Staff:   Mitchell B. Schwartz

Assistant Director, Infrastructure Div.

Roberto Ragone

Special Projects Coordinator, Infrastructure Div.



[image: image1.png]



The Council of

the City of New York

REPORT OF THE INFRASTRUCTURE DIVISION

Marcel Van Ooyen, Deputy Chief-of-Staff / Legislative Director

February 17, 2005

Committee on Transportation

John C. Liu, Chair

INT. NO. 19:                       
By: Brewer, Gerson, Jackson, James, Martinez, Reed, Liu, Katz, Gioia, McMahon, Palma, Lopez, Sears, Vann, Recchia, Monserrate and Moskowitz

TITLE:
To amend the administrative code of the city of New York, in relation to audible pedestrian signals.  

ADMINISTRATIVE CODE:
Amends subchapter 3 of chapter 1 of title 19 of the administrative code of the city of New York by adding a new section 19-180.

INTRODUCTION


On February 17, 2005, the Committee on Transportation, chaired by Council Member John Liu, will hold a hearing on Int. No. 19.   Int. No. 19 would amend subchapter 3 of chapter 1 of title 19 of the administrative code of the city of New York by adding a new section 19-180. 
BACKGROUND
Every pedestrian needs to exercise caution when crossing streets in New York City, especially wide thoroughfares with heavy traffic.  This experience can be particularly daunting for the blind and visually impaired.   This population must proceed with extreme caution to avoid the danger of being struck by a vehicle and must schedule their day accordingly.    This experience raises the question of how audible or accessible pedestrian signals can maximize safety and minimize the disruption to the daily lives of this population when they prepare to traverse the busier streets of the five boroughs.  

Neither New York State nor City law currently requires the use of audible or accessible pedestrian signals.  Consequently, the use of such technology has relied on the local law or programmatic initiative of individual municipalities.    Localities have the option of installing an “audible” pedestrian signal or an “accessible” pedestrian signal at an intersection.

Audible Pedestrian Signal

An audible signal is a mechanism that informs pedestrians that the street is clear for crossing by emitting a chirping or buzzing sound.    In a pilot program aimed at increasing pedestrian safety, the Department of Transportation has installed and is currently operating audible pedestrian signals at the following intersections:  

· College Point Blvd and 31st Avenue – Queens;

· Hillside Avenue and 256th Street – Queens;

· Little Neck Parkway and 86th Avenue – Queens;

· Church and McDonald Avenues – Brooklyn;

· 14th Avenue and 36th Street – Brooklyn;

· Church and Dahill Avenues – Brooklyn; and 

· Brielle Avenue and Gansevoort Boulevard – Staten Island

The Department also for a time had these devices installed on Northern Boulevard and 37th

Street, on 27th Ave and 8th Street in Queens, and on Woodhaven Boulevard.   The Department removed them when the facilities serving the blind and visually impaired community relocated.  .

Accessible Pedestrian Signal

Alternatively, a locality may install an “accessible” signaling system, which consists of computerized voices verbalizing instructions.  Boxes near the crosswalk beep to guide users to an ''on'' button.  When the button is activated, a device repeats, ''Wait'' or ''The cross sign is on.''

 The Department of Transportation installed audible pedestrian signals at Sixth Avenue and 23rd Street in mid-2004.   According to the Department, the system was installed at that location because of its proximity to Visions Services for the Blind at Selis Manor, a community service center and residence for the visually impaired.
   In early February 2005 the Department began operating accessible signals on Park Avenue and East 59th Street and on Lexington Avenue and East 59th Street.  A pilot program sponsored by the East Midtown Association, the area’s business improvement district, these intersections are near Lighthouse International, another organization helping the blind and visually impaired.   The Department reportedly stated that it may place the talking boxes at other crossroads near senior centers or other facilities used by the visually impaired.
 

Some advocates for the visually impaired have argued that audible signals should be replaced with the accessible systems, which more clearly convey which specific streets can be traversed and is more respectful of the dignity of the population than a system that has one complying with non-verbal sounds.   Another concern raised in the past is the need for the boxes to project loudly enough with sufficient clarity in order to be effective.
   

ANALYSIS

Int. No. 19 amends subchapter 3 of chapter 1 of title 19 amends the administrative code of the City of New York by adding a new section 19-180.  This section, entitled “Audible pedestrian signaling program”  requires the Department of Transportation to establish an audible pedestrian signaling program.  Subdivision (a) of this section requires the Department to select at least ten intersections at which visual signaling devices are present for inclusion in the program in addition to intersections that are already included in any existing audible pedestrian signaling program.  Presumably, this would include existing accessible pedestrian signals.  The intersections selected for the program would include, but would not be limited to, those with greater than average pedestrian and vehicular traffic and those most likely to be used by persons with visual impairments.  At each of the selected intersections, every crosswalk with a visual signaling device that indicates when it is safe for pedestrians to cross the street would also be required to include an audible pedestrian signal.

Subdivision (b) would require the audible indication to be a tone or voice to communicate that it is safe for pedestrians to cross the street.  The tone would be required to consist of multiple frequencies with a dominant component at 880 Hz with a duration of 0.15 seconds and would repeat at intervals of 0.15 seconds.  The tone or voice volume would be required to be measured at a distance of thirty-six inches from the pedestrian signal device; 2 dB minimum and 5 dB maximum above the ambient noise level; and responsive to ambient noise level changes.

Subdivision (c) would require that the Department of Transportation, in one hundred eighty days or less, fully equip and operate with audible pedestrian signals at least ten of the additional intersections required by subdivision (a) of new section 19-180.   Additionally, this subdivision would require the Department to submit in one hundred and eighty days or less following the effective date of this bill a written report to the Council and the Mayor analyzing any existing audible pedestrian signaling program, and make any recommendations regarding how the program could be improved.  The report would be required to detail the locations and reasons why each of the additional intersections was added to the program.  The Department would also be required to submit within one year of the effective date of new section  19-180 a written report to the Council and the Mayor analyzing the expanded audible pedestrian signaling program.  This report would include, but not be limited to, a detailed assessment of all facets of the program, recommendations for improving the program, the availability of new technology that may be employed by the Department for use in the program, and any additional locations in the city that may warrant inclusion in the program. 

Finally, this local law would take effect immediately after it is enacted into law.    

CONCLUSION

As modern life becomes more fast-paced and complex, particularly at the scale and intensity found in New York City, Int. No. 19 is about facilitating access and mobility for the blind and visually impaired.   Innovative technologies are available that are capable of conveying information through audible or tactile sensors to this population.   Consequently, the blind and visually impaired would then be aided in their ability to functionally and seamlessly cross busy streets and keep up with the City’s pace while avoiding the danger of the City’s rushed traffic.    The Department of Transportation has piloted the use of accessible and audible pedestrian signal systems.   However, this hearing on Int. No. 19 underscores the need for the Department to not only identify every location in the five boroughs where employing such technology is appropriate, but to survey the range of technologies available and to implement the optimal system based upon the dynamics and nature of a given location.  

� Adam Nichols and Pete Donahue, “Cross with Heard at 23rd”,  Daily News, July 9, 2004.
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� Hava Weiss, the Volunteer Coordinator for the Visions Services for the Blind at Selis Manor, was reported to say, “A lot of our clients are also hearing-impaired, and they say they can’t hear the voice…This could be a good thing for them, but it needs to be louder.”   Adam Nichols and Pete Donahue, “Cross with Heard at 23rd”, Daily News, July 9, 2004.
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