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Traffic deaths surged in New York during pandemic; drivers prone to 'riskier' behavior?

Thomas C. Zambito
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Deaths from traffic accidents surged in
New York state between 2019 and 2022,
despite fewer vehicles on the road,
according to a new report by a
transportation research group.

There were 1,148 traffic fatalities in the
state last year, compared to 931 in 2019,
a 23% increase, according to the
nonprofit TRIP.

The New York findings track with an
increase in traffic fatality rates across the
U.S. during the pandemic. Nationally,
traffic fatalities went from 36,096 in 2019
to 42,795 in 2022, a 19% jump. However,
the 2022 total was a small improvement
from 2021 when there were 42,939
fatalities.

Similarly, New York’s 2022 total was
down slightly from 2021 when there were
1,157 fatalities on state roads.

Nationally, vehicle traffic is 1% below what it
was in 2019, a study concluded. But the rate of
traffic fatalities, per 100 million vehicle miles of
travel, has risen from 1.11 in 2019 to 1.35 last
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Why the increase?
Federal safety experts say drivers have
been engaging in riskier behavior —
speeding, driving under the influence of
alcohol and drugs, and not wearing seat
belts — since the start of the pandemic in
2020.
A 2022 AAA Foundation for Traffic Safety
report, based on a 2020 survey of drivers,
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found a parallel between risky behavior
and drivers who ventured out during the
pandemic.

Another $34 billion was for economic
costs like insurance, emergency services
and property damage.

“It is possible that many of the
individuals who were willing to
travel — and even increase their
travel — despite the health risks
associated with the pandemic
were already more willing than
average to take other risks,” the
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AAAFTS report found.
Between 2019 and 2022, there
was a 22% increase in the
number of people killed in
alcohol-related crashes
reported to police, according to
the National Highway Traffic
Safety Administration. And
during the same time frame,
there was a 20% increase in the
number of deaths of
passengers not wearing
seatbelts.

Are there more cars on

the road now?

Nationally, vehicle traffic is 1%
below what it was in 2019
before the pandemic started,
the TRIP study concluded.

But nationally the rate of traffic

Traffic deaths surged in New York state during
the pandemic; a variety of factors are blames

Congestion
pricing toll
plan clears
new hurdle

Feds sign off on MTA
report; NJ governor
weighs legal options

Audio could
weaken
Trump’s
assertions

fatalities, per 100 million vehicle
miles of travel, has ticked
upward, from 1.11 in 2019 to
1.35 last year, a slight
improvement over last year’'s
1.35.

New York has seen a 39%

increase in fatalities per 100
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million vehicle miles, from .75 in
2019 to 1.04 last year, down from 1.06 in
2021.

New York’s vehicle miles of travel in 2022
was 9% below 2019 levels. Between 2019
and last year, vehicle miles went from 124
billion to 112 billion. Last year’s total was
up from 2021 when the state tallied nearly
107 billion miles of travel.

Is there a financial impact ?

The TRIP survey estimates serious traffic
crashes in New York caused $136 billion
in so-called societal harm. That total
includes $102 billion in quality-of-life costs
like physical impairment, reduced life
span and physical pain.

What can be done?

The U.S. Department of Transportation’s
National Roadway Safety Strategy is
encouraging state and local officials to
educate drivers about speeding and
impaired driving. It's also pushing officials
to design safer roadways.

“The approaches to transportation safety
that got us to this point are clearly not
delivering the impact they once did,” said
Jake Nelson, AAA’s director of traffic
safety advocacy and research. “With
record-setting investment in our nation’s
transportation system, we have a real-
time opportunity to leverage it to turn the
tide on traffic deaths and serious injuries
among road users.”
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