
 

 
A GUIDE FOR JOURNALISTS



WHO wishes to acknowledge the contributions of the following people to the development 
of this document: Elena Altieri for coordinating the document’s drafting and produc-
tion; Tom Hundley for serving as editor; Adrian Brown, Geoffrey Cain, Tom Hundley, 
Annie Kelly, Guilherme Paranaiba Gouveia, and Subhendu Ray for contributing their re-
spective sections; Kidist Bartolomeos, Marina Carter, Roberto Colombo, Nathalie Drai-
sin, Paul Garwood, Rebecca Ivers, Meleckidzedeck Khayesi, Etienne Krug, Callie Long, 
Richard Mills, Evelyn Murphy, Victor Pavarino, Margie Peden, Carolyn Robinson, Eugenia 
Rodriguez, Hala Sakr, Laura Sminkey, Tamitza Toroyan, Joe Weber and Elena Yurasova for 
reviewing the drafts; Catherine Allen, Sarika Bansal, Sandra Damiani, Banung Ou, and 
Piyush Tewari for offering additional contributions; Hélène Dufays for support to the 
document’s production and Elizabeth Heseltine for editing the final draft.

This document has been produced with a grant from Bloomberg Philanthropies.

ACKNOWLEDGEMENTS



1

©
 M

ar
k 

He
nl

ey
 / 

Pa
no

s 
Pi

ct
ur

es



2

WHO Library Cataloguing-in-Publication Data

Reporting on road safety: a guide for journalists.

1.Accidents, Traffic – prevention and control. 2.Accident Prevention – methods. 3.Automobile Driving. 4.Safety. 5.Communications 
Media. 6.Mass Media. I.World Health Organization.

ISBN 978 92 4 150893 3		    		  (NLM classification: WA 275)

© World Health Organization 2015

All rights reserved. Publications of the World Health Organization are available on the WHO website (www.who.int) or can be pur-
chased from WHO Press, World Health Organization, 20 Avenue Appia, 1211 Geneva 27, Switzerland (tel.: +41 22 791 3264; fax: 
+41 22 791 4857; e-mail: bookorders@who.int). 

Requests for permission to reproduce or translate WHO publications –whether for sale or for non-commercial distribution– should 
be addressed to WHO Press through the WHO website (www.who.int/about/licensing/copyright_form/en/index.html).
The designations employed and the presentation of the material in this publication do not imply the expression of any opinion 
whatsoever on the part of the World Health Organization concerning the legal status of any country, territory, city or area or of its 
authorities, or concerning the delimitation of its frontiers or boundaries. Dotted and dashed lines on maps represent approximate 
border lines for which there may not yet be full agreement.

The mention of specific companies or of certain manufacturers’ products does not imply that they are endorsed or recommended 
by the World Health Organization in preference to others of a similar nature that are not mentioned. Errors and omissions excepted, 
the names of proprietary products are distinguished by initial capital letters.

All reasonable precautions have been taken by the World Health Organization to verify the information contained in this publica-
tion. However, the published material is being distributed without warranty of any kind, either expressed or implied. The responsi-
bility for the interpretation and use of the material lies with the reader. In no event shall the World Health Organization be liable 
for damages arising from its use.  

Printed in France



3

	 Preface

1.	 WHY YOU SHOULD READ THIS GUIDE
	 “You are missing one of the major news stories 
	 of our time.”........................................	 6

	 About the guide .....................................	 8

2.	ROAD SAFETY IS NEWSWORTHY
	 “As an editor, I’m telling you: It’s worth it.” .....	 10

	 How I pitched my story to Time ......................	 14

	 “A workshop changed the way I write.” ...............	 16

3.	REPORTING ON ROAD SAFETY AS A PROJECT
	 “I wanted to report road deaths 
	 in a different way.” ................................	 20

	 Creative data visualization for a global audience ...	 24

4.	ROAD TRAFFIC CRASHES ARE NOT “ACCIDENTS”
	 Story angle 1: Road traffic crashes are one  
	 of the deadliest killers of the modern age. .........	 29

	 Story angle 2: Road traffic injuries affect  
	 overall quality of life. ............................	 31

	 Story angle 3: Public health systems  
	 are strained by road traffic injuries. ...............	 32

5.	ROAD SAFETY AND ROAD USERS
	 Story angle 1: Certain groups are much more  
	 vulnerable to road traffic injuries. .................	 41

	 Story angle 2: Interest groups and advocacy  
	 organizations can bring a new perspective 
	 to familiar problems. ...............................	 42

6.	ROAD SAFETY AND LEGISLATION
	 Stories triggered by road traffic crashes ............	 46

	 Stories pegged to new proposals  
	 or legislative bills ................................	 47

8.	SOURCES AND RESOURCES ............................	 51

9.	A FINAL NOTE .......................................	 55

CONTENTS



4

PREFACE

This guide is the result of four years of investment 
working with media on road safety in ten countries. 
Between 2011 and 2014, WHO reached over 1300 journal-
ists through road safety workshops. Our hope was to in-
crease their interest in and knowledge and understanding 
of this surprisingly complex issue. The end result we 
sought was not only more stories, but also more compre-
hensive and compelling stories on road traffic injuries 
and the impact these have on people’s lives. 

Every day around the world, 3400 people die in road 
traffic crashes. Lives are dramatically changed in a mat-
ter of seconds. While the crash events themselves often 
become news, the full stories behind these incidents – 
the who, why, how, and how could these have been avoided 
– are not often well developed. 

But road traffic deaths and injuries can be prevented. 
The United Nations Decade of Action for Road Safety 
2011-2020 highlights the experiences mainly – but not 
exclusively – from high-income countries which point to 
concrete, effective interventions for changing how peo-
ple behave on the roads and improving roads, vehicles 
and emergency care systems. In the context of the Decade 
of Action, efforts are being made to take these experi-
ences to low- and middle-income countries where rapid 
motorization is evident and where more than 90% of road 
traffic deaths occur. 

We know that far too many people die unnecessarily on 
the world’s roads, even in high-income countries, and we 
know how to avoid this, but this knowledge unfortunately 
makes its way into the news only on rare occasions. The 
aim of this guide is to change that.

In the following pages, reporters will find new angles, 
examples of stories and projects from around the world, 
and tips from editors, reporters and public health ex-
perts. 

We look forward to seeing more and more in-depth stories 
on road safety in the media soon and to witnessing a new 
era of road safety journalism focused on solutions and 
on saving lives. 

 

Dr Etienne Krug, Director
Department for Management of Noncommunicable  
Diseases, Disability, Violence and Injury Prevention 
World Health Organization
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If you and your news organization are still covering 
road traffic fatalities the way news organizations have 
always covered them — as random, isolated “accidents” 
with sad but largely unavoidable consequences for the 
victims — you are missing one of the major news stories 
of our time.

Simply put, the carnage on the world’s roads is a public 
health crisis of epic proportions. The global death toll 
has already reached 1.24 million a year and is predicted 
to reach 1.9 million by 2030 unless something is done to 
reverse the current trend.

If statistics like these were the result of some mi-
crobe, some virus, some terrifying new disease, it would 
be a major news story. Journalists would write about the 
devastating impacts of this health catastrophe on com-
munities and nations. Donor groups would mobilize funds 
for research for a cure. Global conferences would raise 
public awareness. Celebrities would lend their name to 
the cause. 

But none of this happens for the all-too-familiar road 
traffic fatality. A typical news account describes an in-
dividual incident, briefly outlining the apparent cause 
of the crash, duly recording the names of the dead and 
generally regarding the whole thing as an unfortunate 
“accident”. 

Journalists, particularly in low- and middle-income 
countries, must understand that what is happening on 
our roads is not a series of unlucky but somehow inev-
itable accidents but rather a public health crisis that 
is taking a catastrophic toll not only on the victims 
but on societies as a whole.

Economists and development experts now categorize  
the growing road traffic death toll in developing countries 
as a “poverty-inducing” crisis, with impacts felt for 
generations.

Tom Hundley is the senior 
editor at the Pulitzer Center 
on Crisis Reporting. Before 
joining the Center, Tom was  
a newspaper journalist for  
36 years, including nearly 
two decades as a foreign  

correspondent for the  
Chicago Tribune and as  

the Tribune’s bureau chief 
in Jerusalem, Warsaw, Rome 
and London, reporting from 

more than 60 countries. 

“YOU ARE MISSING ONE OF 
THE MAJOR NEWS STORIES 
OF OUR TIME” By Tom Hundley, Pulitzer

Center on Crisis Reporting
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Low- and middle-income countries have about 50% of the 
world’s vehicle traffic but nearly 90% of the traffic 
deaths. In Africa and parts of Asia, there is a tendency 
to ignore the problem, to shrug it off as the inevitable 
cost of economic progress or simply to accept crashes 
as God’s will. 

As a journalist, you have the opportunity to put this 
crisis in its proper perspective, to educate your au-
dience and increase public awareness — and ultimately 
to influence government authorities, policy-makers and 
other stakeholders to take the steps necessary to fix 
the problem.

Reporting on road safety requires more than a passing 
familiarity with the driving statistics of an individ-
ual country. As a journalist, you must dig beneath the 
numbers to understand the complex interplay of the many 
factors that ultimately lead to a road traffic fatality. 
Road safety is a much bigger story than the fatal crash 
buried inside the pages of this morning’s newspaper.  

This is a guide for journalists who want to tell the 
bigger story.

“As a journalist, you have 
the opportunity to put this crisis 
in its proper perspective.”
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Reporting on road safety, a guide for journalists is the 
result of close work over several years with editors and 
reporters in low- and middle-income countries. It ad-
dresses the concerns and questions they have shared with 
us during this period and gives them something back in 
the form of a publication for their invaluable engage-
ment with WHO road safety teams. 

Its main goal is to help you, as an editor or journalist, 
to understand the full dimensions of the road safety 
question. It is designed to help you write more in-depth 
stories on this subject and to identify opportunities 
to expand and sustain coverage of this critical public 
health issue. In the following chapters you will find: 

➔	 examples of how different reporters and news or-
ganizations have placed individual stories about 
road traffic fatalities in a broader, more meaning-
ful context;

➔	 tips from editors, journalists and road safety 
experts on new ways to cover this topic; and

➔	 resources and tools that can add depth to your 
road traffic stories.

ABOUT THIS GUIDE
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ROAD SAFETY IS 
NEWSWORTHY
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When we ask reporters what prevents them from writ-
ing differently on this topic, they tell us that, 
apart from the crash, the topic is not perceived as 
newsworthy and that reporters lack ideas for story 
angles or access to good sources of information. Most 
importantly, they tell us that even when they want 
to write about road safety they usually do not get 
support from their editors. 

We decided to open this guide by presenting the per-
sonal views and stories of editors and journalists 
from around the world who think that this is not 
true. In the following pages, you will read, among 
other stories, why an editor of The Guardian thinks 
that road safety is worth covering, how a free-lance 
journalist successfully pitched his road safety and 
health story to Time and how a BBC journalist turned 
complex traffic data into a road safety media project 
that received 1 million hits. 

Their stories are inspirational and full of tips.
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When I started as commissioning editor for The Guard-
ian’s Global Road Safety in Focus project, I had ab-
solutely no prior knowledge of road safety issues. Al-
though I’ve been reporting on global development for 
over a decade, I had never considered that road safety 
was a major global health issue, a significant barrier to 
education and an obstacle to global poverty alleviation. 

I knew I wasn’t alone. Initial chats about the project 
that I had been given drew blank stares from my col-
leagues on the foreign and news desks. How could we cre-
ate a whole body of compelling journalism around speed 
bumps and pedestrian footbridges? Who, outside of the 
global road safety community, would read it? 

From the start, it was my intention to turn those blank 
stares into road safety features on the news lists of 
editors throughout The Guardian offices in London. To do 
this, it was clear that we’d have to find not only strong 
news hooks but also ways of giving road safety a strong 
human interest angle.

Some of the first features we commissioned were attempts 
to establish this perspective. We ran a piece about how 
South Africa’s murder rate is almost equal to the number 
of people who die on the roads and how children trying 
to get to school are often those who lose their lives. 
We commissioned a video journalist to ride with Mexico’s 
“alcoholímetro” squads, who were trying to curb drink–
driving in Mexico City’s party areas, and teamed an 
award-winning photographer with a disabled Kenyan road 
safety activist to create a beautiful audio slideshow 
from Kenya’s one and only spinal cord injuries clinic. 

Annie Kelly is an editor and 
journalist working for The 

Guardian. In 2012, she was 
appointed the commissio-

ning editor of The Guardian’s 
Global Road Safety in Focus 
project, a 2-year multime-
dia journalism initiative to 
pioneer a new way of repor-

ting on road safety. 

“AS AN EDITOR, I’M TELLING 
YOU: IT’S WORTH IT.”

By Annie Kelly,The Guardian

“It was clear that we’d have to find not 
only strong news hooks but also ways of 
giving road safety a strong human  
interest angle.”
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As editor, my main challenge in the first 6 months of the 
project was finding journalists who could write knowl-
edgeably and colourfully about road safety and making 
sure we weren’t just repeating the same feature but in 
different countries. So, I quickly understood what sto-
ries had to have for them to be meaningful to The Guard-
ian’s project. Based on that, I came up with some tips 
on how to get your pitches and your approach into gear. 

The Guardian launched its Global Road Safety in Focus 
project in May 2012 with the financial backing of the Road 
Safety Fund – one of The Guardian’s first foundation- 
funded journalism initiatives. The idea was to make 
Global Road Safety in Focus as multimedia as possible, 
combining text, video and photos with expert opinion and 
analysis, data blogging and interactive initiatives. All the 
content would end up on a branded mini-site but would 
also feature on the main home page of global develop-
ment, integrated with other development journalism.”
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   TIPS
1.	Make a fact sheet that you can keep with you when talking to editors 

about your stories. Don’t bombard them with statistics, but use the 
data in a targeted way to emphasize just how big an issue this is.

2.	Make these statistics mean something by putting them into the con-
text of development goals to give a wider picture of how road traffic 
deaths compare with other global epidemics. For instance, can you 
link an increase in national car imports following a change in gov-
ernment trade policy to a rise in motor vehicle crashes? 

3.	Ask why. Even the fact that there are no data can be a story in it-
self. Police records seriously underreport the numbers of crashes 
and nonfatal injuries. In some countries, less than 50% of deaths 
resulting from road traffic crashes are reported to the police. Why? 

4.	Avoid the use of too many technical terms. For example, “vulnerable 
road users” will mean nothing to most people outside the road safety 
industry. Describe them as vendors walking along the side of a road 
taking goods to markets, cyclists, people on a bus trying to get to 
work or children walking to school, and the issue suddenly comes 
alive. 

5.	Think about the context. Road safety is an issue that cuts across al-
most every major global development pillar. It affects anti-poverty 
efforts, puts a huge strain on already struggling health care ser-
vices, cripples people’s livelihoods and stems the flow of children 
into the classroom. It is also a huge funding issue. While billions 
are spent every year on building new roads, road safety is still not 
a priority of many big development funders or governments. 

6.	Press home the need for road safety to be a priority in post-2015 de-
velopment targets. Development issues are still all too often talked 
about in silos, yet road traffic deaths are a huge burden, not just 
on individual families and communities but also on a country’s gross 
domestic product. 

7.	Find the human story. This is probably the most important tip of 
all. Road safety isn’t only a policy issue, a safety issue or a 
development issue. Above all, it’s a story about people and often 
about those who are forced to walk because there is no affordable 
public transport or to ride in unsafe buses or to cross dangerous, 
busy roads to get to work or school. Those who die on the roads are 
most likely to be the poorest and most vulnerable members of the 
population. Someone who is seriously injured in a road traffic crash 
may never be able to work again and will very probably never receive 
any compensation. The ripple effects of road traffic crashes can be 
catastrophic and tip many households into poverty.
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When I approached my editors, I promoted road safety as 
a riveting under-covered story that affected millions 
of people, often the poor and disabled. We could show 
how their plight was hurting entire communities and na-
tions, not just individuals. The big-picture relevance 
sold them the story. The resulting story, “Asia’s latest 
public health crisis? Dangerous drivers”, was published 
in April 2011 and to this day remains one of my best-re-
ceived features. I believe that this piece had a number 
of elements that made it a success.

I opened with a dramatic description of a terrible crash 
in Cambodia, in which a van full of wedding revellers 
was massacred on the road. At a time when parents and 
siblings were celebrating with their loved ones, their 
lives were cut short in a preventable tragedy. What bet-
ter way to grab the reader’s attention?

The wedding tragedy, for all its drama, was not the 
core of the story but an anecdote to illustrate a deeper 
problem. This particular crash had sparked a national 
uproar, which made it a strong, newsworthy example. It 
revealed deep-seated concern in Cambodia, jolting the 
nation awake. Road traffic crashes, many people were 
realizing, carried enormous costs for the nation, and 
something had to be done.

After introducing the wedding episode, the Time story 
quickly moved in this direction. Statements about the 
extent of the problem were backed with all sorts of 
trends and figures: health care costs as a percentage of 
the GDP, the lack of road safety education and enforce-
ment and the annual proportion of road traffic fatalities 
in low- and middle-income families.

Based in Seoul, Geoffrey 
Cain is GlobalPost’s senior 

correspondent for 
the Democratic People’s 

Republic of Korea and for 
the Republic of Korea. 

Previously, he covered the 
Republic of Korea for Time. 
He specializes in politics, 

business and health 
reporting and has traversed 
Asia, writing for The Econo-

mist, The Wall Street Journal, 
The Far Eastern Economic 

Review, Foreign Policy, 
The New Republic, Fast 
Company, The Christian 

Science Monitor and others. 

HOW I PITCHED 
MY STORY TO TIME

By Geoffrey Cain, freelance journalist
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The Time story came at the beginning of the Decade of 
Action for Road Safety 2011–2020. Malaria and HIV/AIDS 
were at the centre of the global public health movement 
in Africa and Asia. Road safety wasn’t in that realm at 
first, but it was starting to make an imprint in human-
itarian parlance. In other words, the time was ripe for 
a journalist to show that the world was shifting its 
attention.

Good journalism can show that change is possible, pro-
vided you can find a good example or two. To end the ar-
ticle for Time, I interviewed a Malaysian expert on his 
country’s fight against road traffic fatalities, which has 
gone on for decades, so that other countries could glean 
a lesson or two from the Malaysian experience.

“The big-picture relevance 
sold them the story.”
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Newsrooms in Brazil, whether radio, television, news-
papers or the Internet, tend to report on road safety 
issues as isolated, disconnected events. Because staff 
is limited and constrained by tight deadlines, stories 
are often verified by telephone through interviews with 
perhaps one or two sources of information, generally a 
law enforcement officer or a fire-fighter. If journalists 
are not properly prepared to report on such stories, 
they run the risk of leaving out crucial information — 
failing to ask about evidence of alcohol consumption, 
excessive speed or failures in road maintenance, for 
example.

In my early career, I had difficulty in making headway 
on the issue. The challenge was to come up with nov-
el approaches to stimulate in-depth discussion and to 
move beyond the typical, mundane stories on road traffic 
crashes and congestion.

Then, one day, I attended a road safety workshop in our 
newsroom. The speakers showed us what comprehensive an-
alytical coverage of the issue is and how it contributes 
to deeper understanding of road safety issues. They ex-
plained how such coverage can pressure authorities to 
take action to improve road safety. From that point on, 
my stories began to change.

Reporter for the Estado
de Minas, Belo Horizonte, 
Brazil and a graduate in 

journalism from the Federal 
University of Minas 

Gerais, Guilherme Paranaiba 
Gouveia has worked as a 

news reporter for television 
and print media. While hard 
news continues to constitute 
one of his primary activities, 
increasingly Guilherme has 

turned his attention to 
special reports on road 

safety, road infrastructure 
and urban mobility. 

“A WORKSHOP CHANGED 
THE WAY I WRITE”

By Guilherme Paranaiba Gouveia,
Estado de Minas

“The idea was to eliminate 
the culture of banality surrounding 
traffic-related fatalities.” 
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In one of the most significant stories I wrote after 
the workshop, I compared all traffic-related fatalities 
in the first quarter of 2013 to the number of deaths 
from widely reported national tragedies that had stunned 
public opinion. The idea was to eliminate the culture 
of banality surrounding traffic-related fatalities and 
to illustrate the magnitude of the problem in my home 
state of Minas Gerais. I interviewed a number of experts 
in order to better understand why road traffic-related 
deaths far outnumbered those stemming from Brazil’s oth-
er tragedies.

Front page of the 
Estado de Minas 
featuring Guillherme’s 
story : Lives lost in 
road traffic crashes 
(and those yet to be 
lost).

>
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REPORTING 
ON ROAD SAFETY 

AS A PROJECT 
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Reporters tell us that road safety presents few oppor-
tunities for compelling reporting. They explain that, 
after writing a few in-depth stories, they run out of 
ways of presenting the topic to their editors and read-
ers. We considered, however, that a leading cause of 
death, which kills about 3400 people every day, cannot 
and should not be dismissed by news organizations with 
a few feature stories. When we did some research on how 
reporters cover road safety around the world, we found 
creative, innovative projects that were getting the at-
tention of large numbers of readers. 

In the stories recounted above, the reporters stressed 
that data can be an essential part of in-depth road 
safety stories. For this section, we invited two report-
ers to talk about their experience in transforming large 
tables of numbers into fascinating, complex narratives 
read by millions of people. 

The first story is an example of data journalism based on 
the reality in one country and a strong human angle. The 
second story is about a project which uses international 
data to present the problem from a global perspective 
and send an advocacy message. 

Both initiatives are inspirational for their compelling 
narratives built on road safety data, their use of open 
source software and their multimedia approach.
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It was while working at BBC News online and specializing 
in data journalism that I really began to take a serious 
interest in road traffic deaths. I wanted to see if I 
could report these deaths in a different way, using the 
multi-layered possibilities of the Internet to provide 
context and detailed information as well as the human 
side of these fatalities.

As part of their annual round-up of road casualties, the 
United Kingdom’s Department for Transport publishes an 
annual report with headline numbers alongside analysis 
and detailed breakdown of the figures. This is a fasci-
nating document, full of statistical gems and eye-pop-
ping detail. 

The centrepiece of our project was a searchable online 
map of fatalities in Great Britain. This allowed us-
ers to enter a location and view all fatal road traffic 
crashes in that area. Click on a crash marker, and a box 
provides details of whether the fatality was a pedestri-
an, car driver or cyclist, as well as when the collision 
happened plus some further information. 

The key source for the map was official road casualty 
data, a standardized system of reporting road crashes 
begun in 1979. Completed by the police, the STATS19 sys-
tem records a wide range of information about each 

road collision, including the time, date, location, road 
conditions as well as the vehicles and casualties in-
volved. Contributory factors, such as speed, weather and 
statements from those involved, are also reflected. On 
tracking down one of these documents, I quickly realized 

Adrian Brown has been a 
journalist for over 20 years 
reporting from the Balkans, 

France and the United 
Kingdom for newspapers, 

international news agencies 
and the BBC. He spent 

6 years at BBC News online, 
creating original content on 
a wide range of subjects. 

He now works for the BBC’s 
international online and 
television news services.

“I WANTED TO REPORT 
ROAD DEATHS IN 
A DIFFERENT WAY.” By Adrian

Brown, BBC

“I quickly realized the journalistic 
potential of pooling several years’ worth of 
data into an online interactive feature.” 
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the journalistic potential of pooling several years’ 
worth of data into an online interactive feature. 

The ten year slice of STATS19 data that I sampled 
amounted to over 1 million lines of data, all in coded 
cells that were decipherable with the excellent compan-
ion “cheat sheet”. Dealing with that amount of data, 
however, required a self-taught crash course in Excel in 
order to sift the data for the details we needed. Soon, 
I had sortable lists and pivot tables that revealed some 
strong story lines. 

My computer-developer colleagues were quickly able to 
plot the incidents on an interactive online map and to 
spit out data in graphs showing the number of fatal 
crashes over a typical 24-h period, crash patterns over 
a typical week and how these varied with the age of the 
victims. A series of infographics was also commissioned. 
While maps and infographics are a great way to display 
complex data in an engaging way, they can be dry for 
some and lack the human angle. For this element, I tried 
two different approaches.
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First, I investigated a single fatal crash, retelling 
the entire episode from the point of view of all con-
cerned, from the partner of the man who died, the rescue 
services who attended the incident through to the doctor 
who declared him dead in hospital. This was a sobering 
experience, but the 2500-word feature that resulted re-
ceived over 1 million hits on the day. Remarkable, when 
you consider that the story of a man knocked off his 
scooter would normally merit a couple of paragraphs.

The second project was as ambitious. I wanted to see how 
I could report a single day of road incidents to give a 
sense of the sheer scale of the hundreds of road colli-
sions that occur on a daily basis. I hit upon the idea 
of following the London Ambulance Service for a day. I 
was able to establish that, on average, there are around 
80 call-outs to road incidents every day in the capi-
tal. Spread over a 24-h period, that would be sufficient 
activity to follow with a 12-strong team of reporters 
recording each one for television and online. To cover 
this, we created an online “live page” that allowed us 
to pull in comments and details as the day unfolded. We 
also had two television crews, which enabled us to put 
together a feature report for the lunchtime news and a 
longer report for the main evening news bulletin for the 
BBC’s London television station. This proved a huge hit 
online, with over 1 million page views and frenetic so-
cial media interaction. Not only did we manage to “live” 
report each incident in some detail, but we also sparked 
a series of debates and online discussions that the BBC 
audience could follow all in one place. 

Broadly, I would say that the audience’s response was 
overwhelmingly positive. We received numerous e-mails 
commending the BBC for tackling this subject. There was 
a particularly strong response to the feature about the 
death of the scooter rider. I think the most interesting 
aspect of this story is that, while public interest is 
high, official interest in tackling the issue can be low 
and unambitious. Many acknowledge that there are possi-
ble solutions to reducing the number of deaths to the 
low hundreds or even, as Sweden has pledged to achieve, 
to zero, but there seems to be little political will to 
achieve this. 

The two projects discussed in this story can be viewed here: 
http://news.bbc.co.uk/2/hi/uk_news/magazine/8344025.stm 
http://news.bbc.co.uk/2/hi/uk_news/8412891.stm

“The 2500-word feature that resulted 
received over 1 million hits on the day.”

http://news.bbc.co.uk/2/hi/uk_news/magazine/8344025.stm
http://news.bbc.co.uk/2/hi/uk_news/8412891.stm
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The Pulitzer Center on Crisis Reporting turned its at-
tention to road safety after a chance meeting between 
Pulitzer Center founder Jon Sawyer and a World Bank road 
safety specialist, who told Sawyer that he was frustrat-
ed by the lack of media coverage and public awareness 
of what he characterized as “the biggest public health 
crisis that nobody has heard of”. After he showed Sawyer 
the data, the Pulitzer Center’s “Roads Kill” project was 
commissioned. 

With a network of more than 300 journalists working 
in Africa, the Americas, Asia and Europe, the Pulitzer 
Center was well positioned to prepare first-hand reports 
on road safety issues from almost every corner of the 
world. 

The main feature of the project is a dynamic interactive 
map built with data from WHO’s Global status report on 
road safety 2013 and open source tools. The map combines 
data on road traffic death rates with a steady stream 
of stories from Pulitzer Center reporters around the 
world. An animated tour of road safety facts serves as 
a narrative entry and allows users to focus on regions 
or explore subject areas of particular interest to them. 

We wanted the map to serve as a catalyst for in-depth 
journalism on road safety issues. We also wanted it to 
be useable and “customizable” as a platform to create 
engagement and reporting on these issues. The map is 
fully embeddable, and, when the project was launched in 
August 2013, we invited any interested news outlet to 
make use of this resource on its own website free of 
charge. Individual readers were also invited to embed 
the map on their blog or website. 

The response thus far has been very encouraging. The map 
has been embedded by hundreds of bloggers and mainstream 
media outlets, including The Washington Post, The Chi-
cago Tribune, Slate, Gizmodo, The Car Connection, The 
Daily Dish, The Daily Mail, El Pais, Discovery, Fast 
Company, ABC, Vice, PBS and Visual.ly. 

“CREATIVE DATA 
VISUALIZATION FOR 
A GLOBAL AUDIENCE”

By Tom Hundley,
Pulitzer Center
on Crisis
Reporting
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Nearly a million people have viewed the map since its 
launch in August 2013, and many have tweeted and posted 
their takeaways. We have been able to keep the project 
fresh by adding at least one or two news stories each 
month and highlighting those on our website. Most of the 
30 or so in-country reports were contributed by Pulitzer 
Center grantees working on unrelated projects in vari-
ous parts of the world, but we also have had excellent 
contributions from external sources. 

While the Roads Kill project is global, the model could 
be easily applied to regional or national road safety 
reporting projects. According to Visual.ly, “Projects 
like this show how journalism continues to evolve be-
yond standard reporting and investigating. The Internet 
opens up a global audience, and as the audience scale 
changes, so does the scale of the reporting. A project 
like this takes a concerted effort from many different 
people in different organizations — and brings value to 
everyone.”

“Projects like this show how journalism 
continues to evolve beyond standard 
reporting and investigating.”
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ROAD TRAFFIC 
CRASHES ARE NOT 

“ACCIDENTS”

04



28

In this guide, we look at road safe-
ty reporting from three distinct 
perspectives: its effects on public 
health, how road users are impacted, 
and how road safety legislation can 
reduce injuries and fatalities. The 
purpose is to help you build a frame-
work for your own reporting, suggest 
possible story angles and show you 
some examples of what other publi-
cations and broadcast outlets have 
done.

How often have you thought about the 
implications of road traffic crashes 
on the public health sector? In de-
veloping countries especially, road 
traffic fatalities are dismissed as 
the inevitable by-product of growing 
economies and rapid motorization of 
the masses. The mind-set seems to be 
that whatever happens on the road is 
the business of those in charge of 
managing infrastructure and trans-
port. But poorly planned and managed 
transport systems can have conse-
quences on many sectors of society 
and most notably on public health.

Next time you have the occasion to 
write about a fatal crash, consider 
the following: 

➔	 Road traffic crashes remain  
a leading cause of death.

➔	 Road traffic injuries place 
a heavy burden on already 
strained public health  
systems. 

➔	 Road traffic crashes affect 
quality of life. 

In the next pages, you will find some 
key concepts for your narrative for 
each proposed angle as well as links 
to examples of relevant road safety 
stories written by reporters around 
the world. The links to the articles 
are active in the online PDF version 
of this guide.
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About 1.24 million people die each 
year as a result of road traffic  
crashes — that’s more than 3400 deaths  
a day. Globally, road traffic injuries  
are the ninth leading cause of death, 
ahead of malaria and diabetes and 
not far behind HIV/AIDS. Road traffic  
injuries are the leading cause of 
death globally among young people 
aged 15–29 years, which means that 
road traffic deaths and injuries 
eliminate a valuable segment of the 
work force. Half of those who die 
on the world’s roads are what road 
safety analysts call “vulnerable 
road users” — pedestrians, cyclists 
and motorcyclists.

Like any story dealing with a public 
health crisis, you should frame your 
road safety story in a context that 
lets you highlight the health-relat-
ed aspects of the situation. The key 
is to ask the right questions: Who 
does it impact? How widespread is 
it? How can it be fixed? Good statis-
tics and data are critical for this 
kind of story. 

If your local or national government 
has adopted new safety measures, 
you can easily use the occasion to 
report on the public health impli-
cations, as the story from Austra-
lia does in the examples of stories 
provided. But if you are reporting 
from a country where people are just 
becoming aware of the problem and 
no substantial discussion is being 
held at national level, you might 
consider writing a story on success-
ful strategies being adopted in oth-

er countries with the same problem. 
Effective road safety interventions 
depend greatly on the context of 
each country, but the answer to a 
specific problem you have identified 
has probably been successfully ad-
dressed somewhere else in the world. 
This can be a useful way of framing 
your story and offering potential 
solutions for decision-makers in 
your country. 

In short, the body of research and 
data related to road safety and pub-
lic health is vast and often accessi-
ble. Unlike some public health cri-
ses in which there is no vaccine or 
cure, we already know how to reduce 
road traffic injuries and fatalities, 
and many countries have succeeded in 
doing so. Stories on these findings, 
like those featured below, can be 
opportunities for the media to focus 
attention on this deadly epidemic in 
a way that does not depend on the 
news hook of a fatal crash.


EXAMPLES OF RELATED STORIES 

➔ The world’s 10 leading causes of death, CNBC

➔ Why are roads one of the world’s biggest killers?,  
The Guardian, podcast

➔ Youth dying on roads put traffic cops on alert mode,  
Bangalore Mirror 

➔ Tougher laws for young drivers, The Australian

➔ Bangalore learns Swedish lessons in urban planning,  
Times of India

➔ For walkers and cyclists, a Swedish road-planning 
strategy helps save lives, San Diego Free Press 

 STORY ANGLE 1:  ROAD TRAFFIC CRASHES ARE ONE OF 
THE DEADLIEST KILLERS OF THE MODERN AGE.

“We know how to reduce road 
traffic injuries and fatalities.”

http://www.cnbc.com/id/101388499
http://www.theguardian.com/global-development/audio/2013/aug/30/road-safety-global-development-podcast
http://www.theguardian.com/global-development/audio/2013/aug/30/road-safety-global-development-podcast
http://www.bangaloremirror.com/bangalore/others/Youth-dying-on-roads-put-traffic-cops-on-alert-mode/articleshow/28649671.cms
http://www.bangaloremirror.com/bangalore/others/Youth-dying-on-roads-put-traffic-cops-on-alert-mode/articleshow/28649671.cms
http://www.abc.net.au/news/2014-06-30/tougher-laws-soon-for-young-sa-drivers/5558710
http://timesofindia.indiatimes.com/city/bangalore/Bangalore-learns-Swedish-lessons-in-urban-planning/articleshow/43174440.cms
http://timesofindia.indiatimes.com/city/bangalore/Bangalore-learns-Swedish-lessons-in-urban-planning/articleshow/43174440.cms
http://sandiegofreepress.org/2014/10/for-walkers-and-cyclists-a-swedish-road-planning-strategy-helps-save-lives/
http://sandiegofreepress.org/2014/10/for-walkers-and-cyclists-a-swedish-road-planning-strategy-helps-save-lives/
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Fatal crashes make headlines, but 
have you considered writing about 
the people who survived a crash and 
are now spending long days in pain, 
adjusting their homes to their new 
physical needs or trying to find a 
new place in society? 

The death toll represents only the 
tip of the iceberg of human capi-
tal and societal resources lost to 
road incidents. It is estimated that 
20–50 million people are injured an-
nually in road traffic crashes. These 
casualties tend to be highly under-
reported, which is why it is diffi-
cult to estimate with more precision 
the indirect burden of road traffic 
injuries. A conservative estimate is 
that, for each road traffic death, 
15 people require hospital treatment 
and 70 people suffer minor injuries. 

Traffic injuries frequently result in 
spinal cord injuries, which dramat-
ically change the lives of victims, 
either permanently disabling them 
or exposing them to a multitude of 
challenges. They face physical bar-
riers to basic mobility as well as 
negative attitudes that exclude them 
from full participation in society. 

People with spinal cord injuries 
are two to five times more likely 
to die prematurely. They also have 
lower rates of school enrolment and 
economic participation than people 
without such injuries. Spinal cord 
injury is also associated with risks 
for secondary conditions that can be 
debilitating and even life-threat-

ening, and it makes people highly 
dependent on caregivers. 

WHO’s International perspectives on 
spinal cord injury showed that, in 
the African Region, road traffic in-
juries are the main cause of these 
injuries, accounting for nearly 70% 
of all cases. In other WHO regions, 
spinal cord injuries related to road 
traffic crashes comprised from 40% 
of all such injuries in the South-
East Asia Region to 55% in the West-
ern Pacific Region. Like all injuries, 
spinal cord injuries are preventable. 

Another way to tell this story is 
through people who have become el-
oquent advocates after suffering 
traffic-related injuries. These peo-
ple and their lives can be a source 
of compelling, powerful human-in-
terest stories that not only call 
attention to road safety issues but 
can also inspire others trying to 
cope with similar misfortune. 

The stories below illustrate how, 
by covering such injuries, reporters 
can address the impact of road traf-
fic crashes on public health systems.


EXAMPLES OF RELATED STORIES 

➔ Kenya road crash victims, The Guardian 

➔ Zambia’s healthcare system in need of an MOT  
as road accidents increase, The Guardian

➔ Dubai crash victim warns of dangers of car 
modifications, The National

 STORY ANGLE 2:  ROAD TRAFFIC INJURIES AFFECT 
OVERALL QUALITY OF LIFE.

The death toll represents only 
the tip of the iceberg.

http://www.theguardian.com/global-development/audioslideshow/2012/aug/08/kenya-road-crash-victims-audio-slideshow
http://www.theguardian.com/global-development/2012/sep/14/zambia-healthcare-system-road-accidents
http://www.theguardian.com/global-development/2012/sep/14/zambia-healthcare-system-road-accidents
http://www.thenational.ae/uae/transport/dubai-crash-victim-warns-of-dangers-of-car-modifications
http://www.thenational.ae/uae/transport/dubai-crash-victim-warns-of-dangers-of-car-modifications
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The most common visual associated 
with road traffic crash stories is 
the scene of a crash — the smashed or 
overturned vehicle, shattered glass 
and personal belongings scattered 
on the asphalt. But another power-
ful image could be an overcrowded 
emergency room and overstretched 
emergency-care workers. Road traf-
fic injuries place a heavy burden on 
health systems, particularly in low- 
and middle-income countries where 
the number of victims is particular-
ly high and the resources available 
are invariably scarce. 

Consider writing about the strain 
placed on the health care infra-
structure as a result of road traffic 
crashes, as in the examples provid-
ed. How many hospital beds are occu-
pied by people injured on the road? 
For how long? And how much does this 
preventable situation cost the econ-
omy? 

You could also write a story compar-
ing the cost of reducing road traffic 
injuries with the cost of caring for 
the injured, noting that caring for 
road traffic injuries diverts scarce 
medical resources that might other-
wise be used to treat other, less 
preventable health issues. 

WHO’s World report on road traffic 
injury prevention found that, in a 
number of low- and middle-income 
countries, 30–86% of trauma admis-

sions to hospital result from road 
traffic injuries. The mean length of 
hospital stay was 20 days, and, in 
some countries, road traffic injury 
patients represented 48% of bed oc-
cupancy in surgical wards and were 
the most frequent users of operating 
theatres and intensive care units. 
Road traffic injuries also add to the 
workload of X-ray, physiotherapy and 
rehabilitation services. This kind 
of analysis can be done at national 
or local level by checking readily 
accessible data produced by local 
hospitals or government health min-
istries, as in the examples given 
below. 


EXAMPLES OF RELATED STORIES 

➔ Traffic tragedies threaten to overwhelm  
Bangladesh’s emergency wards, The Guardian

➔ Road death, cancer and diabetes becoming Africa’s 
hidden epidemics, The Guardian

➔ Reinventing the wheel, The Economist

➔ Bangladesh’s road accidents take a heavy tool 
on poor – and on economy, The Guardian 

➔ Cold ones and cars do not mix in Cape Town,  
The Pulitzer Center

 STORY ANGLE 3:  PUBLIC HEALTH SYSTEMS ARE 
STRAINED BY ROAD TRAFFIC INJURIES.

Another powerful image could 
be an overcrowded emergency 
room and overstretched 
emergency-care workers.

http://www.theguardian.com/global-development/2012/dec/10/traffic-tragedies-bangladesh-emergency-wards
http://www.theguardian.com/global-development/2012/dec/10/traffic-tragedies-bangladesh-emergency-wards
http://www.theguardian.com/global-development/2013/aug/05/road-deaths-cancer-diabetes-africa
http://www.theguardian.com/global-development/2013/aug/05/road-deaths-cancer-diabetes-africa
http://www.economist.com/news/leaders/21595003-roads-bring-growth-poor-countriesand-death-making-them-safer-need-not-cost-much-reinventing
http://www.theguardian.com/global-development/2012/aug/22/bangladesh-road-accidents-poor-economy
http://www.theguardian.com/global-development/2012/aug/22/bangladesh-road-accidents-poor-economy
http://pulitzercenter.org/reporting/south-africa-emergency-medical-care-drink-driving
http://pulitzercenter.org/reporting/south-africa-emergency-medical-care-drink-driving
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1. Comparison with other diseases: 
How many people die in road traf-
fic crashes in your country? How 
does that number compare with the 
number of those dying from HIV/
AIDS, malaria or tuberculosis? 
What about other common infec-
tious diseases like dengue? How 
does the amount of money spent 
on preventing road traffic deaths 
compare with the amount spent on 
other diseases? 

2. Who are the main victims in your 
country? Young people? Males? 
People on two-wheeled vehicles? 
People who do not use seat-belts 
or helmets?

3. Post-crash care and emergency 
services: What emergencies ser-
vices exist in your country? Can 
you call an ambulance? How much 
does this cost, and who has ac-
cess? What is the so-called “gold-
en hour”?
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WITH A PUBLIC HEALTH ANGLE
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SOLUTIONS JOURNALISM
As we have stressed throughout this guide, road safety is 
a problem with effective responses. In that light, solu-
tions-oriented journalism can be particularly useful in writ-

ing about road safety. One of the pioneers in the field 
is the Solutions Journalism Network (www.solutionsjour-
nalism.org), an organization based in New York that 
supports journalists to produce rigorous and compelling 
stories about responses to social problems.

As Tina Rosenberg, co-founder of the Solutions Journalism 
Network, explains, true solutions journalism is not ad-
vocacy. “It’s not fluff or public relations or ‘feel good’ 
journalism,” she said. “It is rigorous and compelling re-

porting that examines the root of problems and covers realistic  
— because they are actually happening — responses. 

“Journalism’s predominant theory of change is that pointing 
out social problems will spur reform. Journalists act as 
whistle-blowers and expose wrongdoing, but have little role 
to play beyond that. We believe this theory of change is 
insufficient. It is increasingly inadequate for journalists 
to simply note what’s wrong and hope for society to create 
better laws or provide proper oversight. The world’s problems 
are just too complex and fast changing. People must learn 
about credible examples of responses to problems in order 
to become empowered, discerning actors capable of shaping 
a better society. In this context, journalism must augment 
its traditional role, spotlighting adaptive responses to en-
trenched social ills.” 

The Solutions Journalism Network recently published a free 
48-page toolkit that walks reporters through the process 
of practicing solutions journalism, from finding a response 
worth covering to engaging readers/viewers with a final story. 
The toolkit is available on this website www.solutionsjour-
nalism.org and it includes an interesting example of road 
safety story from The New York Times, De Blasio looks toward 
Sweden for road safety.

“It is increasingly inadequate for journalists to 
simply note what’s wrong and hope for society to 
create better laws or provide proper oversight.”

http://www.solutionsjournalism.org/
http://www.solutionsjournalism.org/
http://www.nytimes.com/2014/05/13/nyregion/de-blasio-looks-toward-sweden-for-road-safety.html?_r=0
http://www.nytimes.com/2014/05/13/nyregion/de-blasio-looks-toward-sweden-for-road-safety.html?_r=0
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We often read stories about individ-
uals who are killed or injured in 
road traffic crashes, but we seldom 
read stories about how the problem 
affects a whole class of people. 
Vulnerability on the road depends a 
lot on what you do and who you are. 

If you live in a low-income country, 
if you drive a motorcycle or if you 
are 15–29 years of age, your chanc-
es of road traffic injuries are much 
higher than those of the rest of the 
population. Studies have shown that 
crashes have a disproportionate im-
pact on the poor and vulnerable seg-
ments of society. Even in high-in-
come countries, poor children are at 
greater risk than children from more 
prosperous families. In low-income 
countries, people from low socioeco-
nomic groups face the greatest risk.

If you want to write about road 
safety with a focus on people in 
different risk categories, there 
are several ways of doing so. This 
approach helps readers better un-
derstand the risk factors that ap-
ply to them while at the same time 
suggesting steps they can take to 
reduce their vulnerability. Provid-
ing readers with more knowledge can 
contribute to reducing road traffic 
injuries and fatalities.

In the following pages, you will find 
some key concepts for your narrative 
from two proposed angles as well as 
links to examples of relevant road 
safety stories written by reporters 
around the world. The links are active  
in the online PDF version of this 
guide.

Vulnerability on the road 
depends a lot on what you do 
and who you are. 
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The news peg for these stories is 
often a new study or set of statis-
tics. They can be interesting and 
useful if they focus on a specific 
aspect of the problem and suggest a 
possible solution or intervention. 
Consider how the problem affects a 
particular group, such as young peo-
ple, drivers and passengers on the 
small motorcycles that have become 
the dominant mode of transport in 
many parts of the developing world, 
or people in a specific geographical 
area, to mention a few. Statistics 
demonstrating that the chances of 
dying in a road traffic crash depend 
on where people live, their age or 
failure to wear a helmet can help 
readers to identify with the problem 
and can also provide the basis for 
interesting personal narratives. 

There are also many stories to be 
written about concrete actions that 
can be taken to reduce the vulner-
ability of certain groups, such as 
creating and maintaining clearly 
marked pedestrian crossings, build-
ing bridges for pedestrians or re-

minding pedestrians to put down 
their smartphones and pay attention 
to where they are walking. 

Stories like those in the examples 
below incorporate a strong human- 
interest element, as they feature 
individuals who have in some way 
been vulnerable. Pay particular at-
tention to “Right to walk is right to 
health” (The Hindu), which focuses 
on pedestrians and the lack of ad-
equate pavements in India. The re-
porter linked the direct and indi-
rect health benefits of walking. 


EXAMPLES OF RELATED STORIES 

➔ Traffic accidents are ‘biggest killer of young people 
worldwide’, report says, The Guardian

➔ South Africa’s lack of road safety forces children 
to run the gauntlet, The Guardian

➔ Right to walk is right to health, The Hindu

➔ Nine out of 10 parents move child out of booster seat 

too soon, study finds, The Washington Post

 STORY ANGLE 1:  CERTAIN GROUPS ARE MUCH MORE 
VULNERABLE TO ROAD TRAFFIC INJURIES.
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http://www.theguardian.com/global-development/2012/may/02/traffic-accidents-biggest-killer-young-people
http://www.theguardian.com/global-development/2012/may/02/traffic-accidents-biggest-killer-young-people
http://www.theguardian.com/global-development/2012/jun/04/south-africa-roads-children-safety
http://www.theguardian.com/global-development/2012/jun/04/south-africa-roads-children-safety
http://www.thehindu.com/news/cities/chennai/right-to-walk-is-right-to-health/article4912752.ece
http://www.washingtonpost.com/local/trafficandcommuting/nine-out-of-10-parents-move-child-out-of-booster-seat-too-soon-study-finds/2014/09/24/c3363496-4407-11e4-b437-1a7368204804_story.html
http://www.washingtonpost.com/local/trafficandcommuting/nine-out-of-10-parents-move-child-out-of-booster-seat-too-soon-study-finds/2014/09/24/c3363496-4407-11e4-b437-1a7368204804_story.html
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Advocacy organizations often do a 
good job in highlighting the special 
concerns of constituent groups, such 
as older drivers or bicycle commut-
ers in urban areas. The Global Alli-
ance of NGOs for Road Safety (www.
roadsafetyngos.org) counts 140 mem-
ber organizations in 90 countries. 
These organizations can be valuable 
resources for journalists around 
the world; their activities range 
from providing support to victims 
and their families and advocating 
for road users rights to promoting 
safety initiatives. In order to be 
prepared for future stories on road 
safety, you should be aware of the 
key road safety NGOs in your city or 
country and what type of information 
you can get from them.

Here is an example of what we are 
talking about: Road safety experts 
generally agree that stricter road 
safety law enforcement is key to 
changing behaviour, yet politicians 
often prefer to turn a blind eye 
to common infractions, considering 
that strict enforcement of, say, 
seat-belt laws would be unpopular 
with motorists and could cost them 
in the next elections. But are peo-
ple really against strict enforce-
ment of road safety laws?

An NGO working on road safety in 
Turkey decided to answer this ques-
tion by asking road users direct-
ly how they felt about changing the 
current law and setting higher fines 
for people who do not wear seat- 
belts. The results were surprising: 
85% of those polled supported in-
creased penalties for not wearing 
seat-belts. As one would expect, the 
Turkish media jumped on the story. 


EXAMPLES OF RELATED STORIES 

➔ We are not afraid of dying, but of getting fined, Zaman

➔ Safety experts to pedestrians: Put the Smartphone down 
and pay attention, The Washington Post 

➔ China pushing child safety seats to reduce accident toll, 
Bloomberg News 

 STORY ANGLE 2:  INTEREST GROUPS AND ADVOCACY 
ORGANIZATIONS CAN BRING A NEW PERSPECTIVE 
TO FAMILIAR PROBLEMS. 

You should be aware  
of the key road safety NGOs  
in your city or country. 

file:///D:\Communication2\04_Manual_JT\Drafts\For%20Internal%20High%20Level%20Review\The%20Global%20Alliance%20of%20NGOs%20for%20Road%20Safety%20http:\www.roadsafetyngos.org\
file:///D:\Communication2\04_Manual_JT\Drafts\For%20Internal%20High%20Level%20Review\The%20Global%20Alliance%20of%20NGOs%20for%20Road%20Safety%20http:\www.roadsafetyngos.org\
http://www.zaman.com.tr/aile-saglik_olumden-degil-para-cezasindan-korkuyoruz_2236731.html
http://www.washingtonpost.com/local/trafficandcommuting/safety-experts-to-pedestrians-put-the-smartphones-down-and-pay-attention/2014/09/19/278352d0-3f3a-11e4-9587-5dafd96295f0_story.html
http://www.washingtonpost.com/local/trafficandcommuting/safety-experts-to-pedestrians-put-the-smartphones-down-and-pay-attention/2014/09/19/278352d0-3f3a-11e4-9587-5dafd96295f0_story.html
http://www.bloomberg.com/news/2013-11-24/china-pushing-child-safety-seats-to-reduce-accident-toll-cars.html
http://www.bloomberg.com/news/2013-11-24/china-pushing-child-safety-seats-to-reduce-accident-toll-cars.html
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ROAD SAFETY 
AND LEGISLATION 

06



45

When it comes to changing risky be-
haviour, legislation can be an ef-
fective tool to reduce injuries and 
fatalities. For a journalist inter-
ested in solutions, writing about 
legislation and law enforcement is 
yet another approach. 

If you are willing to dig a bit into 
the many resources that are avail-
able, stories on road safety legis-
lation can be exciting and challeng-
ing journalistic projects. They can 
be timely pieces that contribute to 
the debate and clarify what must be 
changed, how and why. Road safety 
stories with a focus on legislation 
can:

➔	 reflect a debate and contribute 
to it by encouraging public 
discussion and participation; 

➔	 help readers and road users 
to follow and understand the 
debate on a bill that will di-
rectly affect them; and

➔	 give a voice to people who are 
not given the opportunity to 
have a say in the debate, such 
as advocates or representa-
tive of groups of road users.

We found a good example of how these 
types of stories can contribute to 
the debate in Australia, where the 
alarmingly high rate of young driv-
ers in road traffic crashes became 
part of the national conversation, 
in part thanks to the media. Between 
2004 and 2008, the introduction of 

graduated driver licensing restric-
tions for novice drivers became a 
prominent topic in news coverage 
and generated hundreds of articles 
around the pros and cons of each 
proposed measure. 

Almost any story on a road inci-
dent is an opportunity to discuss 
the relevant legislation. At the 
same time, it must be kept in mind 
that this can be a moving target, as 
laws, law enforcement strategies and 
safety technology change and evolve. 
For example, a few years ago, a good 
story on a fatal crash involving 
drink–driving would typically have 
included a mention of the maximum 
blood alcohol concentration allowed 
by law and the enforcement strate-
gy adopted by the government. These 
days, a story on the same subject 
could include reference to new tech-
nologies, such as ignition inter-
locks, which are increasingly being 
required by law. 

Several types of story offer the 
opportunity for exploring in depth 
or simply mentioning traffic or road 
safety legislation. In the following 
pages, you will find some suggestions 
for including information on traf-
fic legislation in your stories. The 
links to examples of relevant road 
safety stories written by reporters 
around the world are active in the 
online version of the guide.
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Imagine you are doing a story on a 
road crash in which one or more peo-
ple have been killed. As you try to 
understand what happened, you have 
an opportunity to look at any rele-
vant legislation and consider why it 
was — or was not — effective and how 
it might be improved. For example, 
in Brazil, a 3-year-old child rid-
ing in a taxi was killed because he 
wasn’t in a child seat. While giving 
appropriate coverage to the tragic 
loss of life, several news stories 
asked why Brazil’s legislation ex-
cluded taxis from the mandatory use 
of child restraints. Unfortunately, 
none of the stories explored how 
this measure is implemented in other 
countries where child restraints are 
mandatory in taxis. 

Another example comes from India, 
where in June 2014 a prominent Gov-
ernment official was killed in a car 
crash. Gopinath Munde, Rural De-
velopment Minister, was seated in 
the back seat of his vehicle and 
was not wearing a seat-belt. Most 
of the headlines on the tragedy 
focused on the fact that Mr Munde 
was not wearing a seat-belt rath-
er than on his public persona or 
other details of the crash. Some 
stories used the opportunity to ask 
why rear seat-belt wearing is not 
mandatory under the India Motor Ve-
hicle Act and why law enforcement 
in general is so poor in the coun-
try, as in the story in the box. 


EXAMPLES OF RELATED STORIES 

➔ Children’s safety lacks monitoring, O Dia Rio  
(Portuguese)

➔ Seat-belt could have saved Gopinath Munde, DNA

STORIES TRIGGERED BY ROAD TRAFFIC CRASHES 
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http://www.dnaindia.com/mumbai/report-seatbelt-could-have-saved-gopinath-munde-1993295
http://odia.ig.com.br/noticia/rio-de-janeiro/2014-08-07/seguranca-das-criancas-nos-carros-e-pouco-fiscalizada.html
http://www.dnaindia.com/mumbai/report-seatbelt-could-have-saved-gopinath-munde-1993295
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Too often dismissed by reporters and 
editors as humdrum stories that will 
probably end up buried deep inside 
the paper, stories about new legis-
lative initiatives can, with a lit-
tle effort, be turned into highly 
readable, informative pieces. These 
articles help to frame the debate 
and improve readers’ understanding 
of the legislative process and how 
the new measures will directly af-
fect them. For example, Joe Freeman 
of The Phnom Penh Post turned a story 
on the licencing system in Cambodia 
into a lively piece by placing him-
self in the driver’s seat and trying 
to get local certification. 


EXAMPLES OF RELATED STORIES 

➔ Traffic law almost at hand, The Phnom Penh Post

➔ Bring stringent norms in motor bill to check road 
death, Business Standard

➔ Road safety: the truths are out there,  
Business Standard

➔ In the driver’s seat: the road to certification, 
The Phnom Penh Post

Stories can also refer to legisla-
tion as part of an overall analysis 
of road safety, as in the example 
below. But even the best laws are 
meaningless if they are not enforced. 
Thus, law enforcement is another 
critical topic for journalists, es-
pecially in low- and middle-income 
countries, where lack of resources, 
corruption and deeply ingrained hab-
its of lax enforcement all contrib-
ute to escalating death rates. As a 
journalist, you can investigate and 
expose corruption, make the case for 
putting more resources into profes-
sional law enforcement and help the 
public understand that competent law 
enforcement is in their best inter-
ests. You can also shed light on the 
challenges facing law enforcement 
agencies, as in the stories below. 


EXAMPLES OF RELATED STORIES 

➔ Children’s safety lacks monitoring, O Dia Rio

➔ Traffic law lack foot soldiers, The Phnom Penh Post

➔ Full community support for safety belts, Memurlar

➔ Americans left at risk as transportation safety fixes 
are delayed, The Washington Post

➔ Road to perdition, Live Mint and The Wall Street  
Journal

STORIES PEGGED TO NEW PROPOSALS OR LEGISLATIVE BILLS
 

Stories about new legislative 
initiatives can, with a little 
effort, be turned into highly 
readable, informative pieces.

http://www.phnompenhpost.com/national/traffic-law-almost-hand
http://www.business-standard.com/article/pti-stories/bring-stringent-norms-in-motor-bill-to-check-road-deaths-113071100737_1.html
http://www.business-standard.com/article/pti-stories/bring-stringent-norms-in-motor-bill-to-check-road-deaths-113071100737_1.html
http://www.business-standard.com/article/opinion/dinesh-mohan-road-safety-the-truths-are-out-there-114070901393_1.html
http://www.business-standard.com/article/opinion/dinesh-mohan-road-safety-the-truths-are-out-there-114070901393_1.html
http://www.phnompenhpost.com/drivers-seat-road-certification
http://www.phnompenhpost.com/drivers-seat-road-certification
http://odia.ig.com.br/noticia/rio-de-janeiro/2014-08-07/seguranca-das-criancas-nos-carros-e-pouco-fiscalizada.html
http://www.phnompenhpost.com/national/traffic-law-lacks-foot-soldiers
http://www.memurlar.net/haber/478930/
http://www.washingtonpost.com/wp-dyn/content/article/2010/09/25/AR2010092503172.html
http://www.washingtonpost.com/wp-dyn/content/article/2010/09/25/AR2010092503172.html
http://www.livemint.com/Opinion/eCjQNYVRMr2bHf3Nfu5MkJ/Road-to-Perdition.html
http://www.livemint.com/Opinion/eCjQNYVRMr2bHf3Nfu5MkJ/Road-to-Perdition.html
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Good sources and resources are crit-
ical to understanding and reporting 
on road safety. Facts and data can 
add depth and credibility to your 
stories. The following list of re-
sources includes reports, techni-
cal publications and the websites 
of road safety organizations. It is 
not comprehensive, but it might help 
reporters to find the right resources 
and sources for a variety of angles.

Please note that the links are ac-
tive in the online PDF version of 
this guide. 

For more information and facts, we 
invite you to visit our online Road 
Safety Media Brief, which includes 
fact sheets about the main risk fac-
tors, common myths in reporting on 
road safety and frequently asked 
questions on road safety.

BY PUBLICATION 
•	 Global status report on road safety 
	 (GSRRS), 2013 (WHO)
•	 Global status report on road safety, 2009 (WHO) 
•	 World report on road traffic injury prevention, 2004 

(WHO) 
•	 World Health Statistics, 2014
	 (Global Health Observatory, WHO) 
•	 Annual report of the International Road Traffic and 

Accident Database (IRTAD), 2013 (OECD) 
•	 Annual report of the United Nation Economic  

Commission for Europe, 2013 
•	 World road statistic report, 2014 (International Road 

Federation)

	 BY TOPIC 
	 COST OF ROAD CRASHES  

AND ROAD SAFETY MEASURES

•	 Cost–benefit analysis of road safety measures 
(SWOV)

•	 Crash costing (International Road Assessment  
Programme)

•	 Road crash cost (fact sheet, SWOV)
•	 Road safety annual report (International Road Traffic 

and Accident Database)

	 DATA ON FATALITIES AND INJURIES  
DUE TO ROAD TRAFFIC CRASHES

➔	 Global data
•	 Comparison of road traffic deaths with those from 

others diseases (Global Health Observatory, WHO)
•	 Injury accidents per 100 million vehicle–km  

(International Road Federation) 
•	 International Road Traffic and Accident Database 

(OECD) 
•	 Methodology for data collection, Global status report 

on road safety, 2013 (WHO)
•	 Road traffic fatalities per 100 000 population (WHO)
•	 Road traffic fatalities per 10 000 vehicles (OECD)
•	 Statistical annexes, World report on road traffic injury 

prevention, 2004 (WHO) 
•	 Underreporting (OECD)

➔	 Regional data
•	 African Region (Global status report on road safety,  

2013, WHO)
•	 Mortality in Africa: The Share of Road Traffic  

Fatalities (African Development Bank) 
•	 Eastern Mediterranean Region (Global status report 

on road safety, 2013, WHO)
•	 European Region (Global status report on road safety, 

2013, WHO)
•	 Eurostat, database of European statistics (EU)
•	 Inter-American Development Bank
•	 Region of the Americas (WHO)
•	 South-East Asia Region (Global status report  

on road safety, 2013, WHO)
•	 Western Pacific Region (Global status report  

on road safety, 2013, WHO)

➔	 National data
•	 Country profiles (Global status report on road safety, 

2013, WHO)

http://www.who.int/violence_injury_prevention/road_safety_status/2013/en/
http://www.who.int/violence_injury_prevention/road_safety_status/2013/en/
http://whqlibdoc.who.int/publications/2009/9789241563840_eng.pdf?ua=1
http://whqlibdoc.who.int/publications/2004/9241562609.pdf?ua=1&ua=1
http://www.who.int/gho/publications/en/
http://internationaltransportforum.org/irtadpublic/index.html
http://internationaltransportforum.org/irtadpublic/index.html
http://www.unece.org/publications/annualreports/topics/annual_reports.html
http://www.unece.org/publications/annualreports/topics/annual_reports.html
http://www.irfnet.ch/world_road_statistics.php
https://www.swov.nl/rapport/Factsheets/UK/FS_CBA.pdf
http://toolkit.irap.org/default.asp?page=management&id=1
https://www.swov.nl/rapport/Factsheets/UK/FS_Costs.pdf
http://www.internationaltransportforum.org/pub/pdf/13IrtadReport.pdf
http://www.who.int/gho/mortality_burden_disease/en/
http://www.who.int/gho/mortality_burden_disease/en/
http://www.irfnet.ch/world_road_statistics.php
http://internationaltransportforum.org/irtadpublic/index.html
http://internationaltransportforum.org/irtadpublic/index.html
http://www.who.int/violence_injury_prevention/road_safety_status/2013/methodology/en/
http://www.who.int/violence_injury_prevention/road_safety_status/2013/methodology/en/
http://www.internationaltransportforum.org/Irtadpublic/index.html
http://www.internationaltransportforum.org/Irtadpublic/index.html
http://www.who.int/violence_injury_prevention/publications/road_traffic/world_report/statistical_annex.pdf?ua=1
http://www.who.int/violence_injury_prevention/publications/road_traffic/world_report/statistical_annex.pdf?ua=1
http://www.who.int/roadsafety/publications/irtad_underreporting.pdf
http://www.who.int/violence_injury_prevention/road_safety_status/2013/report/factsheet_afro.pdf?ua=1
http://www.afdb.org/fileadmin/uploads/afdb/Documents/Publications/Economic%20Brief%20-%20Mortality%20in%20Africa%20%20The%20Share%20of%20Road%20Traffic%20Fatalities.pdf
http://www.afdb.org/fileadmin/uploads/afdb/Documents/Publications/Economic%20Brief%20-%20Mortality%20in%20Africa%20%20The%20Share%20of%20Road%20Traffic%20Fatalities.pdf
http://www.who.int/violence_injury_prevention/road_safety_status/2013/report/factsheet_emro_en.pdf?ua=1
http://www.who.int/violence_injury_prevention/road_safety_status/2013/report/factsheet_euro.pdf?ua=1
http://ec.europa.eu/eurostat/help/new-eurostat-website
http://www.iadb.org/en/topics/transportation/road-safety,1166.html
http://www.who.int/violence_injury_prevention/road_safety_status/2013/report/factsheet_paho_en.pdf?ua=1
http://www.searo.who.int/entity/disabilities_injury_rehabilitation/topics/en/
http://www.wpro.who.int/mnh/documents/docs/road_safety_factsheet_2013_final_web.pdf?ua=1
http://www.who.int/violence_injury_prevention/road_safety_status/2013/country_profiles/en/
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	 International organizations working  
in the field of road safety

•	 Amend
•	 Bloomberg Philanthropies 
•	 Centers for Disease Control and Prevention: motor 

vehicle safety
•	 EMBARQ
•	 European Federation of Road Traffic Victims
•	 FIA Foundation 
•	 Global Alliance of NGOs for Road Safety 
•	 Global Road Safety Partnership
•	 International Road Federation
•	 Road Traffic Injuries Research Network
•	 Safe Kids
•	 SWOV Institute for Road Safety Research 
•	 Transport Research Board of the National Academies, 

Transport Research International Documentation 
database 

•	 United Nations Road Safety Collaboration 
•	 WHO 
•	 World Bank
•	 YOURS: Youth for Road Safety

	 Maps, visuals and audiovisuals
•	 Infographics (WHO) 
•	 Global Health Observatory (WHO)
•	 Online library of road safety mass media campaigns 

(WHO)
•	 Mr Pedestrian, poster series (WHO)
•	 Roads Kill map (Pulitzer Centre)
•	 Road marks, poster series (WHO)
•	 Too late, poster series (WHO)

	 Projects and initiatives 

•	 Bloomberg Philanthropies global road safety  
programme in nine countries

•	 Decade of Action for Road Safety 2011–2020
•	 Global plan for the Decade of Action for Road Safety 

2011–2020
•	 Make roads safe: the campaign for global road safety
•	 More on: Brazil, Cambodia, China, India, Kenya,  

Mexico, Russian Federation, Turkey, Viet Nam
•	 Third United Nations global road safety week:  

children and road safety (May 2015)
•	 World day of remembrance for road traffic victims 

(third Sunday of November)

	 Related topics 
•	 Alcohol 
•	 Environment and air quality
•	 Spinal cord injuries
•	 Youth 

	 Road safety facts and good practice  
manuals 

•	 10 facts on global road safety (WHO)
•	 Crash types (International Road  

Assessment Programme) 
•	 Distracted driving (report, WHO)
•	 Drinking and driving (manual, WHO and partners)
•	 Fact sheets on a wide range of road safety- 

related topics (SWOV)
•	 Helmets (manual, WHO and partners)
•	 Road safety fact sheet (WHO)
•	 Risk factors: fact sheets with main scientific 

evidence on five key risk factors (WHO)
•	 Risk factors: infographics (WHO)
•	 Seat-belts and child restraints 
	 (manual, WHO and partners)
•	 Seat belts, airbags and child protection devices 

(fact sheet, Netherlands Institute for Road Safety 
Research, SWOV)

•	 Speed management  
(manual, WHO and partners)

•	 Strengthening road safety legislation  
(manual, WHO)

•	 The vision zero initiative (Sweden) 
•	 The safe system approach (OECD) 
•	 Use of the mobile phone while driving  

(fact sheet, SWOV)
•	 Visibility (fact sheet, WHO)

	 Road users 

•	 Bicyclists (International Road Assessment  
Programme) and Bicycle helmets (fact sheet, SWOV)

•	 Children going to school (Amend, Africa) 
•	 Children safety (Safe Kids)
•	 Child protection devices (fact sheet, SWOV)
•	 Enforcement (toolkit, International Road Assessment 

Programme)
•	 Fact sheets on other road users, such as seniors 

(fact sheets, SWOV)
•	 First United Nations global road safety week: youth 

and road safety (April 2007)

http://www.amend.org/
http://www.bloomberg.org/program/public-health/road-safety/
http://www.cdc.gov/Motorvehiclesafety/global/
http://www.cdc.gov/Motorvehiclesafety/global/
http://www.embarq.org/
http://fevr.org/
http://www.fiafoundation.org/
http://www.roadsafetyngos.org/
http://www.grsproadsafety.org/
http://www.irfnet.ch/world_road_statistics.php
http://www.rtirn.net/
http://www.safekids.org/
https://www.swov.nl/index_uk.htm
http://trid.trb.org/
http://trid.trb.org/
http://trid.trb.org/
http://www.who.int/roadsafety/en/
http://www.who.int/violence_injury_prevention/road_traffic/en/
http://web.worldbank.org/WBSITE/EXTERNAL/TOPICS/EXTTRANSPORT/EXTTOPGLOROASAF/0,,menuPK:2582226~pagePK:64168427~piPK:64168435~theSitePK:2582213,00.html
http://www.youthforroadsafety.org/
http://www.who.int/violence_injury_prevention/road_safety_status/2013/facts/en/
http://gamapserver.who.int/mapLibrary/app/searchResults.aspx
http://www.who.int/violence_injury_prevention/videos/en/
http://www.who.int/roadsafety/week/2013/posters/en/
http://roadskillmap.com/
http://www.who.int/violence_injury_prevention/publications/road_traffic/posters/en/
http://www.who.int/roadsafety/week/resources/posters/en/
http://www.who.int/violence_injury_prevention/road_traffic/countrywork/en/
http://www.who.int/violence_injury_prevention/road_traffic/countrywork/en/
http://www.who.int/roadsafety/decade_of_action/en/
http://www.who.int/roadsafety/decade_of_action/plan/en/
http://www.makeroadssafe.org/Pages/home.aspx
http://www.who.int/violence_injury_prevention/road_traffic/countrywork/bra/en/
http://www.who.int/violence_injury_prevention/road_traffic/countrywork/khm/en/
http://www.who.int/violence_injury_prevention/road_traffic/countrywork/chn/en/
http://www.who.int/violence_injury_prevention/road_traffic/countrywork/ind/en/
http://www.who.int/violence_injury_prevention/road_traffic/countrywork/kenya/en/
http://www.who.int/violence_injury_prevention/road_traffic/countrywork/mex/en/
http://www.who.int/violence_injury_prevention/road_traffic/countrywork/rus/en/
http://www.who.int/violence_injury_prevention/road_traffic/countrywork/turkey/en/
http://www.who.int/violence_injury_prevention/road_traffic/countrywork/vietnam/en/
http://www.who.int/roadsafety/week/2015/en/
http://www.who.int/roadsafety/week/2015/en/
http://worlddayofremembrance.org/
http://www.who.int/substance_abuse/publications/global_alcohol_report/en/
http://www.fiafoundation.org/our-work/air-quality
http://www.who.int/disabilities/policies/spinal_cord_injury/en/
http://www.who.int/maternal_child_adolescent/topics/adolescence/second-decade/en/
http://www.who.int/features/factfiles/roadsafety/en/
http://toolkit.irap.org/default.asp?page=roaduser&id=7
http://www.who.int/violence_injury_prevention/publications/road_traffic/distracted_driving/en/
http://whqlibdoc.who.int/publications/2007/9782940395002_eng.pdf?ua=1
http://www.swov.nl/UK/Research/factsheets.htm
http://www.swov.nl/UK/Research/factsheets.htm
http://whqlibdoc.who.int/publications/2006/9241562994_eng.pdf?ua=1
http://www.who.int/mediacentre/factsheets/fs358/en/
http://www.who.int/violence_injury_prevention/road_safety_status/2013/facts/en/
http://www.who.int/violence_injury_prevention/road_safety_status/2013/facts/en/
http://www.who.int/violence_injury_prevention/road_safety_status/2013/facts/en/
http://whqlibdoc.who.int/road_safety/2009/9780956140302_eng.pdf?ua=1
https://www.swov.nl/rapport/Factsheets/UK/FS_Seatbelts.pdf
http://whqlibdoc.who.int/publications/2008/9782940395040_eng.pdf?ua=1
http://www.who.int/violence_injury_prevention/road_traffic/countrywork/legislation_manual/en/
http://www.visionzeroinitiative.com/en/Concept/
http://www.internationaltransportforum.org/jtrc/safety/targets/targets.html
https://www.swov.nl/rapport/Factsheets/UK/FS_Mobile_phones.pdf
http://www.who.int/violence_injury_prevention/publications/road_traffic/world_report/visibility_en.pdf?ua=1
http://toolkit.irap.org/default.asp?page=roaduser&id=4
https://www.swov.nl/rapport/Factsheets/UK/FS_Bicycle_helmets.pdf
http://www.amend.org/
http://www.safekids.org/
https://www.swov.nl/rapport/Factsheets/UK/FS_Seatbelts.pdf
http://toolkit.irap.org/default.asp?page=treatment&id=36
https://www.swov.nl/rapport/Factsheets/UK/FS_Elderly.pdf
http://www.who.int/roadsafety/week/2007/en/
http://www.who.int/roadsafety/week/2007/en/
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We hope you have found this guide 
useful. Our purpose is to encourage 
and inspire journalists around the 
world with ideas, examples and some 
resources to produce stories that 
go beyond a road traffic crash. As 
we have emphasized throughout, what 
is happening on our roads is not a 
series of unlucky but somehow inev-
itable accidents; rather, it is a 
public health crisis that is taking 
a catastrophic toll not only on in-
dividual victims but also on soci-
eties as a whole. It is only when 
journalists — especially journalists  
in developing countries, where the 
toll is highest — understand the true  
nature of this crisis and draw public  
attention to it that we will begin 
to make progress toward reducing the 
deadly and entirely avoidable carnage  
on our roads.

But covering road safety is not a 
“one-and-done” project. This dead-
ly public health crisis will not be 
solved by a single in-depth road 
safety project, no matter how excel-
lent or widely read it is. To have a 
real impact, reporting on road safe-
ty must become an ongoing process 
of consciousness- and public aware-
ness-raising. It must become part of 
every newsroom’s DNA, especially in 
the countries where road crashes are 
most frequent and most likely to be 
shrugged off as a cost of economic 
progress. If you are an editor or 

reporter in a place where too many 
people are dying on the roads, you  
should seize every opportunity — from  
the fiery crash that kills a dozen  
people to the more mundane decision  
by a local governing authority to trim  
funding for road safety enforcement  
— to explain that road safety is a  
major public health crisis that has 
a solution. 

There is no shortage of opportunities  
and openings to write about road 
safety. Your task is to find the right 
people, ask the right questions and 
present the story with the urgency 
it deserves.

It must become part of 
every newsroom’s DNA.

Your task is to find the 
right people, ask the 
right questions and 
present the story with 
the urgency it deserves. 
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Department of Management of Noncommunicable Diseases, 
Disability, Violence and Injury Prevention 
20 Avenue Appia
1211 Geneva 27
Switzerland
Tel: +41 22 791 2392
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