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Crashes claim 109 teen lives in Louisiana, 71 percent not wearing seat belts 

Safety campaign aims to save lives by getting young motorists to wear seat belts 

BATON ROUGE – Public safety officials in the Baton Rouge area announced today an intensive one-week campaign designed to increase seat belt use among 16- to 20-year-olds—an age group in which members are killed in traffic crashes at rates considerably higher than that of other drivers.

The specialized teen campaign in the Baton Rouge area is part of the statewide Click It or Ticket effort through which the Louisiana Highway Safety Commission provides funds to State Police and local agencies to step up enforcement. The statewide Click It or Ticket campaign is in effect May 18-31 and involves both stepped up enforcement and outreach to the public through advertising and other messages.

Lack of seat belt use is one of several causes of the above-average death and injury rates for younger drivers involved in vehicle crashes. In Louisiana, 71 percent of the 109 teens killed in vehicle crashes in 2007 were not buckled up at the time of the crash. Louisiana’s unrestrained fatalities for teen motorists are nearly 10 percent higher than the national average.

The fatal crash rate (crashes per 100,000 licensed drivers) for drivers ages 18-20 is nearly twice as high as the average rate for all drivers. This group makes up 5.2 percent of all licensed drivers, but was involved in 9.8 percent of fatal crashes and 10.2 percent of injury crashes. The fatal and injury statistics for drivers ages 15-17 were also above average.

“It’s clear that we have a problem with teen deaths in Louisiana and we’ve identified how we can make improvements and save young lives,” said Lt. Col. John LeBlanc, executive director of the Louisiana Highway Safety Commission. “Convincing more young motorists that they must obey the law and buckle up should result in fewer fatalities and injuries.”

The National Highway Traffic Safety Administration selected Louisiana as one of several states in which to conduct demonstration projects to determine the most effective methods of increasing seat belt use among young motorists. The demonstration project involves East Baton Rouge, Ascension and Livingston parishes.

The project for teens involves stepped up enforcement of Louisiana’s seat belt law, outreach at schools and other places where teens congregate and rewards for teens who are observed buckled up. The rewards include handing out free iTunes gift cards to young drivers and passengers whom officers observe wearing seat belts. The iTunes cards—popular among teens—are redeemed for songs that can be downloaded and installed on MP3 players.

Officials are also coordinating demonstrations at schools that feature the “Rock the Belt” contest in which teams of four students each compete to see which team can seat and buckle up each member in four seating positions of a vehicle in the least amount of time. The contest drives home the message of how little time it takes to buckle up.

[INSERT HERE NAMES OF PARTICIPATING YOUTH GROUPS AND QUOTE FROM JANICE WILLIAMS]

The enforcement portion of the project involves officers working overtime patrols and check points dedicated to spotting seat belt violations. Louisiana law requires that drivers and front-seat occupants wear safety belts and that children under the age of 13 wear a safety belt and/or be restrained by an appropriate child safety seat regardless of seating position. 

Following the Click It or Ticket campaign, the Louisiana Highway Safety Commission will conduct observational surveys to determine how many motorists are wearing seat belts. The surveys will identify seat belt use among teens in the three-parish demonstration project area and compare it to such usage in another area of the state. The success of the program will be measured by any incremental increase in usage that is recorded in the three-parish area.
Area agencies using overtime enforcement funds to participate in the program in the three-parish area include: Louisiana State Police Troop A, Ascension Parish Sheriff’s Office, Baker Police Department, Baton Rouge Police Department, Denham Springs Police Department, East Baton Rouge Parish Sheriff’s Office, Gonzales Police Department, Livingston Police Department, Livingston Parish Sheriff’s Office, Sorrento Police Department, Walker Police Department and Zachary Police Department. The LSU and Southern University police departments are participating voluntarily.
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