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Belt s ge t cre dit for drop in deaths
______________________________

Dramati c im prove ment in the fat ali ty rat e came when Canadians bega n to buckle up

BY PATRICK SULLIVAN
Specia l to The Globe and Mail

Mo st auto makers enj oye d robust profit s in
1994, and by year’s end the Canadians who
drive their produ cts were enj oyi ng a div idend
of their own – the cou ntr y’s lowe s t traffic-
fa tality figure s in 39 years.

Tr ansport Cana da estim ates that 3,021 mo-
to r ve hicle drive rs, passeng ers, moto r cycli sts
and pedest ria ns were kil led on Cana da’s
roads in 1994, a 16 .1-per-cent decrea s e fr om
the 3,601 deaths recorded in 1993. It is the
coun try’s lowe s t tot al si nce 1955.

The dep artment’s dat a in d i c ate that the
1994 decli ne is par t of a gene r al tre n d that
bega n after 1973, when the record of 6,7 06
road deaths was set. By 1980, the annu al
tot al ha d dropped to 5,461 deaths, and by
1990 it fel l to 3,966.

Chris Wils on, directo r-gen eral of roa d
safety and moto r ve hicle reg ula t ion at Trans -
port Cana da, says the re are sev eral rea son s
fo r the decre ase but mos t of the cre dit has
to go to inc rea s ed seat-belt use.

He said sur veys show that more than 90
per cent of drive rs and passeng ers rou tin ely
buckle up today, and when seat-belt usage
ge ts that hig h ev en mos t high -risk drive rs,
su ch as you ng men, are wearing bel ts.

"That is when you begin to see dramati c
im prove ments," he said. As recently as 1986,
surveys showe d that only 63 per cent of
Cana dians were wearing seat bel ts.

The decli ne in traffic fat ali tie s is mos t vi-
sible in hospi tal eme rge n cy rooms. "I person-

ally hav e noti ced it, and I think mos t em er-
ge n cy phy sicia ns wou ld tel l you the same
thing," said Dr. Ala n Dr ummon d of Per th,
Ont., a past pre sid e n t of the Canadian As-
soci a t io n of Eme rge n cy Phy sicia ns.

Ja n Ahuj a, chief of eme rge n cy medicin e
at Ott awa’s Civ ic Hospi tal, said seat bel ts are
on e of eme rge n cy docto rs’ best friends. In
1974 , the year he graduated from medical
school , thei r us e wa s not mandato ry and
6, 290 people die d in col lisi ons. He att rib u t es
mos t of the 52-per-cent dro p si nce then to
the bel ts.

"The mos t seve re inj uries we see inv olve
people who get in troub le by hit t i ng a win d-
shield or steer ing whe el, or bei ng ej ect e d
fo llowing a col lisi on – the ver y things a seat
belt preve n t s ," he said.

Sa fety exper ts esi mat e the bel ts hav e pre-
ve n ted 16,000 deaths and 300,000 inj uries in
Cana da si nce 1980. Transport Cana da says
usage is now hig h in all provi nces. In a 1994
survey, Newfo undla n d le d with 95.7 per cent
usage, and Manitoba came last at 86.1 per
cent. The nation a l av erage was 90.1 per cent.

Mr. Wils on said air bag s have had an im-
pact on traffic safety, but it is stil l rela t ive ly
sm all becau se fewer than one in five cars on
the roa d in 1994 were equ ipped with them .

"Whe re we do expect them to make a dif-
fe renc e is in ter ms of maj or inj uries that
caus e long-ter m proble ms, such as los t jo b s,
li festyle change s and mar riage bre a kdowns.
Thos e numbers hav en’t been decli ning ver y
qu ickly – the re were 27,000 maj or inj uries
in 1985 and 25,000 in 1992. The decli ne is

encou rag ing, but it’s stil l sm all. I think air
bags may hav e an imp act by tur ning maj or
inju rie s in t o mino r on es."

Dougla s Beir nes s, directo r of infor mation
fo r the Ott awa -base d Tr affic Inj ury Res earch
Foun d ation, thinks traffic fat ali tie s may now
be approaching their lowe r li mit.

He said the auto indust ry recog n ized that
custome rs are int e rest e d in safety feature s and
move d to provi de them, but whet her drive rs
us e them pro perly is another que s tion.
Anti-lock brake s , which are now standard
on many cars, were expected to reduce the
number of accid e n t s becaus e they allow
drive rs to maint ain steer ing con trol when
brake s are appli ed, he said, "but this hasn’t
happen ed becau se people don’t know how
to use them pro perly".

And regardle ss of safety improve ments,
Dr. Ahuja said, a huge problem rem ain s.
"The maj ority of accid e n t s we see are stil l
rela ted to alc ohol use, and if I cou ld make
on e re commendation for change it wou ld be
in this are a."

A recent study, co-writ ten by Dr. Bei r-
ness, sup por ts that vie w. It fou nd that al-
mos t half of all drive rs kil led on Cana dian
roads in 1991 had been drinking, and 62 per
cent of them had a blood -alc ohol lev el of at
le ast 150 mil lig rams a de cilit re; the lega l
li mit is 80 mg/dl. The pro por tio n of heavi ly
im paired drive rs has actually inc rea s ed
si nce the 1970s, the study indicated .

Un til this drunk-drivi ng problem is sol ved,
ma ny phy sicia ns say, it won’t matt e r how
safe auto makers make their cars.
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