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ALCOHOL-RELATED TRAFFIC ACCIDENTS COSTLY, DEADLY 
 
 Alcohol seems to be everywhere during the holidays. Office parties, special 

events and traditional New Year’s Eve celebrations focus our attention on alcohol more 

than at any other time of year. As a result, the holiday season can be especially dangerous 

because of increased alcohol-related traffic accidents. 

 More than 50 percent of all holiday traffic fatalities, in fact, involve alcohol, said 

Ray Caesar, DUI program manager for the Oklahoma Department of Mental Health and 

Substance Abuse Services. 

 “Someone in this country dies every 30 minutes because of impaired driving; 

another is injured every two minutes,” said Caesar. “Because alcohol is so often served at 

holiday parties and get-togethers this time of year, it may be tempting for some people to 

drink and drive, thinking they can get home safely just by driving the speed limit, staying 

in their lanes and obeying traffic laws.  

“But drinking even one sip of alcohol can impair brain function,” he said. 

“Driving demands sound judgment and sharp reflexes to prepare for the unexpected, such 

as a driver changing lanes or a pedestrian running across the street. Sound judgment and 

sharp reflexes are the very skills at immediate risk after even one drink. The dulling or 

reaction time to the unexpected and the disruption of eye-hand coordination persist for 

longer than people realize.” 

           (more) 
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In 2002, nearly 17,500 alcohol-related traffic fatalities occurred nationally. 

Almost 80 percent of all fatal crashes involved alcohol, Caesar added. 

 “Many holiday partygoers believe that when they have stopped drinking for the 

night, maybe waited an hour or two and had a strong cup of coffee, the effects of alcohol 

will clear,” he said. However, judgment and coordination can be impaired for up to 12 

hours or more after drinking. Furthermore, a night of heavy drinking can leave the body 

in a hyperactive state, marked the next day by profuse sweating, increased sensitivity to 

light and sound, and anxiety – conditions that make driving and other complex activities 

difficult, even if the person no longer feels “drunk.” 

In addition to being life-threatening, drinking and driving in Oklahoma can be 

costly, he noted. The first offense, a misdemeanor, can range from $3,000-$10,000 in 

fines, court costs, increased insurance rates and other fees, while a second DUI offense, a 

felony, can result in fines up to $5,000 and added costs of $10,000-$20,000. Those 

figures don’t even tap the costs – financial, physical, emotional or otherwise – of 

potential, more tragic scenarios involving property damage, bodily injury or death. 

 “As a state, we can’t afford for even one person to be injured by a drunk driver,” 

Caesar said. “If you’re hosting a party that includes alcohol, plan to have non-alcoholic 

beverages and alternative transportation options available. As the host, you’re responsible 

for the health and well-being of your guests.” 

Caesar has these suggestions to help ensure guests arrive home safely, without 

endangering themselves or others: 
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● Provide drinkers with alternatives to driving. Offer your place to spend the 

night, call a taxi or ask someone who was not drinking to drive your friend home. 

● Despite your best efforts, some guests may find a way to overindulge. Have the 

phone numbers of several cab companies available, and know about any “safe ride” 

programs in your area. 

● Be prepared. Don’t let someone who has been drinking or using drugs drive. If 

the person insists, take the keys, ask for help from other guests, or temporarily disable the 

car. If necessary, say you will call the police (and do so) if all else fails. Last year, 7 million 

people drove under the influence of an illicit drug; most of these people also drove while 

under the influence of alcohol. 

● If your event will be held in or close to a hotel, encourage guests ahead of time 

to book rooms for the night.  
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