Spring 2008 Teens and Rural Roadways

You might have seen a recent Allstate television commercial showing carloads of teens driving down a road as a voice reminds us that, “Every year, nearly 6,000 teenagers go out for a drive and never come back.” Car crashes are the leading cause of death for teens, mostly because of inexperience and risk-taking behaviors such as driving under the influence, speeding and not using safety belts. It’s a sobering thought for everyone, especially during the spring and summer months when teen fatalities peak.

Many teen injuries and fatalities occur on Illinois’ rural roads. A few contributing factors to this harsh reality are the environment, lack of public transportation and road conditions. The environment greatly affects rural drivers. People who live in rural communities have a much higher number of vehicle miles to travel since they usually have to drive to the closest town for work, groceries, entertainment, etc. Rural communities also have limited public transportation options. Therefore, people in rural areas drive their own vehicles on curvy roadways with higher speed limits. Finally, depending on road surfaces and weather conditions, it can take emergency medical service personnel longer to arrive at a rural crash than it would in an urban community.
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Also contributing to a higher number of fatalities and injuries on rural roads compared to urban roads, is the type of crash that occurs in rural areas. Percent of ejection fatalities, the number of people killed in pickup truck, rollover, alcohol-related and high-speed crashes is higher in rural areas. Teens, in particular, are at risk. While less than seven percent of the drivers licensed in Illinois are teens, they account for almost 11 percent of all drivers involved in fatal crashes. On rural roads, teen involvement is even worse. Of all 727 drivers involved in rural fatal crashes in 2006, teens accounted for over 12 percent of them. Almost half of all teen fatalities occur on rural roads and 60 percent of the teens killed were not wearing safety belts. Safety belt usage, at all times, is one sure way to reduce fatalities in rural areas.

Safety on rural roadways is one of the major concerns in Illinois. The Illinois Department of Transportation’s Division of Traffic Safety recently implemented Operation Teen Safe Driving to help reduce teen fatalities across the state. High schools are creating innovative programs to alert teens of the risk of car/deer crashes, reckless driving on rural roads and speed management. For more information on Operation Teen Safe Driving visit www.buckleupillinois.org.
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