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Outline

1. What are the effects of establishing road 
safety governance structures?

2. How did these structures get established in

– Rich Countries? Case Study: USA

– Poorer Countries? Case Study: Argentina

3. A general theory for the political process 
that leads to countries establishing road 
safety governance structures



Traffic deaths in high-income countries
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1. What happened at 
around this time?

Traffic deaths in high-income countries
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New governance structures 
established

Traffic deaths in high-income countries



“New governance structures established”

A national road safety agency with the authority to make rules 
and a dedicated funding stream



And, what did these agencies do?

Here are some examples:



Policy History: Sweden
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1999: winter tires 
       mandatory in 
       winter conditions  

1968: New road safety agency established

1975: Front belts and helmet use mandatory
  1976: Driving tests for motorcycles
    1977: Daytime running lights
      1978: Moped helmets required
          1979: cycle lights required for night

            1982: Signs for slow moving vehicles

                 1986: Reflectors on cycles

         

Speed fines increased: 1987

mandatory restraints for children: 1988

BAC limits lowered, 0.05 to 0.02%: 1990

Auto speed enforcement trials: 1990

# of random breath tests doubled: 1994

Median steel wire barriers: 1995
Airbags standard in all new vehicles: 1996
“Vision Zero” is adopted by Parliament: 1997

Roadside steel wire barriers: 1998

Source: 

SUNFlower Reports



Policy History: UK
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1970: Heavy vehicle: driving tests & limits on driving 

hours
1972: 16 years olds limited to riding mopeds

1974: helmets; vehicle lighting regulations

Mini roundabouts 

    introduced:1976

Helmet standards: 1977

Hvy veh hours adjusted: 1978
Fog lamps on new vehicles

Higher stds for helmets: 1980

Braking stds for heavy veh: 1982

Front belt use mandatory: 1983

1984: Spray reducing devices: Trucks

1987: National road safety targets;

Slow vehicle amber lights

1991: Highway safety audits;

20 mph zones
1992: 60 mph limiters, trucks

New traffic calming regulations: 1993

Speed limit lowered for buses/trucks: 1994
Driving test strengthened: 1996

2000: New road safety 

strategy & targets

Source: 

SUNFlower Reports



Policy History: Netherlands
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1971: Mandatory seat belts in new cars

1972: Mandatory helmets for motorcycles

1974: Speed limits reset; Alc limit set to 0.05%

1975: Mandatory helmets for mopeds

1976: Rules for children in cars (e.g.             

forbidden on laps in front)

1977: Heavy vehicles, trailers must have 

reflective markings

1979: Moped/bike pedal reflectors

1983: 30 km/h zones

Vehicle inspections required: 1985

Moped/bike side reflectors: 1987

Rear seatbelts fitted in new cars: 1990
Belt use in lorries, vans, car rear seats:1992

1995: Speed limiters bus

& truck

Source: 

SUNFlower Reports
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Governance reform

Traffic deaths in high-income countries



Outline

• What are the effects of establishing road 
safety governance structures?

• How did these structures get established in

– Rich Countries? Case Study: USA

– Poorer Countries? Case Study: Argentina

• A general theory for the political process that 
leads to countries establishing road safety 
governance structures?



1900 – 1930s: 

Education & behavior

1940s – 1960s:

Increasing focus 

on engineering

1967:

Road Safety Act

1970s onwards: 

Large-scale interventions

History of Road Safety in the US

WW II

Deaths



1900 – 1930s: Education & Behavior

• 1914: National Safety Council formed: Focus on human error

• Widespread prevention efforts

– changing driver behavior

– educational programs

– publicity programs

• 1932 - High School Driver Education 

Officer talks to Nichols Elementary students Road Safety Signs in Detroit



1900 – 1930s: Education & Behavior

• 1914: National Safety Council formed: Focus on human error

• Widespread prevention efforts

– changing driver behavior

– educational programs

– publicity programs

• 1932 - High School Driver Education 

Officer talks to Nichols Elementary students Road Safety Signs in Detroit
Fundamental problem: 

These efforts did not work even when done 

at very large scale



• Colonel John P. Stapp (air force pilot) showed that humans can 

withstand up to 46g’s of acceleration.

• Hugh DeHaven (Cornell Aeronautics Labs) begins car crash 

testing

• William Haddon (public health physician)

– Statistical evaluation of interventions; developed Haddon’s Matrix 

– Eventually led the US lead road safety agency (NHTSA)

1940s–1960s: New focus: Engineering

(& comprehensive approaches)

Haddon



• Colonel John P. Stapp (Air Force Pilot) showed that humans 

can withstand 46g of acceleration.

• Hugh DeHaven (Cornell Aeronautics Labs) begins car crash 

testing

• William Haddon (public health physician)

– Statistical evaluation of all types of interventions 

– Eventually led the US lead road safety agency (NHTSA)

1940s–1960s: New focus: Engineering

(& comprehensive approaches)

Haddon

Fundamental problem: While much 

more effective, how do you get these 

interventions deployed at scale?



1960s & the Politics of Change

• 1950-65: US Congress holds many hearings on what 

to do about worsening road safety

• Ralph Nader & General Motors: Crisis!

– Ralph Nader, a law student at Harvard, wrote a paper for the 

Harvard Law Record on the designed-in dangers of cars

– In 1966, Nader writes Unsafe at Any Speed focused on 

design issues with GM’s #1 selling car, Chevy Corvair.  

– GM panicked! They tried to find dirt on Nader, but they got 

caught.

– Extensive media attention:

• Makes Unsafe at Any Speed a bestseller

• GM CEO is summoned to Congress

This creates the opportunity to pass strong legislation: Road safety bill 

is unanimously passed
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Oct 1959    Dec 1969

Capitalism & Consumerism              Consumer Protection



Outline

• What are the effects of establishing road 
safety governance structures?

• How did these structures get established in

– Rich Countries? Case Study: USA

– Poorer Countries? Case Study: Argentina

• A general theory for the political process that 
leads to countries establishing road safety 
governance structures?



The Case of Argentina*

• In 2008: President Kirchner sends road safety bill to 
congress that is unanimously passed

• Bill created a national road safety agency with

– Mandate to coordinate road safety nationally 

– Sustained funding stream 

• Argentine government approached World Bank for 
a loan to build the agency’s capacity to undertake 
large coordinated interventions.



Key Problem in Argentina: 
Decentralization of Authority

• Decentralization of political power to local governments

• Boom-and-bust economic cycles

• Privatization of transport infrastructure (government is  regulator of 
private monopolies)

• Fragmented health sector; decentralized to the provinces.

• Fundamental problem for road safety: 

• Regulatory power was with the provincial governments.  

• Not possible to undertake coordinated action:

• e.g. not possible to do country-wide enforcement campaigns, common 
rules, unified data systems, etc.

• Decentralization is good for democracy, bad for developing technical 
expertise or coordinating large-scale action



History: What Happened prior to 2008?
• Traffic injuries had been rising for decades

• Ongoing advocacy from NGOs & researchers

• 1995 National Traffic Act (is a failure):
– Focus on decentralization (common code of regulations)

– However, no resources to coordinate

• 2006 Santa Fe Tragedy:
– EVENT: 9 children die in crash between bus and truck; Drunk & unlicensed 

truck driver; Victims were on school trip to distribute food/clothes to poor 

children.

– RESPONSE: Extensive media coverage; President sends air force transport 

plane to bring back victim remains; Education ministry declares national day 

of student solidarity



What Happened: Political Response

• 2006: President Nestor Kirchner asks national safety council to 
develop legislation for road safety

• 2007: Extensive advocacy from NGOs & government

• 2008: President Christina Kirchner takes law to congress ; 
unanimously approved 

Problem: Law needed to be ratified by provinces

• Sustained pressure from advocacy groups. But province of Santa 
Fe resists signing.

• Sept 2010: Van carrying children crashes: 14 dead! Intense 
media coverage; safety advocates blame Santa Fe government; 
Santa Fe ratifies law.



New National Road Safety Agency

• Given jurisdiction to regulate safety nationally

• Sustained funding (1% of vehicle insurance fees)

• First administrator: Rodriguez Laguens, known as negotiator 
& consensus builder

• Government requested World Bank for loan to build 
institutional capacity to coordinate road safety



World Bank Loan Components
1  Institutional Capacity Building (US$ 20 million) 

1.1: Strengthen institutional capacity (US$ 7 million)

Including creation of national driver license registry system, national traffic 

records, and infractions registry system  

1.2: Communication, awareness campaigns (US$ 5 million)

1.3: Improve emergency response capacity (US$  1 million)

1.4: Strengthen enforcement agencies (US$ 5 million)

1.5: Project management (US$ 3 million)

2 Safe Corridors & Incentive Fund (US$ 11 million) 
2.1:‘Safe Corridors’ demonstration program(US$1 million)

2.2: Incentive Fund (US$ 10 million)

For the implementation of road safety policies and practices to finance 

innovative provincial and municipal road safety initiatives  

3. Support for Road Safety Observatory (US$ 3 mill)
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• What are the effects of establishing road safety 
governance structures?

• How did these structures get established in

– Rich Countries? Case Study: USA

– Poorer Countries? Case Study: Argentina

• A general theory for the political process that 
leads to countries establishing road safety 
governance structures



Theory of Policy Change

Three Streams

Problem Stream: Things considered 
as problems to be addressed  

Policy Stream: Set of alternative 
policies that can address problem

Political Stream: national mood, 
elections



Theory of Policy Change

Problem Stream: Things considered 
as problems to be addressed  

Policy Stream: Set of alternative 
policies that can address problem

Political Stream: national mood, 
elections

Focusing Event => Opportunity
to advance new policy solutions 

Policy Entrepreneurs; Academics High-level champions

Elected officials; Mass media

Political leaders

For an issue to rise to political priority, the 3 streams 
need to converge:



Theory of Policy Change: Argentina

Problem Stream: Road safety seen 
as a growing problem for years

Policy Stream: Decentralization had been
identified as the key problem 

Political Stream: president has 
been looking to pass safety bill

Policy Window: Bill passed, 
  Safety agency created

Policy Entrepreneurs; Academics High-level champions

Elected officials; Mass media

Political leaders

For an issue to rise to political priority, the 3 streams 
need to converge: FOCUSING EVENT: Santa Fe 

crash pushes road safety to 
the top problem



Theory of Policy Change: USA

Problem Stream: Road safety seen 
as problem; congressional efforts

Policy Stream: engineers, doctors
have redefined problem as car design

Political Stream: Congress hearings, 
growing regulatory role of the state

Policy Window: Bill passed, 
Safety agency created

Policy Entrepreneurs; Academics High-level champions

Elected officials; Mass media

Political leaders

For an issue to rise to political priority, the 3 streams 
need to converge:

FOCUSING EVENT: GM-Nader 
scandal creates crisis



General Lessons

1. Need to put institutions ahead of interventions

– Need for national agencies with regulatory authority and 
financial resources to do large-scale interventions.

2. Need to develop policy solutions and have them ready to 
deploy when the policy window opens 

3. Role of focusing event and mass media

– Santa Fe tragedy: powerful symbol (dead children)

– Sustained media attention for years

4. Importance of local politics

– Local events, local NGOs, local political bargaining & power plays
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