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Abstract 
 
BACKGROUND: Crashes resulting in serious injuries are approximately 25 times more common 
than fatality crashes, and while the contribution of alcohol and illicit drugs to fatality crashes is well 
understood, less data on the role of alcohol and illicit drugs in injury crashes is available. AIM: This 
study aims to document the proportion of serious injury crashes where alcohol and / or illicit drugs 
were ruled to be contributing factors for the occurrence of a crash. METHOD: Data from the 
MUARC-TAC Enhanced Crash Investigation Study case-control study is presented. Drivers aged 
18 years and older admitted to hospital who consent to the study are interviewed in hospital (‘A-
vehicle driver’). Data is obtained from the ambulance, medical, and police report, and inspection of 
the vehicle and the scene of the crash is undertaken. Alcohol and drug use is derived from the 
medical toxicology report and directly from the patient. The role of the ‘other driver’ (B-vehicle) is 
considered. Cases are reviewed and determinations on contributing factors made by a panel. 
RESULTS: Findings for 105 serious injury crashes were available (Male: 57%). Fatigue (27%), 
driver error (25%), medical condition-related ‘blackouts’ (18%) and driver emotional state (13%) 
were key contributing factors. Alcohol was present in the A-vehicle driver and a contributing factor 
in 12.5% of crashes, while illicit drugs was present and a factor in 7.6% of crashes (e.g., ‘ice’, THC, 
MDMA) . Five had both alcohol and illicit drugs present (4.7%), 4 (3.8%) had alcohol present and 
known to abuse prescription opioids, with one also abusing benzodiazepines. Only one driver had 
alcohol and illicit drugs (THC) present who also abused prescription drugs (opioids). Notably, 10 of 
the 13 alcohol-affected drivers and 7 of the 8 drug affected drivers had a history of substance 
abuse. Alcohol-affected drivers were more likely to be male (85%) compared to non-alcohol 
affected drivers (53%), younger (39 cf. 49 yrs), more likely to be involved in single vehicle crashes 
(SVC) (69% cf. 31%) with 69% involved in lane-departure crashes (cf. 63%), driving older vehicles 
(16 years cf. 11 years), and more seriously injured (ISS: 17.2 cf. 13.3); both groups had a length of 
stay of 9 days. Drug-affected drivers were more likely to be male (87% cf. 54%), younger (35 cf. 
49), more likely to be involved in an SVC (63% cf. 34%) with all being lane departure crashes, 
driving similarly aged vehicles (12.6 cf. 11.9 yrs) but were more seriously injured (ISS 20 cf. 13) 
and had a longer length of stay in hospital (13.2 cf 9 days) than non-drug affected drivers. Half of 
all drivers were admitted to rehabilitation centres post-acute hospital discharge. DISCUSSION 
AND CONCLUSION: The data highlights the significant role of alcohol and drugs in serious injury 
crashes. Differences in the crash types and injury outcomes are evident. That many of the affected 



 

drivers had a long-term history of substance abuse is of concern, and presents as a much of a 
challenge to the health sector as it does to road safety agencies.  
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