Nighttime Enforcement of Seat Belt Laws: An Evaluation of Three Community Projects
The U.S. Department of Transportation’s National Highway Safety Administration (NHTSA) recently published the results of its sponsored program, Nighttime Enforcement of Seat Belt Laws: An Evaluation of Three Community Projects.  
Enforcement of seat belt laws has been conducted largely during daylight hours. Daytime enforcement programs have worked well to improve observed belt use rates during the day, but they have been shown less often to affect late-night usage. Fatality data show that unbelted occupants at night are a large portion of the fatality problem in the U.S. and that a substantial reduction in fatalities could be achieved by getting late-night occupants to buckle up.  Fatality Analysis Reporting System (FARS) data show lower usage rates among fatalities occurring at night compared to daytime, with belt use at its lowest around the hour of 1:00 a.m. 
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Percent Belted of Fatally Injured Front Seat Occupants: FARS 2000-2006 
A number of factors that likely contribute to lower belt use at night have been identified. One is that people who wear a seat belt during the day may be less likely to put it on at night because they believe law enforcement officers are less likely to observe and enforce the belt law after dark. Another is that the drivers and passengers who are most likely to buckle up in general (e.g. parents with children, older adults) are less likely to be traveling at night. Conversely, drivers and passengers who engage in risk taking behaviors like speeding and impaired driving are more likely to be on the roads into the late hours of the night and be unbuckled. These high-risk occupants are typically young males driving older vehicles or pickup trucks and with poor driving records. 

Programs to enforce seat belt laws at night were conducted in Asheville and Greenville, NC and Charleston, WV. Asheville used nighttime checkpoints and Greenville used saturation patrols in a primary belt law State, while Charleston used nighttime checkpoint-style enforcement in a secondary belt law State. Paid and earned media publicized each of four enforcement waves conducted in each community during calendar year 2007.  Both checkpoint communities showed statistically significant increases in night belt use; the report concludes that night belt use publicity and enforcement efforts can be effective both for increasing belt use and decreasing drinking and driving.

This study addressed a number of questions concerned with improving seat belt use at night. First and foremost, can seat belt use be improved using high visibility enforcement (HVE) during nighttime hours? Three test sites demonstrated nighttime HVE approaches for improving belt use. All three test sites used enforcement and paid media. All three found that improvements in belt use can be made at night. 

Observation survey results helped to answer another study question: does the type of enforcement tactic make a difference? The answer was yes. Improvements were found in both test sites that used checkpoint style enforcement. Asheville conducted seat belt checkpoints in a primary law environment. This effort improved overall belt use at night and appeared able to reach and change belt use behavior among the high risk occupants (males, pickup truck occupants, late night travelers). Improvements in belt use were also obtained in Charleston, where the enforcement tactic, safety enforcement zones, had to fit within the limitations of a secondary law for seat belts. Greenville conducted saturation patrols where portable light towers were used to help officers spot belt violators among passing occupants; there was only slight improvement in the night belt use rate. 

The study also concluded that nighttime programs to enforce the seat belt law, combined with publicity about the enforcement effort, can be effective both for increasing nighttime belt use and decreasing drinking and driving. NHTSA, the States, and local law enforcement agencies should consider supporting nighttime seat belt enforcement programs. 

The content of this report were derived from the program report published by Preusser Research Group, Inc. (Authors Mark G. Solomon, Robert H. B. Chaffe, and David F. Preusser.)  

The complete study, which includes information on night enforcement techniques, can be found at: www.nhtsa.dot.gov/portal/site/nhtsa/menuitem.cda13865569778598fcb6010dba046a0/
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