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W e are fortunate to live in a 
time and place where most 
jobs are safe (that is; not haz-

ardous) and dangerous hobbies are still 
available to the masses. But the sad truth 
is that more people now die each year 
while motorcycling than in all occupa-
tional accidents combined.

It is true that there are many dangerous 
occupations, such as commercial fishing, 
lumber jacking, even roofing. And, there 

are a few other dangerous hobbies with 
similar deaths per participant, such as pri-
vate flying and sky diving. However, the 
combination of high risk and the number 
of participants makes motorcycling the 
fatality leader by a factor of 250.  

The Fatal Accident Reporting System 
(FARS) operated by the Federal High-
way Traffic Safety Administration is a 
high-quality database that captures over 
a hundred pieces of information for every 

vehicle crash which involves a fatality. If 
you have moderate spreadsheet skills, you 
can sort the FARS data by many factors. 
For example: type of vehicle (VIN, make, 
model, year), date, time, place, road classifi-
cation, road sign, number of victims, injury 
severity, first harmful event, most harmful 
event, alcohol level, zip code of driver, sex 
and age of victims, position in vehicle, seat 
belts, helmets, “appropriate license,” etc. 

I became acquainted with FARS data-
base while researching rural road safety, 
and discovered that, to clean up the data, I 
needed to remove motorcycles (and other 
vulnerable vehicles such as farm machin-
ery and ATVs) to avoid counting minor 
roadside hazards which were not relevant 
to car and truck crashes. However, the 
motorcycle data cried out for attention. 
So I looked further.

For the most part, I found what I 
expected to find. That is: alcohol is a 
common contributing factor; motorcyclists 
lose in otherwise minor traffic confronta-
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2012 Motorcyclist Deaths Per 
1000 Units

BMW 0.24
Harley-Davidson 0.55
All Others 0.46

2012 Motorcyclist Fatalities 
(FARS)
Brands of Involved Motorcycles, 
Sold 2005 Through 2010

BMW 17
Harley-Davidson 692
All Others 1330
2012 Total 2039
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tions; weekends and nice weather can be 
especially dangerous; etc. I also found an 
article, Motorcycle Trends in the United 
States, May 2009, (C. Craig Morris, PhD., 
Research and Innovative Technology 
Administration, US DOT) which contained 
this quote from the Insurance Institute for 
Highway Safety, ‘motorcyclists who ride 
supersports have driver death rates per 
10,000 registered motorcycles nearly four 
times higher than motorcyclists who ride 
all other types of bikes.’ 

Of course, the IIHS has historically 
been anti-motorcycle, and it struck me 
that this may be a significant exaggera-
tion because many registered motorcycles 
are rarely ridden and some will never be 
ridden again. (I have a registered 1980 
Honda 500CX in my shop that may never 
run again.) So I began looking for a better 
handle on the number of participants. 

A more realistic measure of death rates 
can be made by considering crashes of 
late-model bikes (more likely to be run-
ning and regularly ridden) and dividing 
fatalities by the number of those bikes on 
the road. The death side of the calculation 
(numerator) is via FARS. 

BMW’s 2012 fatality number of 17 was 
surprisingly low—was it a lucky year? 
No, it was typical; 2011’s number was 
12, which was a lucky year. The life part 
of the calculation (denominator) is more 
difficult. I found motorcycle sales data 
for past years at the Motorcycle Industry 
Council (total all makes), from Harley-Da-
vidson (annual reports), and from BMW 
(BMW Group annual reports). I would 
have gladly considered other brands had 
I had access to the categorized data.

Making the assumption that, for the 
most part, these late-model bikes are still 
ridden, I calculated the deaths per 1000 
“participants.”

I am confident that the reader can sug-
gest many reasons for the differences, and 
I have little to contribute in that regard. 

However, it is worth noting 
that the BMW rate is nota-
bly lower—less than that 
for drivers of heavy trucks, 
about the same as sports car 
racing participants (SCCA), 
and only 60% greater than 
all vehicle operators as a 
group (including automo-
bile drivers). Unfortunately, 
the difference between Har-
ley-Davison and all others is 
statistically significant. 

I looked at motorcycle 
single-vehicle crashes and 
crashes involving motor-
cycles and other vehicles 
and did not find significant 
make-to-make differences. 
Single-vehicle motorcycle fatal crashes 
are about 70% of all fatal crashes involv-
ing motorcycles. 

The data for alcohol-involvement 
begs the question: Which brand’s riders 
are drinking more? Looking at the total 
2012 data we find significant differences 
between H-D and other brands. 

Harley-Davidson clearly has no com-
punction against accepting sponsor-
ships by alcoholic beverage producers.   
Jack Daniels-customized Harley-Da-
vidsons have been used for promotional 
give-aways by the whiskey producer, and 
the Motor Company also has a marketing 
relationship with Miller Beer. 

Helmet-use numbers require no further 
comment. But a caution about using FARS 
to examine helmet use: This needs to be 
considered state-by-state as there appear 
to be inconsistencies in DOT-approved vs. 
non-DOT-approved helmet reporting.  

The risk for passengers is also sig-
nificant. If you take Betty for a ride on 
Saturday afternoon, in the interest of full 
disclosure, you should explain that, statis-
tically, what she is about to do is as risky 
as sky-diving.

Looking at the big picture, it might well 
be a healthy thing for society to have an 
outlet for legally risky behavior—some-
thing that has serious consequences if 
you get it wrong—and many important 
occupations, such as policemen, firefight-
ers and soldiers require personnel with 
exactly that same level of risk acceptance. 

However, the statistics revealed here 
clearly show that certain aspects of motor-
cycling, such as impaired riding, dominate 
the sport’s fatality rates, and that we must 
do a better job. For the good of our sport, 
the motorcycle community must be the 
source of any “improvements.”

And if our ‘grades’ don’t improve, we 
can expect ‘tutoring’ from the insurance 
industry, the courts and the government.

2012 Motorcycle Passenger 
Injuries/Deaths (FARS)*

Deaths 286
Incapacitating Injuries 90
Average Age 43
Youngest 15
Under 21 19%
Deaths of Passengers  41% 
Under Influence of Alcohol

(*FARS does not capture injuries 
unless someone in the incident dies, 
making minor to major injury tracking 
extremely difficult.)

2012 U.S. Motorcycle  
Community Report Card
Facts from 2012 FARS 
(Body Type 80 — Motorcycles)

Fatal Motorcycle Crashes 4743
Average Blood Alcohol 0.06% 
Content Level (Including  
all 0% BAC levels)
Maximum Measured BAC 0.76%*

(*Tennessee Case No. 13, Oct. 6, 
2012; Rider aged 52; 2007 Harley-Da-
vidson, VIN 1HD1FV41xxxx)

Harley-Davidson has done marketing tie-ups 
with both Jack Daniels and Miller Beer, 
which hardly discourages drinking and riding.
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