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Introduction 
 
High collision rates on Highway 17 precipitated the formation of the Safe on 17 
Task Force in 1999. The task force was convened to identify conditions and 
behaviors contributing to collisions on the corridor and to recommend and 
implement solutions. The task force drew from a broad set of disciplines to 
assemble strategies that would reduce the high collision rate. Strategies included 
enhanced enforcement, engineering (capital improvements), signing and striping, 
public education and awareness.  
 
The present goal of the Safe on 17 Program is to maintain the reduced collision rate 
average achieved during the period funded by an Office of Traffic Safety grant 
(1999-2002) using a combination of the original recommendations made by the 
task force. Engineering improvements, enhanced CHP enforcement tactics, public 
outreach about motorist safety on Highway 17, and a traffic operations system 
contributed to surpassing this goal in 2014. The task force also continued to collect 
data to measure consistency with program goals, benchmark progress and monitor 
where additional improvements may be needed. Typically, safety corridor 
designations expire after a few years. However, the segment of Highway 17 
between Highway 1 in Santa Cruz County and Highway 9 in Santa Clara County has 
maintained its safety corridor designation for more than 15 years (Attachment 1
 

). 

Funding for extra CHP enforcement is provided by the Santa Cruz County Regional 
Transportation Commission Service Authority for Freeway Emergencies (RTC SAFE) 
and the Metropolitan Transportation Commission Service Authority for Freeways 
and Expressways (MTC SAFE) in the combined amount of $100,000 per year for 
each year covered in the funding agreement.  
 
Caltrans continued to make capital improvements to Highway 17 in 2014. The 
Highway 17 Guardrail Upgrade Project was completed. The Highway 17 Summit 
Slide Repair and Highway 17 Laurel Curve Northbound Shoulder Widening projects 
were under construction in 2014. All of these projects are being constructed with 
the intent to reduce the number of collisions on Highway 17.  

 
2014 Highway 17 Summary of Facts 

► There were 3 fatal collisions and 171 injury collisions on the safety corridor in 2014.  
► The total number of collisions for 2014 is 583. 
► Injury collisions were highest in November 2014. 

► CHP wrote an average of 25 citations per day on Highway 17.  
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       Pre-Program                  OTS Grant Funded                 SCCRTC &MTC Funded 

Collisions 
 
One hundred and seventy one injury collisions and three fatal collisions were 
reported in 2014. The fatal and injury collisions for 2014 were 30% lower than the 
preprogram average of 249. This reduction translates into 75 fewer fatal and injury 
collisions and 127 fewer property damage only collisions on the Highway 17 Safety 
Corridor for 2014 compared to the preprogram average. The most recent three-
year average for injury and fatal collisions is 154.  
 
The Task Force strategies have 
reduced the number of fatal and 
injury collisions by an average of 
39% over the last 15 years from 
the pre-program three year-
average of 249.  The most recent 
three-year average of fatal and 
injury collisions is 154, which 
surpasses the goal of the Task 
Force to maintain the reduced 
three-year collision rate average 
achieved during the OTS grant 
period of 165 injury and fatal 
collisions. The total annual 
average number of injury and 
fatal collisions for the SCCRTC 
and MTC SAFE funded period  
(2002 on) also remains lower at 149 than the annual average of the OTS grant 
period of 165. Figure 1 shows the annual injury and fatal collision data between 
1996 and 2014. A breakdown of collisions by type is provided in Attachment 2
 

. 

A detailed comparison between 2014 monthly collisions and historical averages 
(1999-2013) is provided for both Santa Cruz and Santa Clara Counties in 
Attachment 3

 

. On the Santa Cruz County side of Highway 17, the highest number 
of total collisions (injury, property damage only and fatal) occurred in February and 
November 2014. On the Santa Clara County side, the highest number of collisions 
occurred in October 2014.  

A combination of speeding, tailgating and unsafe lane changes (also called primary 
collision factors) are considered to be the most frequent factors leading to collisions 
on Highway 17 but distracted driving is also a growing threat to road safety. 
Since the Safe on 17 program began in the late 1990’s a number of developments 
have increased driver distraction.  These include: 

Figure 1: Annual Total Fatal & Injury Collisions on Highway 17, 1996-2014 
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• Significantly increased cellular phone usage 
• Proliferation of text messaging over cellular phones 
• Availability of smart phones with access to email and many other functions 
• Usage of navigation systems through a variety of devices 

 
Due to the proven negative impacts of these additional driver distractions, laws 
have been passed and campaigns have been waged to curtail their effect on 
collisions, yet many people drive under the influence of these distractions. These 
additional factors can cause an upward trend in the number of collisions, and may 
be the reason for the increased collision rate on Highway 17 for 2014.  
 
External factors may also influence the total number of collisions. Wet weather is 
considered to increase traffic collisions due to wet pavement and a decreased 
visibility. Monthly rainfall data is plotted with the injury and fatal collision data for 
2014 in Attachment 4

 

. Injury and collision data were highest in the spring and fall 
months of October through February. The total yearly rainfall in 2014 was 29.5 
inches compared to a yearly average of 30.25 inches. The highest rainfall months 
for 2014 were February and December which accounted for about two-thirds of the 
yearly rainfall.  

Traffic conditions are  
considered to be a factor 
in the number of 
collisions. Traffic 
conditions can be 
assessed in a number of 
ways including the 
Average Annual Daily 
Traffic (AADT). On 
Highway 17, the AADT 
has decreased by over 
6000 vehicles since 
2007 and thus may be a 
factor in the number of 
collisions on Highway 17 
since this time (Figure 
2).  
 
California’s basic speed law reminds us that as drivers, we are all responsible to 
drive in a manner that is reasonable and prudent with regard for weather, visibility, 
traffic and surface and width of the highway and that does not endanger the safety 
of people or property (CA Vehicle Code 22350). 
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Figure 2. Traffic Volumes on Highway 17 at Santa Clara/Santa Cruz County Line 
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Extra CHP Enforcement  
 
Extra CHP enforcement is an essential element of the Safe on 17 Program. The 
extra CHP enforcement is dispatched along all of the Highway 17 Safety Corridor, 
which is located between the Highway 1/17 interchange in Santa Cruz County and 
the Highway 9/17 interchange in Santa Clara County. Increased CHP enforcement 
on Highway 17 prevents collision causing behavior in two ways. First, high CHP 
visibility on Highway 17 serves to encourage safer driving and deter traffic 
violations. Second, increasing the number of citations is a mechanism for 
encouraging motorists to adhere to the rules of the road. The Santa Cruz and San 
Jose CHP offer a list of overtime opportunities to their officers, which makes-up the 
extra enforcement on Highway 17. The number of enforcement hours per month is 
dependent upon CHP staffing levels, competing overtime opportunities, and training 
requirements. In 2014, a total of $132,708 was spent on extra CHP enforcement 
and 1,494 hours of extra CHP enforcement were worked (Table 1). Attachment 5

 

 
summarizes the extra enforcement by month for 2014.  

Table 1: Annual Extra CHP Enforcement Hours Worked & Safe on 17 Funds Used 

  San Jose CHP Santa Cruz CHP 
Year Extra 

Enforcement 
Hours 
Worked 

Safe on 17 
Funds 
Used 

Extra 
Enforcement 
Hours 
Worked 

Safe on 17 
Funds 
Used 

2003 490 $31,197  850 $47,913  
2004 610 $38,129  709 $45,728  
2005 601 $39,495  730 $49,631  
2006 680 $51,590* 636 $47,858  
2007 909 $76,953* 565 $49,738  
2008 706 $61,652* 737 $68,023* 
2009 591 $47,651  399 $36,709  
2010 22 $1,842  308 $27,224  
2011 828 $65,970** 705 $55,047* 
2012 576 $45,072 681 $54,045*** 
2013 340 $30,849 812 $70,152*** 
2014 852 $72,886** 643 $58,822*** 

 
 
 
 
 
 
  

* Between 2006 and 2009, CHP was permitted to carryover funds not spent during the prior years to the current 
year, thus resulting in more than $50,000 expended in services in some years. A new contract was initiated in 
2009 with CHP and no unspent funds were carried over into the new contract, thus limiting expenditures in 2009 
to $50,000 per year for Santa Cruz and San Jose CHP.   
**The RTC provides the funds on a fiscal year and thus the amounts may be higher than $50,000 when 
summed on a calendar year as reported here. 
***Santa Cruz CHP was permitted to carryover any unspent funds in future years. 
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Citations  
 
A total of 9,057 citations were issued 
on Highway 17 during 2014. Of these, 
2,344 were given during Safe on 17 
extra enforcement hours. Citations 
issued during overtime in 2014 made 
up 26% of citations. Total yearly 
citations since about 2008 have been 
on average about 9,000 to 10,000.  
In the earlier years of the program 
(2003 - 2007), total citations were in 
the range of 11,000 to 14,500 per 
year.  
 
 

The most overtime citations per month 
for 2014 were given in the beginning of 
the summer tourist season.  Figure 3 
illustrates the number of citations given 
during regular hours and overtime hours. 
Attachment 6 provides a summary of 
annual total overtime and regular time 
citations and Attachment 7

 

 charts the 
annual citations from San Jose and Santa 
Cruz compared to historical averages. 
During extra CHP enforcement hours on 
Highway 17, officers focus on preventing 
behavior that is known to be a primary 
collision factor (PCF) such as speeding, 
tailgating or making unsafe lane 
changes. These focused efforts help 
achieve the Safe on 17 Program goal of 
limiting the number of injury and fatal 
collisions. Accordingly, in 2014, 80% of 
all citations given on Highway 17 were 
for PCF violations a (Figure 4).  

CHP Data Reporting 
 
As required, the Santa Cruz area and San Jose area CHP offices have been 
providing monthly collision and citation data since the Program’s initiation 
(Attachment 8

Figure 4: Total Citations by Citation Type (Primary 
Collision Factor, Mechanical, Other)  

). The data is important for monitoring program effectiveness.  

Figure 3: 2014 Highway 17 CHP Citations by Regular & Overtime 
Hours  
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Safe on 17 Task Force Meetings 
 
The Safe on 17 Task Force is comprised of representatives from the San Jose and 
Santa Cruz area CHP, Caltrans Districts 4 and 5, MTC SAFE, RTC SAFE, local 
legislators’ offices, local media, trucking industry, local police and fire departments 
(Attachment 9

 

). In 2014, members continued to regularly attend the two scheduled 
meetings (March 12 and September 10) and committed to staying involved and 
working towards improving safety on Highway 17.  

In 2014, the Task Force discussed the outcomes of the CHP’s extra enforcement 
efforts, provided input on current Caltrans’ Highway 17 projects and maintenance 
activities, and provided input on potential Highway 17 improvements. In addition, 
the Task Force routinely discusses issues related to the handling of incidents on this 
unique multi-jurisdictional corridor, opportunities for agency coordination, public 
education related to motorist safety, and Freeway Service Patrol Program activities.  
 
Like in previous years, in 2014 both of the Safe on 17 meetings were combined 
with the RTC Traffic Operation Systems Oversight Committee Meetings. There is a 
significant overlap in membership in these committees and subject matter. Traffic 
operation systems elements such as closed circuit television cameras and 
changeable message signs can be tools for enhancing safety on the Highway 17 
corridor and require coordination between the separate CHP and Caltrans 
jurisdictions covering the Highway 17 safety corridor. 
 
Public Information 
 
In 2014, RTC SAFE, MTC SAFE, CHP and Caltrans continued to provide information 
to the public about the extra enforcement and safety on Highway 17. In 2014, CHP 
included information about safe driving on Highway 17 at CHP sponsored events, 
including new driver education programs held at high schools and motorcycle and 
community events. CHP also reminded the public about safe driving on Highway 17 
during regular interviews and when reporting to the media about Highway 17. 
 
In addition, in 2014, press releases were published by CHP which highlight extra 
enforcement efforts and educate motorists about safe driving (Attachment 10

 

). The 
public was also reminded to drive safely using the changeable message signs 
located on Highway 17. Similar to previous years, the “Click it or Ticket”, “Slippery 
Roadway Reduce Speed”, “Share the Road Look Twice for Motorcyclists” and “Hands 
Free It’s the Law” were frequently posted messages. 
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Highway Safety Improvements 
 

The Highway 17 guardrail project to upgrade guardrails at twenty-eight different 
locations between Scotts Valley and the Summit in Santa Cruz County (PM 6.1-
12.5) was completed in 2014. Guardrail improvements included upgrading end 
treatments to current standards, replacing/reconstructing metal beam guardrail, 
and replacing some metal beam guardrail with concrete rail or K-rail. Guardrails can 
prevent vehicles from veering off the roadway or into oncoming traffic, or crashing 
against solid objects.  

Guardrail Improvement Projects  

 

A project to construct a retaining wall with concrete slab and barrier along Hwy 17 
near Scotts Valley (0.2 miles north of Glenwood Dr.) began construction in spring 
2013. This project is anticipated to be completed by spring 2015. 

Hwy 17 Summit Slide Repair 

 

The Highway 17 project at Laurel Curve began in August of 2014. This project will 
widen the shoulder in the northbound direction. Wider shoulders allow motorists to 
have more room to correct themselves if they veer off the road. Wider shoulders 
can also provide a place for vehicles to pull off the road in an emergency and 
increase visibility around a curve. This project is scheduled to be completed in2015.   

Highway 17 Laurel Curve Northbound Shoulder Widening 

 

Caltrans District 5 is working with Santa Cruz County, California Highway Patrol and 
the Santa Cruz County Regional Transportation Commission to develop a plan that 
will identify issues and imbalances in access and mobility on Highway 17 between 
Granite Creek Rd in Scotts Valley and Summit Road at the Santa Cruz/Santa Clara 
County line. Public Outreach is a key component of the plan. The study will identify 
local, regional, and interregional needs through stakeholder engagement. This long 
term plan is needed to compete for funding to address access issues along this 
corridor. 

Highway 17 Access Management Plan 

 

Conclusion 
 
There were three fatalities and 171 injuries on the Hwy 17 corridor during 2014.  
With those collisions, the most recent three-year annual average is 154, which 
surpasses the goal of maintaining the reduced injury and fatal collisions (165) 
experienced during the initial Office of Traffic Safety grant period (1999-2002).  The 
overall annual average number of injury and fatal collisions for the SCCRTC and 
MTC SAFE funded period (2002 – 2014) remains lower at 149 than the annual 
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average of the OTS grant period of 165. A number of factors may have contributed 
towards the increase in the number of collisions in 2014 including use of mobile 
devices while driving.  
  
During 2014, Caltrans continued to implement safety improvements aimed at 
reducing wet weather and run-off-road collisions through guardrail upgrades and 
shoulder widening projects. Through public education, primarily CHP Start Smart 
events, and Caltrans signs (both static and changeable message signs), motorists 
are informed to “Take it Slow” on Highway 17. Extra CHP enforcement also provides 
a powerful disincentive to motorists to stop behaviors that cause collisions such as 
speeding, tailgating and unsafe lane changes. Despite the reduction in the number 
of collisions since the designation of Highway 17 as a safety corridor, the total 
number of collisions still warrants continued attention to improving safety on 
Highway 17. The Safe on 17 Task Force members continue to work collaboratively 
to identify and address factors that will have the greatest influence on reducing the 
number of collisions. 
 
Attachments 
 
Attachment 1: Highway 17 Safety Corridor Map  
Attachment 2: Summary of Annual Highway 17 Collision Data 
Attachment 3: 2014 Highway 17 Monthly Collision Data  
Attachment 4: 2014 Monthly Collision and Rainfall Trends  
Attachment 5: Summary of Extra CHP Enforcement Hours 
Attachment 6: Summary of Annual Highway 17 Citation Data 
Attachment 7: 2014 Highway 17 Monthly Citation Data 
Attachment 8: CHP Collision and Citation Data Tables for Highway 17  
Attachment 9:  Safe on 17 Task Force Members  
Attachment 10: CHP Press Releases Regarding Highway Safety 
 
Sources: 
CA Vehicle Code 22350, Basic Speed Law, Retrieved from 
https://www.dmv.ca.gov/portal/dmv/detail/pubs/vctop/vc/d11/c7/a1/22350 on 
May 11, 2015. 
California Highway Patrol. 2014. SWITRS. Provided by San Jose and Santa Cruz 
CHP. 
Caltrans. 2014. Traffic Counts. Retrieved from http://traffic-counts.dot.ca.gov/

Western Region Climate Center Santa Cruz Rainfall Record, Monthly Total 
Precipitation. Retrieved from 

 on 
May 11, 2015. 

http://www.wrcc.dri.edu/cgi-
bin/cliMAIN.pl?cascru+nca on May 11, 2015. 

https://www.dmv.ca.gov/portal/dmv/detail/pubs/vctop/vc/d11/c7/a1/22350�
http://traffic-counts.dot.ca.gov/�
http://www.wrcc.dri.edu/cgi-bin/cliMAIN.pl?cascru+nca�
http://www.wrcc.dri.edu/cgi-bin/cliMAIN.pl?cascru+nca�
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