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Inhabitants Vehicles/1 000 
inhabitants 

Road fatalities 
in 2012 

Fatalities /100 000 
inhabitants in 2012 

48.9 million  438 5 392 10.8 

1. Road safety data collection 

Definitions:  

• Road fatality: any person killed immediately or dying within 30 days as a result of a road crash. 

• Person seriously injured: Any injured person requiring medical treatment for more than 
3 weeks. 

• Person slightly injured: any injured person requiring medical treatment for less than 3 weeks. 

Data collection  

Any road crash resulting in at least one person killed or injured must be reported to the police. The 
police investigate the crash, fill out a form and enter the information in the police road crash 
database, TAMS (Traffic Accident Management System). The police refer to the medical diagnosis to 
classify the injuries by severity.  

To solve the problem of underreporting of road crashes, KoROAD had created an integrated road 
accident database (TAAS, Traffic Accident Analysis System). This contains not only police data, but 
also inputs from car insurance companies and mutual aid associations. The TAAS data are collected 
regularly from these sources, and are refined to eliminate duplicated information. 

2. Most recent safety data  

Road crashes in 2012 

After several consecutive years of decrease, in 2012 the number of road fatalities increased by 3.1% 
as compared to 2011. The number of injury crashes increased slightly by 0.9%. The increase in road 
fatalities affected mainly car occupants (+12.5%) and bicyclists (+5.1%). Moreover, with the ageing 
of society, there was a significant jump in the number of fatalities for the 65+ age group (+8.1%). 
Alcohol-related fatal crashes also increased (by 11.2%).  
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Provisional data for 2013 

The final data for 2013 is 5 092 fatalities, a decrease of 5.6% compared to the final 2012 figures. This 
includes a decrease among people aged under 12 years (-1.2%), over 65 years (-1.7%) and 
pedestrians (-2.2%). 

3. Trends in traffic and road safety (1990-2013)  

Traffic 

Since 1990, Korea has observed a very rapid increase in motorisation. Between 1990 and 2012, the 
number of motorised vehicles was multiplied by more than 4. Since 2000, this increase has been 
more moderate, and for the first time in 2012, traffic volume slightly decreased.  

Change in the number of fatalities and injury crashes (1990-2012) 

Between 1990 and 2012, the number of road fatalities decreased by 62%, while the number of injury 
crashes decreased by only 12.4%.  

Fatalities peaked in 1991 at 13 429. Since then, road deaths have decreased (with some fluctuations) 
and were halved in 2004. This important decrease is due in part to the following measures:  

• The compulsory wearing of front seatbelts (1990). 

• Enforcement against drunk driving (1998).  

• Nation-wide implementation of speed enforcement cameras (since 1997). 

• Installation of median barriers on national roads. 

• Speed enforcement by the police ‒ including automatic speed enforcement ‒ since 2008. 

As a result of these enforcements, the fatalities related to drink driving decreased by 40%, and to 
speeding, by 50%. The rate of decrease in injuries has not been as rapid as for fatalities. This means 
that the severity of crashes has diminished more quickly than their occurrence.  

In 2008, the Government adopted a national implementation plan for road safety, “Cutting road 
fatalities by half by 2012 (compared with 2007). The project had a strong focus on pedestrian safety 
to reduce the very high death rates for that group. 

Rates 

Since 1990, the death rate per 100 000 population has decreased by 67.4%, and the rate by 
registered vehicle by 91.5%. During the same period the number of vehicles per 1 000 inhabitants, 
which is representative of the national level of motorisation, increased by 283%. 

In 2012, the fatality rate per 100 000 population was 10.8.  
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Table 1. Road safety and traffic data 

      2012 % change from 

 1990 2000 2010 2011 2012 2011 2000 1990 
Reported safety data         

Fatalities 14 174 10 236 5 505 5 229 5 392 3.1% -47.3% -62.0% 
Injury crashes 255 303 290 481 226 878 221 711 223 656 0.9% -23.0% -12.4% 
Deaths per 100,000 population  33.1 21.8 11.3 10.5 10.8 2.7% -50.5% -67.4% 
Deaths per 10,000 registered vehicles  28.9 6.9 2.6 2.4 2.5 1.0% -64.1% -91.5% 
Deaths per billion vehicle kilometres  49.5 18.7 17.6 18.4 4.3% -62.8% #DIV/0! 

Traffic data          
Registered vehicles1  
(thousands) 4 897 14 928 20 832 21 449 21 909 2.1% 46.8% 347.4% 

Vehicle kilometres (millions)  206 985 295 055 296 478 293 065 -1.2% 41.6%  
Registered vehicles per 1,000 population) 114.2 317.6 426.2 430.9 438.1 1.7% 38.0% 283.6% 

Source: IRTAD  

Figure 1. Road safety and traffic data 
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Road users  

Since 1990, all user groups have benefited from improvements in road safety. The highest fatality 
decreases were observed for pedestrians (-71%) and motorcyclists (-64%).  

1. Registered vehicles excluding mopeds. 
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Pedestrians, however, represent a very high share of all fatalities (38%).  

In 2000-2012, most user groups, with the exception of moped riders, benefited from a sharp 
decrease in the number of fatalities. The greatest decrease was observed for car passengers (-54%) 
and motorcycle riders (-52%). The decrease in cyclist fatalities was more moderate (-9.8%).  

In 2012, the number of cyclists killed increased by 5.1%. This was after several years of decrease, 
explained by the adoption of a series of measures to improve the safety of cyclists (e.g. mandatory 
helmet-wearing, bicycle safety facility expansion, and bicycle path maintenance).  

Table 2. Road fatalities by road user group  

      2012 % change from 

 1990 2000 2010 2011 2012 2011 2000 1990 

Bicyclists 644 317 294 272 286 5.1% -9.8% -55.6% 

Mopeds n.a 343 450 442 360 -18.6% 5.0% n.a. 

Motorcycles 1 674 1 221 633 608 588 -3.3% -51.8% -64.9% 

Passenger car occupants 2 100 2 792 1 228 1 176 1 283 9.1% -54.0% -38.9% 

Pedestrians 7 063 3 764 2 082 2 044 2 027 -0.8% -46.1% -71.3% 

Others incl. unknown 2 692 1 799 818 687 848 23.4% -52.9% -68.5% 

Total 14 174 10 236 5 505 5 229 5 392 3.1% -47.3% -62.0% 

Source: IRTAD  

Age  

Since 2000, the reduction in road fatalities has benefited all age groups, with the exception of the 
elderly (65+). The most impressive reduction concerned the youngest group (0-14), for which 
fatalities decreased by 73%; from 588 in 2000, to 101 in 2012.  

In the context of the ageing of the population, road crash fatalities involving the elderly (65+) did not 
improve during the period. In particular, their mortality significantly increased in 2012 (+8%). This 
age group also has a much higher risk than the general population, with more than 30 deaths for 
100 000 population ‒ over twice the overall risk in Korea. The elderly are particularly vulnerable as 
pedestrians, as they represent nearly half of all pedestrian fatalities.  
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Table 3. Road fatalities by age group  

     2012 % change from… 

Age 2000 2010 2011 2012 2011 2000 

0-5 275 49 35 36 2.9% -86.9% 

6-9 202 49 33 32 -3.0% -84.2% 

10-14 111 62 33 33 0.0% -70.3% 

15-17 263 139 145 107 -26.2% -59.3% 

18-20 459 149 153 109 -28.8% -76.3% 

21-24 573 236 200 198 -1.0% -65.4% 

25-64 6 474 3 068 2 906 3 013 3.7% -53.5% 

>65 1 853 1 752 1 724 1 864 8.1% 0.6% 

Total incl. unknown 10 236 5 505 5 229 5 392 3.1% -47.3% 

Source: IRTAD 

Figure 2. Road death rates by age group 
Fatalities per 100 000 population in a given age group, 1990-2012 
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Figure 3. Road death rate by age and road user group 
Fatalities per 100 000 population  
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Road Type  

In 2012, the number of fatalities was equally shared between urban and non-urban areas. 47% of 
fatalities occurred on rural roads, 47% in urban areas, and about 6% on motorways. Since 2000, the 
greatest reduction (-59%) has been achieved on rural roads and motorways (-55%). The good 
performance on motorways is explained by stronger police enforcement, treatment of black spots, 
construction of rumble strips, prevention campaigns on fatigue, etc.  
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Figure 4. Road fatalities by road type 

 
Source: IRTAD  

4. Economic costs of traffic crashes 

Methodology 

Since 1992, KoROAD has calculated the economic cost of road crashes using the Gross Loss of Output 
Approach on an annual basis. The most recently published estimation of road crash cost is based on 
2012 accident data (KoROAD, 2012).  

The basis of this approach is the idea that individuals could produce cumulative output through their 
life. The cost of accidents is calculated taking into account the related costs (i.e. vehicle damage, 
hospital and administration costs) as well as the costs of future lost output. 

The calculation includes the following elements 

• Direct costs 

− Property damaged, costs for repairs and replacement of infrastructure components and 
vehicle parts; 

− Medical or funeral costs for casualties; 

− Compensation for casualties from insurance companies. 

• Indirect costs 

− Administration costs for police and insurance companies. 

− Ambulance costs. 

• Lost output of casualties 
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Road accidents costs in 2012 

Traffic crashes represent a very significant cost for society, estimated at around USD 11.67 billion for 
all police-reported road casualties in 2012, i.e. around 1.0% of the GDP of Korea (Table 4).  

However, when taking into account the crashes not reported by the police, the costs could be as high 
as USD 20.95 billion (up to 1.85% of GDP). 

Table 4. Costs of reported road crashes in 2012 

Costs  2012 2011 % change 

Property damage costs 
KRW 8 686 billion  

USD 7.7 billion  

KRW 8 424 
billion  

USD 7.6 billion  
3.1% 

Casualties  costs KRW 3 468 billion  
USD 3.1 billion  

KRW 3 333 
billion  

USD 3.0 billion  
4.1% 

Administration costs  KRW 984 billion  
USD 0.9 billion  

KRW 1 004 
billion  

USD 0.9 billion  
-1.9% 

Total  KRW 13 138 billion  
USD 11.67 billion  

KRW 12 760 billion  
USD 11.52 billion  3.0% 

as % of GDP 1.03% 1.03%  

Source: KoROAD, The Estimation and evaluation of Road Accidents costs 2012, p.85 

Table 5 shows the unit cost of road crashes and casualties in Korea by severity. The monetary value 
for one fatality is estimated about USD 383 632 based on 2012 price. 

Table 5. Unit cost of road crashes 

Costs  2012 2011 % change 

Fatalities 
KRW 432 066 000 

USD 383 632 
KRW 418 910 000 

USD 391 000 
3.1% 

Serious  injuries  KRW 50 319 000 
USD 44 678 KRW 4 700 000 

USD 4 392 

 

Slight  injuries KRW 2 270 000 
USD 2 415 

 

Property  damage  KRW 1 534 000 
USD 1 362 

KRW 1 420 000 
USD 1 327 

7.9% 

Source: KoROAD, The Estimation and evaluation of Road Accidents costs 2012, p.90 

IRTAD 2014 Annual Report © OECD/ITF 2014 



312 – Korea 

5. Recent trends in road user behaviour  

Impaired driving  

Drink driving  

The maximum authorised BAC is 0.5 g/l. In 2012, the number of alcohol-related crashes increased by 
2.2% in comparison with 2011, and the number of fatalities due to alcohol-related crashes increased 
by 11.2%.  

Distraction  

The use of hand-held mobile phones is not permitted while driving.  

Speed 

The table below summarises the main speed limits in Korea. In 2012, the speed limit in urban areas 
was reduced from 80 km/h to 60 km/h for two-lane roads. 

Table 6. Passenger car speed limits by road type 
2014 

 General speed limit 
Passenger cars   

Urban roads  60 km/h  

Rural roads  One-lane roads: 60 km/h  
Two-lane roads: 80 km/h 

Motorways  Urban areas: 100 km/h 
Outside urban areas: 110 km/h  

  Source: IRTAD  

Seatbelts and helmets 

Seatbelt use in front seats has been compulsory since 1990 on all roads. The use of rear seatbelts on 
motorways was made compulsory in 2008.  

The nationwide 2012 observation survey showed that 88.3% of drivers, 76.3% of front passengers 
and only 9.4% of rear seat passengers wear seatbelts on the motorways. 

Table 7. Seat-belt wearing rate by car occupants 

 2010 2011 2012 

Front seat (motorways)    

Driver 88.5% 84.1% 88.3% 

Passenger 78.2% 72.1% 76.3% 

Rear seat  passengers (motorway) 6.3% 4.5% 9.4% 

  Source: IRTAD 
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All riders of motorised two-wheelers are required to wear helmets. There is no mandatory helmet use 
law for cyclists. In 2012, overall helmet use increased from 72.02% to 75.48%. The wearing rate 
varies markedly between cities. 

6. National road safety strategies and targets  

Organisation of road safety 

There are several agencies in Korea supporting the Government in the field of road safety. 

• The Ministry of Land, Infrastructure and Transport (MOLIT) is responsible for long-term planning 
of the transport system for all types of traffic, as well as for building, operating and maintaining 
public roads and strengthening road safety in terms of the expansion of road safety facilities, 
improvement of hazardous roads and construction of sidewalks. 

• The Korea Transportation Safety Authority (KOTSA) conducts guidance and promotion activities 
to prevent traffic crashes, and assists transport companies with traffic safety management  

• The Road Traffic Authority (KoROAD) is in charge of the operation and maintenance of traffic 
safety facilities and traffic-light infrastructure, as key components for maximising traffic 
efficiency and for preventing traffic crashes. KoROAD also provides traffic crash statistics to 
IRTAD. 

Road safety strategy for 2011-2016  

In September 2011, the Ministry of Land, Transport and Maritime Affairs (MLTM) announced “The 7th 
National Transport Safety Plan” for the period 2012-2016. The plan includes major safety issues for 
road, railway, aviation and marine transport.  

In the field of road safety, the plan aims at reducing fatalities to less than 3 000 by 2016 (an almost 
40% reduction in comparison to 2010) in order to be ranked in the middle among OECD member 
countries. The plan comprises five strategies, supported by targeted measures.  
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Table 8. Strategies and main measures of national road safety plan 

Strategies Main Measures 

User behaviour improvement 

• Reinforce safety education in schools 
• Traffic safety training for children  
• Reinforce aged drivers traffic safety measures 
• Reinforce punishment of important regulation violations, e.g. drink and drive. 
• Advancement of automobile insurance system 
• Introduce operation hour limit for business use vehicles 
• Diversify traffic safety public relations and training 

Build safer infrastructure 

• Secure intersections  
• Expand traffic safety facilities 
• Develop bicycle traffic safety measures 
• Revitalisation of traffic safety information sharing 

Operate smarter modes • Expand automobile high technology safety device dissemination  
• Expand business use automobile safety device dissemination 

Reinforce safety management system • Speed management based on human system change 
• Advancement of traffic accident cause investigation with high technology 

Advanced emergency response system • Build synthetic post-disaster response system 
• Build weather information providing system 

Target setting  

Two main targets have been set for 2016.  

• Reducing by 40% the number of fatalities by 2016 in comparison to 2010 level. 

• Reducing the risk (calculated as the number of deaths / 10 000 vehicles) to 0.5, in order to 
reach the average level of OECD countries.  

Table 9. National road fatality reduction target for 2016 and 2020 

Category 2010 2016 2020 

Annual traffic crash death 5 505 3 000 1 200 

Number of death per 10 000 vehicles 2.6 1.3 0.5 

The plan also includes interim targets. For 2012: 

• Reduction by 14% of the number of fatalities (in comparison to 2010). 

• Less than 1 514 pedestrians killed (compared to 2012, in 2010). 

Monitoring  

The target for 2012 was not met.  
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Figure 5. Trends in road fatalities towards national target 
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Evaluation of past road safety strategy  

The last national road safety plan covered the period 2007 -2011. The main objective was to halve 
the number of fatalities by 2012 (in comparison to 2007), to less than 3 000 road deaths. The target 
was not reached. 

7. Recent safety measures (2011-2013)  

Institutional organisation  

• Increased responsibility of local police agencies: The responsibility of developing road safety 
measures is being progressively transferred from the National Police Agency to local 
governments, with the creation of local autonomous police agencies. Local governments 
manage and promote their traffic crash-reducing measures through creating autonomy police 
organisations as their local agencies. 

Driver behaviour  

Speed management  

• Speed limits have been reduced to 60 km/h on local distribution roads.  

• Speed limits have been reduced to 30 km/h in several residential areas.  

• Higher fines for speeding 60 km/h above the limit (2011); 
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Impaired driving 

• Penalties for drinking and driving now depend on the BAC level. (9 Dec 2011). 

• Employers (and potential employers) may be informed of drink-driving offences (2011). 

Enforcement campaigns  

• Watching Digital Media Broadcasting prohibited while driving (May 2011) 

• A number of targeted enforcement campaigns were implemented in 2012, in particular 
focusing on:  

o Traffic violations around school zones.  

o Motorised two-wheelers. 

o Heavy trucks, especially during the holiday season.  

o Traffic violations towards the end of the year.  

o Drink driving offenses during the New Year period.  

Vehicle safety  

• Trucks: The use of standardised digital tachograph device was expanded in 2012. As a result, 
tachograph records of transport companies can be analysed by companies using the eTAS 
system2  to identify drivers with poor records. 

• Installation of new, large vehicle, side and rear cameras has been introduced. 

• Attachment of safety evaluation label, to provide safety information on manufactured vehicles 
on a systemic basis, will be obligatory by 2014 (legislating “automobile safety law”). 

• National Police Agency employs video recording devices (black-box) for vehicles. 

Infrastructure  

• Construction of additional roundabouts (2011); 

• Expansion of Zone 30 in residential areas (2011); 

• Designation of “silver zone” near facilities for the elderly (2011); 

• Additional designation of Pedestrian Priority Zone (2011); 

2. eTAS(Digital Tachograph Analysis System) is a scientific and empirical analysis system for drivers’ safety 
management that stores the vehicle driving information in order to understand the driver's driving habits, 
such as speeding and abrupt braking. With its tachograph, it records the driving conditions, which are often 
changing from moment to moment. 
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8. Recent and on-going research   

• Automobile insurance premium & discount system improvement review and study (2013). 

• A study on the connection between automobile insurance and road traffic safety (2012). 

• A study on the rationalisation of regional auto insurance (2012 ). 

Useful websites and references  
Ministry of Land, Infrastructure and Transport  http://english.molit.go.kr/intro.do 

Road Traffic Authority http://www.koroad.or.kr/en_web/index.do 

Korea Transportation Safety Authority http://eng.ts2020.kr 

Korea Transport Institute (KOTI) http://english.koti.re.kr/ 

Contact 

For more information, please contact: chrissy27@koroad.or.kr 
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