/i ADVOCATES

January 23, 2025

The Honorable David Reid, Chair

House Highway Safety and Policy Subcommittee
Virginia House of Delegates

201 North 9th Street

Richmond, Virginia 23219

Dear Chair Reid:

Advocates for Highway and Auto Safety (Advocates), an alliance of consumer, safety, medical, public health and law
enforcement groups and insurance companies working together to pass highway and auto safety laws that prevent crashes,
save lives, reduce injuries, and contain costs, supports advancing House Bill (HB) 2475 to enhance the current seat belt
law by including rear seat passengers. While the measure is a step in the right direction, the bill also should simplify
enforcement to primary.

In 2023, an estimated 915 people were killed in traffic crashes in Virginia,' a 30 percent increase in a little under a
decade." In addition, Virginia incurs approximately $6.5 billion in economic harm annually due to motor vehicle crashes,
which is equivalent to $756 per resident each year according to a 2019 analysis.™ When updated for inflation alone, in
2024, costs would equate to $8.15 billion and $948 respectively."

In 2022, 56 percent of passenger vehicle occupants who died in Virginia were not wearing a seat belt, when restraint use
was known." It is essential that a seat belt law covers all passengers to improve seat belt use and safety. Unbelted rear seat
passengers are referred to as “back seat bullets” because they can be thrust at high speed into the driver resulting in loss of
control of the vehicle and into other occupants causing fatalities and serious injuries. The chance of death for a belted
driver seated directly in front of an unrestrained passenger in a serious head-on crash was “2.27 times higher than if seated
in front of a restrained passenger.”' In fact, unbelted rear seat passengers are three times more likely than belted rear seat
passengers to die in a crash."!

From 1975 to 2019, seat belts prevented over 403,000 fatalities and saved approximately $2.5 trillion in economic costs. """
Airbags are designed to be effective with a properly seat belted occupant. The combination of an airbag plus a lap and
shoulder belt reduces the risk of death in frontal crashes by 61 percent, compared with a 50 percent reduction for belts
alone and a 34 percent reduction for airbags alone.* Furthermore, rear seat belt use is vital as vehicle safety infrastructure
is not as developed in the rear as it is in the front.®

A poll released by the Insurance Institute for Highway Safety (I1HS) found that nearly 40 percent of people surveyed said
they sometimes don't buckle up in the rear seat because there is no law requiring it. If such a law existed, 60 percent of
respondents said it would convince them to do so.*

In addition, we urge upgrading the bill to primary enforcement for seat belts in both front and rear seats. States with
primary enforcement laws have higher seat belt use rates.X" While 71 percent of states with primary enforcement seat belt
laws attain use rates of 90 percent or higher, only 13 percent of states with secondary enforcement laws or no seat belt law
do. X An I1HS study found that when states strengthen their laws from secondary to primary enforcement, driver death
rates decline by an estimated seven percent.V

In 2023, only 73.2 percent of Virginians buckled up, the lowest rate of any state.** Comparatively, the national average for
seat belt use was 91.9 percent, and in the District of Columbia, which has a primary enforcement all-occupant law, it was
94.6 percent.*' Moreover, Virginia is going in the wrong direction. In 2019, 85.4 percent of Virginians were restrained by
seat belts, but since the pandemic that number has decreased all three years for which data is available *"

We urge the Subcommittee to take action to save lives by upgrading and advancing HB 2475.

Sincerely,

A i

Catherine Chase, President
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