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Research Needs 
Motor vehicle crashes are the leading cause of American Indian unintentional injury for ages 1 to 
44 (Centers for Disease Control and Prevention [CDC] 2016). A national study of fatal crashes in 
1975 and 2002 showed a disheartening trend as fatal crashes per year on Indian reservations 
increased 52.5% in the comparison while nationally fatal crashes declined 2.2% nationally 
(Poindexter 2004). The Indian Nations Highway Safety Plan (HSP) goal ‘is to reduce fatal and 
serious injury crashes on Indian Country highways’ using evidence-based programs and projects. 
A fundamental aspect of addressing public safety priorities with evidence-based interventions is 
high-quality data. Unfortunately, the Indian Nation lacks a comprehensive and reliable crash 
reporting systems (U.S. Department of Interior 2015; Iragavarapu et al. 2015; Noyce et al. 2014). 
Tribes are sovereign nations so they have a formal relationship with the federal government and 
not the state. Therefore, they do not participate in state crash reporting systems that form the 
foundation for analysis related to resource and policy decisions, as required for jurisdictions such 
as towns and counties. Crash data submissions by tribes is often limited to fatal events. For 
example, it was determined that nonfatal crashes were underreported by 64% in a representative 
sample of tribes in South Dakota (Quick and Bailey 2007) and in Montana only fatal events were 
reported (Cambridge Systematics, Inc. 2013). Limitations certainly exist with the underreported 
events but the fatalities do provide some insight for emphasis in tribal traffic safety. 

Priorities areas identified in the 2016 HSP include occupant restraint, impaired driving and 
speeding based on national statistics from the Fatality Analysis Reporting System (FARS). The 
trend in unstrained occupants on BIA lands between 2009 and 2013 appears to be increasing 
(Figure 1). The share of unrestrained fatal crash occupants on BIA lands dipped in 2010 but 
increased to its greatest share in the five years in 2014. In contrast, a BIA sponsored seat belt 
observation survey shows an increase in observed seat belt use on BIA lands from 55.4% in 2004 
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to 73.4% in 2013 (Figure 2). The positive trend is good news, but average use rate of 67.8% 
between 2010 and 2014 is well below the national rate of 85.0% during the same timeframe 
(U.S. Department of Interior 2015 U.S. Department of Transportation). 
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Figure 1. Unrestrained Occupants in Fatal Crashes 
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Figure 2. Seat Belt Use, Observation Surveys 

The trend for alcohol as a crash factor in fatal crashes seems steady while speed-related 
incidence shows an increasing trend between 2009 to 2013 (Figure 3 and Figure 4). Alcohol was 
a factor in 43.3% of BIA land fatalities between 2009 and 2013. Speeding was a factor in 33.3% 
of BIA Lands fatalities in 2009 compared to 40.2% on 2013 – a 20% increase in the share over 
five years. While tribes continue to strive to reduce traffic death and injury, incidence metrics in 
the HSP suggest it remains a critical issue nationally in Native American health with several 
prevalent issues that are candidates for safety improvements with evidence-based interventions. 
Quality tribal crash data would provide greater opportunity to understand the multifaceted issues 
that involve roadway, driver, vehicle and environmental risk factors. 
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Figure 3. Alcohol Crash Factor, Fatal Crashes 

Between 2012 and 2014 60 American Indians died in traffic crashes within North Dakota 
borders. These lives lost within attributed 14.1% of traffic deaths in the state when the Native 
Americans accounted for only 5.5% of the residents. The incidence rate for Native American 
death in traffic crashes in North Dakota was 2.6 times greater than for other residents (FARS and 
U.S. Census 2016). This figure is consistent with other national and state estimates for an 
incidence rate about three times that of other populations. Similar to the national FARS analysis, 
driving impaired and unrestrained occupants were higher in occurrence for American Indians 
than for other drivers in the state. The economic cost loss to tribes in North Dakota from these 
traffic deaths was $90 million between 2012 and 2014 based on figures from the National Safety 
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Council (2016). In addition, social and emotional impacts to tribal families and communities 
were immense. 

Tribal traffic safety often shares many of the same risk factors and interventions as traffic safety 
in other environments. The sovereign nature of political engagement with tribes and cultural 
nuances, however, introduces challenges not typically experienced. Native American tribes were 
considered to be in a nation-to-nation relationship with the U.S. government when the U.S. 
Constitution was signed in 1787. The Indian Reservation Roads program was first federal 
government role in tribal transportation planning in 1928. Shortly thereafter, the Bureau of 
Indian Affairs (BIA) was given final decision-making authority in use of tribal funds or tribal 
lands. Decades later the Indian Self-Determination and Education Act (ISDEA) gave tribal 
governments the authority to assume federal actions and make those actions tribal functions 
when enacted in 1975 – giving tribes authority to perform transportation planning previously 
handled by BIA. In 1991 ISTEA legislation increased IRR funding and stipulated a 2% set aside 
for planning; as well as establishing TTAP. TEA-21 (1998) the Federal Lands Highway Program 
(FLHP) set requirements for tribes similar to the state in transportation management with 
SAFETEA-LU (2005) taking it a step farther by establishing a process for direct agreement 
between tribes and FHWA, not requiring BIA involvement. Public Law 280 (1953) extended 
state jurisdiction on tribal reservations giving six states mandatory and substantial criminal and 
civil jurisdiction over tribes in AK, CA, MN, NE and OR. The law is accepted to some degree in 
ND (ATR Institute 2011). Shifts and evolution in the relationship between U.S. government 
entities and American Indian tribes has generated barriers in terms of trustful engagement in 
mutually beneficial agreements.  
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While traffic safety seems like a natural nexus for agreements and collaboration, several 
challenges have been identified in previous work including tribal-state trust, tribal law 
enforcement resources/capacity and tribal crash reporting process standardization (Bailey and, 
Huft 2009, Herbel and Kleiner 2010, Noyce 2014 et al., Redinger 2012). The NCHRP 
Guidebook 690 Tribe/Agency Collaboration Toolbox (TACT) and best practices/successes 
presented in case studies offer suggestions to successfully overcome these challenges (ATR 
Institute 2011, West and Naumann 2014, Iragavarapu et al. 2015). The TACT process is 
illustrated in Figure 5. 

 
Figure 5. TACT (Source: NCHRP Report 690, ATR Institute 2011)  
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Tribes in North Dakota do recognize traffic safety as an endemic public safety issue as 
exemplified in efforts they forgo independently as well as in collaborative efforts. Some 
examples include recent passage of a primary seat belt law by the Three Affiliated Tribes [TAT], 
renewed effort by the Standing Rock Tribe for excellence in crash reporting and work by tribes 
in developing Tribal Traffic Safety Plans; including the Mandan, Hidatsa, Arikara Nation 
[TAT]); Spirit Lake Nation, Standing Rock Nation; and Turtle Mountain Bank of Chippewa 
Indians (ND Department of Transportation 2016). Two high-risk areas identified in the Indian 
Nations HSP were explored for tribes in North Dakota and similar to the national findings low 
proclivity for seat belt use and high likelihood for alcohol involvement were substantial factors 
in a majority of tribal traffic fatalities during recent years (Figure 6 and Figure 7). While 
fatalities do provide insight for evidence-based strategies in traffic safety, full crash data would 
empower decision-makers and the public with a much greater understanding of critical issues 
and strengthen abilities to be preemptive in decisive actions rather than reactive in less-informed 
responses. 

  

68%

31% 27%

0%
10%
20%
30%
40%
50%
60%
70%
80%
90%

100%

Not A
Fatality

White American
Indian

Se
at

 B
el

t U
se

 R
at

e

Figure 6. Seat Belt Use in ND Traffic Fatalities (FARS 2012-
2014) 
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Figure 7. Alcohol Involvement in ND Traffic Fatalities (FARS 
2012-2014) 

In addition to insight from fatal crash events, the NDDOT worked with four tribes to develop 
Local Road Safety Plans (LRSP) as a part of their Strategic Highway Safety Plan (SHSP) 
activities. The NDDOT posed several potential benefits for tribal participation in the SHSP and 
LRSP including: state awareness of tribal traffic concerns; potential for additional 
collaboration/coordination; data-driven low cost safety improvements; and simplified application 
for HSIP funds (U.S. Department of Transportation 2015). Only the Three Affiliated Tribes 
(MHA) had events sufficient for empirical analysis but a summary of results for all crash 
emphasis area results are presented by tribe in Table 1. Results for many of the higher emphasis 
areas were similar to the statewide average considering events between 2009 and 2013. While 
not statistically substantiated, figures do show a much higher level of severe crashes were 
alcohol-related compared to the statewide with a range from 44% to 77% of events, compared to 
28% statewide. Intersections, motorcycle and weather were reported to be less problematic in 
tribal crash sample while pedestrian, work zone and head-on events occurred at a greater rate. 
Some of these issues seem tribe specific considering the incidence range. For example, 77% of 
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serious crashes were alcohol related for the small number reported by the Standing Rock tribe 
and 38% of serious crashes were heavy vehicle for the TAT. As with many other investigations 
into the tribal crashes, the NDDOT report stated that data quality is a challenge in SHSP work 
with the tribes. Only one of the four tribes in North Dakota has equipment compatible with the 
state crash reporting system and it is not yet reporting. Wider participation by tribes in the state 
has met resistance has been related to equipment costs and the extra work involved in duplicate 
crash data entry. 

Table 1. LRSP Safety Severe Crash Emphasis Areas, 2009-2013 

 Statewide 
Turtle 

Mountain  
Standing 

Rock  
Spirit 
Lake 

MHA 
Nation 

Tribal 
Avg. 

Emphasis Area Share of Crashes/Occupants 
Number of Severe Injury Crashes 2,340 13 13 27 79 132 

Alcohol-Related 28% 54% 77% 56% 44% 58% 
Lane Departure 46% 54% 54% 59% 52% 55% 
Run-off-the-Road Crashes 38% 23% 46% 48% 35% 38% 
Unbelted Vehicle Occupants 30% 31% 46% 30% 32% 35% 
Excessive Speed/Aggressive 25% 31% 15% 22% 24% 23% 
Involving Drivers < Age 21 21% 23% 15% 26% 16% 20% 
Head-On 8% 31% 8% 11% 16% 17% 
Pedestrian Crashes 5% 31% 15% 7% 4% 14% 
Intersection Crashes 23% 15% 8% 15% 15% 13% 
Heavy Vehicle Crashes 18% 0% 0% 0% 38% 10% 
Train-Vehicle Collisions 1% 0% 0% 0% 0% 10% 
Involving Drivers Over Age 64 12% 15% 8% 7% 8% 10% 
Distracted, Asleep, or Fatigued 9% 0% 15% 0% 11% 7% 
Adverse/Winter Weather 17% 8% 0% 4% 13% 6% 
Work Zone Crashes 2% 0% 0% 7% 14% 5% 
Motorcycle Crashes 11% 0% 0% 7% 3% 3% 
Bicycle Crashes 1% 0% 0% 4% 0% 1% 
Deer Collisions 1% 0% 0% 0% 0% 0% 
Lane Departure: Including both lane-departure and head-on/ sideswipe-opposing crashes. 
Heavy Vehicle Crashes: Figures were only reported for the MHA Nation so other tribe incidence set to 0%, but may be higher. 
Information is from the 2009-to-2013 North Dakota crash data records, which is an update to the information in the 2013 
North Dakota SHSP that used 2007-to-2011 crash records. 
Source: ND Department of Transportation 2016 

At the crux of success in traffic safety efforts is crash data knowledge needed for experts and 
stakeholders to understand, prioritize and monitor traffic safety programs and engage the public 
to best serve community safety and quality of life for tribal members. The goals of this project 
are to work in collaboration with tribes in North Dakota to (1) understand how crash reporting 
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can be practically and (2) systematically implemented and to pilot this system. Referencing the 
template in NCHRP Report 788 Guide for Effective Tribal Crash Reporting and other best 
practice guidance, objectives are to describe tribal-state relations, inventory current 
process/practices, understand tribal law enforcement resources/capacity, pilot critical-field 
standardized traffic report system, and identify potential mutually beneficial practices/outcomes 
to complete tribal crash reporting. Ultimately, it is expected that the project will improve public 
safety through improved decisions in high-quality crash data by facilitating full crash reporting 
given the complex nature of transportation decisions involving tribes and tribal lands in the 
required collaboration among tribal, state and federal government (ATR Institute 2011). 

Research Objectives 
The goals of this project are to work in collaboration with tribes in North Dakota to understand 
how crash reporting can be practically and systematically implemented and to pilot this system. 
Specific objectives are to describe tribal-state relations, inventory current process/practices, 
understand tribal law enforcement resources/capacity, pilot critical-field standardized traffic 
report system, and identify potential mutually beneficial practices/outcomes to complete tribal 
crash reporting. 

Research Methods 
A case study research method will be used to understand tribal-state relations, inventory current 
process/practices, and gauge tribal law enforcement resources/capacity through interviews with 
tribal, county state and federal stakeholders for the five federally recognized tribes. These tribes 
include: Hidatsa, & Arikara Nation (Three Affiliated Tribes), Spirit Lake Nation, Standing Rock 
Sioux Tribe, Turtle Mountain Band of Chippewa Indians, and Sisseton-Wahpeton Oyate Nation 
(Figure 8). Descriptive statistical analysis will be conducted as possible with FARS and field 
data collected from tribes. The case study will include a crash data system pilot with at least one 
tribe that agrees to collaborate in designing and testing a practical, critical-field crash reporting 
system that is tailored to meet tribal needs, including data security and accessibility. It is 
envisioned the Tribal Safety Liaison/Collaborator will be an essential collaborator throughout 
this case study. 

 
Figure 8. Tribal Nations Map (Source: ND Indian Affairs Commission) 
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Expected Outcomes 

• Transparency in tribal crash reporting practices, successes, and challenges for tribes in 
North Dakota. 

• Improved tribal crash reporting in terms of completeness, accuracy and timeless that will 
benefit stakeholders in resource and policy decisions that contribute to tribal public safety 
and community well-being. The reporting is envisioned to encompass a systematic and 
sustained commitment to quality crash reporting from crash scene to an archive system.  

• Great potential exists for lives saved in tribal communities resulting from good crash data 
producing beneficial decisions in tribal traffic safety investments and policies.  

• In addition, potential developments in software including pilot crash reporting system 
and/or systems interfaces, along with user guides and/or training, are possible. 

Relevance to Strategic Goals 
The tribal crash reporting project contributes to Safety and Livable Communities strategic goals. 
Improved crash data addresses a critical need of stakeholders in the traffic space to serve the 
public through continuous improvement in safety. Reliable and complete crash data provides a 
understanding of problems, intervention efficacy and longer term trends that are essential 
knowledge policy and resource decisions to improve traffic safety that contributes to community 
health and livability. 

Educational Benefits 
Early discussions suggest potential to involve a student at the United Tribes Technical College 
and a graduate student at the UGPTI/NDSU. 

Work Plan 
1. Literature Review (Month 3) 

a. Research 
b. Toolkits/Guides 
c. Case Studies 
d. Best Practices/Successes 
e. Mutual Benefits 

2. ND Tribal Crash Reporting Inventory (Month 9) 
a. Interview five tribal nations: Fort Berthold Reservation, Sisseton-Wahpeton 

Reservation, Spirit Lake Reservation, Standing Rock Reservation and Turtle 
Mountain Reservation 

i. investigate current practices/revisit SDDOT work in the Sisseton-
Wahpeton Reservation and Standing Rock Reservation 

ii. identify barriers in practices, perceptions and support 
iii. discuss potential for mutual benefits 

b. Sample Existing Crash Data for each Tribe 
i. Request permission to access crash event data sources with MOU for 

overview and aggregate summaries in this study 
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ii. Collect 2015 traffic crash event data from crash reports, dispatch logs, 
EMS sources, etc. 

iii. Log source & enter crash events into database including selected, 
minimum core MMUCC fields, as possible 

3. Current Tribal Crash Reporting Practices (Month 12) 
a. Crash reporting process from dispatch to archive & retrieval 

i. Documentation  
ii. Responsibility  

iii. Accountability 
b. Law Enforcement 

i. Crash record systems 
ii. Training 

iii. Quality control 
c. Tribal safety liaison 
d. Tribal crash data archiving/sharing 

4. Establish Prototype ND Tribal Crash Reporting System in Pilot Implementation (Month 
18) 

a. Identify collaborator tribe(s) per tribal safety liaison and inventory (Month 12) 
b. Create crash data sharing MOU to implement crash reporting system 
c. Augment, standardize and/or establish crash event reporting with collaborating 

tribe(s), as needed, to fulfill traditional/web TraCS, CISCO, Global, New World, 
CRIS or other selected system (software listed per Bailey and Huft 2008) 

i. Emphasis it is fundamental to full crash reporting that high-quality data be 
collected at the scene of the crash 

ii. Address concerns and emphasize benefits for crash-data sharing based on 
inventory 

iii. Identify minimum core fields for tribal crash reporting 
iv. Revisit crash reporting software with regard to existing systems 

compatibility and adherence to security standards such as those set by the 
BIA 

v. Select software or identify IT developer partner such as UGPTI DOTSC to 
refine/create system. 

d. Determine protocol for crash event data entry and pilot system in collaboration 
with the tribal partner(s) 

i. Document the crash event reporting system from existing sources and 
augment as needed to deliver a core critical fields bundle for reporting 
from the crash scene 

ii. Develop training and reference materials for the safety liaison and/or crash 
system expert to share with tribes, including expectations for standards, 
timeliness and accuracy in reporting 

iii. Conduct pilot by testing implementation with the collaborating tribe(s) 
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e. Establish tribal-state crash data sharing system to allow tribes and state agencies 
to continually work to enhance the crash data system 

f. Provide stakeholder tribal and state agencies access to the crash database as 
deemed appropriate 

g. Plan for sustained, and potentially expanded, state tribal crash reporting system 
and training based on a plan for annual assessment with stakeholders. 

5. Case Study Process Report and Results Presentation (Month 24) 
a. Report presented in terms of model presented in NCHRP Rpt. 788 
b. Lessons learned in successes and challenges 
c. Best practices carried forward 

Project Cost 
Total Project Costs: $142,390 
MPC Funds Requested: $ 71,195 
Matching Funds: $ 71,195 
Source of Matching Funds: General Fund Salary/Benefits; Returned Indirect Costs; In-kind 

NDDOT Crash Data 
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