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The current situation with road safety around the world reveals that, despite 
the progress made, especially in the more developed countries, there is 
still a long way to go to meet the shared objective of preventing 5 million 
deaths, avoiding 50 million serious injuries, and saving US$ 5 billion during 
the Decade of Action for Road Safety. The Latin America and Caribbean 
region still accounts for 12% of traffic accident deaths worldwide. Within 
the region, traffic-related injuries claimed the life of roughly 154,000 persons 
in 2013, up by 3% from the data recorded in 2010 for the region. 

Within these fatalities attributable to the lack of road safety in Latin America 
and the Caribbean, 45% correspond to vulnerable road users, i.e. pedestrians 
(22%), motorcyclists (20%) and bicyclists (2%). It is important to consider that 
these users in many cases have no other option for transportation, as most 
of them belong to the lower-income population groups who, in the absence 
of regular public transit services, must use these means of transport to move 
about, to get to work, and to access public education and health services. 

During the first third of the decade, i.e. between the years 2010 and 2013, 
the proportion of deaths of motorcyclists rose by 5% in the region, coinciding 
with an exponential jump in the number of such vehicles in many cities of 
Latin America. In other words, these figures show that promoting sustainable 
mobility with better systems of safe and efficient public transit will have 
major implications for the quality of life, especially among the economically 
most disadvantaged, who in the absence of services must risk their life on a 
daily basis to go about their activities.

To address this global challenge, the United Nations General Assembly 
entrusted the World Health Organization and the regional commissions of 
the United Nations (including ECLAC and UNECE), in cooperation with other 
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associates of the United Nations Road Safety Collaboration 
group and other interested parties, with preparing a 
Global Plan for the Decade of Action as a document to 
guide and facilitate the achievement of its objectives. 
The Plan is intended as a “guiding document that will 
facilitate coordinated and concerted action towards the 
achievement of the goal and objectives of the Decade 
of Action for Road Safety 2011-2020”. It proposes action 
centred around five pillars: 

•	 Pillar 1: Road safety management. 
•	 Pillar 2: Safer roads and mobility. 
•	 Pillar 3: Safer vehicles. 
•	 Pillar 4: Safer road users. 
•	 Pillar 5: Post-crash response.

Following the mandate issued by the United Nations 
General Assembly (A/RES/64/255) to the World Health 
Organization (WHO) and the United Nations regional 
commissions for regular monitoring of global progress 
against the objectives indicated in the Plan for the Decade 
of Action on Road Safety, ECLAC, together with UNECE, has 
been pursuing a series of actions coordinated among these 
regional commissions to highlight the importance of road 
safety for sustainable development. Of particular note 
here is the fact that road safety has been included among 
the Sustainable Development Goals of the United Nations 
Agenda 2030, which provides a framework of additional 
action that favours a road safety focus integrated with 
other aspects of sustainable development. Thus, within 
Goal 3: Ensure healthy lives and promote well-being for all 
at all ages, Target 3.6 calls for reducing by half “the number 
of global deaths and injuries from road traffic accidents” 
by 2020. Similarly, under Goal 11: Make cities and human 
settlements inclusive, safe, resilient and sustainable, Target 
11.2 calls on States to “provide [by 2030] access to safe, 
affordable, accessible and sustainable transport systems 
for all, improving road safety, notably by expanding public 
transport, with special attention to the needs of those 
in vulnerable situations, women, children, persons with 
disabilities and older persons”.

The foregoing is of particular importance for the Latin 
America and Caribbean region, which is far from a fulfilling 
the commitments assumed: indeed, some countries have 
not only failed to reduce their rates of traffic accident 
deaths but have seen them rise over their values at the 
beginning of the decade. To resolve this issue, it is essential 
to make major improvements in mobility policies in line 
with a national commitment to road safety, through 
ongoing involvement and dialogue with the various road 
safety stakeholders. In this regard, particular importance 
attaches not only to road safety policies and plans but also 
to the manner in which the different visions and actions 
concerning road safety are coordinated. Consequently, 

the governance of road safety at the local, national 
and subregional level is a central theme that ECLAC is 
promoting to generate greater dialogue and to position 
this issue on the public and political agendas of countries 
of the region. Thus, the institutional improvements and 
measures contained in the Plan for the Decade of Action 
must incorporate improvements in the governance of road 
infrastructure and safety in order to achieve the targets of 
the Decade of Action for Road Safety, and, above all, to 
meet the 2030 Sustainable Development Goals.

 I. 	 The Regional Workshop  
on Road Safety: Strengthening  
the governance of road safety  
and practical improvements 
to achieve the Sustainable 
Development Goals

In this context, a Regional Road Safety Workshop was held 
in Buenos Aires, Argentina, in March 2017, on the topic 
of “strengthening the governance of road safety and 
best practices for achieving the Sustainable Development 
Goals”. More than 150 participants from 17 countries of 
Latin America including representatives of government 
(national and local), the private sector and civil society 
attended the workshop, which was co-sponsored by the 
Office of the Special Envoy for Road Safety, the National 
Road Safety Agency of Argentina, the United Nations 
Economic Commission for Latin America and the Caribbean 
(ECLAC), the United Nations Economic Commission for 
Europe (UNECE), and the Inter-American Development 
Bank (IDB).

During the two-day workshop, participants shared 
experience, good practices and challenges relating to the 
management and governance of road safety and accession 
to the international conventions of the United Nations on 
road safety, and adopted a set of recommendations to 
strengthen road safety governance in Latin America from 
a local, regional and global perspective.

This report presents the main contents and conclusions of 
the meeting as they relate to four of the five pillars of the 
Decade of Action that were addressed by the workshop:

•	 Pillar 1: Road safety management. 
•	 Pillar 2: Safer roads and mobility. 
•	 Pillar 3: Safer vehicles. 
•	 Pillar 4: Safer road users.

Pillar 1: Road safety management

Under this pillar of the Decade of Action, discussions in 
the workshop addressed the principal elements of sound 
management and governance of road safety, conceived 
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as the process of taking and implementing policy 
decisions based on mechanisms, procedures and standards 
established formally and informally by the various 
institutions and other stakeholders.

The workshop’s thematic discussions focused on the 
challenges of encouraging the creation of multisector 
partnerships and the designation of lead agencies with the 
capacity to develop and coordinate the delivery of national 
road safety strategies, plans and targets, underpinned by data 
collection and evidential research to assess countermeasure 
design and monitor implementation and effectiveness.

In the first place, participants noted that in order to improve 
road safety in the region, existing institutions will have to 
be strengthened. Given the great number of institutions 
involved in the planning, management, monitoring and 
evaluation of road safety in every country, a major effort 
at multisector and multi-stakeholder coordination is 
needed, moving toward a multisector organization with 
a shared leadership. Given the institutional complexity 
that prevails in many countries of Latin America and the 
Caribbean, and the cross-cutting nature of road safety, 
countries of the region have sought various forms of 
organization. Regional experience shows that there is 
no single model for a road safety agency in the region, 
but that there are many experiments having to do with 
the creation of councils, national agencies and road 
safety observatories which, while they may differ in their 
degrees of independence and financing, are all geared 
to promoting dialogue and coordination of inter-sector 
efforts to implement effective measures for developing a 
safer road system.

In the case of Argentina, for example, to address the 
road safety challenges posed by the country’s federal 
nature, there is a Federal Road Safety Council, which 
brings together the road safety bodies of the country’s 
23 provinces and the City of Buenos Aires, and is supposed 
to coordinate a road safety policy throughout the national 
territory, working jointly with the National Road Safety 
Agency of the National Transport Ministry. Other countries 
of the region, such as Peru and its National Road Safety 
Agency, have focused on decentralization, assigning 
responsibilities to regional and provincial councils with 
the objective of strengthening response capacity to road 
accidents not only in urban areas but in rural zones as 
well. In the case of Costa Rica, the approach to road safety 
is of a technical nature, and involves only the Governing 
Board and the Executive Directorate of the Road Safety 
Council, which has a political profile.

Countries also stressed the need to promulgate mobility 
and road safety legislation to strengthen management 
capacity in specific actions covering road safety in 

an integrated, cross-cutting and sustainable manner. 
Argentina’s Minister of Transport, Guillermo Dietrich, 
underlined the importance of citizen participation and 
support at the regional level in achieving the established 
targets. With Argentina’s Safe Mobility Plan, road safety 
is not confined to a specific domain but cuts across all 
areas relating to the issue, grouped around four key 
pillars: infrastructure, reliable data generation, long-term 
awareness raising, and intergovernmental efforts. In the 
Dominican Republic, the recently approved Law 63-17 
of 2017 creates a Transport Institute as a single entity 
embracing multiple institutions that until now had 
worked in an uncoordinated way, leading to duplication 
of efforts, among other problems detected. The law 
constitutes a tool for restructuring and integrating the 
sector and finding comprehensive and coordinated 
solutions. Political will is identified as one of the key 
factors for achieving better road safety governance. It was 
stressed that road safety must be part of a mobility policy 
that gives it coherence within the government and that 
addresses mobility, education, supervision, institutions 
and information in a cross-cutting manner. The focus on 
mobility, both urban and rural, implies the development 
of safe road infrastructure and a safe, efficient and 
non-polluting system of public transportation.

Secondly, discussions on better management of road safety 
paid much attention to the monitoring of road safety 
policies and the comprehensive evaluation of measures 
taken. Participants recognized that the region has made 
significant progress in compiling and systematizing 
information on road safety at the national level, with in 
some cases subnational coverage as well. 

Tensions have emerged between the technical and 
political aspects of road safety in individual countries 
across the region, leading to an unbalanced approach to 
the problem and depriving the region of reliable, accurate 
and up-to-date statistics as needed for proper monitoring 
of the trend in accident rates and the quality of the vehicle 
fleet, and hampering the adoption of sound policies and 
regulations. Some countries have strong technical teams 
that they have managed to keep in place despite the 
vagaries of politics. On the other hand, countries where the 
approach has been more political have tended to assume 
commitments and accident reduction targets that are 
highly ambitious but that are technically and financially 
unrealistic and unachievable, leaving the public with the 
feeling that major changes in the quality of road safety are 
impossible. Political commitment and technical know-how 
should in fact be complementary. Nongovernmental 
organizations (NGOs) can also be drivers of change, acting 
as catalysts to resolve these tensions. 
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Proper monitoring of policies requires a system of 
quantitative and qualitative indicators. Participants in the 
workshop highlighted the need to strengthen existing 
human resources as well as the quality of the available 
information, and to make that information transparent 
and share it among the institutions involved as well 
as with the general public. Since the great majority of 
databases are derived from police reports, many countries 
have information only on accident-site deaths, and this 
is not consistent with the standardized methodology 
of WHO. These methodological differences make it 
difficult to conduct inter-country comparisons and to 
assess the effectiveness of measures implemented, and 
underreporting is a persistent challenge. The collection 
of high quality data on traffic accidents is essential for 
taking evidence-based decisions about road safety in the 
three phases of accidents: pre-occurrence, occurrence, 
and post-occurrence. What is needed is, first, to identify 
correctly the magnitude of the problem and the users 
involved; second, to establish which are the main causes 
associated with accidents; third, to make projections for 
estimating countermeasures; fourth, to ensure continuous 
monitoring; and finally, in the evaluation phase, to 
determine whether the measures have succeeded in 
reducing the indicators of deaths and injuries from traffic 
accidents, and whether the pre-established targets have 
been met. 

The national experiences analysed in the workshop 
showed that, along with improving the protocols for 
gathering information, significant efforts have been 
made to obtain high-quality information through the 
introduction of specialized observatories. However, the 
prevailing approach in many of those observatories has 
meant that they have failed to provide an effective and 
efficient solution for this issue, especially at the local and 
rural levels, where federal countries or those with a degree 
of decentralization have faced the greatest challenges.

Consequently, and despite the significant progress in the 
way in which governments relate to NGOs and civil society, 
access to reliable and timely information is still limited. 
The public needs access to the existing statistics in order 
to complement and monitor the efforts of governments 
with a view to ensuring their implementation. To this end, 
NGOs need to identify the existing weak points and to 

complement public efforts with their support. Similarly, 
participating NGOs noted that they have been specializing 
progressively in certain aspects, such as accident prevention 
or managing legal change, in the hopes of improving their 
capacity to support and complement official efforts.

On this topic, participants pointed to the need for an 
independent body to formulate and evaluate the overall 
implementation of the measures. They cited the need 
for the region to collect unfragmented, accessible and 
continuous data in order to generate trust among the 
citizenry. Better and more transparent access to data 
on the part of civil society would facilitate the public 
understanding of government efforts and the planning 
of policies. In countries such as the Dominican Republic 
and Argentina, confidence in the data registries of public 
institutions is a priority factor, as the presentation of 
statistics is one of the primary channels of communication 
with the public. 

Lastly, addressing the issue of strengthening the 
management and governance of road safety, participants 
stressed the role of financing, noting with concern that 
the total resources earmarked for this issue pale in 
comparison with the funds allocated to other themes. The 
United Nations Secretary-General’s Special Envoy for Road 
Safety, Jean Todt, described a proposal, now in preparation 
by UNECE in collaboration with the Special Envoy and 
in consultation with other United Nations regional 
commissions and WHO, to create a United Nations Road 
Safety Fund that would mobilize funds and improve the 
efficiency of global and regional efforts in implementing 
the Decade of Action. 

Pillar 2: Safer roads and mobility 

Discussions of this pillar focused on ways to enhance the 
inherent safety and protective quality of road networks 
for the benefit of all road users, especially the most 
vulnerable (e.g. pedestrians, bicyclists and motorcyclists). 
It was recognized that this can be achieved through better 
standards and evaluations of road infrastructure and 
improvements in the planning, design, construction and 
operation of the region’s roads.

ECLAC stressed the importance of infrastructure for 
improving the quality of life and, in particular, for 
achieving the Sustainable Development Goals. Without 
infrastructure, and especially without transport 
infrastructure, it is impossible to access labour markets 
and the services needed for sustainable development. 
Yet infrastructure alone is not enough: its quality must be 
reinforced, and safety is a fundamental aspect that must 
be included in infrastructure projects and in the regulation 
of transport services that use that infrastructure. 
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The region is making progress in upgrading its road 
infrastructure through heavy investments, where private 
sector involvement in major expressways has been crucial 
in incorporating leading-edge technology and best 
designs. As established in Pillar 2 of the Decade of Action, 
the safety and quality of roads, both urban and rural, must 
be improved for the benefit of all users, especially the 
most vulnerable, through works that will separate traffic 
flows or serve as passive safety elements in case of an 
accident. To this end, the planning, design, construction 
and operation of roads must be improved and there must 
be regular evaluations of the status of road infrastructure 
(road audits) as well as periodic reviews of road safety, an 
area where ECLAC and UNECE can provide support.

There is still much to be done in the region with respect to 
secondary and rural roads, which account for a significant 
number of traffic accident fatalities due to the lack of 
adequate infrastructure. In fact, WHO notes in one of its 
reports that eight countries of the region still conduct 
no regular inspections of any kind to assess the safety 
conditions of their road infrastructure.

In several countries, as emphasized by the National 
Transportation Safety Commission of Chile, the public does 
not rank road safety among the priorities that government 
should address, and this is subsequently reflected in the 
importance that government attaches to investments 
of this kind. Road safety is seen as a transitory issue of 

The 1968 United Nations Conventions on Road Traffic and on Road Signs and Signals

The two Vienna conventions, on road traffic and on road signs 
and signals, are important legal instruments that are intended 
not only to facilitate international trade and transportation by 
harmonizing the rules, but also to encourage the development 
of road safety policies focused on reducing the number of 
traffic accidents and their victims.

The 1968 Convention on Road Traffic replaces the 1949 Geneva 
Convention on Road Traffic, with a view to achieving greater 
uniformity in the rules governing road traffic so as to facilitate 
international transport, boost road safety, and protect the 
environment through traffic standards agreed internationally, 
as well as the reciprocal recognition of documents issued 
in accordance with those rules. The Convention came into 
force on 21 May 1977, and currently has 67 contracting 
parties. In Latin America and the Caribbean, Brazil, Peru, 
Uruguay, Guyana, Cuba and the Bahamas have acceded to this 
Convention. The Convention contains six chapters and seven 
annexes, which detail the obligations of the contracting parties 
to admit vehicles and drivers in international transit into their 
territory (while reserving their rights to deny such entry); 
it establishes general and specific rules for drivers; it defines 
standards of behaviour with respect to pedestrians, cyclists 
and other vulnerable groups, and it establishes general rules 
for vehicle registration and licensing. With a view to adapting 
and updating the contents of these texts on an ongoing basis, 
in light of technological progress and in response to growing 
social demands in the area of road safety and environmental 

protection, Working Party 1 of UNECE, the only permanent 
working group of the United Nations system to concern 
itself with road safety, has proposed a number of updates to 
the Convention on Road Traffic. The amendments recently 
approved include a prohibition on the use of cell phones while 
driving and the introduction of new information on the driver’s 
license. Its benefits include reciprocal recognition of vehicle 
certificates and driver’s licences, facilitated international 
transportation, trade and tourism, and the use of this 
Convention as a benchmark for national highway codes.

The 1968 Convention on Road Signs and Signals was designed 
to enhance road safety and encourage the standardization 
of the signage system in order to facilitate international road 
traffic. The Convention came into force on 6 June 1978, and 
currently has 65 contracting parties, including three from the 
region: Chile, Cuba and Guyana. The Convention contains six 
chapters and three annexes which establish a set of mutually 
agreed road signs, classified into three categories-danger 
warning, regulation and information signs-offering for 
each category definitions and a description of their physical 
appearance (colour, shape, size, etc.). In 2003 the Convention 
was amended in matters relating to the legibility of signs, 
priority at roundabouts, and new signage to enhance safety 
in tunnels. The Convention defines more than 200 model 
road signs, facilitates trade and tourism traffic through 
harmonization, and promotes road safety through education 
based on common standards.

shifting importance. It is essential, therefore, to position 
road safety on the public and political agenda so as to 
constitute a cross-cutting element within government 
until a State vision of road safety is achieved.

In the sessions devoted to the topic of safer mobility, 
participants analysed the great improvements that have 
been made in the safety of roads and mobility through 
the implementation of various conventions on road safety 
developed within the United Nations framework, such as 
the 1968 Vienna Conventions on Road Traffic and on Road 
Signs and Signals. These two conventions, managed by 
UNECE, are global benchmarks for the behaviour of users 
of roads and of road infrastructure (i.e. road signage). 
However, to date only Brazil, Chile, Peru and Uruguay are 
contracting parties to the conventions.

The workshop concluded that the low percentage 
of accession by Latin American countries to the legal 
instruments of the United Nations relating to road safety 
reflects in part the lack of rapport between discussions of 
the United Nations conventions at the global level and the 
debates conducted in Latin America and the Caribbean 
based on regional needs. Workshop participants therefore 
agreed that each country should review its own position 
on accession to these conventions, and the real possibility 
of implementing them, with a view to formulating an 
initial internal assessment. 
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Pillar 3: Safer vehicles

Pillar 3 of the Decade of Action encourages universal 
deployment of improved vehicle safety technologies for 
both passive and active safety through a combination of 
harmonization of relevant global standards, consumer 
information schemes, and incentives to accelerate the 
uptake of new technologies. In this respect, the countries 
participating in the workshop identified the following 
three main challenges:

•	 Lack of inter-sector and interagency coordination. 
•	 Lack of monitoring and evaluation of regulations 

and policies. 
•	 Lack of management capacity in specific areas.

With respect to the lack of inter-sector and interagency 
coordination, several countries pointed to the absence of 
protocols for interagency coordination, without which it 
is difficult to work with other ministries, departments and 
institutions. In many countries of the region, the actions 
of various members of government and institutions 
involved in vehicle regulation issues, technical inspection 
and other related topics are currently uncoordinated, 
making it essential to adopt a cross-cutting approach 
for meeting the proposed targets and commitments. 
Changes of government pose a particular obstacle to the 
implementation of certain rules and to the sustainability 
over time of policies and dialogue concerning countries’ 
accession to the United Nations conventions. 

Boosting the presence of safer vehicles on the region’s roads 
will require new regulations and the further development 
of existing ones, ensuring their enforcement and generating 
greater awareness and interest on the part of the public in 
acquiring safer vehicles. In several countries, as illustrated 
by the Mexican case, safer vehicles are seen as a luxury, 
in that every safety device increases the cost of vehicles: 
consequently, the development of social awareness on this 
issue will help significantly to reduce accident rates. To ensure 
a broad reach for these policies, countries have suggested 
the creation of a supranational agency to enforce provisions 
of this kind, establishing a “top-down” mechanism for 
carrying out quality controls with regard to safer vehicles 
and verifying the existence of those controls, in order to 
avoid the fallout from shifting policies.

As the countries recognized, in order to strengthen 
management capacities, civil society representatives and 
international organizations have an important role to play 
in making vehicles safer. The countries identified the lack of 
a research culture as well as a strong industry stance against 
the inclusion of minimum vehicle standards, the lack of 
transparency, and lagging efforts to create and update 
technical standards as some of the main challenges in the 

region. In turn, better incentives are needed for renewing 
the vehicle fleet, for enforcing the requirements for vehicle 
certification, and for technical inspection of vehicles. 

Several NGOs at the event also highlighted the need to 
focus on firms, with a view to eliminating the present 
dualities in the manufacture of vehicles on different 
continents and to generate better production control 
standards. They also thought it important that civil society 
and individual citizens should be able to exert influence to 
counter lobbying by the automotive industry. It is essential, 
then, that civil society should be aware of the consequences 
of unsafe vehicles, and what makes them unsafe. 

In the view of participants, to achieve pillar 3 of the Decade 
of Action it is essential to encourage governments to issue 
and enforce more demanding minimum standards. In this 
respect, the “New Car Assessment Programmes” (NCAP) 
are encouraging these voluntary standards and setting an 
example of good practice for the region. Thus, the workshop 
proposed mandatory testing and qualification by the NCAP 
for Latin America and the Caribbean (Latin NCAP) of all 
models sold on the market. To achieve these concrete steps, 
further development of existing rules must be supported 
by a citizenry that is more involved and interested in safer 
vehicles. The systematic and consensus-based use of social 
networks can be a practical tool for disseminating the 
results and relevant information. A communication policy 
coordinated with the social networks would help exert 
pressure and create awareness of road safety, together 
with greater use of public transportation.

The workshop examined carefully the role of the 
United Nations agreements of 1985, 1997 and 1998 on 
vehicle regulation as a highly valuable tool available to 
countries of the region. It was noted that these agreements 
address issues of active and passive safety, together with 
comprehensive attention to the environment, pollution, 
and energy use. Accession to the United Nations 
agreements would bring with it positive social and 
environmental impacts, as well as economic benefits, 
including the possibility to market vehicles outside 
the region, a pressing need given the region’s current 
economic downturn. While popularizing the benefits 
among the citizenry is a question still to be addressed, the 
real challenge lies in implementation. The public needs 
to be made aware of the benefits of a vehicle regulation 
system together with the effectiveness of penalties, 
which should be seen as a necessity and not merely as an 
economic burden. At the same time, the myths concerning 
the high cost of vehicle certification must be dispelled. 
International traffic standards, recognized in the 1968 
Conventions on Road Traffic and on Road Signs and Signals, 
make possible a gradual harmonization from the domestic 
to the international level, and the international standards 
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