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Half of traffic deaths in rural areas
Local officials say tight budgets hindering road safety improvements.

By Cornelius Frolik
Staff Writer

About half of the fatal motor vehicle crashes in the
Miami Valley occur in rural areas, which
transportation officials said demonstrates the crucial
importance of investing in rural infrastructure.

But officials said shrinking transportation budgets
make it financially impossible to upgrade the safety
features on many of the region’s rural roads, and
motorists ultimately can have the largest impact on
curbing fatal crashes in rural areas by driving in an
alert and cautious manner.

Of the 60 fatal crashes in Montgomery, Miami,
Greene, Butler and Warren counties so far this
year, about 28 occurred in rural areas, according to
data from the Ohio State Highway Patrol.

In 2010, 54 of the 96 fatal crashes in the five-county
region occurred in rural areas.

The state determines whether the crashes occurred
on urban or rural roads based on several variables,
including the location of the crash and the type of
road.

In Ohio, about 399 of the 572 fatal crashes this year
occurred in rural areas of the state, resulting in

428 1deaths, according to the Ohio State Highway
Patrol.

The fatality rate on Ohio’s rural, noninterstate roads
is about 2.2 deaths per 100 million vehicle miles of
travel, more than four times the death rate on all
other roads in the state, said Frank Moretti, director
of policy and research with TRIP, a nonprofit
transportation research group based in Washington,
D.C.

A TRIP study released this month found that Ohio in
2009 had the seventh highest number of traffic
crashes on rural roads in the country with 601.
Ohio, the seventh largest U.S. state, has 16,679
miles of rural roads.

Moretti said rural roads are more dangerous than
interstate highways and city streets because
motorists travel faster; the roads have fewer safety
features; and the areas are typically isolated,
meaning emergency-response agencies take more
time to get to the scene of the crashes and begin
lifesaving measures.

TRIP recommends that transportation agencies
install rumble strips between lanes and along the
side of rural roads to alert drivers that they are in
danger, a strategy being employed by the
Montgomery County Engineer’s office. He said also
that rural roads are safer when there are lane
markings, prominent signage and paved shoulders.

“Rural roads are a critical part of the state’s
transportation system,” he said. “Rural America is
the source of food, fiber and energy that drives the
economy, and access to those products is
absolutely critical.”

Montgomery County Engineer Paul Gruner said
county roads in rural areas are dangerous because
of their “curvy geometry” and most do not have
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adequate shoulders, which can turn a
motorist’s error into a deadly mishap.

Gruner said accidents can happen on any
stretch of the 315 miles of county roads his
department oversees, and his $15 million
budget does not have the money needed to
install shoulders on every road. Most of the
western half of the county is considered rural.
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system,” Gruner said.

He said his department’s purchasing power is
half what it was in 1993, and funding has not
increased since then. About half of the
department’s budget is dedicated to paying
for road improvement projects it bids out.

Gruner said his department will begin
installing rumble strips and rumble stripes
next year during its annual paving program.
The strips and stripes, which are grooves that
provide a rumbling sound and vibration to
alert drivers of danger, could reduce the
number of serious crashes.

“It will take us a while for us to get them on all
of our roads, but if they are successful, we’'ll
probably do a lot more of it,” he said.

The rising cost of building materials and road
repairs coupled with declining revenue means
road departments are stretched thin and
unable to afford to pay for many ambitious
safety-improvement projects, said Paul
Huelskamp, Miami County engineer.

“Every year, we are just able to do less and
less,” he said. Huelskamp said his staff at the
county garage will drop to 26 people starting
in January, down from 41 in 1996.
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The Ohio Department of Transportation
awards money to local jurisdictions with rural

roads that have a crash rate for fatalities and
incapacitating injuries that exceeds the state
average. The funding can be used to widen road
shoulders, install rumble strips and other warning
devices, and construct safety features at high-crash
locations, officials said.

Craig Eley, ODOT District 7 traffic engineer, said he
is not sure why more jurisdictions have not taken
advantage of the program, but he encourages local
officials to apply for the money.

“There is not enough money in the budget to fix
every road and line it up perfectly, but there is stuff
that can be done on roads that are identified (as
dangerous),” he said.

Additionally, ODOT is spending almost $4 million to
install rumble stripes on 1,335 miles of rural, two-
lane roads across the state. The state’s goal is to
reduce crashes on Ohio’s roads by 5 percent by
2015.

But Michelle May, ODOT'’s highway
safetyJprogram manager, said there has been

more competition for safety funds as local
governments scramble to balance their budgets.

“ODOT in the last couple of years has seen a
significant increase in the number of local
governments applying for the state and federal
safety funds because of declining revenue,” May
said.

But, May said, Ohio has one of the largest road-
safety programs in the country, spending about $72
million(annually on improving high-crash and
severe-crash locations across the state.

Lt. Anne Ralston, public affairs commander with the
OHP, said one of the best protections against
fatalities on Ohio’s roads are alert, cautious and
sober drivers.

ODOT estimates about 90 percent of the state’s
crashes begin with some type of driver error.

Ralston said between 35 to 40 percent of the fatal
crashes in the last five years involved alcohol.



