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Nothing is more gratifying than knowing that your 
work has the potential to save lives. That feeling 
was shared by everyone attending this year’s Traffic 
Safety Conference, organized by the Center for 
Transportation Safety (CTS).

Law enforcement, elected officials, health and 
emergency medical experts, national and state 
transportation leaders, and traffic-safety experts and 
researchers helped with the conference by “Putting 
the Pieces Together.” The conference made it very 
clear that we have separate but equally critical roles in 
saving lives.

CTS is dedicating this issue of SafetyNET to the 
conference. As you’ll see, there were some very 
emotional stories about lost loved ones, but — 
perhaps as important — there was also shared 
hope that our goal of improving traffic safety will be 
accomplished.

Thanks go to all the dedicated employees of CTS 
that organized the conference. Thanks also go to the 
attendees and the sponsors of the conference: the 
Texas Department of Transportation and the Texas Department of Public Safety. Without their 
unified participation, the conference would not have been a success.

John Mounce, director, Center for Transportation Safety
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Several speakers at the 2010 Traffic Safety Conference shared the tragedy of losing a loved one with the 
200 people attending the second statewide forum organized by the Texas Transportation Institute’s (TTI’s) 
Center for Transportation Safety. The conference, with the theme “Putting the Pieces Together,” was held in 
Dallas March 29-31.

“One of the things that struck me in this conference is how easy it is to talk about more than 35,000 lives 
lost [the number of U.S. traffic fatalities in 2008],” said TTI Agency Director Dennis Christiansen. “But the 
number of people we had at the conference who had the personal experience of loss in their family puts a 
very human face on this.”

Christiansen moderated the final session of the conference, which touched upon most of the topics that 
were examined during the previous sessions: distracted driving, motorcycle safety, changing the driving 

culture, wrong-way driving, red-light cameras and — the 
subject that seemed to dominate the discussion — drunk or 
impaired driving.

“My husband was killed by a wrong-way, impaired driver in 
1991 about 15 miles from here, ” Laura Dean-Mooney, the 
national president of Mothers Against Drunk Driving (MADD), 
told the attendees.  “This is the reason I came to MADD and 
the reason I continue to do what I do…so other families 
don’t get impacted like mine was.”  According to the National 
Highway Transportation Safety Administration, impaired 
driving accounted for almost 40 percent of the total 2008 
Texas fatalities.

“It’s an embarrassing thing to think we have so many fatalities 
related to DWI and at the same time knowing there is a 
remedy to this…but we are not willing to take the steps 
necessary to correct it, ” Sen. John Carona said during the 
roundtable discussion about sobriety checkpoints. “This 
[legislation allowing Texas to conduct them] is long overdue.”

Rep. Todd Smith suggested there is a cultural element involved in checkpoint opposition. “We have a lot 
of people in this state who believe there is a right to drive while drinking,” he said. “I don’t know how to 
explain that.”

The Traffic Safety Conference brought together traffic experts, policy makers, law enforcement and 
researchers with “a common interest in traffic safety, but [who] bring very different approaches, skills, 
information and tools to solve the puzzle that is traffic safety,” Christiansen said.

The ultimate goal of the forum was to share the latest information about what is killing and injuring 
motorists in Texas and ways to reduce those numbers.

House Transportation Committee Vice Chairman Rep. Larry Phillips lost a college roommate in a traffic 
crash. “We have got to work together to change the culture of safety in Texas,” he said during the 
conference. “It’s a huge task. We’ve got to start sometime. How about now?”

Preventable Traffic Deaths Examined at CTS Conference

We have got to work together to change the culture of 
safety in Texas. It’s a huge task. We’ve got 

to start sometime. How about now?

-Rep. Larry Phillips
Vice Chairman House Transportation Committee

Senator John Carona, the National President of MADD Laura Dean-Mooney, 
and TTI Director Dennis Christiansen were part of the final session of the 
2010 Traffic Safety Conference.
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Sobriety Checkpoints, Impaired Driving in Texas

An estimated 400 lives could be saved each year 
in Texas with the aid of sobriety checkpoints. 
Even so, state lawmakers have never voted 
on the issue. Session after session, sobriety-
checkpoint legislation fails to make it out of 
committee. Only 12 states, including Texas, do 
not allow them.

“It’s quite offensive to me that the failure of 
state lawmakers to act is preventing local 
communities from doing what we know works 
better than any other law-enforcement tool 
in saving lives,” said Rep. Todd Smith, who 
has repeatedly authored sobriety-checkpoint 
legislation.

Smith made the comments during the 2010 
Traffic Safety Conference, organized by the 
Center for Transportation Safety. “Polls show that 
65 to 70 percent of the public support [sobriety 
checkpoints],” he said.

Smith’s legislation would allow communities 
to conduct checkpoints if they follow specific 
guidelines. For example, 
the time and location of the 
sobriety checkpoints would 
have to be made public. 
Even with advance warning, 
proponents say checkpoints 
would be beneficial in keeping 
drinking drivers off the road.

“You won’t see a lot of arrests, 
but you will see alcohol-related 
crashes reduced,” Deputy 
Chief Joseph Costa of the 
Dallas County Sheriff’s Office 
said. In Massachusetts, where 
he helped conduct sobriety 
checkpoints, impaired-driving 
crashes were reduced by 20 
percent. Costa predicts Texas 
will eventually join the other 38 
states that allow them.

“An impaired driver has probably driven drunk 
87 times before being arrested,” Amadeo Saenz, 
executive director of the Texas Department 
of Transportation (TxDOT), said during the 
opening session of the conference. “That’s scary.”

Proponents say sobriety checkpoints act as 
a deterrent. Georgia Chakiris, the Region 
VI administrator for the National Highway 
Transportation Safety Administration (NHTSA), 
said checkpoints have been successful in 
changing people’s behavior. She calls drunk 

driving “the most often committed dangerous 
crime in America.”

Of the more than 3,000 Texas traffic deaths 
recorded in 2008, more than 1,200 of them were 
attributed to impaired driving. As a result of the 
high number of alcohol-related fatalities and 
the rate of these fatalities per 100 million miles 
traveled, Texas — for the first time — has been 
designated a Special Management Review State 
by NHTSA. TxDOT Traffic Safety Program Director 
Terry Pence made the announcement during 
the conference.

“We have seen our rate of impaired-driving 
fatalities per 100 million miles traveled declining 
in Texas, but the rate is not declining at the same 
rate that the rest of the country is experiencing,” 
Pence said. As part of the review, a NHTSA team 
will analyze the state’s program for alcohol 
and other drug countermeasures and could 
make recommendations for improvements. The 
analysis will be conducted in time to share the 
results with legislators before the next session.

“Checkpoints reflect the value of a society,” 
Carl McDonald, Mothers Against Drunk Driving 
program manager, said. “So, here we are in Texas. 
Are we valuing the lives of our citizens?”

In his conference presentation, McDonald 
showed the photo of a five-year-old girl who 
died soon after the picture was taken after being 
hit by a drunk driver. “She did not live to see the 
age of six,” he said. “This, ladies and gentlemen, 
is my daughter.”

State Rep. Todd Smith has repeatedly authored sobriety-checkpoint legislation.
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The rapid rise in motorcycle fatalities in Texas in recent years has spawned an examination of their causes 
and a law requiring new motorcyclists to take a safety training course. An awareness campaign has also 
been implemented as experts focus on education in an effort to end the alarming number of motorcycle 
deaths and injuries.

In 2008, there was a 31 percent increase in fatalities — 529 deaths compared to 404 in 2007. “That 
represents 15 percent of the total number of motor-vehicle fatalities, yet 
there’s only 2 percent of the people using motorcycles,” Amadeo Saenz, 
executive director of the Texas Department of Transportation (TxDOT), said 
during the opening session of the 2010 Traffic Safety Conference.

In part, Saenz attributed the rise in deaths to the increased popularity of 
motorcycles.

But other speakers pointed to the lack of helmets as a contributing factor. 
Texas is one of 29 states without a mandatory helmet law.

“I’ve ridden all over the southern half of the United States, and it’s just 
unbelievable the people who will ride with little or no protection,” said 
motorcycle enthusiast Captain Shawn Scullin of the Texas Department of 
Public Safety. “The biggest thing we can do to start bringing the fatalities 
down is to get the helmets back on the riders.”

The Texas helmet law was repealed in 1997.

Sen. John Corona, who authored legislation requiring rider training courses, 
agrees that helmets save lives. “I wish we could reach a consensus on the 
helmet law,” he said at the conference. “There is a faction of riders who 
strongly believe it to be their right [not to wear helmets]. ” Corona said he 
does not think there is enough support among legislators to pass a new 
mandatory helmet law.

But health experts point out, in addition to increasing the number of deaths, 
the lack of a helmet law is a financial burden on everyone.

“It’s always interesting to hear the argument why people should not be 
required to wear helmets,” Linda Jones of the Texas Department of State 
Health Services said. “It’s our public tax dollars that will be supporting you for 
the rest of your life for your traumatic brain injury.”

Alcohol use among motorcyclists is also considered a major problem. 

“Unfortunately, of all the motorcycle fatalities about 36 percent are legally 
intoxicated at the time of their deaths,” Terry Pence, TxDOT Traffic Safety 
Program director, told attendees at the conference.

But Pence is optimistic about the ongoing efforts to improve motorcycle 
safety in Texas. He applauded the work done through motorcycle-safety 
forums organized by the Center for Transportation Safety, including a 
motorcycle-safety coalition that was formed as a result of those annual 
meetings. He also mentioned the awareness program “Look.Learn.Live.” 
(http://www.looklearnlive.org), which educates the public about the problem.

“There is a lot of effort underway,” Pence said.

(Preliminary data for 2009 show a significant drop in motorcycle deaths in Texas and across the nation. 
Experts suggest some of the decline in fatalities could be related to economic factors.)

TxDOT Executive Director Amadeo Saenz said, “[Motorcycle 
deaths] represent 15 percent of the total number of motor-
vehicle fatalities, yet there’s only 2 percent of the people using 
motorcycles.”

Conference Tackles Motorcycle-Safety Issues

TxDOT Traffic Safety Program Director Terry Pence talks about 
motorcycle safety during the conference.

Captain Shawn Scullin takes part in a roundtable discussion about 
traffic safety issues.
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With virtually every 
American owning a cell 
phone today, distracted 
driving has emerged as 
one of the nation’s most 
debated safety issues. As 
Georgia Chakiris, Region 
VI administrator of the 
National Highway Traffic 
Safety Administration, 
pointed out during 
the opening session of 
the 2010 Traffic Safety 
Conference, “Young 
people can’t eat dinner or 
brush their teeth without 
texting.”

In fact, many of us can’t 
drive without our cell 
phones readily available. 
And that’s where the debate begins.

During a roundtable discussion at the 
conference, Sen. John Corona advocated a 
balanced approach to legislation. “In this age of 
rapidly changing and improving technology,” he 
said, “we are going to have to look at changes 
in laws that provide a safer driving environment 
but don’t disallow altogether the use of 
technology.”

However, David Teater of the National Safety 
Council said the time has come to consider a ban 
on cell phones while driving. “Cell-phone use 
is the cause of 28 percent of all crashes. That’s 
a pretty compelling case against this rapidly 
escalating new threat to public health,” he said.

Teater, who was the keynote speaker at the 
conference luncheon, got involved with the 
distracted-driving issue after his 12-year-old son 
was killed in 2004 by a 20-year-old woman on 
her cell phone who ran a red light.

Teater cited findings from some of the more 
than 100 studies that examined the danger of 
cell-phone use while driving:

        •  Human error is the cause of 70 to 93 
           percent of all traffic crashes.
        •  You are 400 times more likely to crash 
           when using a cell phone.
        •  At any given time, 11 percent of all drivers 
           are on a cell phone.
        •  There is no difference in safety between 
           handheld and hands-free devices. 
        •  Drivers using cell phones have slower 
           reaction times and are more likely to get in 
           a crash than drunk drivers.

Teater said that cell-phone use causes 
“inattention blindness” — the inability of drivers 
to see what’s happening in their field of vision.

Last year, the National Safety Council called 
for a nationwide ban on cell-phone use while 
driving and urged employers to enact policies 
restricting their use. “It was a very bold step, 
and I think it helped to move the agenda along,” 
Teater said.

Distracted-Driving Debate: Personal Freedoms versus Safety Concerns

In this age of rapidly improving technology we 
are going to have to look at changes in laws that 

provide a safer driving environment but don’t 
disallow altogether the use of technology.

-Sen. John Corona

The National Safety Council’s David Teater was the keynote speaker at the confer-
ence luncheon, where he spoke about distracted driving. After the death of his son, he 
became a strong proponent of banning cell phone use while driving.
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It’s called one of the greatest public-health success stories of all time. The use of safety belts has saved 
countless lives since they became standard equipment in automobiles in the 1960s.

Even though it’s clear that safety belts are life savers, a large percentage of people killed in traffic 
crashes were not buckled up.

“In Texas, we still see that 46 percent of our fatalities are unbuckled. That means 
— given that safety belts are 50 percent effective — we could save half of those 
people if they were buckled up,” Georgia Chakiris, the Region VI administrator 
for the National Highway Transportation Safety Administration, said during the 
opening session of the Traffic Safety Conference. 

When the first safety-belt survey was conducted in Texas in 1985, only 14 percent 
of drivers and passengers were using safety belts. But after the safety-belt law 
was enacted that same year, the usage rate jumped to 65 percent. The most 
recent safety-belt survey in 2009 showed a usage rate of 92.9 percent.

Katie Womack, manager of the Center for Transportation Safety Behavioral 
Research Group, says the Texas Transportation Institute has conducted safety-
belt surveys for 25 years. “We began doing nighttime-use surveys a couple of 
years ago and confirmed that fewer nighttime drivers and passengers use safety 
belts. Previous surveys show the later it gets, the lower the belt use,” she said.
The graph below represents the percent of seat-belt usage during daytime and 
nighttime (before midnight but after dark); data were collected in 10 cities in 
2009.
 
According to Chakiris, nighttime drivers and their passengers, rural drivers, 
drivers of pick-up trucks, and teenagers are those most likely not to use safety 
belts. “We wonder why [teenagers don’t buckle up] because they grew up in 
child safety seats…but somewhere in the teenage year we lose them, and we 
need to do a lot more to remind them.”

In Texas, beginning last September, the mandatory safety-belt law applied to 
everyone in the vehicle, not just drivers and front-seat passengers. Data are not 
yet available to determine if the new legislation has saved lives. In 2008, 183 
unbuckled back-seat passengers were killed.

The Safety-Belt Success Story: More Education Needed

Georgia Chakiris, the Region VI administrator 
for the National Highway Transportation Safety 
Administration speaks about the importance of safety 
belts during the opening session of the conference.
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When traffic-safety 
experts get together, 
the subject of “changing 
the driving culture” is 
always discussed. In fact, 
it was an entire session 
at the 2010 Traffic Safety 
Conference, moderated 
by Senior Research 
Scientist Quinn Brackett.

“We have made so many 
improvements in the 
area of traffic safety, but 
our fatality rates have 
leveled off in the last 
decade,” Brackett says. 
“The only way to make 
real progress now is to 
change the way we think 
about driving.”

One of the programs making a big difference in 
Texas is called “Teens in the Driver Seat” (TDS), a 
driver awareness program organized by the Texas 
Transportation Institute (TTI).

“We have begun to apply the thinking that’s 
necessary to change our driving culture with 
efforts like our TDS initiative,” TTI Agency Director 
Dennis Christiansen said during the opening 
session of the conference. “Through the power of 
peer influence, TDS is generating interest across 
the state and the nation, and the data suggest it’s 
working.”

TDS has been implemented in 300 schools in Texas 
but has spread to high schools in two other states. 
The students themselves conduct the program, 
helping other students realize the dangers of 
driving at night, speeding and having too many 
distractions.

“Enforcement is great. It’s a big part of what we 
talk about,” Rep. Larry Phillips said during the 
conference. “But we still have to have a culture of 
safety in the state.”

Brackett agrees and notes that education is the 
only real way to make significant changes. “Look 
at the progress that’s been made in the area of 
drinking and driving and seat belts. But, we know 
that education takes a long time because certain 
driving behaviors are ingrained in our society.”

Brackett is a proponent of beginning driving 
discussions in elementary schools. “Reaching kids 
before they actually get behind the wheel makes a 
lot of sense,” he says.

Captain Shawn Scullin of the Texas Department of 
Public Safety agrees. “The sooner you get the ideas 
implanted in people’s minds of what responsible 
behavior is [the better]. That is your long-term 
solution to deal with the problem of getting 
people at an early age to accept responsibility for 
their decisions.”

Driving-Culture Changes Possible Through Education, Awareness Program

We have made so many improvements in the area of 
traffic safety, but our fatality rates have leveled off in 
the last decade. The only way to make real progress 

now is to change the way we think about driving.

-Dr. Quinn Brackett
Senior Research Scientist at TTI

State Rep. Larry Phillips addresses attendees at the Traffic Safety Conference.
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Other News: CTS Advisory Council Meets in College Station

Center for Transportation Safety (CTS) Advisory Council members were briefed on current efforts, past 
accomplishments and future initiatives during their day-long meeting at the Gibb Gilchrist Building 
in February. “You are essential to what we do,” Texas Transportation Institute Agency Director Dennis 
Christiansen told the members. “It’s important that we get your guidance and input.”

The 10 CTS Advisory Council members meet every 18 months. They represent law enforcement, public 
health, state and federal government, municipalities, insurance agencies, transportation engineering, 
and education. Their expertise in various fields helps direct the center’s actions.

Members of the CTS Advisory Council are: 
       •  Al Alonzi, assistant division administrator for the Federal Highway Administration,
       •  Dr. Joseph D. Blaschke, president of Transportation Engineering Analysts, 
       •  Jeff Kaufman of the Houston-Galveston Area Council,
       •  Chief John Madden, deputy assistant director for the Texas Department of Public Safety, 
       •  Frank Marrero, regional program manager for the National Highway Transportation Safety 
          Administration - Region VI,
       •  Dr. J. Steven Moore, executive associate dean and professor of Environmental and Occupational   
           Health at the Texas A&M School of Rural Public Health,
       •  Beth Ramirez, program manager for the City of Dallas Transportation Management Systems, 
       •  Carol Rawson, director of the Traffic Operations Division at the Texas Department of   
          Transportation, 
       •  Ronnie L. Vandiver, Texas marketing manager for State Farm Insurance, and 
       •  Dr. Arnold “Arnie” Vedlitz, Bullock Chair in Government and Pubic Policy director at the Institute 
          for Science, Technology and Public Policy at Texas A&M University.

CTS Director John Mounce provided the members with an overview of the center including its history, 
current and past activities, staff, and structure. “CTS’s mission is to effect a reduction in travel fatalities 
and injuries sustained by motorists on Texas highways and to serve as a focal point for research, 
education and collaboration to achieve that goal,” he said.  “There has been a declining number of fatal 
traffic crashes in Texas since the inception of CTS.”

Mounce told the members that the center’s current initiatives involve traffic-law enforcement, 
vulnerable road users, distracted driving, changing the traffic-safety culture and the implementation of 
highway safety corridors.


