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Year after year, millions of accidents occur on the roads and streets of Ibero-America
, causing hundreds of thousands of deaths and injuries both minor and serious. 


For many decades, each country, regardless of its geography, languages, customs and economic situation, has suffered the consequences of this scourge, with increasing numbers of victims and associated costs.

 However, this issue only seems to raise public alarm when media headlines appear after an accident involving a famous person or celebrity (usually a sportsperson, artist or politician), or when several people have been injured and/or killed in an accident, especially if children are among the victims.

Then the search begins for the culprits of the accident or the reasons for accidents in general, myths and phobias often being confused with facts and aspects of reality.
Short-term measures immediately arise, often “copied” from other realities. Such measures are not always analysed correctly by road safety experts, little attention being paid to their consequences in the system or to whether they will actually produce the desired result. 

This sensationalism and the lack of professionalism in decision-making processes increase distrust, misinformation, the handling of data without scientific verification and the coining of unfortunate phrases such as “there’s nothing that be can be done about accidents”.
Neither is there an abundance of serious national road safety plans (as opposed to mere declarations) and, barring the odd exception, those that exist are often short-lived owing to structural or budgetary limitations.
In much of Latin America, accident prevention is neglected in favour of other vitally important social issues such as poverty, unemployment, transmittable diseases, food shortages, economic crises, etc., which tend to account for practically all the management effort of governments.
An example of this is the relative insignificance of many road safety agencies within the State government structure and, in particular, the lack of resources available for implementing policies or carrying out specific actions.

Fortunately, this situation is gradually improving thanks to the emergence of relatively strong institutions, coherent and ongoing campaigns, national plans with allocated resources and various road infrastructure and control actions with a certain degree of coordination. 

  
Part of this reality is the lack of a real awareness of the actual problem we are facing, either due it being such a complex and extremely dynamic social phenomenon, or because of the absence of reliable and consistent official information about the victims and associated costs of traffic accidents.

In order to be able to tackle the problem and devise road safety improvement programmes, it is essential to have reliable data and statistics that reflect the magnitude and characteristics of each country’s accident rate. This information is extremely valuable when it comes to defining strategies to deal with this problem effectively.


During the course of conferences and/or awareness-raising campaigns, accident statistics or indicators corresponding to different cities, countries or periods of time are often compared with a view to assessing campaign results, carrying out control actions or implementing other types of specific measures. However, such information rarely offers a sufficient degree of accuracy or reliability for comparative purposes, either because it does not cover the entire country or because it corresponds to a one-off study carried out by a particular institution, without offering opportunities to respond in the short term (Ref. 4 and 5).
Although this may appear to be a simple matter, it becomes more problematic when we focus on the units of measurements used. It seems obvious that there should be no difficulty involved in determining what we mean by ‘accident’, or ‘traffic accident fatality’, ‘serious injury’, ‘minor injury’, etc., but reality shows us that it is possible to find different definitions for the same concepts in different countries.

Since the beginning of this century, Spain’s Directorate General of Traffic (DGT, Dirección General de Tráfico) has been making a constant effort to exchange information and good practices among the different countries of Latin America, among other reasons due to the commencement of the reciprocal exchange of driving licences following the arrival of large numbers of Latin-American immigrants.
In 2007, the DGT undertook an in-depth study, coordinated by Milagro del Arroyo González Pintado, of road safety practice in the countries of Ibero-America. (Ref. 3)

 This study is the continuation of other reports relating to driving licence exchange and the comparison between the traffic terms, laws and signs used on either side of the Atlantic (Ref. 1 and 2).
The study covered the following topics: legal framework, organization, management and control of national authorities, road safety and accident prevention campaigns and issue of driving licences. 

A fundamental part of the study was the analysis of the available information relating to the accident rate in each one of the countries, accident data collection methods and the processing of these data.

The study consisted of two stages, one documental the other empirical (field study). During the first stage, information was gathered from the Internet, research projects or conference papers and personal telephone enquiries to relevant national authorities. Thus, it involved consulting official and non-official pages relating to traffic, road safety and accident statistics, and reviewing papers presented by authorities or experts during the annual conferences which the DGT has been organizing since 2002, in Santa Cruz de la Sierra (Bolivia), Antigua (Guatemala), Cartagena de Indias (Colombia), Quito (Ecuador) and Córdoba (Argentina).

Once the data had been gathered and systematized, the different realities were comparatively analysed and their characteristics were specified in the respective publication (Ref. 3).
The second part of the study involved visiting 12 Latin American countries (Argentina, Brazil, Chile, Cuba, Ecuador, El Salvador, Mexico, Panama, Paraguay, Peru, Dominican Republic and Uruguay) in order to observe the way in which road safety problems are addressed and tackled, thus making it possible to compare the information gathered previously with the empirical evidence acquired “in situ”.

Here it is worth highlighting the phenomenon of urban concentration in Latin America, where there are more than 50 cities or metropolitan regions with over one million inhabitants.
  Two of these metropolises have a population of approximately 20 million (Mexico City and Sao Paolo in Brazil), while Greater Buenos Aires (Argentina) and Rio de Janeiro (Brazil) have 11 and 12 million inhabitants, respectively. 

Due to the size of these cities and their role as centres of economic, social and political-administrative activity in their respective countries, actions carried out there have a significant impact on national road safety. It is in these urban areas where most people learn to drive, where driving licences are processed and, above all, where most road traffic is to be found.


Some of the results of the study as regards accident rate figures were as follows: 

· The available data and information relating to road safety come from a wide variety of sources and are processed and presented in many different ways. For example, the number of accident fatalities comes from the national or local police authority, forensic medicine reports, Health Ministry statistics and/or figures consolidated by jurisdictional traffic authorities. On other occasions data were obtained from public statistics institutes, insurance companies or non-governmental organizations engaged in road safety-related activities. It was not always possible to detect a systematization of the data collection process (forms, staff training) or the existence of (updated) historical series.
· The accident data collection systems suffer from various drawbacks. There is sometimes more than one data collection form, more or less complete, albeit only partially used (local, a certain geographical or administrative jurisdiction) and very often without trained staff or IT resources for form-filling, verification and processing purposes. Furthermore, different mortality figures were observed for the same country, even when these figures were provided by the State’s public authorities. In some cases the inconsistencies can be explained according to the definition of ‘accident fatality’ (in situ or up to one year later), whereas in other cases they are due to the different jurisdictions in which the accidents occurred (highways, urban area…), or simply because different periods are being compared.

· If we consider only the official sources, and without taking any correction factor into account
, nearly 80,000 people a year die in traffic accidents in Ibero- America. 

· Similar problems are encountered when collecting data relating to the number of registered vehicles in each country: in some countries this information is centralized, whereas in others it depends on the country’s territorial structure. Furthermore, records are not always refined (obsolete vehicles, for example), and not all of them include motorcycles and mopeds. The total number of automotive vehicles in all the Ibero-American countries combined exceeds 140 million.
· When it comes to generating indicators of accident fatalities per population or per vehicle for comparative purposes, considerable caution should be exercised. Mathematically, they are quotients in which both the numerator and the denominator are affected by significant errors (nearly 50%), which would produce figures with a low degree of representativeness.  
Given the situation described above, the aims of the future Ibero-American Road Safety Association (Asociación Iberoamericana de Seguridad Vial) are expected to include, on a par with other similar organizations, being able to rely on reliable safety indicators that will not only allow it to raise awareness of the problem, but also help establish effective and efficient road safety plans in the different countries.


For these purposes, it is worth clarifying what purpose road safety indicators serve, in general terms. Then we will consider some relatively simple proposals for immediate implementation on the part of road safety institutions. Finally, we will relate four interesting indicator experiences in Spain, Brazil, Chile and Mexico.
What purpose do indicators serve?
· Indicators are a source of information for road safety authorities, enabling them to make more effective and efficient decisions, and allowing them to assess trends and focus efforts and investment according to the success or failure of certain actions: public awareness campaigns, identifying the most suitable periods for carrying out speed checks or breath tests, demonstrating the risks of certain types of vehicles, or devising adequate driving test systems. In short, the more we know about the problem, the more effective the proposed solutions will be.

· Determining accident-prone road sections, black spots or highly dangerous intersections. Identifying road network locations where the risk of accidents is significantly higher than the average section or intersection of similar characteristics, and where an improvement to the infrastructure or control system is expected to effectively reduce the accident rate.
It should be emphasised here that not having accurate and consistent information about certain aspects of a region’s accident rate in no way invalidates the execution of campaigns or plans that include prevention aspects whose effectiveness has been amply demonstrated in other countries. Such is the case of the use of safety belts and protective helmets or speed checks and breath tests.  

However, it is also necessary to understand that the problem should not be simplified by introducing a law on, for example, the compulsory use of helmets without assessing the range and quality of products available on the market, or by proposing a points-based driving licence system without an adequate driver database.  
Immediate proposals regarding road safety indicators
1. Defining the authority/authorities responsible for primary collection and enhancement of accident data and allocation of human, material and economic resources. In principle, national (and local) police forces would appear to be the most suitable bodies for in situ accident data collection. Subsequently, the health authorities would be in charge of monitoring. It is also advisable for  road network administrators (public or private) to participate through concessions, and this assignation should be given due legal form. 
2. Designing and using a single, simple and attractive form for accident data collection purposes. This would include defining the different terms and concepts used (glossary), as well as recommended form-filling and data verification methods. It will also be necessary to train the personnel responsible for these aspects (Ref. 6 and 7).
3. Creating common accident rate indicators for all the purposes mentioned here. These indicators could form part of not only the specific publications, but also the regular statistical reports issued by the official institutes of each country or region.
4. Developing geographical information systems with accident rate data at local, regional and national level. These systems offer friendly interfaces for the management efforts of control and infrastructure authorities.    
Interesting experiences
Spain
A few years ago, the DGT’s National Road Safety Observatory (Observatorio Nacional de Seguridad Vial) started producing an interesting publication containing key traffic accident data and their evolution. (See www.dgt.es)
These reports present, in a very attractive way, the main figures, the trends of the absolute values and the indicators (per vehicle and per population), together with a more detailed analysis according to place, time, person or vehicle and contributing factors (speed, alcohol, distractions, helmet and safety belt).


Finally, they analyse Spain’s situation in the European context, outlining an intelligent strategy and highlighting its achievements (points-based driving licence, radars), showing the paths to follow, and drawing comparisons with successful experiences in cases where results have been less positives.


Equally interesting are the annual action plans, which contain the measures to be carried out each year by the institution(s) responsible for their implementation. For the purpose of monitoring these activities, implementation rate and goal achievement indicators have been defined, thus permitting rapid rectification of errors and reallocation of human or material resources.
The 2006 plan, for example, contained 10 main areas of activity, one of which proposed improving the collection, processing, analysis and dissemination of road safety data by developing the ARENA programme. This proposes the computerized collection of the Civil Guard Traffic Authority’s (Agrupación de Tráfico de la Guardia Civil) traffic accident data, including training for users, reviewing reports in urban areas and incorporating a geographical information system. (Ref. 8)
Brazil

In Brazil, due to its size and administrative organization, it is not easy to keep a unified record of traffic accidents. Problems arise during the data collection process due to the numerous jurisdictions and organizations that intervene (municipalities, States, Police Forces) and during the subsequent processing of the information gathered.  

The executive body in charge of traffic at national level (DENATRAN) publishes on its website a complete set of statistics including fatalities in situ. It also reproduces the total number of deaths -including those which occur after the event- according to data provided by the Ministry of Health. (See www.denatran.gov.br).  


In 2006, the new National Register of Traffic Accidents and Statistics (RENAEST, Registro Nacional de Accidentes y Estadísticas de Tránsito) replaced the existing one. The register is coordinated by the National Traffic Department (DENATRAN) and involves all the organizations and agencies of the National Traffic System (SNT, Sistema Nacional de Tránsito). It is also integrated in the national vehicle (RENAVAM) and driver (RENACH) databases.


The RENAEST establishes methods for recording and analysing road safety-related variables and their evolution, for the purpose of carrying out studies and research projects which facilitate decision-making processes and ensure the correct orientation and implementation of the actions and measures undertaken.

The data are collected, in register form, by the different organizations throughout the vast national territory and subsequently homologated to produce a national database. Two homologations are carried out to consolidate the data, the first at the level of the 26 states and the federal district of Brasilia, and the second at federal level by DENATRAN.
The executive bodies and agencies of the municipalities involved, together with the military police corps and the Federal Rodoviária Police, supply the basic accident data.

Given the problems involved in gathering data, a distance learning system has been designed and implemented (Internet, CD-ROM and/or printed manual), which includes forms, basic concepts (glossary), data collection, consistency analysis, processing and interpretation. 
Chile


In Chile, the national police force (Carabineros) is the institution in charge of gathering data within 24 hours of a traffic accident, processing the data through an internal system, preparing statistics, and disseminating the results in annual publications, regular reports and via Internet. The Ministry of Health also provides figures relating to fatalities and injured persons in accordance with internationally recommended methodologies.

The National Traffic Safety Commission (CONASET, Comisión Nacional de Seguridad de Tránsito), the leading national road safety authority of high international standing among its peers, enhances the information provided by the Carabineros and the Ministry of Health, devises policies and generates specific prevention actions. (See www.conaset.cl).
One of the most recent initiatives is the Traffic Safety Index (INSETRA, Índice de Seguridad en el Tránsito), which, together with CEPAL, has been used in Chilean cities since 2004, and there are plans to extend its use to other countries in the region.

The INSETRA consists of two types of measurements: of result, i.e. accidents which have occurred, and of contributing factors, through observations of risks in situ. Once the data have been processed, indicators from 0 (worst situation) to 100% are generated. These indicators are used to help determine which aspects need to be addressed and the investment required for awareness-raising campaigns, infrastructure works, control on public thoroughfares or any other preventive measure related to road safety. 

By way of example, the work carried out in 2007 concluded that Chile needs to improve technical inspection of vehicles and street signs, and to promote the enforcement of safety belt use, among other recommendations. 

Mexico

The “Atlas de la seguridad vial en México” is a very interesting road safety atlas produced by the Geography Institute of the National Autonomous University of Mexico (IGG-UNAM, Instituto de Geografía de la Universidad Nacional Autónoma de México), with the support of the Pan-American Health Organization, the Ministry of Health and the National Council for Prevention of Accidents (CONAPRA).
A cartographic database was filled with all the road network information, physical, social and economic characteristics with available data in official sources of the different States, including, obviously, traffic accidents. 

This cartography is extremely useful for carrying out prevention analyses and drawing up contingence plans. It contains three types of maps:

· General: with physical, geographical and socioeconomic characteristics.
· Thematic: accidents in urban areas, suburban areas and in the federal road network.
· Analytical: with deaths according to usual residence, place of occurrence and hazard ratings, in the different areas.
A geographical information system has also been developed for awareness and prevention, with data provided by the Mexico City Public Safety Department.

The aim is to identify, locate and characterize the territorial patterns of traffic accidents in Mexico City, and thereby determine the actions that need to be taken to prevent them (infrastructure, control, etc.).

Modern geographical information systems, packages and statistical tools were used to process tens of thousands of records with variables related to types of accidents, vehicles and people involved. These techniques permit the identification of groups with similar statistical and territorial behaviour patterns in order to regionalize and prioritize preventive actions (Ref. 9).
Conclusion


Relatively low-cost and easy-to-implement initiatives make it possible to start designing integrated systems of data collection, data processing and accident rate indicator dissemination. All that is required is the determination of the various institutions which already work and allocate human and material resources to help achieve the common goals that will benefit everybody.


Thus, provided that these indicators are treated with professionalism and responsibility, they will be transformed from mere numbers into genuine precursors of effective prevention measures.
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� Ibero-America includes the countries of Latin America plus Andorra, Spain and Portugal, with a total population of over 580 million.


� The chosen countries represent more than 80% of the population of Ibero-America, nearly 90% of the registered vehicles and over 80% of traffic accident fatalities.


� The Federative Republic of Brazil has 18 and the United Mexican States eight (2006).  


� Many city governments allocate significant human and material resources to road safety actions, which are sometimes even carried out with legislative autonomy. 





� By way of example, according to the National Register of Traffic Records of the Argentine Republic (Registro Nacional de Antecedentes del Tránsito de la República Argentina), the number of deaths during 2005 amounted to 3,378, whereas an organization called “Luchemos por la Vida” reports a total of 7,000, and the Road Safety Institute (ISEV, Instituto de Seguridad Vial) puts the figure at more than 10,000 (as a “hard” datum corrected by UNO coefficient). 








