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INTRODUCTION

On April 11, 2007, the Committee on Transportation, chaired by Council Member John Liu, will hold an oversight hearing on pedestrian safety in New York City.  The purpose of this hearing will be to examine current efforts and strategies by the Administration to improve safety for pedestrians.


Those invited to testify include:  Commissioner Iris Weinshall, NYC Department of Transportation (“DOT”); Commissioner Raymond Kelly, NYC Police Department; Commissioner Thomas Frieden, NYC Department of Health and Mental Hygiene; transportation advocates; environmental advocates; and other community groups. 

BACKGROUND


Pedestrian deaths caused by motorized vehicles in New York City have been documented as early as 1898.
  There were 232 pedestrian deaths in 1910, when records were first kept.
  Pedestrian deaths peaked in 1929, when 952 people were killed, and have generally dropped since the 1940s and 50s.
 There have been fewer than 200 pedestrian deaths per year since 2000.
  Despite the long history of pedestrian fatalities, a representative of the DOT stated that until the current Administration, most of the City’s transportation policy has focused more on traffic flow, not pedestrian safety.
  


The trouble areas are not equally distributed throughout the City.  According to Transportation Alternatives, a transportation advocacy group in New York City, 10% of the City’s intersections account for over 50% of all fatalities and injuries.
  These intersections are in all five boroughs.  Among some of the most dangerous intersections identified by Transportation Alternatives are Canal Street in Manhattan, Flatbush Avenue in Brooklyn, Roosevelt Avenue in Queens, the Grand Comcourse in the Bronx and Hylan Boulevard in Staten Island.

Recent Pedestrian Fatalities

In the first quarter of 2007, there were many highly publicized pedestrian deaths.  On one weekend of March 2007, three people were killed, which spurred activists to protest in front of City Hall on March 5, 2007.
  One of the more highly publicized fatalities was that of 4-year-old James Jacaricce, who was killed on February 14, 2007, while attempting to cross 3rd Avenue and Baltic Street in Brooklyn.
  James was crossing the street with his aunt when a SUV turned the corner and hit him.  Newspaper accounts indicated that the driver was issued a summons for failing to yield at the intersection.  This intersection was identified as dangerous since 2004.
  Other recent fatalities include:

On two particularly tragic days, March 3, 2007 and March 11, 2007, six pedestrians were killed.  On March 3, 2007
, 49 year-old Alice Chow was killed by a school bus near Austin Street and Lefferts Boulevard while walking with her mother in Kew Gardens, Queens.  In addition, on that same day, Mario Sagastume, a resident of Suffolk County who was visiting his former neighborhood in Brooklyn, was killed by a hit-and-run driver in East New York, Brooklyn.  Also killed that day was an unidentified 25-year old man who was visiting from Massachusetts, who was struck by a van at the corner of Essex and Delaney Streets in Manhattan.  According to newspaper accounts, the police did not charge the van driver with a crime.

Approximately one week later, on March 11th, an unidentified 47 year-old was killed by a hit-and-run driver at West 31st and Surf Avenue in Brooklyn, and a 68-year-old was killed by minivan on Neptune Avenue near West 24th Street in Brooklyn.
  Also on March 11th, 71 year-old Ariela Koneighsburg was killed by a car at 84th Street and Third Avenue.  According newspaper accounts, the police did not ticket the driver, who remained at the scene.
  

On April 2, 2007, Reyzia Burman, a 73 year-old retired teacher, was killed by a hit-and-run driver while crossing Ninth Avenue in Sunset Park.
  Her husband, Maurichiu Burman, also 73 years-old, was hit by the same car and left in critical condition.  They were returning home after celebrating the first night of Passover with their children.  

Administrative Efforts to Improve Pedestrian Safety


DOT has recently emphasized local initiatives to ensure the safety of pedestrians, placing priority on the safety of children.  According to DOT Commissioner Iris Weinshall, “Our paramount goal at the Department of Transportation is to ensure safety – particularly for children.  One way to achieve this goal is to install or repair sidewalks adjacent to our schools and public playgrounds.”
  DOT’s current pedestrian safety initiatives include:

· Safe Routes to Schools: After identifying 135 priority schools, DOT has started to implement safety measurements and teach students how to understand traffic signs and take safer routes from schools.

· Safe Streets NYC: Traffic Safety Improvements in New York City: DOT released a comprehensive report on March 2006, analyzing traffic and proposing recommendations on pedestrian safety. 

· DOT Walk to School Project: DOT is working with five schools in a pilot program to improve the conditions of sidewalks and roads near the schools, in order to encourage more walking to school. 

· Safety City: This DOT program teaches New York City children, ages 4-14, traffic safety through simulated streets and hands-on experiences.
· Pedestrian Bridge Safety Initiative: This DOT program requires bicyclists and pedestrians to slow down before exiting a bridge and provided for the installation of new traffic signs at dangerous locations to address pedestrian safety.
· Traffic Safety Calendar: This is an annual DOT competition that awards children for sharing traffic safety information through drawings, sketches, or paintings that appear on a calendar.
Other Efforts and Ideas to Improve Pedestrian Safety


In addition to the Administration’s efforts, elected officials, transportation advocacy groups and citizens have made recommendations on how to improve pedestrian safety.  Senior citizens and State Legislators, like Assembly Member Toby Stavisky and Assembly Member Nettie Mayersohn from Queens, have fought for the installation of countdown traffic signals to enhance pedestrian safety in their districts.
  In addition, Transportation Alternatives has made the following recommendations to improve pedestrian safety:

· Prioritize fixing the most dangerous streets and intersections;

· Adopt a street maintenance policy that prioritizes pedestrian safety measures;

· Eliminate turning conflicts;

· Provide extra protection for the most vulnerable New Yorkers; and

· Criminalize and prosecute traffic fatalities.

The New York Metropolitan Transportation Council, a regional transportation association, released a comprehensive research and policy report regarding pedestrian safety on February 27, 2007, and included in the report a long list of recommendations.  Among the report’s major recommendations to improve pedestrian safety are the following:

· Reexamine the current existence and location of crosswalks and pedestrian paths;

· Provide more sidewalks at locations considered at-risk;

· Provide walking shoulders where people may not want a sidewalk;

· Relocate sidewalks to encourage more people to use them; and

· Implement various countermeasures, such as controlled midblock crosswalks, raised medians, and pedestrian fencing.

ANALYSIS


New York pedestrian fatalities as a percentage of total traffic fatalities are the highest in the nation.
  Within New York State, based on recent figures, a disproportionate number of pedestrian fatalities and pedestrian-related accidents occur in the New York Metropolitan region (approximately 76%).

Based on statistics over the last 15 years of pedestrian-related fatalities, DOT reports that overall, the number of pedestrian fatalities per year has decreased.
  However, it is important to note that the percentage of pedestrian fatalities has remained constant at about 50% of the total fatalities (which includes drivers, passengers, bicyclists, pedestrians, and motorcyclists).  As a result, DOT identifies pedestrians as the largest at-risk group with respect to traffic fatalities.

Pedestrian fatalities as a percentage of total fatal accidents

(Figures taken from NYC Department of Transportation)

	YEAR
	PEDESTRIAN     % of Total
	Annual Percentage Change

	1990
	52.20%
	   

	1991
	48.60%
	-6.90%

	1992
	49.20%
	1.23%

	1993
	53.00%
	7.72%

	1994
	50.40%
	-4.91%

	1995
	50.10%
	-0.60%

	1996
	55.40%
	10.58%

	1997
	51.50%
	-7.04%

	1998
	50.00%
	-2.91%

	1999
	48.10%
	-3.80%

	2000
	50.30%
	4.57%

	2001
	49.70%
	-1.19%

	2002
	50.50%
	1.61%

	2003
	49.90%
	-1.19%

	2004
	52.50%
	5.21%

	2005
	48.60%
	-7.43%

	Average Percentage Change from 1990 - 2005:
	-0.34%


Although the number of pedestrian deaths has declined from 1990 to 2005 (from 366 per year to 154 per year), the chart displayed above indicates that the average percentage of pedestrian-related fatalities in relation to other fatalities declined by only .34%.  This indicates that the total number of deaths in the streets, including drivers, passengers in the cars and bicyclists, have declined but, relative to other users of the street, the percentage of pedestrian deaths has remained almost constant.

It should be noted that the number of pedestrian fatalities increased from 154 in 2005, to 163 in 2006, an increase of 6%.
  Since we will not have final figures on the 2007 pedestrian death toll until the end of the year, it is too early to determine whether the increase between 2005 and 2006 was just an anomaly. 

CONCLUSION


It is undisputed that the number of pedestrian deaths has decreased over the last 15 years.  However, the increase of 6% in such deaths between 2005 and 2006 appears to be a potentially serious reversal in the overall downward 15-year trend.  This oversight hearing will address recent pedestrian fatalities, analyze Administration efforts to improve pedestrian safety and review recommendations made by citizens, transportation advocates and elected officials to improve travel safety conditions for pedestrians.
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