
NIGHTTIME SAFETY BELT ENFORCEMENT


Enforcement of safety belt laws has traditionally been accomplished during daylight hours.  Daytime enforcement programs have worked well to improve safety belt usage rates during the day, but have done little to affect late-night usage. 

Data shows that unbelted occupants at night comprise a large portion of the fatalities across the United States.  A recent study by the Illinois Department of Transportation’s Division of Traffic Safety (IDOT/DTS) showed most fatal car crashes occurred from midnight to 3:00 am and that the high incidence of death during that period showed the lowest compliance rate for buckling up.

IDOT/DTS crash data shows, of the 632 people killed in car crashes in 2009, 106 drivers or occupants were killed between the hours of 12:00 am and 3:00 am, far and away the deadliest three hours of the day.  The number of people killed during this three hour period accounted for nearly 17 percent of all fatalities last year.  Of those 106 fatalities, just two out of ten vehicle occupants were buckled up when they were killed.

The safety belt usage rate in Illinois has reached a relatively high level in recent years with the observed daytime rate exceeding 92 percent.  

Concern about lower nighttime usage rates in Illinois and nationally has led to increased interest in effective nighttime countermeasures.  Nighttime traffic safety is a priority for IDOT/DTS and the National Highway Traffic Safety Administration.  Most Click it or Ticket (CIOT) grant enforcement programs now have a nighttime enforcement component to them.

Demographics of nighttime drivers and passengers differ significantly from daylight hours.  Daytime drivers and passengers tend to have a higher concentration of parents with children and older adults while many late night drivers tend to include more high-risk motorists such as young males, drivers with violations and crashes on their records and drinking drivers.  They engage in more risk-taking behaviors like speeding, impaired driving and non-use of safety belts.

Many late night enforcement strategies focusing on these unrestrained high-risk motorists are needed to further reduce fatalities and injuries.  To achieve a sustained increase in safety belt use and create a reduction in the state death and injury toll, law enforcement agencies should consider engaging in additional non-grant funded nighttime safety belt enforcement.

Nighttime enforcement offers additional crime prevention and identification opportunities.  Many late night CIOT checkpoints have resulted in a number of felony, misdemeanor and other traffic related arrests.  As a sage police veteran once said, “Traffic enforcement is law enforcement.”  Criminals come and go in cars.  If a local department is having a problem with gangs, drugs or burglaries, it can quite often successfully mitigate these problems with an aggressive traffic enforcement program.

The next generation CIOT strategies need to focus public information and enforcement efforts during the daytime and nighttime hours.  Our new model needs to include periodic high-visibility campaigns in sustained year-round operations.  Given the effectiveness of high-visibility enforcement, police agencies, faced with competing priorities and limited budgets, need to consider creative ways to conduct nighttime operations. 

Why we do it…
The Buffalo Grove Experience:
On May 13, 2010 a driver was stopped during a nighttime safety belt enforcement effort.  The driver admitted that he did not typically wear his safety belt and accepted his citation.  Two weeks later that same driver was involved in a serious crash in which both vehicles where totaled.  The driver was wearing his safety belt and was not injured in the crash.  When police arrived at the scene the officer spoke to the driver who showed him a copy of the citation he received two weeks earlier.  He stated the reason he was wearing his safety belt was because of the ticket he received.  

Nighttime enforcement does make a difference.  It reaches a segment of our population that in many cases is at the greatest risk.  Keep up the good work and consider conducting additional non-grant funded safety belt enforcement.
By Sergeant Scott Kristiansen, Buffalo Grove Traffic Unit 


