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Roadways may never be 100 percent safe, but
locating and correcting hazards can save lives.

Today, any highway official who relies
on sovereign immunity as a defense
against a lawsuit will find it a weak
reed, indeed. Courts now require a
highway jurisdictional authority to
keep its roads in a reasonably safe con-
dition for the reasonably prudent trav-
eler. They are hoiding that state or local
government has a duty to act where
some feature might be a proximate
cause of an accident, unless other
proper precautions are taken or appro-
priate warnings given.

Last year, the Federal Highway
Administration issued a report that in-
dicted unyielding objects alongside the
roadway as the proximate cause of a
substantial share of fatal accidents.
Pennsylvania reported that 40 percent
of all the fatal crashes in that state oc-
curred in collisions with a fixed object,
such as a utility pole, a tree. or a bridge
abutment. In Maryland, 31 percent of
all fatal crashes were the result of colli-
sions with fixed objects. as were 20 per-
cent of all highway crashes.

If fixed objects alongside the roadway
result in so many deaths, why are they
there? E. M. Johnson, former president
of the American Association of State
Highway and Transportation Officials,
told a Congressional subcommittee
some years ago the basic reason: Early
highway designers borrowed heavily
from railroad practice, and could not
anticipate the differing demands of
high-volume, high-speed motor vehicle
traffic. Subsequent highway engineers

had an attitude of "1 am designing a safe
paved highway, but I can’t be responsi-
ble for drivers who go wandering off it.
That's their fault, not mine.”

But drivers do leave the paved way.
They may be forced off the road by an-
other vehicle, or they may be unable to
see because of fog or heavy rain or snow.
They may be intoxicated. overmedi-
cated, or out of control because of hydro-
planing or skidding on ice. It is irrefut-
able that vehicles will leave the road for
any number of reasons. Even highly
trained drivers traveling the 73-mile
closed course at the General Motors
Proving Ground were found to leave the
test strip out of control about four times
in each million miles of driving.

Acting on its experience, General Mo-
tors found that it could eliminate vir-
tally all injuries by clearing a 30-foot
wide swath on each side of the paved
way. The provision of this 30-foot clear
zone on each side of a roadway was a key
recommendation of Charles Prisk. a
veteran of 38 years of experience in
highway safety work before he became
consultant to the Congressional sub-
committee during its investigations.

But an additional 60 feet of cleared
area. free of all obstructions and ditches
and graded to a smooth slope of no more
than six percent, is a hopeless dream for
many roadways.

When vou can’t afford to pave all of
your roads, what will those residents
who have to put up with traveling on
dirt and mud say about your plans to

spend money on “cosmetic” improve-
ments for those residents who already
have paved roads? If you have roads
that cling to the side of mountains, with
a sheer drop on one side and a rock cliff
bordering the other, where are you
going to get the money to drill and blast
and excavate all that material?

If the whole idea is utopian, must you
throw up your hands and go back to fill-
ing potholes? Obviously not. You make
a start by eliminating the worst haz-
ards. People in your own department al-
ready know what traffic sign and signal
standards have had to be replaced be-
cause they were hit by a vehicle.

Go out and take a look at them. Are
they really necessary, or could they be
removed without creating problems for
motorists and pedestrians? Could they
be moved to a less vulnerable location
without diminishing their effective-
ness? Could a single standard. located
farther from the traveled way. be
erected to replace a number of individ-
ual standards? The same kind of
sis can be performed for street
and for utility poles.

Your greatest ally in locating road-
side boobytraps is the police depart-
ment. It has records that show the fre-
quency of accidents at any given
location. After some conversation with
the proper officer, you may find that po-
lice patrolmen will supply your office
with descriptions of every roadside ob-
stacle struck in every collision. along
with the patrolman’s recollection of pre-
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