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TITLE:





Resolution calling upon the appropriate committee of the City Council to hold hearings on the thirteen percent increase in traffic fatalities from 1998 to 1999, and the enforcement by the New York City police department to ensure on-street safety for bicyclists, pedestrians and other roadway users.
BACKGROUND AND ANALYSIS:


Traffic fatalities had been steadily dropping over the last decade from a high of 701 in 1990.  The high number of such fatalities recorded in 1990 is in stark contrast to the number of 1998 pedestrian deaths resulting from traffic accidents, 367.  Unfortunately, 1999 proved an exception to this steady progress with the number of pedestrians killed increasing by 13% to a total of 416 pedestrians. New York City accounts for 72% of the crashes and 59% of the fatalities involving a pedestrian in New York State.  


 The purpose of this hearing is twofold.  First, the hearing will attempt to identify the causes and trends that contribute to pedestrian fatalities in the City of New York.  Second, the hearing will explore potential solutions geared towards decreasing the number of pedestrian fatalities in the City.

Thirty-four of the victims in 1999 were cyclists, a 70% increase from 1998 and the highest annual number in thirty years.  Twenty of the bike riders were over the age of thirty and only six of these deaths took place in Manhattan according to information provided by Charles Komanoff, head of a pedestrian and cyclist advocacy group called Right of Way.

Right of Way published a sixty-four page report outlining findings from extensive analysis of New York City pedestrian and bicyclist fatality records culled from New York Police Department and New York State Department of Motor Vehicles records.  The report, Killed by Automobile: Death in the Streets in New York City 1994-1997 (Report)
, studied 1,000 New York City traffic fatalities over the four year span noted in the Report’s title.  Among the Report’s core findings were the following: “aggressive turning” through crosswalks was the single biggest cause of pedestrian deaths (drunken driving ranked 12th), while speeding, driving through a red light or stop sign, and hit and runs were the next most frequent causes; drunken driving was a factor in less than 4% of pedestrian fatalities; an average of 250 pedestrians a year were killed by cars in New York City, including 12 on sidewalks; accidents involving buses killed three times as many pedestrians as those involving heavy trucks, per New York City mile driven; drivers were summonsed for moving violations in only 16% of pedestrian and cyclist deaths.  The Report concluded that drivers were at fault in almost 90% of pedestrian and bicyclist deaths.

In the summer of 1999, the cyclist and pedestrian advocacy group Transportation Alternatives estimated that $3 will be spent per New Yorker on bicycle and pedestrian projects each year during the five year period from 1999 through 2004.  Transportation Alternatives estimated that the five year total of $111 million amounts to only approximately 0.7% of the $15.6 billion in transportation projects detailed in the New York City Transportation Coordinating Committee’s “Transportation Improvement Plan.” 


A potential explanation for the rise in cyclist fatalities was offered by John Kaehny, Executive Director of Transportation Alternatives. He believes that the increase in cyclist fatalities is the product of the Giuliani Administration’s focus regarding traffic initiatives from 1998 to 1999.  Mr. Kaehny explains that in 1998 the Administration’s focus on traffic problems shifted from directing the New York City Police Department (NYPD) to enforce a “zero-tolerance” approach to reckless driving to 1999’s target of reducing gridlock.  Whether this explanation either fully or partially explains the statistical rise in 1999 of cyclist fatalities is a subject this hearing hopefully may uncover.


Deputy Inspector Robert Sharpe of the New York Police Department, commander of New York City’s Traffic Management Center, a joint operation of the New York City Department of Transportation (DOT) and the New York City Police Department, reportedly stated that the 1999 spike in cyclist fatalities was a subject of concern for his Department.
  He indicated that his Department was contemplating an educational campaign directed at cyclists as a means of resolving the problem.  Another approach currently being considered would include mobile indicators that would inform drivers when they are speeding and caution them to slow down.  This hearing will also examine solutions such as those proposed by Deputy Inspector Sharpe.  


While cyclist fatalities were rising, the number of deaths caused by drunk drivers fell from thirty-four in 1998 to twenty-three in 1999, according to an article by Dave Saltonstall which appeared in the Daily News on January 9, 2000.  This amounts to a decline of over 32% from the previous year.  

According to the National Highway Traffic Safety Administration (NHTSA), 250 traffic fatalities involved high alcohol content (a blood alcohol level greater than 0.10 grams per deciliter) in New York State during 1998.
 According to the NHTSA, “the driver, pedestrian or both were intoxicated in 37% percent of all fatal pedestrian crashes.”
  If the national percentages held true in New York City, 155 of the 1999 deaths would be related to high alcohol content. 


The Committee will inquire into whether failure to obey red lights is a significant cause of pedestrian fatalities.  Rampant speeding on City streets by motorists also contributes to higher rates of pedestrian deaths.  Inspector James Haggerty of the NYPD’s Traffic Control Division indicated that the NYPD is taking steps to discourage speeding, such as training more officers to use radar at particularly dangerous intersections.  Options to effectively reduce speeding by motorists should also be examined carefully. 


Two programs of note are the Safe City program and the Pedestrian Projects group, both maintained under the auspices of the New York City Department of Transportation.  The former program uses a simulated New York City street to teach children about traffic safety through hands-on experience, including how to safely cross a street and ride a bicycle. The latter develops initiatives to promote pedestrian safety, such as reconfiguring streets with widened sidewalks and raising pedestrian awareness to the danger sites for them throughout the City.

The New York City Department of Transportation also maintains several units geared towards reduction of traffic fatalities.  One such unit is the Safety Engineering Office which collects crash data and identifies high-collision locations.  This office develops measures to improve safety at the critical locations.  The Traffic Calming Unit develops policies and techniques to reduce negative impacts created by vehicular traffic. The Committee will inquire into whether any other agency, such as the New York City Police Department, employs similar crash and high injury and death data to systematically identify locations that are most dangerous for roadway users.  Collection of this data would inform the City’s approach regarding how best to implement on-street safety improvements aimed at reducing traffic accidents involving pedestrians. 

Numerous programs are also underway statewide and nationwide, all with the goal of increasing pedestrian safety. The Transportation Equity Act for the 21st Century (TEA-21) promotes safe walking throughout New York State.  A National Bicycling and Walking Study (Study), a five year research and development plan, was mandated by the United States Congress in 1994. This Study, cosponsored by the Federal Highway Administration and the National Highway Traffic Safety Administration, has as its two-fold goal to double the percentage of all trips made by bicycling or walking while reducing the current number of pedestrian and cyclist injuries and fatalities by ten percent.  Even though more than five years have passed, the Study has not yet been completed.  However, a five-year “Report Card” was recently issued by the Federal Highway Administration indicating a commitment to ensuring that every transportation agency makes accommodations for walking and bicycling in their planning activities.


The recent rise in pedestrian fatalities is a subject of serious concern.  The Committee is hopeful that this hearing will illuminate the issues and serve to identify potential solutions geared towards pedestrian safety in New York City.
 

� Published March 1999.


� Streets Get Deadlier Cyclist fatalities lead way, with 70% increase, Daily News, January 9, 2000.


� Traffic Safety Facts 1998, prepared by the National Center for Statistics & Analysis for the U.S. Department of Transportation.


� Id. at 3.
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