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Introduction

On February 24, 2014, the Committee on Transportation, chaired by Council Member Ydanis Rodriguez, and the Committee on Public Safety, chaired by Council Member Vanessa L. Gibson, will hold a joint oversight hearing to examine the report of Mayor Bill de Blasio’s Vision Zero Working Group and the City’s planned strategies to eliminate traffic fatalities.  The Committees expect to hear testimony from representatives of the Department of Transportation (DOT), Police Department (NYPD), Taxi and Limousine Commission (TLC), and the Department of Health and Mental Hygiene (DOHMH), as well as other interested stakeholders, advocates, and community members. 

Background

In 2013, 286 people, including 168 pedestrians and 11 cyclists, were killed in traffic crashes in New York City, a 24 percent increase in pedestrians killed compared to 2012.
 There were over 16,000 pedestrian and cyclist injuries in 2013 among over 54,000 total traffic-related injuries.


The beginning of 2014 has brought a particularly tragic series of pedestrian and cyclist fatalities. On January 10, 2014, a 9-year-old boy walking with his father on West End Avenue at 97th Street in Manhattan was struck and killed by a taxi.
 On the same day, a 73-year-old man was fatally struck by a tour bus at 96th Street and Broadway.
 On January 18, 2014, Angela Hurtado was killed when she was struck by a vehicle as she crossed Grand Avenue at 69th Place in Queens; the driver of the vehicle, Abel Tinoco, 28, was charged with a misdemeanor for driving with a suspended license.
 On the same day, a Ford Expedition fatally struck a man in Queens, near Cross Island Parkway and Union Turnpike.
 On January 19, 2014, an ambulance clipped Samantha Lee as she was crossing midblock on West 96th Street between Broadway and West End Avenue in Manhattan, knocking her down and into the path of another car that struck and killed her.
 On the same day, bicyclist Pedro Santiago was struck and killed by a Metropolitan Transportation Authority bus on West 125th Street near Lenox Avenue in Manhattan.

Collision Investigations
On February 15, 2012, the Transportation and Public Safety Committees held a joint oversight hearing regarding the NYPD’s traffic enforcement and collision investigation practices. At the hearing, the NYPD explained that its Accident Investigation Squad (AIS) only investigated the scene of collisions that resulted in death or when a victim was considered likely to die, in part to limit the number of cases to which AIS needed to respond as a result of staffing level issues. After concerns were raised by the Council and advocates that this standard was too narrow, the NYPD announced in March 2013 a series of reforms to its collision investigation protocols. The Police Department expanded the criteria under which the newly re-named Collision Investigation Squad (CIS) would respond to incidents to include cases when there is a critical injury according to Emergency Medical Service guidelines or when a commanding officer or duty captain determines that the extent of the injuries and/or the unique circumstances of the collision warrant CIS’s response.
 The Department also vowed to increase staffing and expand training in the Highway District and CIS.
 
On September 30, 2013 the Committees held a follow-up hearing on the NYPD’s collision investigation reforms. The NYPD testified about the increase in CIS staffing, the new Collision Technician group, enhanced training, and use of new technology. Discussion ensued between Council Members, advocates, and NYPD representatives about whether the new “critical injury” standard for initiating a CIS investigation goes far enough and whether enough investigations resulted in arrests or summonses.
Past Street Safety Legislative Actions
In 2013, the Council passed a resolution and a “home-rule” request calling upon the State Legislature to authorize a speed camera demonstration program in New York City.
 The Legislature subsequently authorized the City to use cameras to automatically enforce speeding laws at no more than 20 locations near schools for five years.
 After an initial period during which the cameras only issued warnings, six cameras became fully operational in mid-January of this year and issued 900 speeding tickets over the course of 15 days.

In 2013, the Council also passed a resolution calling upon the State Legislature to give police officers the explicit authority to enforce state law requiring drivers to “exercise due care” to avoid collisions with pedestrians and cyclists even if the police officer is not present at the time of the crash, as long as the officer has reasonable cause to believe the violation was committed by the driver.
 The “exercise due care” state law, commonly known as Hayley and Diego's Law, was passed as a result of the deaths of two small children who were killed in 2009 when an unattended and idling van jumped a curb. Enforcement was limited, however, because of the current requirement under law that a police officer must directly witness an incident in order to make an arrest or issue a summons.
 The State Legislature has not yet amended the law to make enforcement easier.
   
The Council has also passed several pieces of street safety-related laws in recent years. These include measures which require the NYPD to publish traffic crash data monthly, require DOT to develop and periodically update an interagency roadway safety plan, require DOT to examine and report about crash locations where pedestrians are injured or killed, and require DOT to install at least 50 speed humps nears schools each year.

Vision Zero Action Plan

On January 15, 2014, Mayor de Blasio announced the creation of the Vision Zero Working Group.
 The Group includes the NYPD, DOT, TLC, and DOHMH, and it was tasked with “developing a comprehensive roadmap to eliminate deadly crashes, especially those involving pedestrians.”

On February 18, 2014, the Working Group issued an Action Plan which includes 63 recommendations for ways to reduce traffic fatalities on the City’s streets.
 The ideas fall within the jurisdiction of various City agencies and include several State and City legislative proposals. 

In the past, traffic safety advocates have criticized the NYPD for appearing to focus on vehicle violations less directly related to preventing collisions, such as tinted windows and broken taillights, at the expense of violations such as speeding and failure to yield. According to the Action Plan, “70% of pedestrian fatalities have causes outside of the pedestrian’s control, particularly drivers speeding or failing to yield.”
 To combat the types of behavior that play a direct role in causing collisions, the Action Plan recommends that the NYPD “increase enforcement against dangerous moving violations, including speeding, failing to yield to pedestrians, signal violations, improper turns/disobeying signage, and phoning/texting while driving.”
 The Action Plan also reaffirms the NYPD’s commitment to expanding CIS investigations to “critical injury” cases and enhancing collision investigations with increased training and personnel.
 

In the wake of the pedestrian deaths that have occurred this year, discussion has ensued regarding the appropriate role that enforcement of pedestrian violations should play in the City’s efforts to increase traffic safety. Media reports revealed a jaywalking crackdown on the Upper West Side in January and a nearly eightfold increase in jaywalking tickets citywide.
 However, in presenting the Action Plan, Mayor de Blasio said that jaywalking enforcement is not a part of the overall Vision Zero priorities but that precinct commanders have discretion to direct pedestrian enforcement as they deem necessary.


The Action Plan also lays out actions to be taken beyond police enforcement and investigations. DOT is tasked with making a wide variety of street design changes aimed at improving traffic safety, including intersection redesigns, new slow zones, more speed humps, programming more intersections with leading pedestrian intervals, and more pedestrian safety islands, among many others.
 The Plan calls on TLC to create a safety enforcement squad, equipped with speed radar equipment, to enforce speed and safety regulations, in addition to exploring new technology and enhancing driver education to increase safety.


Furthermore, the Plan calls for a series of State legislative actions, including granting New York City local control over speed camera and red light camera enforcement, giving the City the ability to lower its citywide speed limit to 25 miles per hour, and strengthening Hayley and Diego’s Law as discussed above.
 The Plan also includes ideas for City legislative actions, particularly related to bolstering enforcement efforts against dangerous TLC-licensed drivers. Finally the plan calls for extensive public education and outreach efforts in order to both solicit the public’s input regarding Vision Zero initiatives and to encourage all New Yorkers to take street safety into account as they go about their daily lives.
Conclusion
At today’s hearing, the Committees look forward to learning more about how the work of the Vision Zero Working Group will inform the Administration’s efforts to eliminate traffic fatalities in New York City.
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