Issue: Fog-Related Highway Crashes

FHWA Summary

Major Points: 

· Fog-related crashes are infrequent occurrences and account for relatively few highway fatalities. Fatal fog crashes (588) resulted in 673 fatalities in 2001. That represents 1.6% of all fatalities. Maine leads the nation in the percentage of their total fatalities that occur during foggy conditions, 5.7%.  Of the 17 states with more than 2% of their fatalities occurring during foggy conditions, all but Louisiana are north of the Mason- Dixon line.  Injury and property damage only (PDO) data from NHTSA's General Estimates System indicates even smaller percentages.  Injury crashes in 2001 stood at 12,742 (0.6% of 2.003 million); and there were 33,129 PDO crashes (0.8% of4.282 million).  Fog also accounts for a small amount (3%) of delay for weather-related crashes.

·  Notwithstanding the magnitude of fog-related crashes, it can be extremely spectacular and devastating events with significant media publicity.  The public may view these crashes as avoidable with proper deployment of technologies and communication methods.

· The NTSB has reviewed such crashes in the past.  In 1995, the Board provided guidance to USDOT, NHTSA, ITS America, the States and others to develop, test, and implement collision warning systems due to fog conditions.  In 1999, the Board conducted a special investigation on vehicle- and infrastructure-based technologies for the prevention of rear-end collisions.  It concluded that private industry is beginning to deploy vehicle-based systems.   It indicated that more is needed to overcome the challenges regarding implementation, consumer acceptance, public perception and system maintenance. [Due to its previous reports on this topic, the NTSB decided not to investigate the October 2002 fog-related crash in Wisconsin.]

· Fog-related crashes are not highlighted in the FHWA safety vital few goals area.  However, there are research and technology initiatives underway in the following applicable to such incidents:

1. The FHWA is investigating the effectiveness of innovative means of marking, signing, signaling, and lighting roadways under different weather conditions and with different vehicle headlamps.  Research is also being conducted on detection and level of fluorescent materials in signs and marking to enhance visibility.  

2. States are currently deploying systems that detect fog and alert motorists and traffic management personnel to the situation.  (See attached)  Virginia Transportation Research Council just released a report on reducing fog-related crashes on a section of roadway in the State through joint engineering and enforcement community initiatives.

3. The goal of FHWA’s Road Weather Management program is to "facilitate deployment of integrated road weather systems, decision support applications, and tools and practices in response to adverse weather that meet the needs of all transportation system users."  Strategies directed at managing traffic during fog are included (see www.ops.fhwa.dot.gov/weather).

4. The USDOT Intelligent Vehicle Initiative (IVI) program studies vehicle-based technologies to prevent highway crashes.  Some of the problem areas that are addressed include Rear-end Collision Avoidance and Vision Enhancement, both of which have applications to fog situations.  The website for this program is www.its.dot.gov/ivi/ivi.htm.

· States with fog-related crashes could potentially benefit by FHWA providing them with updated information regarding existing technologies to prevent such crashes, contacts in States with workable projects/programs, and current and planned research projects.  The States, manufacturers, general public, and other USDOT agencies would also benefit from knowing which entities are involved in fog-related crash prevention.
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