
I N T R O D U C T I O N
Everyone is a pedestrian, whether or not walking is one’s primary mode of travel.  As a commute mode, walking is 
gaining in numbers.  Based on the first six months of 2020, the GHSA projects that pedestrian fatalities in the nation will 
be on pace with 2019 despite large reductions in motor vehicle travel associated with COVID-19.  Pedestrian fatalities 
as a proportion of total motor vehicle deaths increased from 13.0 percent in 2010 to 17.3 percent in 2019.  Moreover, 
pedestrian fatalities increased 46.5 percent from 2010 to 2019 while other traffic deaths increased by 4.9 percent.  
Increases in pedestrian fatalities are largely occurring at night - from 2010 to 2019, the number of pedestrian fatalities 
that occurred in the dark increased 53.8 percent compared to a 16.2 percent increase in daytime pedestrian fatalities.  
Yet, GHSA estimates a pedestrian fatality rate of 1.9 per 100,000 population in 2020, a slight reduction from the 2019 
rate of 2.0 per 100,000 population.  

Historically, road safety efforts focused on changing human behaviors to prevent crashes. The Safe System approach 
reframes efforts to save lives by expecting crashes to happen and focusing attention on reducing the severity of injuries 
when a crash occurs. By understanding the nuances of pedestrian crashes, transportation professionals can better 
address every aspect of crash risks and implement multiple layers of protection to ensure that everyone traveling on 
California roadways will go safely. Analyses presented in the pedestrian program area include fatal and serious injuries 
to pedestrians.  FARS only includes pedestrians on foot, whereas SWITRS fatal and serious injury analysis include both 
pedestrians and persons on personal conveyances, e.g., skateboards, wheelchairs, etc.  Pedestrian crashes are defined 
as crashes where one or more victims is a pedestrian.  
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K E Y  F I N D I N G S

 ■ Pedestrian fatalities  rose between 2015 and 2019, 
increasing 12.9 percent from 5,494 people in 2015 
to 6,205 people in 2019. The one-year decrease 
from 2018 was 2.7 percent from 6,6374 pedestrian 
fatalities (see Figure 1). 

 ■ NHTSA reports that 17 pedestrians died every day, 
averaging a pedestrian fatality every 1.4 hours in 
traffic crashes in 2019.

 ■ Pedestrian fatalities rose 18.7 percent from 819 in 
2015 to 972 in 2019.  The one-year decrease from 
2018 was 0.6 percent from 978 pedestrian fatalities.

 ■ In the 2020 Traffic Safety Survey conducted by UC 
Berkeley SafeTREC, Californians were asked to think 
of the times they had been a pedestrian or bicyclist 
in the past six months and to identify the safety 
problems they experienced.  “Cars going too fast” 
was noted by 56.4 percent and “cars not stopping” 
was reported by 49.5 percent of respondents. 
“Distracted Drivers (by cell phones)” was reported by 
44.0 percent of respondents.  

Figure 1: Pedestrian Fatality Trends, Nationwide 
and California, 2015-2019
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 Source: FARS 2015-2018, FARS ARF 2019
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Figure 3: Time of Day and Day of Week for 
Pedestrian Fatal and Serious Injury Victims, 

California, 2019

Source: FARS ARF 2018, Provisional SWITRS 2019
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Figure 2: Top Five Primary Crash Factors for 
Pedestrian Fatal and Serious Injury Crashes, 

California, 2019 

Source: Provisional SWITRS 2019
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Primary Crash Factors of Pedestrian Fatal and 
Serious Injury Crashes

 ■ The most common primary crash factor for 
pedestrian fatal and serious injuries was pedestrian 
violations, at 49.8 percent, followed by pedestrian 
right-of-way violations at 19.2 percent (see Figure 
2).   Pedestrian violations occur when a pedestrian 
commits a violation, whereas pedestrian right-of-
way is defined as when a pedestrian’s right-of-way is 
violated.  However, neither indicates which party is 
most at fault for the crash.

Fatal and Serious Injury Pedestrian Crashes by 
County

 ■ The highest numbers of pedestrian fatal and 
serious injuries occurred in densely populated 
areas in Los Angeles County, followed by San 
Diego, San Bernardino, Sacramento, Orange, 
Riverside, Alameda, and San Francisco.  Conversely, 
three counties - Alpine, Modoc, and Sierra - 
reported zero pedestrian fatal and serious injuries 
in 2019 (see Figure 4).

 ■ Elevated rates of pedestrian fatal and serious 
injuries by population occurred in both urban 
and rural counties.  The counties with the highest 
rates were Mono, Humboldt, San Francisco, Butte, 
Merced, Sacramento, Los Angeles, and Mendocino.

 ■ Los Angeles, Sacramento, and San Francisco 
had both high numbers and rates per capita of 
pedestrian fatal and serious injuries. 
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Time and Day of Pedestrian Fatal and Serious 
Injuries

 ■ Nearly half (46.3 percent) of pedestrian fatal and 
serious injuries occur between 6pm and midnight 
when dusk and darkness are factors.  These injuries 
were most concentrated between 6pm and 9pm on 
weekdays, with a peak of 166 on Friday (see Figure 3).

Pedestrian Fatal and Serious Injury Victim 
Demographics

 ■ More male than female pedestrians in almost every 
age group sustained fatal and serious injuries in 2019.  
Pedestrian injuries were greatest for the following 
age groups: 25 to 34 (18.5 percent of all fatally or 
seriously injured pedestrian victims), 55 to 64 (15.9 
percent), and 45 to 54 (14.4 percent).

 ■ Race was unknown in FARS for 31.0 percent, or 301 
of the pedestrian fatalities.  Of the 671 fatalities with a 
known race, about 73.9 percent (or 496) were white.

Crash Location for Pedestrian Victims
 ■ The vast majority (90.1 percent) of pedestrian 

fatalities occurred in urban areas compared to 9.8 
percent in rural areas.

 ■ Almost three-quarters (70.9 percent) of all pedestrian 
fatalities occurred on non-interstate principal or minor 
arterial roadways.

https://safetrec.berkeley.edu/
https://www.ghsa.org/sites/default/files/2020-02/GHSA-Pedestrian-Spotlight-FINAL-rev2.pdf
https://www.ghsa.org/sites/default/files/2020-02/GHSA-Pedestrian-Spotlight-FINAL-rev2.pdf
https://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pubmed/22935347
https://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pubmed/22935347


Funding for this program was provided by a grant from the California Office of Traffic Safety, through the National 
Highway Traffic Safety Administration.

safetrec.berkeley.edu TRAFFIC SAFETY FACTS PEDESTRIAN SAFETY Summer 2021
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Figure 4: Pedestrian Fatalities and Serious Injuries, by Number and Rate, 2019

Source: FARS ARF 2019, Provisional SWITRS 2019, California Department of Finance 2020


