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Abstract

Road traffic deaths are not more than 5,000 per year in Bangladesh as per official records. However, many
studies including the WHO revealed that this number could be varied between 20 to 25 thousand. The question is
which one is true? Is it just unintentional underreporting or intentional? The ratio between fatalities and injuries
is close to one. Is it just ignorance or deliberate hiding? Recorded PDO crashes are often less than the fatal crash.
It is by mistake or lying? Moreover, most of the crashes are attributed to driver error. Is it really the facts or there
are some intentional motives? More than 90 percent reported crash causative factors are careless diving and/or
overseeding. Other factors are almost negligible. Several independent investigations revealed that many of the
crashes are happening due to engineering deficiencies, defective vehicles, road environmental and management
problems, etc. Therefore, the question is raised whether it is just the ignorance of the reporter or is hiding. The
study attempted to examine the dynamics behind incorrect reporting of road crash facts, considering both
capacity constraints that lead to inadvertent errors and intentional misrepresentation driven by ulterior motives.
The study used a number of in-depth case studies conducted by both the official and independent investigations
teams along with the published literature. The study also explores both intentional and unintentional factors that
contribute to the underpreparing or distortion of factual information. By understanding these factors,
stakeholders can take steps to rectify errors and address intentional falsehoods, ensuring the accuracy and
credibility of road crash reporting.
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1 Introduction

“Credible data is vital for road safety”. Nevertheless, it is a well-established truth that Bangladesh's traffic crash
data is of low quality and reliability. Additionally, it states that the current system of recording and analysing
data on road accidents is unsuitable for analysis and benchmarking due to its error-prone, laborious, and time-
consuming nature (Daily Star, 2022).

Like most of the countries in the world, law enforcement agencies i.e., Bangladesh police is the main source of
crash data, and it is also an obligatory duty of them to record and report road crash and consequence data.
However, because of several issues and flaws in the police database, such as underreporting and inconsistent
reporting, road safety professionals and practitioners must consult other sources whenever they need to verify the
numbers of collisions and fatalities on an annual basis rather than depending just on police data. Therefore, a
number of organizations including government, local and international research organizations, and safety
campaigners and activists tried to develop crash databases and estimate the magnitude and dimensions of the
problems. Road safety campaigners or advocates obtain their information from media stories, but police mostly
obtain information on traffic accidents from First Information Reports (FIRs) or General Dairies (GDs). Thus,
there is a considerable discrepancy between the figures they reported. Many instances are still unrecorded in both
cases.

While police mainly record road accident data from the FIRs or GDs, road safety campaigners source their
information from media reports. So, there is a significant gap in the numbers recorded by them. In both cases,
many incidents remain unrecorded. For instance, official figures show that the number of road traffic deaths in
Bangladesh is not more than 5,000 annually. Numerous investigations, including one conducted by the World
Health Organization (WHO), have indicated that this figure may actually range from 20,000 to 25,000 (WHO,
2018). One wonders if those are errors or deliberate actions.

There are also inconsistencies and misreporting in the recorded crash reporting of crash attributes, including

characteristics and causes or factors of the crash. In-depth crash investigation of severe major crashes done by
the Accident Research Institute (ARI), BUET, revealed that different media have different attributes of major
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crashes in different ways, and many of them are misleading or contradictory, and incorrect. By seeing this
dilemma, it is normal to speculate whether it is ignorance or hiding, by mistake or lying? To the best of our
knowledge, no study has been done to comprehend these issues and provide a trustworthy response of the
questions. The purpose of this study is to investigate plausible answers to those issues in order to close this gap.

At the very beginning, the extent and dimension of the underreporting or misreporting is compared with the data
reported by different organisations and institutions. A comprehensive survey through formal and informal
discussion and interviews with the police personnel has been made to understand their stands and shortcomings
in reporting the crash data. An anonymous survey has also been made with print and electronic journalists to
evaluate their deficiencies in crash reporting. The study has taken expert opinions from the researchers and safety
activists belonging to different organisations to get their reviews for a deeper understanding of the reasons
behind this huge underreporting or incorrect reporting of crash data.

2 Crash Data Quality in Bangladesh

Underreporting and inaccurate reporting are major issues for the police in Bangladesh, who maintain the official
record of road accidents and injuries. There aren't many other data sources, such insurance or medical records.
There is currently no formal system in place to collect crash data from many sources. A crash database based on
newspaper articles is being developed by the Accident Research Institute (ARI), BUET; nevertheless, the
newspapers mostly cover fatal incidents and contain a lot of reporting inaccuracies, particularly in the core areas
surrounding expanding centres. Accidents that cause injuries or happen in remote areas are rarely reported in the
media. When it comes to fact findings, research, and analysing them, newspaper reporting quality is neither very
significant nor comprehensive.

2.1 Underreporting of Crashes

2.1.1 Overall underreporting

Official statistics released by the police indicate that 1755 documented crashes in Bangladesh resulted in 1782
fatalities and 928 injuries in 2013. The Transport Research Laboratory (TRL) reported 1,700,301 crashes, with
11,049 resulting in fatalities and 102,136 in serious injuries. The total number of road traffic crash injuries was
estimated at 529,880, including 12,792 fatalities and 165,464 seriously injured people. A household survey was
used to estimate the number of traffic fatalities and injuries. The Bangladesh Health & Injury Survey Report
reported at least 10,000 traffic crash fatalities annually, with 50 injured people seeking emergency care for every
injury death. The World Health Organization (WHO) estimates that traffic-related deaths are five to twelve times
higher than official figures.

2.2.2 The distinctions between FIR and ARF

The police reported FIR, or "Khatian™ in Bengali, is the primary source of collision data. It is transmitted to the
Accident Report Form (ARF) at the thana (police station) level. For every traffic collision, the thana police keep
records by filling out the required form ARF separately. Trained police officers construct the ARF form on the
police range and enter it into the Microcomputer Crash Analysis Package (MAAP), the required software. Nearly
one-third of the FIR reported crashes do not appear in the ARF or MAAP, according to a pilot study done by
ARI in a few chosen thanas.

2.2.4 Differences between Police vs BRTA

Recently BRTA has started to compile gross crash statistics by district on daily basis. Though the main source of
this record is police record except a few records from the local correspondences, there are a major difference in
every attribute between BRTA record and Police record. A comparative picture between BRTA report and police
heard quarter crash report in last three months is shown in Table 4. In case of crashes, the differences are very
low, in July police record is more than that of BRTA. However, number of fatalities and injuries are very
significantly higher in BRTA record, in case of injury it is around 200%.

2.2.5 Reporting of injuries and PDO crashes

For every fatality, there are 6 to 150 injuries from traffic accidents; the rates are higher in middle-income,
industrialised, and developing countries. The majority of crashes in Bangladesh that result in injuries go
unreported because minor injuries are more frequent and less frequently reported to the authorities. The average
rate of reported injuries is near 65%, and less than one-third of collisions end in no fatalities.

2.3 Unreliable and Partial Reporting

Other significant issues with the supplied records are their incompleteness and inconsistency. The ARF contains
67 parameters, although many of the properties are still blank or lacking information. Among the stated
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attributes, there are also notable discrepancies. It is typical for report forms and electronic databases to contain
discrepancies in the vehicle type, collision type, collision diagram, and vehicle movement or location description.

2.3.1 Crash location

A significant problem with Bangladesh's crash data is that it frequently lacks crash locations, which are essential
for conventional investigations and cleanup. Nearly twenty years old, the present chainage inventory is out of
date and does not include locational features. About half of the crash locations were located, according to
researchers who used a variety of materials, such as a comprehensive road map, a road inventory, and a detailed
report form. The success of safety analysis may be jeopardised by this lack of information.

2.3.2 Causes of crashes

One of the most crucial factors in any safety analysis is the reason behind
traffic accidents. However, according to police-reported crash statistics,
about 90% of crashes have improperly reported causes. That report states
that reckless driving or excessive speeding is the main cause of 98% of
crashes. The road and vehicle factors are almost absent (Figure 1). In
contrast, records from the BBA indicate that are only for freshly constructed
national highway crashes, there was a 12 percent car factor and a 4 percent
road factor. PIARC reports that two percent of crashes are caused by vehicle
factors and three percent are exclusively related to road factors. When all
considerations are taken into account, the percentage of vehicles and roads
is 13% and 34%, respectively (Mikulik and Hollo, 2007). As a result,
utilising this database to determine the precise causes of crashes is
exceedingly challenging.
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3 Reporting Inconsistencies: Case Studies

3.1 Case 1: Expressway Crash

A bus driven by Emad Poribahan struck a culvert wing wall at 7:38 AM on March 19, 2023, killing 19 people
and injured 26 others at the Bangabandhu Expressway at Shimana, Kutubpur Union, Shibchar Upazila,
Madaripur (South approach of Padma Bridge). The road was divided, straight, and had cloudy weather along
with unhindered vistas, a smooth, non-slip surface, and little traffic. The crash may have been caused by a
number of factors, including overspeeding, reckless driving, driver fatigue and drowsiness, tyre burst, bus falling
after hitting a roadside railing, mechanical or brake failure, driving with a medium category licence and hitting a
pedestrian, according to media, police and official investigation team reports. As an independent research team,
ARI conduct a fact-finding investigation, which involved reviewing news reports from print and electronic
media, conducting a site visit to collect primary data, and analysing secondary data. However, several
inconsistencies and anomalies between print media, official crash investigation report and ARI investigation
have come in light. The comparison between the misleading information reported in secondary sources (print
media & official investigation) and facts revealed from the investigation of ARI are shown in the table (Table 1)
below:

Table 1: Anomalies between print media, official crash investigation report and ARI investigation

Facts for Misleading information reported in secondary Facts revealed from the
comparison sources (print media & official investigation) investigation of ARI
Railing along  The bus fell down after breaking the railing of the road. There was a railing (w-beam) on the
the road (The daily prothom alo-19 March 2023 & the daily opposite side of the road; however,

ittefag-19 March 2023; rtv news- 20 March 2023)

there was no railing along the road
from where the bus derailed.

Overturning

The bus overturned several times while falling down.

The bus directly hit the top edge of the

of the bus (The daily prothom alo-19 March 2023 & the daily culvert’s concrete wing wall without
ittefag-19 March 2023) overturning.

Depth of The bus hit the wall of the underpass, which is located at  The bus hit the wall of the underpass

underpass least 100 feet below the road surface. (The Daily located nearly 22 feet (6.5 m) below
Prothom Alo, 20 March 2023) the road surface level.

Fatigue of The driver was fatigued due to driving more than 30 The driver was on duty for 20 hours in

driver hours in the last 48 hours prior to the crash. (The Daily the last 38 hours.

Prothom Alo-20 March 2023)
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Just before the derailment, the
recorded speed was 79 kmph, which is
within the posted speed limit of 80
kmph.

Speed of bus Mr. Abu Nayeem MD. Mofazzel Hug, OC of Shibchar
highway police, said that, primarily, it can be presumed
that the bus was moving at overspeed (The Daily

Prothom alo-19 March 2023)

Tyre burst According to the SP of Madaripur, Mr. Masud Alam, the  The left tyre was found failed with
right tyre of the bus was burst (The Daily Prothom Alo, several defects.
19 March 2023)
High speed High speed and aggressive driving are the primary causes The driver maintained a homogeneous
and aggressive  of the accident (FIR report of police). speed throughout the section.
driving
Aggressive Aggressive speed from the very beginning; the driver did  The driving speed behaviour was
driving not listen to the passengers (The Daily Samakal, 20 homogeneous.
March 2023)
Pedestrian Emad lost control right after hitting a pedestrian. The The investigation team did not find
hitting report refers to the police, upazila administration, fire any such evidence at the location.
service and local people (The Daily Samakal, 20 March
2023).
Seat and According to the fire service (at least 60 passengers in 54  The number of passenger seats was
passenger 54-seated bus (The Daily Samakal, 20 March 2023). 40, and the total number of persons in

the bus was 46.

Source: ARI investigation report, 2023

3.2 Case 2: Kishorigonj Crash

A lawyer was Killed on the spot when a bus ran over his motorbike at Ghilakandi Madyapara in Katiadi Upazila
of Kishoreganj on 01 October 2019. The case went to the Supreme Court, and due to a writ petition by the
victim’s family, the court finally formed an investigation committee comprising a member of ARI to find out the
root cause of the problem and the reasons. The committee reviewed the media reports and several investigation
reports done by the Police FIR and Police Bureau of Investigation (PBI), etc., and several inconsistencies and
misinterpretations in their investigations. Some are listed below (Table 2):

Table 2: Inconsistencies between police and media report vs investigation committee report

Items Police and media report Investigation committee report
Crash time After buying milk from the local market Before entering (when taking the
right turn) to the local market
Trip purpose Going to the court from home (The Daily Going to Home from Monoyara
Star, 2 October 2019; The New Nation, 4  semi-rice mill for the preparation to
October 2019) go to court.
Dress Formal dress, with a helmet, according to  Informal dress (wearing lunghi), no
some witnesses helmet
Crash type Rear end, hit from the back, motorcycle Sideswipe during a right turn by a
was going ahead (Media report)/standing motorcycle.

on the roadside (PBI report)

Involvement with Nirabpod
Sharak Chai (NiShCha)

The victim was a safety activist and
member of Nirapad Sharak Chai (Wirt
Pition Report)

Nothing about the road safety
activity

Reason and the responsible
person

High-speed bus, the driver intentionally
hit, the bus driver is the main responsible
person.

Victims turn the motorcycle
suddenly without looking back

properly.

3.3 Case 3: Mirsharai Crash

At least 42 school children died in a crash when a student-carrying truck derailed in the roadside ditch. It was a
very tragic and shocking incident for the entire country.

There were many inconsistencies and misleading news and information in different news reports, official and
unofficial reports, which include the number of deaths and injuries, the root cause of the problem, the driving and
road environment, the rescue operation, the responses of different organisations, and the passengers' and drivers’
behaviour, etc. The major misleading news was that the “Driver was taking over the phone while driving his
truck packed with students”. It is reported that “the accident happened when the trucker lost focus on the road as
he was talking on his phone” (The Daily Star, 2011). It was also mentioned that some of the passengers had seen
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and listened to the driver’s conversation over the phone while driving. Whereas it was a two-compartment truck,
and it is also almost impossible to see the driver from the passenger, actually, the freight-carrying compartment.
This was considered the main cause of the accident and reported in different reports, including official
investigations. It was even mentioned by the top level of the government, and the driver was blamed due to this
abnormal information.

4 Causes of Underreporting

Various reasons for underreporting or misreporting, as well as intentional lying or misleading reporting to some
degree, are identified and ranked. The study used a semi-structured questionnaire to survey Key Informants (KI)
from various organisations in order to achieve that. The three main reporting stakeholders- the police, the media,
and the victims- were the focus of the survey. Police officers, government and private road safety workers,
researchers, and university academicians were among the various concerned professionals, practitioners, and
specialists who answered the questionnaire survey as Key Informants (KI). The following table displays the
findings, along with the causes and rankings from the perspectives of the police, victims, and media (Table 3):

Table 3: Casuse of underreporting and with ranking for three different perspectives, police, victims and midia

Police Related to victims Related to media
Cause E_an Cause R_an Cause Ran
ing king king
System deficiencies 1 Fear of Consequences 1 Lack of understanding and 1
knowledge
Lack of .capacny a_nq Fear of local Harassment, .
resources: both logistic . . . Reporting from other
2 Financial Penalties, Or 2 2
support and human . sources
Damage to Reputation
resources
Lack of rules and 3 Avoiding legal 3 Misinterpretation of the 3
regulations conseguences witness
Lack of interest due to !a_ck 4 Lack of Awareness 4 Us_mg secopdary 4
of reward or accountability information
Lack of manpower 5 Legal considerations 5 Intentional misreporting 5
motives
Intentional hiding 6 Religious and social norms 6 Challenges to consistency 6
Lack of understanding and 7 Confusion and Shock 7 Biasness 7
knowledge
Lack of monitoring and 8 Eraudulent claims 8 Public d_emand/readers 8
evaluation interest
Lack of monitoring and 9 Insurance implications 9 Business interest 9
accountability
Lack of support from the 10 Misrepresentation motives 10 Impact on Road Safety 10

victims and victim relatives Policies

Lack of coordination and

- 11 Image protection 11
communication
Lack of Interest_ adc_iltlonal 12 Incomplete information 12
burden without any interest
Lack of giving importance 13 Memory fading 13
Busy with other jobs 14 Protecting reputation 14
Lengthy legal procedures 15 Language barriers 15
and harassment
Dependency on the 16 Fraudulent intent 16
secondary sources
Delay in reporting 17 Reputation protection 17
Mutual u_m_jer_star_wdlng and 18 Insurance fraud 18
minimisation
Some others (as per Some others (as per
responses) TESPONSES) «.vvvenenenen
Lack of Budget for Lack of motivation and
advanced software understanding
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Unclear objective and

Lack of legal protection
outcome

Lack of Surveillance
infrastructure

5 Conclusions

The aforementioned analysis makes it abundantly evident that crash data and reports are significantly
underreported, and that specific information is inconsistent or misleading. This study tried to understand the
extent of underreporting and misleading information in crash data and records. The study made an effort to
investigate the mechanisms underlying inaccurate reporting of traffic crash information, taking into account both
capacity limitations that result in unintentional errors and deliberate distortion motivated by hidden agendas,
mainly referring to ill motives or neglecting responsibility and/or accountability. In addition to the available
literature, the study drew several in-depth case studies carried out by the official and independent investigation
teams. The research delves into the deliberate and inadvertent elements that lead to inadequate preparation or
misrepresentation of accurate data. The probable causes of these reporting and recording problems are also
highlighted. One of the main hypotheses was that the reporting inconsistencies are not merely ignorant or
unintentional omissions, but deliberate hiding. From the analysis, it could be concluded that the reporting
problem, to some extent, is deliberate, but that is very minuscule. Most of the problems could be attributed to
different causes related to system, capacity, policy, knowledge, understanding deficiencies and social and local
norms and culture. Stakeholders can ensure the accuracy and reliability of road crash reporting by addressing
deliberate falsehoods and rectifying errors by recognising these causes.
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