
The Center for Excellence in Rural Safety (CERS) facilitates 
citizen-centered research, training, and outreach activities re-
lated to rural transportation safety. The Center’s research ac-
tivities explore policy, behavior, and technology innovations 
through projects addressing safety-conscious planning, ITS 
and rural emergency response, integrated policy approaches, 
and related human factors, societal trends, and stakeholder 
needs analysis.

The Center is a joint program between the State and  
Local Policy Program at the Hubert H. Humphrey Institute 
of Public Affairs and the Center for Transportation Studies, 
both at the University of Minnesota, and sponsored by the  
Federal Highway Administration. Congress created the  
Center in July 2005 as part of a broader, multiyear, 
multimillion-dollar directive establishing four national centers 

for surface transportation excellence in the Safe, Accountable, 
Flexible, Efficient Transportation Equity Act: A Legacy for 
Users (SAFETEA-LU) transportation funding legislation.

In 2009, CERS researchers launched an enhanced version of 
SafeRoadMaps.org to help drivers identify the most danger-
ous portions of upcoming trips. The online service flags the 
nation’s Top 100 “Hot Zones,” the rural areas that have ex-
perienced the most fatalities over the past five years. The hot 
zones are presented in a visually arresting Google Map-based 
format, where viewers can zoom from a national map show-
ing all 100 zones down to a photo of each individual section 
of the road.

SafeRoadMaps.org, unveiled in July 2008, is a powerful and 
visually innovative crash-mapping tool that maps to the local 
level every roadway fatality in the nation since 2003. Site visi-
tors need only enter a zip code, municipality name, or street 
address to immediately see a map or satellite image of all the 
road fatalities that have occurred in the chosen area. Details 
about each crash are also available, such as whether the driver 
was wearing a seat belt, drinking, or speeding. In addition, the 
tool notes which life-saving public policies, such as strong 
seat belt laws, are being employed in the chosen area.

The SafeRoadMaps.org tool, created by CERS researchers, 
has attracted international media attention and is being used 
in a variety of ways to educate the public about road fatalities. 
For instance, driver’s education leaders have advocated use of 

the tool as a means to teach new drivers the importance of fol-
lowing the rules of the road. Drivers are exploring their most 
common routes and being educated about the need to take 
sensible precautions. Finally, road safety officials are using 
the tool to better pinpoint where policy, structural, and traffic 
management adjustments are most needed.

SafeRoadMaps.org identifies national fatality ‘hot zones’

Key Facts
•   Although 23 percent of Americans live in rural 

areas, 57 percent of highway deaths occur on roads 
considered rural.

•   The rate of seat belt use in urban areas is 84 percent 
and 78 percent in rural areas.

•   Crash victims are five to seven times more likely to die 
if arrival time to a hospital exceeds 30 minutes. The 
time between a crash and arrival at a hospital averages 
52 minutes in rural areas.

www.ruralsafety.umn.edu
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Rural safety, health, and emergency response

Intelligent transportation systems (ITS) and related tech-
nologies hold significant promise to improve rural transpor-
tation, especially for timely and effective response to rural 
transportation-related emergencies. CERS researchers are 
focusing on these technologies in response to a SAFETEA-
LU legislative mandate to assess local community needs for 
improved access to mobile emergency treatment.

In collaboration with the Mayo Clinic in Rochester,  
Minnesota, researchers have analyzed emergency processes, 
data, and the flow of information to understand system per-
formance across informatics providers (e.g., OnStar), 911, 
medical dispatchers, emergency responders, and trauma cen-
ters. Their goal is to develop an information framework that 
could act as the “gold standard” for end-to-end information 
sharing and performance assessment in rural areas across the 
United States. Sharing information about the patient, the na-
ture and type of crash, health care interventions provided on 
the scene, specialties and capabilities of care centers, avail-
ability of resources, and system performance is essential.

This work helps lay the foundation for more advanced 
information systems that will enable more efficient use of 
emergency resources, better medical decision making in the 
field and in the hospital, and improved emergency response 
in rural areas.

Quantifying rural safety policy improvements

The majority of fatal rural roadway crashes have at least one 
contributing factor related to vehicle occupant choices. Some 
of these behaviors may be modified through the enactment 
and enforcement of legislatively based safety-improvement 
measures (LSIMs).

CERS researchers have been studying how the impact of 
changing roadway safety-related policies might be measured. 
Their objective is to investigate the feasibility (Phase I) and 
possible implementation (Phase II) of a research-based,  
rural safety policy-improvement index (RSPII) to quantify 
the state-by-state impacts of LSIMs.

The researchers examined recently completed LSIM sum-
maries that categorized the direct safety impacts of 23 behav-
ioral highway safety countermeasures as “proven” with “high-
quality” research. Each of these 23 countermeasures was 
examined for its potential to improve rural roadway safety.

The six LSIMs selected for implementation within the  
RSPII framework are:

•    comprehensive graduated-driver-licensing programs
•   primary seat belt laws
•   motorcycle helmet use laws
•   sobriety checkpoints
•   ignition-interlock implementation
•   automated speed enforcement
The state-by-state rural roadway crash fatality impacts of 

these LSIMs are currently being estimated.

Program highlights:
•   National Rural Highway Safety (RHS) Clearinghouse 

(www.ruralsafety.umn.edu) developed in June 2008 in 
cooperation with the USDOT

•   Hundreds of media stories generated by the RHS 
Clearinghouse, SafeRoadMaps.org, and other CERS 
news releases

•   A unique collaborative partnership formed with the Isanti 
County Toward Zero Deaths program

•   Programmatic Web site with more than 15,000 pageviews 
a year

•   Quarterly electronic newsletter circulated to more than 
1,150 subscribers

•    Annual Summer Institute attracting national and 
international speakers and participants

•   Presentations to national stakeholder groups such as 
the Governor’s Highway Safety Association and the 
Executive Committee of the Driving School Association 
of the Americas

•   CERS and SafeRoadMaps.org featured at the 2009 
Minnesota State Fair

Rural transportation safety, outreach, and training
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