities.

Last year, 155 teens died on our roadways. This was an unacceptable statistic. A new law was passed that strengthened Illinois’ graduated driver’s license law making it one of the toughest in the nation.

The very successful 2007 Operation Teen Safe Driving program in Tazewell County led to the program being implemented statewide in 2008. A coalition of state and local agencies partnered with the Ford Motor Company Fund and The Allstate Foundation to encourage thousands of high school students from across the state to develop and practice safe driving skills. This program, as well as the graduated driver’s license changes and the factors listed above, resulted in a reduction of teen deaths by almost 41 percent (92 fatalities).

During last year’s legislative session, the General Assembly passed a law requiring ignition interlock devices be installed on the vehicles of first-time DUI offenders. The new law became effective January 1, 2009. Every year, there are an average 50,000 DUI arrests made. First-time offenders make up 60 percent of those arrested. The new ignition interlock law will reduce the number of impaired drivers on the road. How many? We cannot estimate, but we are hopeful the numbers will be greatly reduced and more lives will be saved.

Yes, the year 2008 was, in many aspects, an exciting year for traffic safety advocates, but much work still awaits us. Our work will not be finished until there are no deaths on our roadways. The weather has changed, flowers are budding and the temperature has risen to a point where we can get outside and enjoy the outdoors. Spring brings people out onto our streets and highways: walkers, runners, bicycle and motorcycle riders. This increase in activity also leads to senseless deaths on our roadways. This group represents almost 30 percent of our yearly fatalities.

Everyone--please share the road! Drivers must stay focused on what is going on outside the vehicle and not what is on their radio, MP3 player, cell phone or e-mail device! Taking your eyes off the road for even a few seconds could lead to something that will haunt you forever.

Please keep your eyes on the road, wear your safety belt, do not drink and drive and put away your cell phone.

Have a fun but safe spring. You deserve it!
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