
  
COALITION FOR SMARTER GROWTH 

 

Coalition for Smarter Growth • 4000 Albemarle St, NW, Suite 310 • Washington, DC 20016  
(202) 244-4408 •Fax (202) 244-4438 • www.smartergrowth.net 

Transportation Safety:  Comparing Rail Transit and Driving 
 
The Metrorail collision in June 2009 prompted a spate of  articles about the Metrorail 
system.  To evaluate the relative safety of  Metrorail compared to driving, the Coalition 
for Smarter Growth collected the following statistics. 
 
Nationwide Comparison of  Driving and Rail Safety 

 

1) Highway crashes are the leading cause of death among Americans 3 to 34 years old, and 
the third leading cause of death in the U.S. among all persons under the age of 70.1  

 
2) In 2007, 41,059 people were killed and 2,491,000 people were injured in the estimated 
6,024,000 police-reported motor vehicle traffic crashes.  On average, that translates to one 
crash every 5.2 seconds, one injury every 12.7 seconds, and one death every 12.8 minutes.2 

 
3) Passenger car, vans, SUVs and light truck deaths are nearly nine times greater than heavy 
rail transit passenger deaths (from collisions and derailments) per billion passenger miles 
(Table 1). 

 

Table 1:  U.S. Transportation Fatalities (2004-2006) 3 
  Fatalities Billion 

Vehicle 
Miles 

Fatalities per 
Billion Vehicle 
Miles 

Billion 
Passenger 
Miles 

Fatalities per 
Billion 
Passenger 
Miles 

Passenger Car, 
Vans, SUVs & Light 
Truck Occupants 

94,101 8,248.2 11.4 13,517.4 7.0 

Heavy Rail Transit 
Passengers 

34 1.9 17.6 43.5 0.8 

Source: National Transportation Statistics, Bureau of Transportation Statistics, USDOT 

 
 
4) In 2005, the odds of a passenger dying from a vehicle collision were 1 in 20 thousand 
(20,331) compared to 1 in 42 million (42,358,152) from a heavy rail transit accident.   
 
The National Safety Council determined the odds of dying in 2005 from transportation accidents 
for various modes, as shown in Table 2 below.  Following the methodology used by the 
National Safety Council in Table 2 and described in endnote 3 and 4, the odds of dying in an 
accident for each of the various forms of rail transit -- heavy rail, LRT, and commuter rail – were 
calculated in Table 3 below. 
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Table 2:  National Safety Council -- 2005 – “the odds of dying from...”4 
Type of Accident Deaths 

(2005) 
One Year 
Odds 

Lifetime 
Odds 

Passenger Car Occupants 14,585 20,331 261 

Pedestrian 6,074 48,816 627 

Motorcycle Rider 4,387 67,588 869 

Pick-up Truck or Van Occupants 3,797 78,090 1,004 

Pedalcyclist 927 319,857 4,111 

Heavy Transport Vehicle Occupants (Large Trucks) 450 658,905 8,469 

Bus Occupants 59 5,025,543 64,596 

Railway Vehicle Occupants (Amtrak) 33 8,985,062 115,489 

Lightning (provided for comparison) 48 6,177,230 79,399 

 
Table 3:  Rail Transit “the odds of dying from…”5 

Type of Accident Deaths 
(2005) 

One Year 
Odds 

Lifetime 
Odds 

Heavy Rail Transit Occupants (Metrorail) 7 42,358,152 544,449 

LRT Occupants 15 19,767,137 254,076 

Commuter Rail Occupants (VRE, MARC) 28 10,589,538 136,112 

Heavy, LRT, & Commuter Occupants Total 50 5,930,141 76,223 

 
 
5) According to Todd Littman at the Victoria Transportation Policy Institute, as transit ridership 
increases, per capita traffic fatalities tend to decline.  Cities with rail systems tend to have lower 
traffic fatalities.6 
 

 
 
 

6) Highway deaths fell significantly in 2008, estimated at a 10.7 percent decrease by the 
Governors Highway Safety Association (GHSA).  The GHSA report states that high gas prices 
and the recession led people to drive less, reducing vehicle miles traveled and resulting in 
fewer fatalities.7
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D.C. Regional Comparison of  Driving and Rail Safety 

 

1) WMATA has reported the following information regarding the June 22 Red Line Collision.8 
 
a) Nine people, including the train operator of the second train, died as a result of the 

Metrorail collision in June 2009.  Seventy-six people reported injuries from the collision 
and 51 people were taken to area hospitals for treatment, according to emergency first 
responders who transported the injured people.  

 
b) WMATA (Metro) reports that between 1976 and 2009, a period of 33 years, eleven 

passengers have died due to collisions and derailments.9  
 
 
2) Metrorail deaths and injuries from 2003 through July 2009 are reported in Table 4 below, 

accounting for the June 22 Red Line Collision.  There were no rail passenger deaths 
between 2003 and 2008.  On average from 2003 to 2008, 155 rail passengers were treated 
for injuries each year. 

 

Table 4:  WMATA Rail Passenger Deaths and Injuries (2003-2009)10 
 

2003 2004 2005 2006 2007 2008 
2009  

(thru July) 

Rail Passenger 
Deaths 

0 0 0 0 0 0 8 

Rail Passenger 
Injuries 

174 182 179 120 161 113 131 
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3) According to the Metropolitan Washington Council of Governments, 2057 people died in 
vehicle crashes in the five years between 2003 and 2007, and about 225,000 have been 
injured.11  That compares to the eight passengers who have died in Metrorail accidents and 
the 1060 passengers injured in the seven years between 2003 and 2009.  

 

 
 

 
 
 

4) In 2007, 396 people were killed and 40,160 people were injured in 82,054 vehicle crashes 
in the D.C. region.  On average, that translates to one crash every 6.4 minutes, one injury 
every 13.1 minutes, and one death every 22.1 hours, more than one death each day.12 
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5) D.C. regional traffic deaths in 2007 totaled 396, a rate of 9.2 deaths per billion vehicle 
miles, below the national average rate of 13.7 deaths.  Calvert County, Charles County and 
Prince George’s County in Maryland have the greatest number of fatalities per billion 
vehicle miles.  The District of Columbia fatalities include nineteen pedestrian deaths, but as 
shown in the Coalition for Smarter Growth’s Washington Area’s Mean Streets, the actual 
risk of death for pedestrians is higher in the suburbs than in the city.13

 

 

Traffic Deaths per Billion Vehicle Miles in the D.C. Region (2007)14 
County/City Fatalities Billion Vehicle 

Miles 
Fatalities per 
Billion Vehicle 
Miles 

District of Columbia 44 3.6 12.2 

Alexandria City, VA 5 0.7 6.8 

Arlington County, VA 6 1.7 3.6 

Fairfax County, VA 54 10.1 5.3 

Loudoun County, VA 21 2.4 8.7 

Prince William County, VA 28 3.2 8.9 

Calvert County, MD 17 0.8 22.3 

Charles County, MD 23 1.3 17.9 

Frederick County, MD 25 3.0 8.3 

Montgomery County, MD 48 7.5 6.4 

Prince George's County, MD 125 8.8 14.3 

Regional (11-jurisdiction area) 396 43.0 9.2 

National 41,059 2,996.0 13.7 
Source: FARS 2007 Final, NHTSA; USDOT/VDOT/MSHA Mileage Reports 
 

 

Note (Added 10/22/09): 
 
Data for passenger miles in the D.C. region were not available; instead, vehicle miles were 
used to determine the regional traffic fatality rates above.  Without the data on passenger 
miles, we could not directly compare the traffic and transit fatality rates per passenger miles 
for the region the way we did for the national statistics.  Therefore, we have only presented 
the relative magnitude of deaths and injuries for Metrorail and driving but not the 
comparative rates per passenger miles traveled.  
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