
At first sight it might seem d i s t u rb ing tha t acc iden ta l 
d e a t h s a re c o n t r i b u t i n g an increasing p r o p o r t i o n of 
the to ta l mor ta l i ty a m o n g s t y o u n g people in the UK. 
In 1932, f o r example , a p p r o x i m a t e l y 6 per cent of all 
d e a t h s in Eng land and Wales in the 1 - 4 years old 
age g r o u p were due to acc idents . By 1972 the 
p r o p o r t i o n was 24 per cent . F o r the 5 - 1 4 age g r o u p 
the rise was f r o m 12 per cent t o 37 per cent and in 
the 15-24 year old age g r o u p 48 per cent of all 
d e a t h s in 1972 were due to acc iden ts c o m p a r e d with 
only 12 per cent in 1932 (F igu re I). Yet in reali ty 
the p ic ture is much m o r e encou rag ing . T h e ac tua l 
n u m b e r of acc iden ta l d e a t h s a m o n g these age g r o u p s 
has d r o p p e d by one fifth over the per iod . T h e 
d i f ferences in p r o p o r t i o n can , to a large extent , be 
expla ined by the e l imina t ion of the m a j o r c o m m o n 
causes of dea th in c h i l d h o o d and early a d u l t h o o d , 
such as d i p h t h e r i a and tubercu los i s . F u r t h e r m o r e , 
the under ly ing t r end a p p e a r s t o c o n t i n u e 
d o w n w a r d s . 
T o d a y the Uni ted K i n g d o m dea th ra te d u e to 
acc iden ta l causes ( inc lud ing t r a n s p o r t acc idents , 
acc identa l po isonings , acc identa l falls , acc iden ts 
due t o fires and acc iden t s d u e to n a t u r a l and 
e n v i r o n m e n t a l f ac to r s ) is a m o n g s t the lowest in 
the wor ld . An in te rna t iona l c o m p a r i s o n s t u d y 1 o f 
27 coun t r i e s in Eu rope . N o r t h Amer i ca a n d 
Aus t ra las ia d u r i n g the years 1969 to 1971 shows 
that in 1971 d e a t h s due t o acc iden ta l causes 
a c c o u n t e d fo r 3 0 per cent of all d e a t h s in Eng land 
and Wales , 3 - 7 per cent of those in Scot land and 
3 - 8 per cent of those in N o r t h e r n I re land - the 
three lowest p r o p o r t i o n s a m o n g the 25 coun t r i e s 
with ava i lab le d a t a fo r the year . P r o p o r t i o n s over 
twice as high were recorded in some coun t r i e s 
( C a n a d a - 7 - 6 per cent , F r a n c e - 7 - 2 per cent , 
Swi tzer land - 6 - 8 per cent) , the mean p r o p o r t i o n 
being 5 - 2 per cent (F igu re 2A). 

An ana lys is of the d a t a in t e r m s of dea th rates/ 
100,000 p o p u l a t i o n reveals tha t Eng land a n d Wales 
had the lowest acc identa l dea th ra te in 1971 (35 -1) 
and tha t the o t h e r Uni ted K i n g d o m coun t r i e s were 
a m o n g the lowest th i rd of the coun t r i e s s tudied . 
Again rates over twice as high were recorded by 
s o m e coun t r i e s (Aus t r i a 82-7 , F r a n c e 77• 2), the 
mean ra te being 52 -3 (F igu re 2B). 
In fact , as T a b l e I shows, mor ta l i ty in the Uni ted 
K i n g d o m f r o m accidenta l causes has r emained 
relatively low t h r o u g h o u t the past t w o decades , 
par t icu lar ly a m o n g s t the w o r k i n g p o p u l a t i o n . In the 
15-44 years o ld age g r o u p (F igures 3A and 3B) 
acc iden ts were the leading cause of d e a t h in 1971 fo r 
all c o u n t r i e s except England and Wales . M a l i g n a n t 
n e o p l a s m s took second place fo r all but t w o coun t r i e s 
while in Eng land and Wales the pos i t ion of these 
t w o causes of dea th were reversed. 
T h e relatively low acc identa l dea th ra te in the 
Uni ted K i n g d o m m a y t o s o m e extent be expla ined 
by the efficiency of the a m b u l a n c e and hospi ta l 
services in the ' l ife a n d d e a t h ' s i tua t ion . However , 
na t i ona l va r i a t ions in the types of accident occu r r ing 
and in f ac to r s such as the p rox imi ty of the hospi ta l 
to the place of acc iden t , the d e v e l o p m e n t of 
o c c u p a t i o n a l heal th schemes , e m p l o y e r and t r a d e 
un ion a t t i tudes , g o v e r n m e n t inspec to ra tes and the 
elTect of o r g a n i s a t i o n s such as ROSPA upon safe ty 
awareness shou ld not be d i s regarded . A n d the 
figures shou ld be n o cause f o r complacency , MM 
Chief Inspec tor of Fac to r ies wro te in his a n n u a l 
r e p o r t 2 ' t he re is still an e x t r a o r d i n a r y and 
d i scou rag ing his tory of acc iden ts t ha t should not 
h a p p e n ' . 
T h e m a j o r cause of acc identa l fatal i t ies in the 
Uni ted K i n g d o m are n o w m o t o r vehicle traffic 
acc iden t s ( a c c o u n t i n g f o r over 8,000 d e a t h s in 1972). 
T h e Eng land and Wales dea th ra te has risen 



Table 1 Accidental death rates 

Country 

& W a l e s p e r c e n t a g e of 
t o t a l d e a t h s 

1954-56 1960 1961 1962 1963 1964 1965 1966 1969 1970 1971 

D e a t h r a t e / 36 0 3 8 - 7 3 8 - 6 3 8 - 6 3 9 - 5 3 9 - 5 3 9 - 3 3 9 - 7 3 5 - 3 3 5 - 3 3 5 - 1 

E n g l a n d 100,000 p o p . 

3 1 3 - 4 3 - 2 3 - 2 3 - 2 3 - 5 3 - 4 3 - 4 3 0 3 - 0 3 0 

S c o t l a n d 

D e a t h r a t e / 
100,000 p o p . 

p e r c e n t a g e of 
t o t a l d e a t h s 

4 5 - 7 4 6 - 8 4 7 - 8 4 8 - 7 4 8 - 7 4 9 - 7 4 7 - 5 4 8 - 1 4 3 - 9 4 3 - 3 4 3 - 7 

3 - 8 3 - 9 3 - 9 4 0 3 - 9 4 - 2 3 - 9 3 - 9 3 - 6 3 - 5 3 - 7 

D e a t h r a t e / 

N o r t h e r n 100,000 p o p . 

I r e l a n d p e r c e n t a g e of 
t o t a l d e a t h s 

3 2 - 1 3 6 - 4 3 4 - 2 3 5 - 3 3 5 - 3 3 5 - 3 3 5 - 5 3 8 - 2 3 4 - 8 3 9 - 3 3 9 - 8 

2 - 9 3 - 4 3 0 3 - 3 3 - 2 3 - 4 3 - 4 3 - 4 3 - 2 3 - 6 3 - 8 

Source: World Health Statistics Reports - various years 

s p a s m o d i c a l l y s ince t h e war , r e a c h i n g a p e a k in 1965 
(155 d e a t h s / m i l l i o n p o p u l a t i o n ) . By 1972 it h a d 
fa l len to 140 per mi l l ion ( F i g u r e 4). 
I n t e r n a t i o n a l t r e n d s in m o t o r vehicle t ra f f ic a c c i d e n t s 
ove r t he pe r iod 1960 t o 1970 reveal t h a t E n g l a n d , 
W a l e s a n d S w i t z e r l a n d a r e t he o n l y c o u n t r i e s w h o s e 
t raf f ic a cc iden t d e a t h r a t e fo r m e n has fa l len whi le 
t he f e m a l e r a t e rose r a t h e r less t h a n in o t h e r 
c o m p a r a b l e n a t i o n s . S c o t l a n d a n d N o r t h e r n I r e l and 
r a t e s a l so increased less t h a n t h e a v e r a g e ( T a b l e 2). 
T h e r e is ev idence t h a t t he r o a d t ra f f ic a cc iden t d e a t h 
r a t e in E n g l a n d a n d W a l e s dec l ined still f u r t h e r 
d u r i n g the oil e m e r g e n c i e s a n d h a s s ince c o n t i n u e d 
t o fal l . In t he first t w o - q u a r t e r s of 1974 t h e r e were 
r e d u c t i o n s of 7 per cen t a n d 14 per cen t respect ive ly 
in t h e n u m b e r of d e a t h s c o m p a r e d with t h e s a m e 
p e r i o d s in 1973. 3 

T h e o t h e r m a j o r cause of fa ta l i ty is a c c i d e n t a l falls , 
t he d e a t h r a t e f o r wh ich , a f t e r r e a c h i n g a peak in 
1956, has s h o w n a s l ight d o w n w a r d t r end ( F i g u r e 4). 
F o r indus t r i a l a cc iden t s t o e m p l o y e e s , f a t a l a c c i d e n t s 
r e p o r t e d t o v a r i o u s agenc ie s h a v e c o n t i n u e d t o 
dec l ine ( F i g u r e 5), t he m o s t no t i c eab l e d r o p be ing 
a m o n g s t m i n e w o r k e r s ( a l t h o u g h th i s can be pa r t ly 
e x p l a i n e d by a r e d u c t i o n in the w o r k fo rce ) . 
I n t e r n a t i o n a l c o m p a r i s o n s of f a t a l indus t r i a l 
a c c i d e n t d e a t h ra tes in v a r i o u s i ndus t r i e s f o r 1972 
a l so s h o w the Un i t ed K i n g d o m t o have a low 
inc idence of such d e a t h s . 4 In all five indus t r i e s 
c o n s i d e r e d ( m i n i n g a n d q u a r r y i n g , coa l m i n i n g , 
m a n u f a c t u r i n g , c o n s t r u c t i o n a n d ra i lways) t he UK 
had a be low a v e r a g e d e a t h ra te a m o n g s t c o u n t r i e s 
p r o v i d i n g c o m p a r a b l e d a t a a n d in t w o indus t r i e s -
m i n i n g a n d q u a r r y i n g a n d ra i lways - had the lowest 
d e a t h ra te . H o w e v e r , t he use fu lnes s of these 
c o m p a r i s o n s is necessar i ly l imited d u e t o t he fac t 
t ha t o n l y a c c i d e n t s r e p o r t e d to t he v a r i o u s r e c o r d i n g 
agenc ie s a r e c o n s i d e r e d . 
In a d d i t i o n , t he n u m b e r of d a y s lost d u e t o 
indus t r i a l in ju r ies have aga in d e c r e a s e d . D u r i n g the 
year e n d i n g J u n e 1973 16-6 mil l ion w o r k i n g d a y s 
were r e c o r d e d as lost in G r e a t Bri ta in d u e t o 
i ndus t r i a l a c c i d e n t s the lowest to ta l s ince 1960/61. 
N e w c l a ims f o r in ju ry benef i t a l so fell ( F i g u r e 6). 

Figure 1 Accidental deaths as proportion of all 
deaths - various age groups - England and Wales 
(Three-year moving average used) 

Percentage 
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Accidental deaths - rates and proportions of total deaths. All ages 
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Accidental deaths - rates and proportions of total deaths. 15-44 years 

Figure 3A Figure 3B 
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Table 2 Road traffic accident death rates 

Male 

Country Death rate Per cent change Country 
1969/70 since 1960/61 

United States 43 0 26 

Canada 4 0 0 20 

Denmark 32-7 33 

Norway 20-8 44 

Sweden 2 2 0 4 
Netherlands 34-6 33 

United Kingdom 
— 11 England & Wales 19-4 — 11 

Northern Ireland 23-1 13 

Scotland 24-6 22 

Ireland 2 3 0 52 

Belgium 39-3 31 

France 33-8 11 

Germany, Fed. Republic 45-6 10 

Switzerland 35-4 —3 

Female 

Death rate Per cent change 
1969/70 since 1960/61 

14-7 34 
13-7 28 
13-3 64 
6 -3 42 
9 1 40 

12-5 87 

6-7 5 
7 -5 44 
8 1 25 

7-9 103 
13-1 85 
11-2 33 
13-5 47 
10-7 27 

Source: Met ropol i t an Life Statistical Bulletin, Vol. 54, 10 

Figure 4 Crude death rates per million population (England & Wales) 1945-73 
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Figure 5 Fatal accidents to employees in Britain (1961-73) 
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Figure 6 Days lost due to industrial accidents plus new claims for injury benefit 
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