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The Vera Institute of Justice appreciates the opportunity to provide testimony to the Maryland Senate
Judicial Proceedings Committee in support of SB 292. Vera is a national research and policy organization
that has been working to end mass incarceration and build safe, thriving communities for more than 60
years. As a senior program associate with Vera’s Redefining Public Safety initiative, | work with law
enforcement leaders, legislators, and community members across the United States in efforts to
improve roadway safety and address harmful racial disparities in traffic enforcement while maintaining
public safety.

Nationally, police stop more than 20 million motorists a year for alleged traffic violations.* A significant
number of these traffic stops are for minor violations that do not affect public safety. This is also true in
Maryland. In 2023, the most common reasons for traffic stops in Maryland given by local and state
police were registration violations (23 percent) and equipment defects (20 percent).? Available data
covering 2016 to 2023 shows that these are long-standing enforcement trends: over this period,
equipment defects are the top reason for stops (20 percent), and registration violations are third (15
percent).?

However, traffic safety research also shows that crashes and crash-related deaths have increased in
recent years in Maryland, and these low-level infractions are not significant factors in roadway safety.*
As detailed below, these stops for low-level infractions are not only unnecessary for keeping roads safe,
but they also do not effectively prevent crime, and they disproportionately subject Black drivers and
other drivers of color to harmful, unwarranted stops, searches, and uses of force. SB 292 presents a
reasonable policy approach to modernize traffic enforcement that will prioritize traffic safety, reduce
harm to communities, and free police to fight serious crime more effectively.

I. SB 292 Represents a Solution

Addressing low-level stops is emerging as a key solution to the harms caused by traffic stops, as well as
high traffic fatalities nationwide.> Backed by evidence, states from Virginia to Oregon and cities from
Philadelphia to Ann Arbor have enacted policies like SB 292 that remove police from enforcement of
minor traffic violations. By Vera’s count, at least 12 jurisdictions nationwide have passed such policies,
and many more have done so by law enforcement agencies directing officers to refocus traffic
enforcement on safety.® Extensive research shows that these policies provide four key benefits:

First, policies like SB 292 improve traffic safety by freeing police to focus enforcement on unsafe
driving behavior. A major study showed that by virtually eliminating stops for minor traffic violations,
one jurisdiction in North Carolina was able to focus on safety stops for dangerous driving. This reduced
traffic accidents and racial disparity in overall stops—with no impact on non-traffic-related crime.”
Traffic enforcement provides safety when it focuses on high-risk behaviors like speeding and impaired
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driving. By redirecting limited police resources away from low-level infractions unrelated to road safety,
SB 292 would support Maryland’s strategic highway safety goals.

Second, ending low-level stops can promote public safety and community trust. The frequency of
these stops and their disparate impact on communities of color can compound distrust in government
institutions such as police departments and prosecutors’ offices, which depend on the public’s
cooperation to solve crimes.® Studies repeatedly show that Black drivers and other drivers of color are
not only more likely to be stopped than white drivers but are also treated more harshly during stops.®
Further, they are subjected to more use of force and more frequent searches despite being less likely to
have contraband.?

Third, these policies can protect drivers and police from being hurt in unnecessary traffic stops.*! In
2024, police killed 152 people during traffic stops.? Traffic stops are also dangerous for law
enforcement officers; being killed by a passing car during a traffic stop is one of the top five reasons for
line-of-duty deaths.® Fines and fees from traffic stops can also cause economic harm, pushing low-
income Americans further into a cycle of debt and poverty.'* Further, the social costs of police
interactions like traffic stops include harms to health, educational development, and economic
security.’®

Fourth, these policies reduce harmful racial disparities. The harms of traffic stops are not equally felt.
Nationally, more than a quarter of people killed in traffic stops are Black, despite Black people making
up only 12 percent of the population.'® And although racial disparities abound throughout traffic
enforcement, studies in Montgomery County, Maryland, and elsewhere find greater disparities in non-
safety stops than in safety-related stops.” Eliminating these stops works: after Philadelphia instituted its
policy on low-level stops, traffic stops involving Black men went down 54 percent.®

Long-standing racial disparities in Maryland’s traffic enforcement are documented in the Race-Based
Traffic Stop Data Dashboard established by the legislature with Transportation Article § 25-113(f)(2). In
2023, Black drivers made up more than 43 percent of drivers stopped by police—despite representing
only 32 percent of the state population. Conversely, white drivers accounted for 39 percent of stopped
drivers but 57 percent of the population.?® These racial disparities are consistently present dating back
to the beginning of data collection in 2016.%°

Il. Ending Low Level Traffic Stops Has Proven to Increase Public Safety

Opponents of these policies tend to argue that these stops are necessary for fighting crime and keeping
the road safe, both of which are demonstrably false.

Regarding public safety, which is often the stated reason for enforcing these minor infractions, low-level
stops very rarely result in the recovery of guns or other contraband.?! Data from across the country has
repeatedly confirmed this, including Vera’s own research in Suffolk County, Massachusetts.?? A 2018
study of nonmoving violation traffic stops in Nashville, Tennessee, found that less than one-tenth of one
percent (0.8 out of every 1,000) of such stops resulted in police charging someone with possessing a
weapon. The Nashville study also found—as did the previously referenced North Carolina study—that
non-traffic crime did not go up when the volume of traffic stops went down.?
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Looking more broadly at all traffic stops, studies find that they are not an effective crime fighting tool.?*

For example, a recent study of the eight largest California police departments revealed that firearms
were confiscated in only about 0.5 percent of stops.?® In Maryland, the Montgomery County Police
Department’s (MCPD) numbers are even lower: in 2022, MCPD confiscated firearms in just 172 out of
35,945 traffic stops, a 0.5 percent recovery rate, or approximately one seizure per 209 stops.?® While
addressing gun violence is an important goal, police should use methods far more precise than the
needle in a haystack approach of searching vehicles for firearms during tens of thousands of unrelated
traffic stops, given the grave risk to drivers’ safety and community trust caused by these stops.

Regarding road safety, banning low-level stops does not prohibit police from making traffic stops due to
more serious equipment violations, like two missing headlights or anything causing visibly reckless
driving. Also, the equipment violations enforced in low-level traffic stops do not contribute to accidents,
as a Connecticut analysis found. For example, defective lighting accounted for 9.4 percent of all
Connecticut traffic stops, but only 0.1 percent of crashes between 2015 and 2019.%” The evidence is
clear: eliminating the low-level stops specified in SB 292 will not prevent police from stopping dangerous
driving. The status quo has failed to keep Maryland roadways safe from crashes, and modernizing
roadway safety requires laws like SB 292 that refocus enforcement on the dangerous, intoxicated, and
distracted driving that we know is responsible for carnage on the roads.?®

I1l. Policies like SB 292 Have Bipartisan Voter Support

Polling from Safer Cities Research indicates that 69 percent of all voters support such policies, with
support from 81 percent of Democrats and 59 percent of Republicans. When asked the best approach to
dealing with a driver with a single burned-out brake or taillight, for example, only 21 percent of voters
selected a stop by an armed police officer.? Voters clearly understand there are better ways to handle
these issues.

SB 292 takes a meaningful yet commonsense approach to the harms of low-level traffic stops, curtailing
police enforcement only for a targeted and evidence-backed list of minor violations unrelated to public
safety. We encourage the Maryland legislature to join the national movement to modernize traffic
enforcement through a well-crafted policy that can save lives and also reduce harmful racial disparities.
Everyone in Maryland deserves to be safe behind the wheel, and SB 292 is a step in that direction.

* %k k

Thank you for the opportunity to contribute testimony. Please contact me at dbodah@vera.org if the
Vera Institute of Justice may provide further information or assistance.
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