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An adequate road network is one of the necessary factors in the economic development of any
country. In the case of Russia, any economic gains run the risk of not being sustained unless
the government pays special attention to building an efficient and safe road network. In 2000,
Russia had 754,000 kilometers of paved roads, a figure that increased only marginally
by 2008, and at a cost much higher than in the West.

The bad condition of most Russian roads is responsible in part for the large number
of accidents. Relative to the number of cars driving on them, Russia's roads are the world's
deadliest. Each day, there are 570 accidents on the country's highways, which lead to almost
35,000 deaths per year.

The situation is dire. It is estimated that 80 percent of traffic lights on the country's roads
have already been used for a period exceeding their service life, while only 85 percent of the
highway network is equipped with road signs. There is general agreement that the condition
of the roads has not been improved to deal with the increase in the number of vehicles
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throughout the country.

Russia's increasing number of deaths on the roads parallel an alarming demographic crisis,
a situation the government has promised to address. It is estimated that more than 50 percent
of all road traffic deaths are among people aged 15 to 44, the most economically productive
age group. The high incidence of traffic accidents puts the country's health care system under
enormous pressure.

Public policies are critical for lowering the number of traffic accidents and their negative
impact. Britain, Sweden and the Netherlands have been able to obtain dramatic reductions
in road-casualty levels following wide-ranging approaches to road safety. The World
Economic Forum's Global Competitiveness Report stated that Russia ranks 125th out of 139
countries on the quality of its highway infrastructure. This fact has not been lost on the
Russian government.

"The national economy lost $175 billion from traffic accidents over the past five years. That is
comparable to overall health care expenditures of the same period," Russia's then-President
Dmitry Medvedev said in 2009.

Russian authorities should strengthen prevention efforts — the best way to avoid road
accidents — through massive and sustained education campaigns in schools and through
mass media, and should also enforce stringent penalties for those not using seat belts. At the
same time, health authorities should plan more immediate and efficient attention to those
hurt in traffic accidents, increasing the number of ambulances and providing those vehicles
with more equipment to save lives.

Viktor Kiryanov, president of the Russian Automobile Federation and a member of the United
Nations' advisory group on sustainable transportation, stated at the 62nd UN General
Assembly that traffic accidents not only create socio-economic expenses for victims and their
families, but place an onerous burden on public health services.

He stressed that it is vitally important to reduce the number of traffic accidents to thus lower
fatalities and achieve sustained socio-economic development. This is an important statement
that should be followed by appropriate and effective actions. Until these actions are taken,
the poor condition of Russia's roads will continue to hamper economic development.
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