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        Our complacency is killing us.

        —Deborah Hersman, CEO, National Safety Council
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        Author’s Note

      
      The writing portion of this book was completed in early February 2020, before the COVID-19 pandemic took hold in the United States. In other words, it was written in what people have already started referring to as the Before. The publishing process is such that there is about a six-month lag between the completion of writing and the first sale, so I want to briefly address this consciousness-altering event that took place in between.

      Though the pandemic will likely impact the problem of pedestrian deaths in many ways, at least at the onset of the crisis, it is difficult to predict the full extent. As a result of the reduction in commuting trips and leisure car trips, I would expect the number of pedestrian deaths will almost certainly decline dramatically this year. If we have a recession, which seems assured, that may be true for a longer period. However, mass quarantine has reduced congestion and increased speeding in many crowded metro areas, just as more people are out walking and biking, producing potentially dangerous conditions.

      One thing that is all but assured right now is that this pandemic will bring Americans much closer to death and force us to consider some of the ethical trade-offs we make when it comes to the protection of human life. Early in the crisis, many right-wing figures, including President Trump, used traffic deaths—some 37,000 annually—to make the case that some amount of loss of life is an acceptable price to pay for a strong economy. (In the case of the pandemic, we’re talking truly staggering figures.) It was a bad analogy in a lot of ways, but it helped emphasize the strange tolerance we have in our culture for traffic deaths and how they can desensitize us to other forms of cruelty and injustice.

      It is also worth noting that while a bad economy may hide them, it won’t fix the problems addressed in the book. Before the global pandemic, we had settled into a “new normal” where pedestrian deaths were consistently about 50% higher than they had been a generation before. So without a change in some of the contributing factors (vehicle styles and weights, engineering conventions, demographic trends), when the economy rebounds, I would expect to see the same pattern emerge. Without addressing them we will see perhaps tens of thousands of unnecessary deaths over the next decade or two.

      At this point we can only hope that the devastation from this illness will be limited and we will emerge with a renewed sense of care for our fellow citizens and their health and well-being. This book, I hope can help planners and overlapping disciplines put the values of care, empathy, and caution over habit and convenience to save lives in the same way that we are taking on this terrible global crisis.

      —March 2020

    
  
    
      
        Foreword

      
      As one of the nation’s leading voices and thought leaders in transportation equity, I have devoted my entire career to creating equitable, healthy, and sustainable communities. In doing so, I have been methodical and intentional in the use of my power, my pen, and my privilege to highlight and humanize the disparities and injustices faced by historically disadvantaged population groups in the United States.

      As a racialized black planner and street-level researcher, I am often called upon by many in the industry to offer ways to improve pedestrian and bicycle safety in North America. Although most of the brainstorming focuses on the normative experiences of the general population, I am deliberate in encouraging additional analyzes across varying and intersecting social identities such as income, race, ethnicity, ability, sex, gender, sexual orientation, and religious affiliation.

      At the nexus of this unwavering fight for justice and truth-telling is the genesis of my appreciation and admiration for my dear sister Angie Schmitt. I have always known my sister Angie, racialized as white, to commit herself to speaking courageously and unapologetically through multiple platforms about the inequities and injustices facing pedestrians, bicyclists, and transit users along America’s roadways. In this dynamic new book, Right of Way, she uses her vigor and thirst for justice to challenge the status quo and traditional norms and narratives. From spatial inequality and inequities to systemic and institutional racism to thematic and episodic news framing to climate change and autonomous vehicles, she sheds LED lights on the epidemic of traffic violence in the United States and across the globe. In doing so, she eloquently balances the “fierce urgency of now” with the supreme importance of humanizing every victim in every story in the book. She also graciously and unselfishly uses her purpose, power, and privilege to do as the great Dr. Cornel West once said: “You must let suffering speak, if you want to hear the truth.”

      I am most often asked by well-meaning persons, usually racialized white persons, “What can I/we do as allies to aid in the eradication of pedestrian injuries and fatalities in low-income and minority communities across America?” My short answer usually stresses the importance of intentionality, empathy, and the courage to act expeditiously. Henceforth, I will add to my list, “Follow Angie.”

      —Charles T. Brown, MPA, CPD, Senior Researcher and Adjunct Professor, Voorhees Transportation Center, Rutgers University

    
  
    
      
        Introduction: Outline of an Epidemic

      
      Ignacio Duarte-Rodriguez had just been trying to grab some cigarettes. That Friday night in March 2018, the seventy-seven-year-old grandfather set off from his son’s house on Phoenix’s northwest side. It was a short walk to the market, across North 43rd Avenue.

      Two other pedestrians had been killed on that stretch of 43rd Avenue in the three previous years, Rodriguez’s grieving son and grandson would later tell a local news outlet.1 There were, after all, no crosswalks and no traffic light. There were just six lanes of roaring, indifferent traffic.

      Nobody knows much about the last moments of Rodriguez’s life. The key witness, the driver of the 2008 or 2009 sedan (a Chevy Malibu?) who struck Rodriguez, fled the scene, leaving him to die in the road.

      It was, in conventional respects, just another sad incident. In a city where about one hundred people lose their lives trying to cross the street every year, deaths like Rodriguez’s are treated as a private tragedy at best or a traffic inconvenience at worst.

      But they are part of a mounting epidemic. Ten other pedestrians would lose their lives on roads in the greater Phoenix area over the seven-day period in which Rodriguez was killed—people like Denise-Marye Sileci-Caruso, age sixty-six, another hit-and-run victim, who was killed the same day as Rodriguez while walking to her job at a local gym, or Patti and Ronald Doornbos, both sixty, a married couple from Calgary who were killed in the suburb of Fountain Hills a few days later in a horrific quadruple fatality involving a distracted driver and a Ford Explorer.

      Had eleven people been shot by a mass shooter in Phoenix, it would have made national news. By contrast, routine pedestrian deaths do not inspire furious press conferences or congressional hearings. Three of that week’s victims were never even identified by name in the press. Nevertheless, their deaths represent an alarming—and until very recently, largely unexplained—trend.

      In 2018, more pedestrians were killed in the United States than at any point in a generation. That year—the most recent for which we have official data—6,283 pedestrians died, a number not seen since the mid-1990s.2 (An additional 1,500 were killed in driveways or parking lots and other locations that are considered private property and so are not counted as “traffic fatalities.”3)

      In the United States, about 50 percent more people die while walking or using a mobility device today than a decade ago.4 In all but the most unusual circumstances, these kinds of deaths never attract any sustained attention. But the sharp, sustained rise in pedestrian deaths has not been seen in the United States since the 1980s. It represents a reversal of the pattern of gradually improving outcomes seen in traffic safety for more than a generation.

      The mounting crisis is so unexpected and unusual that for a long time, experts dismissed it as perhaps an aberration. But year after year now, as the death count has risen, the reality has become harder and harder to ignore.

      There is something exceptional and new happening to the most vulnerable travelers in the United States, and the escalation is distinct from what we have seen for other groups. Over the same decade, from 2009 to 2018, by contrast, drivers and passengers have seen their fatality rates mostly unchanged—rising less than 2 percent.5

      What has changed? What is killing pedestrians? What can we do about it—and why haven’t we done it already?

      We know that pedestrian deaths are not just random occurrences. There is a clear pattern in where they occur: along streets like 43rd Avenue—wide, fast arterial roads, especially in lower-income areas.

      There are patterns in who is killed: older people, men, and people of color are disproportionately at risk. We know what kinds of vehicles are most likely to kill: large trucks and SUVs. We know what kinds of neighborhoods (low-income, black, and Latino) and what areas of the country (the Sun Belt) where people are mostly likely to be struck down. Finally, we know what times to day (night) pedestrians are most likely to be struck.

      If we analyze these patterns, they tell us very clearly that pedestrian deaths are not just random acts of God or bad luck, nor are they the result of individual decision-making or laziness (although both bad luck and bad decisions often play a role). Pedestrian deaths are part of a systemic problem with systemic causes.

      Like gun deaths, pedestrian deaths are influenced a great deal by policy, such as the speeds limits we impose on local roads, local zoning rules, and public budgets. Culture and vehicle design and technology play roles too.

      But culprit number one is the way we have designed commercial streets like North 43rd Avenue, where Rodriguez was killed. Six lanes wide, 43rd Avenue separates a residential neighborhood from a modest shopping center across the street. Stores like the ones at 43rd Avenue and West Rose Lane—a Mexican carnicería, a pawnshop—generate a lot of trips.

      Most of these trips, especially in a place like Phoenix, are made by car. But in this part of Phoenix and neighboring Glendale (43rd Avenue is the boundary between the two cities) is a moderate-income Latino neighborhood where many people rely on walking and transit. The public right-of-way—the avenue and the narrow sidewalk that borders it—does not reflect it, however. The marked speed limit on 43rd Avenue is 40 miles per hour—a speed at which being struck by a car is, statistically speaking, a death sentence for a majority of pedestrians and especially so for an older person like Rodriguez.

      Even though there were no painted stripes on the roadway, the intersection where Rodriguez was struck is, legally speaking, a crosswalk. Pedestrian right-of-way laws are commonly misunderstood. But in most states, almost every intersection is considered an unmarked crosswalk, meaning that pedestrians have the legal right to cross there, even if there are no stripes on the road.

      If Rodriguez had wanted to avoid dodging speeding cars, he would have had to travel about five blocks in either direction to the nearest marked crosswalk. In other words, for the option of maybe twelve seconds of “Walk” signal, the seventy-seven-year-old would have had to make a two-thirds of a mile detour—twice. Almost every pedestrian put in this position will make the decision to chance it rather than make the hike, which may itself be dangerous.

      This kind of scenario is not unusual in the sprawling Sun Belt city of Phoenix. For Rodriguez, the cigarettes were across six lanes of high-speed traffic, each more than fourteen feet wide. It is a perilous journey of roughly eighty-six total feet—about the same length as the distance from home plate to first base.

      People without cars in cities like Phoenix, in situations like Rodriguez’s, are playing a high-stakes game in which they bet their life that they can make it to first base before the ball is caught, before the wall of traffic closes in. And a small but growing number of them are losing that bet.

      About every ninety minutes, one person is being killed walking on a street somewhere in the United States. The circumstances are always different, and many factors are at work in almost every fatality. But Rodriguez’s case is typical in many ways, from the demographic profile of the victim to the setting. He was a person with vulnerabilities in a high-risk setting who was failed by the infrastructure.

      Confronting this pedestrian death crisis will require a commitment to protecting people like him. But that has not been the priority in the United States, especially in cities like Phoenix.

      Following his father’s death, Rodriguez’s son, Felipe Duarte, pleaded with the city for something that could give meaning to his loss. “They have to do something with this intersection,” he told Fox 10 Phoenix. “If his dad would be the last of this, I think that would be something that he would be proud of,” said Constantino Escarcega, a family member.6

      More than two years later, however, the intersection of Rose and 43rd was unchanged.

      The lack of urgency around the problem may, in part, reflect the relatively low status of those being killed. Walking deaths fall disproportionately on those who are poor, black and brown, elderly, disabled, low-income, or some combination thereof—marginalized people with fewer political resources to demand reforms. Their experiences and viewpoints are often lost in a system in which few influential people from politics, media, or business are forced to, for example, rely on the bus in hostile environments like outer Phoenix. Among people privileged enough to avoid these kinds of situations—a category that includes most Americans—many view pedestrians as an annoyance or irritation, a potential obstacle on their journey.

      That lack of sympathy frequently colors the way these deaths are portrayed. Pedestrians are almost always tacitly blamed for their deaths: for not wearing bright enough clothing, for texting, for wearing headphones, for not making eye contact, and most commonly, for “jaywalking.” For example, even though the driver fled the scene and was still at large, original reporting on the Rodriguez case stated that Rodriguez “was not in the crosswalk when he was hit” but failed to mention two facts: that, legally speaking, he was in an unmarked crosswalk and that there was no safe crossing anywhere nearby.7

      Pedestrian victims also contend with an American culture of complacency around traffic deaths more generally. The general acceptance of these deaths as tragic but inevitable has headed off the necessary work of recognizing solutions and finding the will to implement them, even as the numbers have soared.

      Understanding the systemic causes is the first step to saving lives. Given the right level of public commitment and resources, pedestrian deaths are preventable.

      Some leading US cities have begun to demonstrate how these kinds of deaths can be gradually eliminated. New York City, for example, is one of more than forty US cities that is modeling its safety policies on a concept pioneered in Sweden, called Vision Zero, that seeks to entirely end traffic deaths over the long term. The city has retimed more than a thousand traffic signals and overhauled the design of hundreds of road elements in pursuit of that goal. Between 2013 and 2017 alone, for example, pedestrian deaths dropped 45 percent in New York City, reaching the lowest level since 1910. In New York City, for example, total traffic fatalities are about one-seventh of what they were in the 1990s, although the city’s progress has reversed somewhat since 2017.

      The goal of eliminating traffic deaths entirely might seem far-fetched, but some global leaders are already closing in on that goal. In 2019, Oslo, Norway, the capital city of the world’s leader on traffic safety, nearly succeeded in doing so. That city of 673,000 had just one traffic death, and a total of zero pedestrians or children were killed on its roads.8

      Meanwhile, many of the United States’ international peers have seen their safety records continue to improve as the US pedestrian safety record has deteriorated over the last decade. (For comparison, over that same period, pedestrian death rates dropped 36 percent in Europe.)9

      So why is the United States falling dangerously behind? What explains that 50 percent increase in pedestrian deaths in the United States since 2009?

      American street design (as discussed), car culture, and sprawl all contribute. But a handful of recent trends have made the problem a lot worse.

      
        Low Gas Prices, Strong Economy

        An obvious explanation for skyrocketing pedestrian deaths is that Americans are simply driving more. In fact, they are driving about 280 billion more miles a year than they did in 2012 following the severe economic downturn.10 Whenever the country emerges from a recession, the pattern has been more driving. And when more people drive, more people get killed in crashes.

        But there has been only a 10 percent increase in total driving miles by Americans since the depths of the recession in 2009—not nearly enough to explain the 50 percent increase in pedestrian deaths.11 Even when adjusted for miles driven, pedestrian deaths today are at their highest point since 1998.

        In some ways, however, the economic recovery after the 2008 financial crisis may have been especially dangerous. For one, gas has been very cheap. In 2015, on an inflation-adjusted basis, US gas prices were lower than they were in 1947.12 And when gas is cheap, more marginal drivers—like teenagers—get out on the roads and cause wrecks.

        Auto lending has also been increasingly lax. Since 2009, auto debt held by Americans increased 75 percent, inspiring comparisons to the subprime mortgage crisis.13 Although that trend has created concerns about predatory lending, it has allowed more lower-income people to purchase cars and has contributed to a decline in public transit use nationwide. (Public transit ridership in cities is very closely associated with lower traffic deaths14 because transit eliminates car trips and helps provide an alternative for the riskiest drivers, such as drunk drivers and those with bad driving records.)

      
      
        SUVs

        Americans are driving more than they used to. But more importantly, they have been doing that driving in bigger vehicles. In a May 2018 study, the Insurance Institute for Highway Safety analyzed all the factors in crashes involving pedestrians, hoping to tease out what was causing the increase. The group found that between 2010 and 2016, the number of pedestrian fatalities involving SUVs increased 80 percent.15

        The growing preference for SUVs among American car buyers is a long-running trend, with fits and starts dating to the 1990s. But it is still a relatively new phenomenon. In 1983, for example, SUVs were practically nonexistent, accounting for just 3 percent of the vehicles sold in the United States.16 In the mid-2010s, however, SUVs began dominating car sales in ways never seen before, overtaking sedans as the most popular vehicle type. By 2018, SUVs were 48 percent of sales, with sedans (cars) accounting for just over 30 percent of sales and pickup trucks accounting for most of the remainder.17

        Today, more pedestrians are getting hit by big heavy trucks than ever, and owing to the heft of these larger vehicles, pedestrian crashes are becoming more deadly when they do occur. Between 2010 and 2016, the odds of a pedestrian crash being fatal increased 29 percent.18

        The news of the connection between SUVs’ roaring sales and soaring pedestrian deaths came as a surprise to many traffic safety observers and people in the media, but it should not have. Studies dating to the late 1990s have shown that SUVs are much more dangerous for pedestrians than regular cars. That information had simply been forgotten, ignored, or even intentionally buried.
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          Americans are trading sedans for SUVs. (Photo: Detroit Free Press via Zuma Press)

        
        The National Highway Traffic Safety Administration (NHTSA), for example, has known about the connection between rising pedestrian deaths and SUVs since at least 2015. That year, the agency quietly issued a report finding that SUVs are two to three times more likely to kill pedestrians when they strike them and four times more likely to kill child pedestrians.19

      
      
        Demographic Change

        Americans are driving more and are driving cars that are more deadly, and yet a third factor puts people in harm’s way: because of certain demographic trends, more Americans are walking in the most dangerous places today than they did in 2009. In addition, more Americans today have physical vulnerabilities that make them more likely to be killed when they are hit.

        The Sun Belt region of the United States is by far the most dangerous for pedestrians (for reasons, see chapter 2). On this issue, the region is a complete outlier. According to an analysis by Smart Growth America, nineteen out of twenty of the most dangerous metropolitan areas in the United States for pedestrians are in the Sun Belt.20 Arizona, for example, has three times the pedestrian fatality rate of New York and Colorado and six times that of Minnesota.21

        These Sun Belt metro areas—the most dangerous ones—are almost without exception the fastest-growing places in the United States. The twenty-two large metro areas in the Sun Belt have captured almost half the US population growth since 2010, according to the Kinder Institute for Urban Research at Rice University. And some of the most deadly metro areas—like Houston and Dallas, which each have added a million people since 2010—led the pack.22

        Maricopa County, where Phoenix is located, for example, added almost six hundred thousand people between 2010 and 2018. In other words, it grew more than ten times as fast as the comparatively much safer Philadelphia County, Pennsylvania.23

        Within metro areas, migration trends are also putting more people in harm’s way. The geography of poverty has shifted considerably in this century. Between 2010 and 2015, about half the growth in poverty took place in US suburbs, according to the Institute for Research on Poverty at the University of Wisconsin–Madison. In the United States today, more than three million more people are living in poverty in suburbs than in cities.24

        Suburbs are a dangerous place to be poor. Suburban areas like Cobb County, Georgia, and Oakland County, Michigan, that were once homogenous and wealthy have become progressively more racially and economically diverse since the early 1990s. These places and their streets, almost without exception, were not designed to accommodate people walking or relying on transit.

        In addition, gentrification in major US cities may also be contributing to the problem. Demographic groups that are less likely to own cars—black and Hispanic people—are being pushed into more hostile environments on the suburban fringes, places that lack sidewalks and streetlights. This problem is especially pervasive in expensive coastal metros like Seattle that offer some of the best conditions for pedestrians—at least for those who can afford to live within urban neighborhoods.

        Finally, as a nation, we are aging, and older adults are particularly vulnerable to pedestrian crashes. Those over age sixty-five account for about one in five pedestrian fatalities, and people over seventy-five, like Rodriguez, die at about twice the rate of the population at large.25 As the US population ages, the demographic that is most at risk is swelling.

      
      
        Driver Distraction

        What about smartphones? Everyone’s favorite theory about what is killing pedestrians is distraction. Unfortunately, it is difficult to say how big a problem distraction is because we do not have very good data about it.

        The US Centers for Disease Control and Prevention, for example, estimated that 3,450 people were killed—out of some 40,000 total traffic deaths—by crashes involving distraction of any kind, not just cell phone distraction, in 2016.26 The NHTSA estimated that just 562 of those deaths were either bicyclists or pedestrians. Perhaps more difficult to believe, however, is that the agency reported that the proportion of people dying as a result of distraction remained relatively unchanged from 2012 to 2015.27

        That is almost certainly an undercounting. Traffic safety officials rely on police reports to identify and correctly report instances of distraction—and many police departments’ crash reports still do not contain a standard reporting mechanism for cell phone distraction. In addition, correctly identifying cell phone distraction after a crash may require a level of investigation that police departments typically do not undertake following traffic crashes.

        We do know, however, that people who have smartphones are distracted by them—a lot. Some of the best information we have comes from the tech company Zendrive, which was able to track actual cell phone use from three million drivers through censor technology embedded in their phones.

        Zendrive found that practically everyone who owns a smartphone is distracted by it an alarming portion of the time while driving. Owners of smartphones use them on eighty-eight out of one hundred trips, the data showed, and average about 3.5 minutes of use on a one-hour trip. More worryingly, this study only counted physical manipulation of the phone with the hands, not voice commands.28 Zendrive estimates that at any given moment, about three-quarters of a million drivers are using hand-held cell phones.29

        We also know that this practice is extremely dangerous. Taking your eyes away from the road for as long as two seconds increases the chances of crashing as much as twenty-four times, studies have shown.30 Using mobile technology—even the kind that is now standard in the dash-mounted entertainment systems of most new cars—is surprisingly mentally taxing and interferes with a driver’s ability to perform more complex driving tasks, such as making left turns.

        That being said, we know that the ubiquity of smartphones does not in itself guarantee escalating pedestrian carnage. Smartphones have penetrated European and Canadian markets at similar rates, and yet Europe and Canada have seen pedestrian fatalities decline over the same period (dramatically, in the case of Europe, although it has ticked up moderately in some wealthy countries like the United Kingdom).31 So although we know that distracted driving is likely worsening the problem, it is difficult to say exactly how much.

      
      
        What About Distracted Walking?

        Smartphones are hugely distracting, and pedestrians are certainly not immune. For example, we know that people are falling a lot more when walking, even when inside their own houses, thanks to smartphone-related distraction. A 2013 study using Consumer Product Safety Commission information estimated that smartphones caused an additional fifteen hundred walking injuries in 2010 and that the number of injuries was rising at a rate of about two hundred a year—and the researchers believe that the figure was an undercounting.32

        But even if the rate had been undercounted by a factor of two or three, it would still represent only a small share of the 137,000 pedestrian injuries treated in hospitals annually33 (and that study includes non-traffic-related injuries—like a pedestrian who walked into a pole).

        Although pedestrian distraction may be a minor factor, we can be confident that distraction is not what has increased deaths 50 percent in a decade. Here’s why:

        
          	1. Most pedestrian fatalities occur at night. About 75 percent of pedestrian fatalities occur at night. It is not impossible that people are staring at their phones while walking around at night, but it is somewhat less likely. Having a glowing phone lit at night might even improve visibility for pedestrians, which is a major factor in these crashes.

          	2. Most pedestrian fatalities occur outside crosswalks. About three-quarters of pedestrian fatalities (73 percent) occur outside of intersections—meaning that the pedestrian is not in a crosswalk, marked or unmarked, when struck.34 People could still be distracted by cell phones when they are running across a road midblock or walking along a road with no sidewalks, but many of the situations in which pedestrians get killed are not the kind of relaxing crossings that would make checking one’s phone tempting.

          	3. Low-income and elderly people are killed disproportionately. The kinds of people being killed while walking are not the stereotypical smartphone addicts. Rather, older people are overrepresented in the statistics. We also know that low-income people are disproportionately likely to be killed. Those living in neighborhoods where the median per capita income is less than $21,000 are killed while walking at twice the rate of those in neighborhoods where people earn more than $31,000 per capita.35 Many older people and many lower-income people own smartphones. In general, however, the groups most likely to be killed while walking are some of those who we would expect to be the least wired.

        

      
      
        Are Americans Simply Walking More?

        What about the so-called return-to-cities movement? Are more pedestrians being killed simply because a lot more Americans have been inspired to ditch their cars?

        Walking and cycling for transportation have become much more celebrated recently. And there is some good evidence—real estate demand, for example—that more and more people want access to neighborhoods that offer at least some destinations within reach of a stroll.

        But some of the best data we have show not much change or even a decline in walking since 2009. We do not have great information about how many people are walking and how far they are walking. The most comprehensive study of American’s travel habits, however, showed a 9 percent reduction in walking trips of all kinds between 2009 and 2017.36

      
      
        The Response

        As these factors have culminated to produce a crisis that is killing thousands of Americans, the public response has been muted. State and federal transportation programs have simply not been oriented around prioritizing pedestrian safety and, in many cases, make things worse. That is especially true in the areas where safety reforms are most desperately needed.

        To begin, the scale of resources dedicated to solving the problem is wildly out of scale with the costs. Twenty-two US states have amended their constitutions to forbid any gasoline tax revenues at all from being spent on sidewalks.37 Many of these laws were passed in the 1960s with the financial backing of highway construction lobbyists.38

        At the federal level, bicyclists and pedestrians now represent about one in five traffic deaths, but they receive less than 1.5 percent of all federal infrastructure funding.39 Increasing political polarization may also play a role. Just as the pedestrian death crisis was beginning to present itself in 2012, and in an era of loud and renewed interest in active transportation, the Republican-led US Congress substantially reduced federal funding support for walking and biking programs. In addition, following the election of Donald Trump in 2016, the newly regulation-averse US Department of Transportation slow-walked reforms that could have, for the first time, made automakers more accountable for their design impacts on pedestrian safety.

      
      
        Cities Take the Lead

        There is hopeful work taking place, however, at the city level, where sensibilities about traffic safety have been undergoing a sea change. Seattle is one of a growing number of US cities that has made a commitment to try to end traffic deaths altogether. Seattle is using a variety of policy and design approaches—lower speed limits, bicycle lanes, retimed traffic signals, to name a few—to save lives.

        In December 2019, as she announced a series of reforms—including funding for intersection upgrades—Seattle Mayor Jenny Durkan made a statement that helped affirm this new vision: “We must make our sidewalks and roads safe for everyone—too many of our residents have lost their lives in traffic incidents, often the most vulnerable,” she said. “That is unacceptable.”40

      
    
  
    
      
        Chapter 1

        The Geography of Risk

      
      Saa’mir Williams was just seven months old when his mother pushed him in a stroller to the corner of Roosevelt Boulevard in Philadelphia the night of July 9, 2013, and paused to look for an opening in traffic.

      Saa’mir was a doted-on baby brother, the youngest of four sons to Samara Banks, a twenty-seven-year-old daycare teacher. That night, the whole family was together, waiting at the curb, bound for their apartment across the street in the Feltonville neighborhood. The oldest boy, Saa’yon Griffin, was just five years old.

      They were headed home from a party at a relative’s house nearby that Saturday night at the height of summer. It was close to 10 p.m. There had been a water fight at the party, and everyone was tired and happy as they approached the road.

      To live near Roosevelt Boulevard, Philadelphia’s most notorious street, is to live in the shadow of a serial killer, however. Every year, an average of twelve people die along Roosevelt’s fifteen-mile-long passage through the city.

      Standing on the side of its roaring twelve lanes, it is easy to see why. The boulevard is a jumble of access roads and turn lanes. It stretches about three hundred feet across, about the length of a football field. Roosevelt would take well over one minute for a fit, younger man walking at an average speed to cross. That is a long time to be exposed to traffic traveling near the posted speed limit: 45.1

      For Philadelphians living nearby, a high-stakes game of Frogger stands between them and their work or the things they need every day. Roosevelt has every kind of risk factor that makes a street deadly for pedestrians.

      As the Banks family made their way home that July 2013 night, two men—Khusen Akhmedov, age twenty-three, and Ahmen Holloman, thirty2—were speeding down Roosevelt, one man driving an Audi and the other a souped-up Honda. The pair had been drag racing for miles, weaving in and out of lanes as fast as 79 miles per hour.

      Witnesses would later testify that they heard a loud boom. “They saw stuff in the air,” said Latanya Byrd, Samara Banks’s aunt. “They thought it was debris. They had no idea.”3

      When Banks and her sons were struck, the cars were going as fast as 70 miles per hour. The force of the blow was catastrophic. The bodies of Banks, baby Saa’mir, almost-two-year-old Saa’sean, and four-year-old Saa’deem were thrown as far as 210 feet, according to reports.4

      Shortly after the crash, Byrd remembers getting a call from a cousin. “I got to the scene and I just seen cars blocking off the road,” she said. “My husband and I couldn’t get through. Me and my daughter just ran toward wherever it was. They would not let us get to her. They covered her up.”5

      The boys lived long enough to be transported to the hospital. After that, the family was never allowed to see Samara or her three youngest boys again. Their faces and bodies were too badly disfigured. “To identify them, they just took a picture, maybe a partial of their face,” said Byrd.6

      Saa’yon, five years old at the time, was the only survivor. Akhmedov, an ambulance driver, was charged and convicted of third-degree murder and sentenced to seventeen to thirty-four years in prison.7 The sentence—but not the conviction—was overturned on appeal in 2017, however.8

      This notorious crash—the near annihilation of a whole family, three of them children under age five—was a galvanizing case in Philadelphia, but it was just the tip of the iceberg in many ways. Roosevelt Boulevard sees about seven hundred total crashes annually. In 2018, it was the site of an astronomical twenty-one deaths—about one in five of the traffic fatalities that occurred within the city of Philadelphia.9

      Pedestrian deaths are not random. They happen in geographic clusters, at intersections, and they happen along radiant lines—on thoroughfares like Roosevelt Boulevard.

      In the planning industry, these kinds of roads are called suburban arterials: wide, high-speed roads that have a lot of commercial and residential destinations that people want to access on foot or wheelchair. In the United States, a majority of pedestrian fatalities—52 percent—occur on these kinds of roads, according to Smart Growth America.10

      In Denver, For another example, 50 percent of all traffic fatalities occur on twenty-seven corridors, or 5 percent of the street network.11 In Albuquerque, the story is much the same, with 64 percent of traffic fatalities occurring on 7 percent of the city’s roads.12 Planners call this kind of cluster a high-crash network. Almost every city has at least one road like Roosevelt.

      For example, in Rockford, Illinois, just three roads account for 40 percent of all pedestrian crashes, and one road accounts for almost one-fourth of them.13

      Pedestrian deaths, in other words, are a design problem. Certain streets are designed to kill.

      “If you map out where those deaths are happening, they’re not for the most part in downtowns or neighborhoods,” said Emiko Atherton, director of the National Complete Streets Coalition. “They’re on these roads that were never intended for people to walk on.”14

      After her niece’s death, Latanya Byrd became an advocate for safer streets in Philadelphia. She joined with other Philadelphians who lost family members to car crashes and helped found a group called Families for Safe Streets Greater Philadelphia (FSSGP) to advocate for safety improvements. Together they lobbied for three years in Harrisburg, the state capital, and at home in Philadelphia to add automated speed cameras on Roosevelt. Speed cameras have been shown to reduce fatalities as much as 55 percent in cities like New York15 and might have prevented the racing incident that killed most of Banks’s young family.

      After the years-long campaign, including testimony from Byrd in Harrisburg, Families for Safe Streets finally prevailed, winning special permission to install a limited number of speed cameras on Roosevelt Boulevard only. The first ones went live in late 2019.16

      Philadelphia has long-term plans for more dramatic changes to Roosevelt, but that street will be tricky and expensive to change because it has so many driveways and lanes. In the meantime, a traffic light with bright lighting was added where Banks and her boys were killed. Philadelphia even renamed the passage “Banks Way.”

      
        “Gaps” in the Infrastructure

        The Roosevelt Boulevard of Rockford, Illinois, is called State Street. In 2018, Michael Smith, a graduate student at the University of Illinois, conducted a study to find out why this five-lane federal highway was so deadly. Smith installed cameras along key intersections and recorded pedestrian behavior. He found that many pedestrians were “breaking the rules,” but it turned out that in a lot of locations, that behavior had a rational explanation: the infrastructure was hostile.

        State Street serves as an important commercial corridor for the region, but its land use is suburban. Pedestrians have to navigate a collision course of commercial driveways and parking lots to report for their shift, grab a burger, or buy a bag of diapers. Sidewalks are intermittent, beginning and ending at random points. The traffic signals on State Street in the area Smith examined do not even have walk signals. And bus stops were mostly just a pole in the ground.17
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          Pedestrians have worn a path in the sidewalk beside State Street, the most dangerous road in Rockford, Illinois. (Photo: Michael Smith)

        
        Smith’s video footage showed that pedestrians were adapting their behavior to the environment. In one video, a man in a wheelchair is seen rolling out to the intersection of Longwood and State. He reaches the curb and then turns around, rolls off into a gas station driveway, and then rolls into the street. For a few moments he rolls right along the curb in the street, mixing with car traffic, before turning the corner and rolling up to the intersection again.

        Smith saw wheelchair users perform this same maneuver over and over again. He noted that there is an affordable senior housing complex near the intersection, but there is no curb ramp at the intersection that could accommodate wheelchairs.

        Again and again on State Street, Smith found that the infrastructure was failing people who were vulnerable. The situation was similar at bus stops, where pedestrians were put in a dangerous position by the lack of amenities. Rather than stand on the side of the road next to a pole in the grass in the rain or the hot sun without a place to sit, for example, bus riders would wait under an awning of a nearby business. “And then the moment a bus would come, you’d see a mid-block crossing, running across the street,” Smith said in 2018.18 Many bus riders in Rockford rely on buses that come just once an hour, which adds to the pressure to dash across the busy street to avoid missing their connection.

        Thanks in part to these conditions, State Street sees only about one hundred pedestrians a day, and the people who walk along the street are not powerful politically. Rather, they are struggling to survive on the margins of a transportation system not designed with them in mind. Some engineers might even argue that such a small number is not worth the trouble of accommodating.

        But ignoring the needs of these pedestrians turns out to be very dangerous. “When you take 100 persons a day, 365 days a year you get some statistical likelihood that there’s going to be an accident,” Smith said.19

        There is a lot that can be done to repair roads like Roosevelt and State, however.

      
      
        New York City’s “Boulevard of Death”

        Not too long ago, New York City’s Roosevelt Boulevard equivalent—Queens Boulevard—was known locally as the Boulevard of Death. Between 1990 and 2014, 189 people—predominately pedestrians—were killed on this ten-lane raceway through some of the most densely populated, most transit-dependent neighborhoods in the United States.

        But in 2014, city officials overhauled the road. They painted the outside lane green and added plastic bollards—a series of evenly spaced posts—creating a protected bike lane. On the curbside, they added a red-painted lane reserved for city buses. The redesign was cheap—according to the New York Times, the cost was just $4 million20—but it was remarkably effective. There was not a single traffic fatality on the road following the redesign until 2018.21

        To reduce pedestrian deaths, roads like Queens Boulevard—and State Street and Roosevelt Boulevard—need to be fixed. The kinds of issues Smith documented—the dangerous gaps in the pedestrian infrastructure—need to be resolved, and vehicle speeds in areas where pedestrians are present need to be slowed down.

        The urgency of repairing the nation’s roads is only increasing as poverty in the United States increasingly shifts to where suburban arterials get their name.

      
      
        A Suburban Problem

        Tara Boulevard in Clayton County, Georgia, was named for the fictional Tara Plantation in the movie Gone with the Wind. The 1939 classic was filmed in part in Clayton County, south of Atlanta. At the time, it was rural farmlands, a picturesque setting for a period piece about the antebellum South.

        This part of Georgia remained mostly rural farmland until the 1970s. Since then, however, wave after wave of suburban growth has overwhelmed its 143 square miles.
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          Before it was overhauled in 2014, Queens Boulevard was referred to as the Boulevard of Death. Between 1998 and 2014, 189 people were killed there. (Photo: New York City DOT)
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          Since New York City added a bike lane and a bus lane on Queens Boulevard, pedestrian deaths and injuries there have plummeted dramatically. (Photo: New York City DOT)

        
        Only eleven thousand people lived in Clayton County in 1940.22 Today’s population is more than two hundred times as large. Atlanta’s notorious urban sprawl has long since leap-frogged past Clayton County altogether, toward Henry and Fayette Counties to the south. Clayton County is now a suburban county. But the face of the suburbs is changing, and in many ways, the old infrastructure is ill-suited to this new era.

        Clayton County saw its first big boom in the mid-1970s, as blue-collar white workers flooded into the county, fleeing desegregation orders in the Atlanta public schools. Growing bedroom communities like Clayton, Cobb, and Gwinnett Counties made little to no accommodation for pedestrians. This period of suburban growth coincided with the height of the highway era in the United States. The Interstate Highway System, started under President Dwight D. Eisenhower in 1956, was well under way, and it had opened vast swaths of formerly rural lands to suburban development.

        During this era, Clayton, like Atlanta’s other suburban counties, was resistant to joining Atlanta’s transit system, MARTA (the Metropolitan Atlanta Rapid Transit Authority). In 1965 and 1971, Cobb, Gwinnett, and Clayton Counties, led in some cases by openly segregationist political leaders, all voted against joining MARTA. Atlanta magazine later called those decisions “referendums on race” and the point where “it all went wrong” for Atlanta.23 As a result, Atlanta’s suburban “collar counties” that surround Atlanta’s urban counties were designed almost exclusively for drivers.

        Despite their early efforts at segregation, counties like Clayton have experienced dramatic racial change. The first waves of migration began when the Atlanta Housing Authority began shuttering high-rise public housing projects in the 1990s. Spurred on by the federal HOPE VI housing program, which encouraged the creation of mixed-income housing, public housing in Atlanta was decimated, and only a small portion of those units were replaced by mixed-income housing.

        “The lack of affordable housing in more walkable areas pushed a lot of people to more suburban areas along streets that were designed for just cars,” said Sally Flocks, founder of PEDS (Pedestrians Educating Drivers on Safety), an Atlanta-based pedestrian advocacy group.24

        In addition to migrants from Atlanta, these collar counties have seen successive waves of highly diverse migration from other parts of the United States, including the Rust Belt, since the 1970s. By 2010, the notion of white suburbs and a black inner city was completely outdated. That year, 87 percent of Atlanta’s black population lived in the suburbs (compared with just 47 percent in 1980).25

        Perhaps no suburban county typified that change better than Clayton County. By 2018, Clayton County was 69 percent black.26 It had been 75 percent white just a generation before in 1990.

        “During the ’90s, Clayton County goes from a suburb that’s white and becomes a place where many black people move to for the ideal suburban life,” said King Williams, an Atlanta-based writer and documentary filmmaker whose work explores gentrification in Atlanta, “but also many who are poor as well.”

        Those who moved to Clayton County in later waves of growth were less likely than their predecessors to have a car. Today, about 22 percent of the population lives below the federal poverty line.27

        Now it is suburban counties like Clayton, Gwinnett, and Cobb where pedestrians are increasingly getting killed, said Flocks.28 The county has been held up by national news outlets as an example of the difficulties presented by the suburbanization of poverty.

        “This place isn’t meant for poor people,” said Lauren Scott, a twenty-eight-year-old single mother and Clayton County resident who was featured in a 2015 Washington Post article.29 (The Post followed her transit and walking commute to a job interview; It took four hours round trip.)

        Tara Boulevard is now one of the most dangerous roads in Georgia. The posted speed limit is 55 miles per hour. The street serves three bus routes, yet it lacks very basic safety infrastructure such as streetlights and sidewalks. Clayton County pedestrians have worn dirt paths in the grass up and down Tara Boulevard.

        Tara Boulevard was never designed to accommodate large numbers of pedestrians; it was designed to be a rural highway, and the mismatch is deadly. Seven people were killed on Tara Boulevard between 2011 and 2015. Another seventeen were seriously injured.

        In 2018, the Georgia Department of Transportation named Tara Boulevard one of its “focus corridors,” which makes it eligible to receive modest additional resources to address safety problems.30 Meanwhile, the Clayton County Police Department’s solution has been to ticket pedestrians.31

        Suburban commercial development norms—drive-throughs, large street-facing parking lots with no pedestrian walkways—add to the problem. A 2017 study by the Center for Transportation Research at the University of South Florida found that the presence of a Walmart store, Family Dollar, or fast-food restaurant significantly increased the odds of a pedestrian crash. A low-income census tract with fifteen hundred residents could expect to have 1.8 more pedestrian crashes over a four-year period if it contained a Walmart and an additional 0.68 crash if it contained a fast-food restaurant like McDonald’s or Taco Bell.32

        Suburban governments, especially lower-income ones, are building infrastructure to accommodate these kinds of businesses or are permitting the businesses to build it themselves, without providing any safe access for people on foot—and that gets people killed.

        Charles T. Brown, a research specialist at Rutgers University whose work focuses on bicycle and pedestrian issues (and author of the foreword of this book), said that historic displacement (shuttering of public housing) and contemporary displacement (gentrification) have produced a dangerous situation. “You take a population that was wholly reliant on transit and you take them to a suburban location that lacks transit,” said Brown. “Then they’re walking on streets that don’t have the infrastructure to support them, and that’s high-speed roads with SUVs.

        “If you wanna find out where death happens,” he continued, “look at where the speed is.”33

      
      
        Speed

        Chief among the risk factors for pedestrians, according to Leah Shahum, director of the Vision Zero Network, a group that supports cities trying to improve traffic safety, are design features that promote speed. Wide travel lanes, shoulders free of obstacles, and generous turning radii all promote speed. And speed and pedestrians are a dangerous combination.34

        “There’s a level of physical impact that our bodies can survive and there’s a level that we cannot,” Shahum said in a 2018 press briefing.35 “We know that when crashes happen . . . if the speeds are lower and manageable that folks are going to be able to walk away from that.”

        Speed is perhaps the most crucial factor that will determine whether a pedestrian will walk away from a crash unscathed or will be killed. And critically, the force of the blow rises exponentially as speeds increase. For a pedestrian struck at less than 20 miles per hour, risk of death is less than 5 percent, according to a 2011 study by the AAA Foundation, but the risk rises fast; 65 percent of pedestrians struck at 40 miles per hour or more will be killed.36 At 60 miles per hour, the force of the blow is like falling off a twelve-story building.37

        “Small differences in speed produce huge differences in the amount of raw force unleashed in a crash,” said Neil Arason, a Canadian traffic expert, in his 2015 book, No Accident. “Doubling the speed leads to four times the kinetic energy.”38

      
      
        The Sun Belt

        Speed and geography in the United States are linked. You find it at the epicenter of the pedestrian safety crisis in the United States: the Sun Belt, from the Carolinas to Southern California. Of the top twenty most dangerous metropolitan areas for pedestrians ranked by Smart Growth America in 2019, all but one—Detroit—were in the South or Southwest.39 Florida in particular is a horror show for pedestrians, with nine of the top twenty most dangerous metropolitan areas, including all six of the worst-rated ones.

        Since the 1940s, cars have been the dominant organizing principle in neighborhood and city planning in the United States. Huge portions of every US metro area have been designed to prioritize driving speed over pedestrian safety.

        But in the Northeast and some parts of the Midwest, cities like Cleveland, Philadelphia, and Boston came of age during the streetcar era or earlier. These precar neighborhoods have narrower streets than newer cities and buildings that are oriented toward them. As a result, they are inherently safer for pedestrians.

        That is not the case for cities like Fort Myers, Florida, and many of the other cities topping Smart Growth America’s list. A good rule of thumb is that if a city or state developed after the invention of air conditioning, it is likely to be a dangerous place to walk. Texas and Georgia, for example, have more than twice as many per capita pedestrian fatalities as Massachusetts, even though people walk at much higher rates in Boston than in Houston.40

        “In most of these states, their built environments were constructed with Eisenhower’s Interstate Highways System as the model,” said Atherton of the National Complete Streets Coalition.41

        Geoff Boeing, professor of urban planning at the University of Southern California, analyzed the street networks across the United States and found different patterns based on the “era” an area was developed.42 Boeing found that places that developed prior to 1940—central Philadelphia, Pittsburgh, Brooklyn, and the central cores of small towns and big cities alike across the country—have a high level of what Boeing calls “griddedness.” In other words, those places had a tight network of streets that were highly connected to one another, forming a rough grid with lots of right angles and four-way intersections. A walkable, fine-grained street network—the traditional street grid—is very important for making walking useful and comfortable for pedestrians. Portland, Oregon, is famous for having a very “griddy” network of blocks. Boeing also found that griddedness helps predict lower car ownership, even when controlling for income, geographic terrain, and commute length.

        Between 1940 and 2000, however, street grids fell out of style. Communities that were built during this period were also more likely to have streets that wound like outstretched fingers into cul-de-sacs and fed into megablocks of dangerous suburban arterials. (Since 2000, Boeing reported, in a bit of hopeful news, the trend away from grids has reversed to a large extent.)43

        This pattern—griddy versus winding streets and the time frames at which they were dominant—illustrates why Florida is so dangerous for pedestrians. The overwhelming majority of Florida’s growth took place during the era where roads were extremely hostile to pedestrians. In 1940, Florida had just 1.9 million residents; today, it has 21.6 million people. By comparison, Pennsylvania (population 13 million today) has added just 3 million people since 1940.44

      
      
        Regional Culture

        The transportation culture in many Sun Belt cities compounds an already difficult situation. When there are few people walking in the first place and those who walk are very marginalized, building political support for changes that might benefit people who walk, wheel, or take transit is a tough political battle.

        In Phoenix, for example, almost one hundred people are killed while walking every year. In May 2018, however, almost every member of the city’s Complete Streets Advisory Board, a group of volunteers appointed to make recommendations to address the problem, resigned en masse, saying that their work was “maligned by developer lobbyists, disrespected by City staff, and dismissed by ill-prepared political bodies.”45 The following year, a Vision Zero plan developed by city staff that would have recommended actions shown to reduce the bloodshed—such as adding bike lanes on major thoroughfares—was rejected by the Phoenix City Council.46

        The opposition to the plan was led by city councilman Sal DiCiccio, who told his nineteen thousand Facebook followers, in all caps, that Vision Zero would “DOUBLE YOUR TRIP TIMES AROUND TOWN—AND LIKELY YOUR TAXES.”47

        Meanwhile, Atherton said that classism and racism help explain the lack of concern. “We have the solutions. We actually have the funding; we’re just not spending it well,” Atherton said. “We just don’t have the political will.”48

        That lack of political will, especially in cities like Phoenix, has a lot to do with who is being killed.

      
    
  
    
      
        Chapter 2

        The Profile of a Victim

      
      Everyone knows Portland, Oregon, as a bike-friendly city. And in many ways, the city lives up to its reputation.

      Portland city government takes traffic safety seriously and is working to eliminate traffic deaths altogether. To that end, it has installed almost four hundred miles of bikeways.1 In 2018, for example, the city lowered residential speed limits to 20 miles per hour. In general, these types of interventions are very beneficial for pedestrians.

      Yet one factor that best predicts whether you will get killed while walking in Portland is whether you live east or west of 82nd Avenue. This avenue is the boundary where East Portland—or, as the local news site Willamette Week once called it, “the other Portland”—begins.2

      Portland is a predominately white city, but more than half—57 percent—of East Portland residents identify as being Hispanic, black, Asian, Native American, or multiracial.3 East Portland is poorer, less educated, and less white than the rest of the city, and these demographic factors all increase the risk of dying in a pedestrian crash.

      Although just over one-fourth of Portlanders reside in East Portland, about half of all pedestrian deaths occur there. And of the total traffic deaths in Portland in 2018, about 70 percent were in East Portland, according to city data.4

      The physical condition of East Portland’s infrastructure helps explain the disparity. Portland may be known for its sleek, modern streetcars and well-landscaped bike lanes, but there is wide inequality in where those sought-after urban amenities are installed. In East Portland, even the most basic elements of safe pedestrian infrastructure are often lacking.

      Willamette Week reporter Corey Pein took a close look at the problem in 2011. At the time, he reported that East Portland’s crosswalks were, on average, a quarter of a mile apart. “It’s not uncommon to see people in wheelchairs using roadways because the sidewalks are inadequate or missing,” he wrote.5

      East Portland—all fifty square miles of it—contained only three city-maintained bike racks, Pein wrote, and it was served by just one frequent-running bus route.6 In addition, East Portland has the worst street lighting in the city, according to reporting by Willamette Week, an issue that was listed as the top concern of black pedestrians in the city in 2019.7

      That year, Portland Bureau of Transportation officials pledged to invest more resources in East Portland to remedy the problem. High death rates on the east side of the city have been thwarting the city’s progress toward its goal of achieving Vision Zero. Of Portland’s thirty “high-crash intersections,” twenty-eight are in East Portland, the city reported.8

      These kinds of disparities are found in black and brown neighborhoods across the United States, and they help explain why people of color are so much more likely to be killed in a pedestrian crash than white people.

      Statistically, black men are about twice as likely to be killed while walking (or wheeling) as white men and four times more likely to be killed than the general population. The same is true for Hispanic men.9

      Tamika Butler, a transportation consultant with Toole Design Group, told NPR’s Marketplace in 2019 that racism is clearly a factor in where infrastructure resources are deployed. “When you take data of race and socio-economic status and you overlay it with where there are the most traffic incidents, and the most traffic deaths and serious injuries, communities of color and low-income communities light up those maps,” Butler said.10

      Usually, this infrastructure disparity is not the result of overt racism, where individuals are making conscious decisions to deny people certain amenities based on race or ethnicity. Rather, this type of inequality reflects a systemic racism that is a legacy of segregation, housing segregation, and implicit bias.

      Why are people from certain racial and ethnic groups at heightened risk? The best information we have shows that black, Hispanic, and Native American people do walk more than non-Hispanic white people.

      According to federal travel data, about 15 percent of Hispanic people rely on walking as their primary form of transportation. That is almost 50 percent higher than the percentage of non-Hispanic white people. Black people, meanwhile, are about 30 percent more likely than white people to rely primarily on walking.11

      In addition, both black and Hispanic people are also much more likely to take transit—a mode that requires a fair amount of walking—than white people. Black people use transit, for example, at about triple the rate of white people.12 Latinos are twice as likely to lack access to a car as white people.13

      In his 2019 book Barrio America, Penn State history professor A. K. Sandoval-Strausz wrote that many Hispanic people brought a different transportation culture with them when they began immigrating to the United States in large numbers in the 1960s. They were coming from countries that were much more dependent on walking. In Mexico in 1960, for example, there was only one car for every forty-five people. At the time, the ratio in the United States was about one to three. “In a very real sense,” Sandoval-Strausz wrote, “Latin American immigrants were importing a different understanding of the urban landscape, one that arose from the simple fact that they had not grown up in a U.S.-style car culture.”

      As the rest of the United States was in the middle of a sprawl extravaganza, Latinx immigrants established flourishing walkable commercial districts in neighborhoods like Oak Cliff in Dallas and Little Village in Chicago.

      In addition to culture, economics plays a role. People who live in poverty take about 50 percent more walking trips than those who have higher incomes. And black and Hispanic Americans are twice as likely as non-Hispanic white people to live in poverty.14

      But even though additional exposure plays a role in the disparities, it does not fully explain why black and brown people are much more likely to be killed, according to Robert Schneider, an associate professor at the University of Wisconsin–Milwaukee who specializes in pedestrian safety. “It’s likely that they’re walking in environments where the conditions are riskier, where the streets are designed with higher speeds and more lanes to cross,” he said.15

      Black and brown neighborhoods—like in East Portland—are being passed over for needed safety improvements. People living in neighborhoods of color receive different treatment than white neighborhoods, said Rutgers’ Charles T. Brown. “We live in racially segregated areas,” he said. “These neighborhoods have been disinvested, and highways have been plowed through them.”16

      
        Detroit

        Detroit is the blackest major city—overall 82 percent black—in the United States. For many reasons related to its history and culture, the Motor City is also a dangerous place to walk. A 2018 Detroit Free Press investigation ranked it the most dangerous US city for pedestrians based on fatalities per capita.17 Other analyses have shown that it is an outlier among Midwest cities for pedestrian trauma.

        The kind of institutional neglect of basic safety infrastructure often seen in black or brown neighborhoods is apparent across Detroit. The city’s well-documented financial troubles play an important role. As recently as 2014, a shocking 40 percent of the streetlights in Detroit were broken or missing.18 Missing safety features like streetlights can be a life-or-death matter for pedestrians, 75 percent of whom are killed at night.19

        Street lighting is hardly a matter most people would consider racially sensitive, but it has been linked to segregation and inequality before. After five black men were shot by police in Southeast Seattle in 2008, then-mayor Greg Nickels decided to tour the neighborhood. He noticed that a high number of streetlights were burned out or broken. In this neighborhood, the majority of residents were people of color, nearly half were refugees, and about the same number earned poverty wages.

        Nickels instructed city staff to investigate the problem. It turns out that Seattle’s streetlight replacement system relied on residents to report outages. In Southeast Seattle, however, residents were less trusting of City Hall and were not communicating the outages like white neighborhoods did. To remedy the problem, the city changed the way it handled streetlight repairs, making the replacement process automatic around the time the equipment was set to expire. That reform not only helped eliminate the racial disparity, but it also resulted in better service for everyone. White neighborhoods preferred the new system as well because residents did not have to go through the trouble of calling the city to complain.20

        Detroit’s experience shows how much investment in street lighting—especially for at-risk communities—can improve safety. Thanks to a major initiative, including a partnership with the state, the city issued bonds for $185 million in 2014 to replace and repair fifty-five thousand lights with LED lighting over a two-year period.21 The initiative was intended to reduce crime, but it also had a dramatic impact on pedestrian safety.

        Following the replacement of the nonfunctioning streetlights, the city’s pedestrian death rate fell 40 percent in just two years. More impressive is that the decline occurred amid a backdrop of soaring deaths nationwide. By comparison, for example, pedestrian deaths in Michigan rose 47 percent between 2009 and 2018.22

        The improvement was most dramatic for pedestrians killed in dark or low-light conditions. In 2013 and 2014, before the project began, an average of twenty-four people were killed every year walking in low-light conditions in Detroit. In 2017, after the project’s completion, the figure had dropped to just one.23

        Too often, the agencies responsible for infrastructure decisions are not in tune with the needs of communities of color. One of the most dramatic examples of infrastructure inequality is the situation faced by Native Americans. Native people suffer the worst pedestrian safety outcomes of any racial group in the United States. Indigenous men are almost five times as likely as the general US population to be killed while walking.24 A 2018 study by University of Minnesota researchers Kathryn Quick and Guillermo Narváez helps shed light on the causes. Indian reservations and tribal lands are typically located in rural areas where roads lack elements that make them safe for walking such as sidewalks and crosswalks. Reservations, though, function a lot more like cities or small villages where many people rely on walking to get around, which means that tribal citizens and visitors are often forced to cross and walk along the shoulders of rural highways, right next to high-speed traffic from heavy trucks.

        Near the tribal service center of the Leech Lake Band of Ojibwe, in central Minnesota, for example, people have worn footpaths toward US Route 2, a high-speed rural highway with no sidewalks or walk signals.

        For their 2018 study, researchers Quick and Narváez surveyed twenty-two people at four reservations in Minnesota. Among tribal elders and residents, pedestrian safety was listed as one of the top concerns. Tribal residents identified infrastructure conditions, like lack of streetlights, as the key issue. “As soon as I get on the rez I know I need to start looking out for pedestrians,” one interviewee told the researchers.25
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          Pedestrians have worn paths in the grass near US Route 2, between residential areas and a grocery store as well as tribal service center for the Leech Lake Band of Ojibwe in central Minnesota. There is no crosswalk or pedestrian refuge. (Credit: Guillermo E. Narváez, University of Minnesota)

        
        But Quick and Narváez found that tribal concerns were not registering with the transportation officials. In interviews with officials from the Minnesota Department of Transportation, pedestrian safety never came up. Even when Quick and Narváez pressed the issue, they reported that the officials downplayed the problem or emphasized individualized strategies, like seat belts and drunk-driving campaigns, rather than structural fixes.26

        Institutionalized racism and lack of diversity in planning and engineering are likely factors. One of Quick and Narváez’s conclusions was that traffic safety officials need to do a better job of listening to tribal residents. “The solution . . . involves paying more attention and respect to the expert, local knowledge and informed judgment of people with intimate familiarity of the conditions on the ground,” they wrote.27

        Less than one-fourth of Native Americans live on reservations, however, so other factors are also likely at work. Native people who live in cities face many of the same types of discrimination as black and Hispanic residents. Increasingly, gentrification may be contributing to the disparity as well.

      
      
        Gentrification

        Research has shown, for example, a connection between bike infrastructure and displacement. According to a 2019 University of Colorado study, cities that had aggressively added protected bike lanes from 2000 to 2012 saw dramatic reductions in traffic fatalities of all types, but a large portion of the safety improvements could be explained simply by changing demographics.28 In other words, the cities that were adding a lot of bike lanes were getting whiter—an average of 10 percent whiter—and white people are simply less likely to be killed in traffic than people of color. It is unclear whether the effect was simply white people outbidding people of color for homes near the safety infrastructure or if newly white neighborhoods were simply better able to secure those kinds of safety amenities, the study’s authors said.29 It may have been a bit of both.

      
      
        Older Adults

        It is not just people of color that face special risks while walking or wheeling. Older adults are another, often intersecting, group that is not being well served by the current paradigm. According to the National Highway Traffic Safety Administration, people over age sixty-five are about 35 percent more likely to be killed while walking than people in their twenties.30

        Research suggests that older people may, in fact, walk less than the general population. And when older people walk (or wheel), they engage in less risky behavior than other groups. For example, they are more likely to be struck while in crosswalks, and they are less likely to walk at night.31

        Older people face some obvious challenges moving about dangerous environments on foot or by wheelchair or walker, however. In many cases, they have more difficulty seeing, and they may move more slowly. When they are struck, it is more difficult for them to recover. In addition, they move about in an environment that is subtly biased against them. Perhaps the best example is traffic signals.

        Guidance used by traffic engineers around the United States calls for the walk phase at a traffic light to be timed for a walking speed of 3.5 feet per second. This timing is based on how long it takes a relatively fit middle-aged adult man to walk. But as writer Graham Beck pointed out in a 2009 article for AARP, “Many older people walk closer to three feet per second, and those with mobility aids might move as slowly as 2.5 feet per second.”32

        In crossing a sixty-foot-wide street, for example, older people—or anyone who moves more slowly than the presumed average walking speed—will “require closer to 24 seconds to cross,” Beck wrote. “If they’re given only 15 seconds, they’re left stranded in the middle of the road.”33

        When the light turned green on October 4, 2017, ninety-year-old David Grinberg was two-thirds of the way across Fell Street in San Francisco. For him, it was a fatal shortfall—Grinberg was struck by a woman driving an SUV who accelerated blindly through the intersection. Paramedics were on the scene minutes later, but it was not enough to save him.

        The incident was predictable. The location where Grinberg was struck was between a public housing facility for low-income seniors and a park.

        “The proximity of the senior home to the Panhandle [park] is obvious to residents who live nearby,” wrote SFWeekly’s Nuala Sawyer at the time. “On any sunny afternoon, benches along the northern end of the park are filled with elderly Russian and Ukrainian women gossiping, and Asian seniors doing exercises under the trees. But in order to get there, the dozens of seniors who live at Mercy [Family Plaza]—many of whom are in wheelchairs or use walkers—must cross four lanes of Fell Street, which has a speed limit of 30 mph.”34

        Traditionally, traffic engineers have designed signal timings to minimize delay for drivers and have timed crossings with nondisabled, physically fit men around middle age in mind. A 1990 excerpt from a design manual produced by the Institute for Transportation Engineers makes the priorities clear. It begins by stating that the key engineering manual that sets signal timing standards for the nation’s engineers called for timing signals to a pace of 4 feet walked per second (reduced to 3.5 in 2009). It continued,

        
          There are, however, various categories in the general population that walk at a slower rate. For example, some female pedestrians walk slower than some male pedestrians; very young children, the elderly, and the handicapped also walk at a slower rate. Research on pedestrian characteristics verify that over 60 percent of pedestrians move slower than 4 feet per second and 15 percent move slower than 3.5 feet per second.

          Although this may imply that the lower walking speed (3.5ft/s) should be used when calculating pedestrian signal timing, many engineers argue that the slower rate creates longer cycle lengths, ultimately resulting in longer vehicle delays.35

        

        Some engineering guidance to this day still recommends against giving pedestrians less than 3.5 feet per second to cross the road. For example, Utah still uses the 4-feet-per-second standard for timing traffic lights.36

        The emphasis on speed over the safety of older pedestrians will only become more costly as the population ages. People over sixty-five are the fastest growing demographic in the United States and will account for one in five US residents by 2030, according to the US Census Bureau.37

        In fact, the aging of the US population may partly explain why pedestrian deaths have been soaring. As early as 1993, researchers were predicting that the growing elderly population would lead to an increase in pedestrian fatalities.38 Again in 2013, right before pedestrian deaths started skyrocketing, the US Centers for Disease Control and Prevention warned of the possibility that pedestrian deaths would grow as the population became older and more diverse.39

        City leaders and engineers can rise to the challenge by working to make cities and suburbs safer for older Americans. New York and Portland, Oregon, for example, have created a “Safe Routes for Seniors” program that offers special accommodations—such as longer crossing times—in areas where there are senior centers or other popular destinations for older people.

        Even cities that do not adjust crossing times can make it easier to cross safely by installing pedestrian islands in intersections that give walkers a safe, protected place to wait if they do not make it across in a single cycle.

      
      
        Other At-Risk Groups

        Looking broadly at who is being killed while walking, a variety of other at-risk groups are also worth mentioning. One of the most remarkable disparities in pedestrian deaths is by gender—in 2017, men accounted for 70 percent of those killed while walking or using a wheelchair40—but the reasons are not fully understood. Men and women walk at about the same rates.

        There is evidence that men take more risks, however. Men are much more likely to be killed in overall car crashes than women. Women might also be protected, ironically, by their fears of other dangers, like crime. Women are slightly less likely to be killed while walking at night, which may reflect social norms against women walking at night and rational fears about assault.

        People with lower incomes are also more likely to be killed while walking, a host of evidence shows. According to a 2014 Governing magazine analysis, census tracts with high poverty rates have about twice as many pedestrian deaths as those with low poverty.41 Other studies have also found increased risk for people with less than a high school education and for people whose primary language is not English.42

        Another factor that puts people at risk is lacking a home. A disproportionate number of people killed while walking appear to be homeless. There is not much research on this subject, but some data suggest that a very large proportion of pedestrian deaths are from this population. A 2014 study by the US Centers for Disease Control and Prevention, for example, found that homeless people in Nevada were more than twenty times more likely than the general population to be killed while walking.43

        In addition, Austin police officials report that a shocking 40 percent of pedestrians killed in that city in 2016 were homeless.44 One of those victims was Sarah Jane Villegas, a twenty-five-year-old woman who struggled for years with addiction. What led Villegas to try to cross Loop 360—a high-speed state highway—on a rainy night two days before Christmas in 2016 is unknown, but she did not make it across. She was struck by multiple vehicles and killed.

        It is easy to imagine why homeless people would face increased risk: they are likely to have higher exposure to traffic overall, spending much more time on sidewalks and streets than sheltered people. “People are often displaced and forced to live in places not meant for human habitation, such as underpasses and along roadways,” Karen Dorrier, a manager with Austin’s homelessness outreach team, told the local news station KUT in 2018.45

        Compounding the problem, some homeless people may, like Villegas, have alcohol, drug, or mental health issues that complicate their judgment when interacting with fast-moving traffic. Drawing on the homelessness data, the Austin Transportation Department recently suggested that more affordable or emergency housing for homeless people should be explored as a solution to traffic deaths.46

        The issue of alcohol use is a risk factor on its own. According to the Governor’s Highway Safety Association, 36 percent of pedestrians killed in 2013 had a blood-alcohol concentration above 0.08, which surpasses the legal limit for driving. This finding sparked a rash of victim-blaming headlines about the danger of “drunk walking.” The percentage of alcohol-involved pedestrian crashes, however, is very similar to the percentage of drivers in fatal crashes who are intoxicated: in about 28 percent of overall traffic fatalities, one person is intoxicated.47 The intoxicated pedestrian percentage may not be directly comparable, however, because it excludes those younger than sixteen.

        Nevertheless, it is clear that walking around intoxicated affects judgment, increasing the risk of getting killed by a car or truck. The question is, what is the appropriate response? Many media and institutional actors have defaulted to treating drunk walking like drunk driving—basically finger wagging.

        In truth, intoxicated people who resort to walking may lack good alternatives. They can call an Uber or Lyft—if they can afford it. They can also avoid traveling, but that might not always be safe or practical. People might simply be encouraged to moderate their drinking overall. In some countries with much better safety records, like Sweden, alcohol sales are much more tightly controlled, and drinking is more socially discouraged.

        Short of that kind of wider cultural change in attitudes and policies around alcohol consumption, it is probably necessary for cities—and for drivers—to assume that some number of impaired pedestrians will be using the roadways and therefore build in some protections. About one in eight American adults is an alcoholic, according to a 2017 study.48 Extra care should be made to design college campuses, bar and entertainment districts, and areas near homeless shelters with features that promote slow driving speeds.

        Finally, it is important to remember that the groups mostly likely to be killed while walking in the United States are not distinct. People who have overlapping marginalized identities—an older black man who lives in a low-income neighborhood, for example—will be the most vulnerable. As we think about how to solve this problem, we have to think about who has been denied the kind of support they need to make it home safely.

      
    
  
    
      
        Chapter 3

        Blaming the Victim

      
      In April 2011, Raquel Nelson stood in a courtroom in Cobb County, Georgia. The twenty-nine-year-old single mother was on trial for the death of her four-year-old son, who had been the victim of a hit-and-run crash.

      Nelson, a black woman, was facing up to three years in prison before an all-white jury. She was charged with vehicular homicide. The astonishing thing was, she did not even own a car.

      The night that her son, AJ Newman, was killed—April 10, 2010—Nelson had taken her three children out for pizza.1 They had been celebrating; it was her birthday the following day.

      The trouble had started when the family missed their bus home. Transit in Cobb County, where the family lived in Atlanta’s northern suburbs, is miserable, offering minimum service. Nelson and her children had to wait more than an hour for the next bus.

      By the time they arrived back at their apartment complex in Marietta, it was 9:15 p.m. and dark. The children were tired. Nelson was juggling grocery bags. Home was just across Austell Road—a dimly lit, four-lane high-speed road with an additional turn lane. The speed limit was 45 miles per hour. Traffic was rolling past at close to highway speeds.

      The family made it safely to the skinny concrete median at the center of the road. But as they stepped off the tiny refuge for the perilous final leg of their long journey, AJ broke free from his mother’s grasp to follow his sister, who had already crossed safely. Nelson ran to chase him.

      Meanwhile, Jerry Guy, a partially blind driver with two previous hit-and-run convictions, was speeding directly toward them in a van. Guy struck the mother and her two children and did not stop. Nelson and her younger daughter suffered only minor injuries in the crash, but little AJ was killed.

      Later Guy would tell prosecutors that he had been drinking earlier in the day and thought he had hit a basket in the road.2 He was sentenced to six months in prison on a plea deal for fleeing the scene.

      As tragic as it was, the whole incident might have been just another forgotten pedestrian death. None of the circumstances were especially unusual. In metro Atlanta alone, 839 pedestrians were killed in the decade leading up to Newman’s death.3 But Nelson’s story would become national news after Cobb County solicitor general Barry Morgan made the decision to try the grieving mother for her son’s death. Nelson, not Guy, was responsible for AJ’s death, Morgan argued, because she was jaywalking at the time of the crash.4

      On those grounds, Nelson was tried and eventually convicted of vehicular homicide, jaywalking, and reckless conduct. Her case is one of the most stunning examples of a common phenomenon surrounding pedestrian deaths: blaming the victim.

      Who is responsible when a pedestrian is killed? Every case is different, of course, but the way we view these incidents in a general sense reflects certain cultural assumptions and wider power dynamics.

      In some Nordic countries where biking and walking are the dominant modes of transport, drivers are automatically assigned a greater share of legal responsibility when they strike vulnerable road users like pedestrians or cyclists. Drivers in the Netherlands, for example, are automatically considered fully responsible if the victim is a child.

      The United States is a driving culture, however, and that affects the way we perceive blame and responsibility in these cases, usually in ways that are not beneficial to pedestrians. Police, juries, the media, and even traffic safety officials are all susceptible to what pedestrian advocates call windshield bias. This bias is apparent in the language used by traffic safety officials charged with protecting the public, who emphasize pedestrians’ safety responsibilities to an extreme degree while minimizing the responsibilities of drivers. It is seen in the legal system, in police accounts, and in courtrooms—like the one that holds a woman whose son was struck by a car, who herself was injured trying to rescue him, as equally culpable as the stranger who struck, killed him, and fled. And it is seen repeated in subtle and explicit ways in the language and framing choices in media accounts of pedestrian deaths.

      
        Traffic Safety Officials

        In traffic safety, maybe nobody embodies windshield bias quite as proudly as Alberto Gutier, director of the Arizona Governor’s Office of Highway Safety. In 2018, Arizona was named the deadliest state for pedestrians.5 For Gutier, though, the problem can be boiled down to one thing: laziness on the part of people who were killed and injured. In an interview with a Phoenix New Times reporter in 2018, Gutier held up a sign saying, “Use xwalks stupid,” lamenting that his concept for pedestrian safety signage had been “vetoed.”6

        In Gutier’s defense, this mindset is deeply embedded in the social psychology of American traffic culture. The idea that any minor infraction by pedestrians—such as jaywalking—ought to be tantamount to a death sentence is rarely questioned. It is, in fact, the unspoken subtext of much of the official messaging around pedestrian deaths.

        Although there is a lot of tough talk about jaywalking in Phoenix, we also know that there are simply not enough crosswalks there. Only about one-third of pedestrian deaths in Phoenix, including those that took place in crosswalks, were within five hundred feet of a crosswalk, the Arizona Republic found when it investigated the causes of the crisis in an April 2019 expose.7

        But Gutier accepted no responsibility for the state’s role in the crisis. A 2018 story by ABC 15 in Phoenix paraphrased him as saying, “In an overwhelming majority of crashes involving pedestrians, the pedestrian is at fault. Too many people are jaywalking.”8

        It is interesting to contrast the emphasis on the relatively minor infraction of jaywalking with much more serious misconduct by drivers. Phoenix city data show, for example, that in nearly one-third of pedestrian fatalities, the driver does not stop. These crashes are hit-and-runs. This kind of behavior, although a felony, does not arouse the same kind of anger and finger wagging from top officials, however.9 It is certainly never used to frame drivers as a group as “heartless,” “reckless,” “lawless” or whatever would be the countercharge to “lazy” or “stupid” pedestrians.

        Consider how the Pennsylvania Department of Transportation responded when there was a rash of pedestrian crashes in Harrisburg in December 2018, including a pair of siblings—a seven-year-old girl and an eight-year-old boy—who were struck and injured by a truck near their elementary school.10

        At the time, Pennsylvania Department of Transportation spokesman Fritzi Schreffler told the local ABC affiliate, “Being a distracted pedestrian is as dangerous as being a distracted driver. I always tell pedestrians it’s incumbent upon them to make sure they’re making eye contact with [a] driver. Just because a traffic signal is red and they have got the pedestrian light to go does not actually mean that that person is going to stop.”11

        In other words, Schreffler said that pedestrians’ responsibility goes well beyond what is legally required. Even in the legal right-of-way, they are not safe. Drivers, she reminds them, cannot be trusted to hold up their side of the bargain.

        But even while Schreffler assumes that drivers will fail to yield to pedestrians, she accepts that dangerous behavior. She does not go on to impress upon drivers their legal duty to yield. Nor does she take aim at hit-and-run drivers, even though the perpetrator in one of the cases she was responding to was literally still at large when the ABC news story was published.

        Why do traffic safety officials often feel the need to emphasize pedestrian responsibilities to such a degree while driver misbehavior is taken for granted? It may partly reflect the relatively low status of pedestrians compared to that of drivers. The superior political power of drivers, being such a dominant majority, is also likely a factor.

        Regardless of the reason, one of the repeated mantras of traffic safety officials is the notion of shared responsibility. When the subject of pedestrian safety comes up, traffic safety officials start sprinkling the words “shared responsibility” around almost at random.

        In the National Highway Traffic Safety Administration (NHTSA) recommendations to drivers and pedestrians, the agency leads with ten rules for pedestrians, imploring pedestrians to, among other things, make eye contact, wear bright clothing, avoid texting, and carry a flashlight. The NHTSA then follows with nine rules for drivers. But even in its rules for drivers—which, again, follow the list of ten different rules for pedestrians—the NHTSA sees the need to emphasize pedestrian responsibilities. The first rule for drivers reads: “Look out for pedestrians everywhere, at all times. Safety is a shared responsibility.”12

        AAA, meanwhile, tops its list of “Tips for Pedestrian Safety” with the following admonishment: “Drivers and pedestrians alike share the responsibility of keeping themselves and others on the road safe.”13

        None of that is bad advice in and of itself, but the emphasis on pedestrian behavior seems odd given the enormous power imbalance in play. A Toyota Sequoia, for example, weighs six thousand pounds (vehicle weights and their impact on pedestrian safety are discussed in chapter 5). Official sources, however, say that the driver of this vehicle has more or less equal responsibility for pedestrian safety as a 111-pound woman trying to cross the road. The subject of relative vulnerability of either party is almost never broached, even though it is intuitively understood that if there is a conflict between the driver of a Toyota Sequoia and an elderly woman, the consequences to the two parties will, in fact, be very different.

        Alissa Walker, a writer for the real estate news site Curbed, calls this kind of admonishment “pedestrian shaming.”14 The most common complaint is jaywalking, but pedestrians frequently get shamed for wearing dark clothing, wearing headphones, not making eye contact with drivers, drinking, and even assuming that drivers will stop for them when they have the right-of-way.

      
      
        Media Treatment

        We see the same sort of tropes—victim blaming—frequently from the news media and law enforcement. A classic of this genre comes from Doug MacEachern, a former Arizona Republic columnist. His August 2014 column was titled, “You Can’t Protect Stupid Pedestrians from Themselves.” In that column, MacEachern devotes several paragraphs to outlining Arizona’s efforts to address its nation-leading pedestrian fatality problem. He concludes, however, that those very limited efforts will never end pedestrian-car crashes “in large part because you can never make pedestrian stupidity go away entirely.”15 The basis for his column is an anecdote of his drive to work.

        The same sorts of assumptions are often implicit in hard news reporting as well. After seven pedestrians were killed in June 2018 in Montgomery County, Maryland, for example, WJLA, the local ABC affiliate, ran a headline that blamed “lazy” pedestrians. The description was borrowed from Captain Tom Didone, who heads Montgomery County’s Traffic Division. Didone told the news station, “They’re being lazy, not getting to the crosswalk.”16

        One reason news and police reporting about pedestrian crashes can be one-sided is structural. Perfect information about what causes pedestrian crashes is often not available—and often many factors are at play—but the information that is available is, in many cases, lopsided. Because a dead or incapacitated pedestrian is not around to tell his or her side of the story, the driver’s account may be the sole basis for the police report.

        “The victim is usually at the very least in shock and hyped up on endorphins and not able to communicate as well as the driver, who did not have a traumatic experience,” said Steve Vaccaro, an attorney who specializes in bicycle crashes in New York City. In that city, as in many other places, pedestrian victims are also more likely not to be native English speakers, which can be an additional barrier to making their case with authorities.

        In addition, traffic collisions, even fatal ones, are rarely the subject of in-depth investigations by reporters or police, which means that there is almost never a follow-up story with any real reporting. Media accounts often rely exclusively on a single police report.

        It is clear that local news reporters often view pedestrian deaths as routine and unsexy. Even so, it can still be remarkable how rote and uncritical media coverage on the subject is. The May 2018 death of eighty-year-old Arnulfo Salazar is a good example. Salazar was killed while walking near his home in Charlotte, North Carolina, when an off-duty police officer driving a marked police car struck him. Salazar’s family told the local news station, WSOC, that he was an “avid walker” and in great shape. They were devastated by his death and distrusted the police explanation.17

        Because Salazar was killed by a police officer, his death was bigger news in Charlotte than the average pedestrian crash. Even so, it was not enough to prompt much in the way of investigation. Three different news outlets—WSOC, Charlotte’s Patch, and the Charlotte Observer—all reported, based on police reports, that Salazar “ran into the path” of Officer Jeffrey Page’s car.18

        None of these journalists asked, why? Why would Salazar “run into the path” of a speeding car? Was he suicidal? Was he not of sound mind? (That would conflict with the family’s account of his overall health and mental state.) Did he simply misjudge the speed of the car? None of the media accounts offered any further explanation at all. Was a reader supposed to take it for granted that an eighty-year-old man was running around Charlotte at a speed that would make him impossible for attentive drivers to avoid?

        Pedestrians do not have perfect judgment. Sometimes it is hard for them to make accurate split-second assessments about the speed of cars. But in this case and most others, pedestrians are not even given the assumption of a rational self-preservation instinct. The police officer’s assignment of fault to the dead octogenarian in Charlotte goes almost completely unquestioned.

        News accounts of the death used other information, again obtained directly from police reports, to place blame on Salazar. For example, police told a WSOC reporter that Salazar was not wearing reflective clothing. Salazar’s daughter, Jimena, took issue: “It was six o’clock—plain daylight. Why would he be wearing reflective gear before that time?”19 Pedestrians are under no legal obligation to wear special reflective gear anyway. Nevertheless, the inclusion of that statement—which likely would never have been challenged had not Salazar’s daughter had the opportunity to comment—shifts blame to the victim, who is not here to tell his side of the story.

        Finally, the media reports all said that Salazar “was not in a crosswalk” when he was struck. You see this phrase incessantly in accounts of pedestrian deaths. The implication is clear: the pedestrian was jaywalking and so is at fault in the crash.

        But reporters generally never dig any deeper. For example, not being in a marked crosswalk does not necessarily mean that someone is, in fact—legally speaking—jaywalking. Almost every intersection, under most state laws, is an unmarked crosswalk where pedestrians have the right-of-way, and many journalists—and even police—are not aware of that.

        More important is that reporters rarely ask if there was even a crosswalk anywhere nearby. In Salazar’s case, it is not clear from media accounts exactly where he was struck, but on State Highway 49, or Tyrone Street, where he was killed, crosswalks are about one-third of a mile apart. By repeating the “not in the crosswalk” statement without studying the context, the reporter sidesteps the question of whether the road itself offered sufficient pedestrian infrastructure and misses an opportunity to tie Salazar’s death to wider systemic failures.

        Researchers who have studied media treatment of pedestrian deaths call the inclusion of these kinds of details “counterfactuals.” Tara Goddard, professor of urban planning at Texas A&M University and coauthor of a 2019 study exploring this phenomenon, wrote that these counterfactuals “imply that a victim could have avoided death or injury if they had behaved differently.”20 Goddard and her colleagues were able to demonstrate empirically that the inclusion of counterfactuals in reporting made readers more likely to place blame on pedestrians.

      
      
        Dangerous Conventions

        When news reports of pedestrian deaths are analyzed with a critical eye, many problematic conventions emerge. MacEwan University researcher Heather Magusin analyzed seventy-one headlines from media accounts of ten pedestrian fatalities that took place in Edmonton, Alberta, in 2016. The study used critical discourse analysis to look at the way subtle language choices reinforce larger power dynamics.

        Magusin found almost all the media accounts of pedestrian deaths used a few different syntactic and grammatical cues that subtly placed blame on the victims. For example, almost every account—all but three—used the passive voice to describe the events—“A pedestrian was hit by a car” rather than “Driver hits pedestrian.” In this way, almost every account “distanced the driver from the act,” she wrote.21

        In addition, in nearly every case, reporters avoided constructing the events so that the driver was the agent of violence, Magusin found. Thirty-three accounts named the vehicle, rather than the driver, as the source of injuries: for example, “pedestrian hit by a car.” Even in the case of drunk driving, the driver “was never directly associated with active verbs of death or violence,” she wrote, “suggesting that, regardless of culpability, there is resistance to associating drivers with the violence of traffic incidents.”22

        In most cases, the coverage treated the victims in a strikingly impersonal way as well. In a majority of the cases—forty-two—there were no biographical details about the victim whatsoever. In an additional eighteen cases, the only additional information provided was the person’s age. Only eight accounts used a humanizing description—for example, “beautiful young girl” or “always happy”—to describe the victim. Sympathetic coverage was more likely, Magusin found, when the victim fit the profile of a “perfect victim,” such as a young girl.23

        A 2018 study identified a similar pattern when media accounts of cycling deaths in Hillsborough County, Florida, were analyzed. University of South Florida researchers Julie Bond and Erin Sheffels analyzed 189 media accounts of 84 cycling deaths between 2009 and 2018. Among other things, they concluded that media accounts were more likely to blame the victim if there was evidence that the victim was from a lower socioeconomic class. For example, one account noted that the victim was a landscaper and then, in the same sentence, noted that he was improperly riding against traffic when he was struck.24

        These kinds of reporting conventions influence the way readers perceive the problem. Goddard and her colleagues’ 2019 study used thirty-five thousand randomly selected adults to test the way different framing and linguistic choices in news stories influenced the way readers assigned blame in pedestrian fatalities. The research team found that when the pedestrian was centered in the description of events—“Pedestrian struck and killed on east side”—readers were 30 percent more likely to blame the pedestrian than when the driver was centered—“Driver hits, kills pedestrian on east side.” In addition, readers who were exposed to articles that had a “thematic” framing, as opposed to centering on individual behavior, were 150 percent more likely to blame “other factors,” such as road design.25

        “The point of this wasn’t to say we should just blame drivers outright,” said Goddard. “The point was to just show that not only is this framing pervasive; [it] affect[s] people’s perception. It’s one complex piece of why people don’t view this as a public health crisis in the way we do other things.”26

        Goddard said that further research is needed, but it is clear that the problem begins higher up the chain. Part of this is bias found in police reports or press releases upon which news reports are based. The lack of scrutiny from journalists is still a problem. “Don’t just uncritically quote those and replicate the language,” she said. “As a journalist that’s not your job. It’s your job to probe it.”27

        Thorough and compassionate reporting on pedestrian deaths is rare, but it can make a big difference. When a mother of seven, Terra Nolden, age thirty-six, was killed in December 2019 in East Cleveland, Ohio, Fox 8 News did not simply reprint the police report. The station sent reporters out to speak to the family and local officials, demanding answers.

        Councilwoman-elect Juanita Gowdy is quoted as blaming the Ohio Department of Transportation, which had taken down a number of traffic signals on the street—including at the intersection where Nolden was struck—and was not planning to replace them for months. Other local news stations followed up. One reporter spoke with local organizer Art McKoy, who said of the transportation officials, “The life of this young lady is on their hands.”28

        That kind of reporting was remarkably effective. A week later, the Republican governor of Ohio, Mike DeWine, traveled more than one hundred miles to meet with Nolden’s family and hold a press event with leadership in East Cleveland. DeWine promised to have the traffic light installed at the intersection that weekend.29

      
      
        Tragic “Accidents”

        Although much of the media coverage around the issue of pedestrian deaths has been harmful, a hopeful shift has begun. Activists for bicyclists and pedestrians in New York especially have campaigned for years to change the way traffic crashes are described.

        Transportation Alternatives, an advocacy group, and Families for Safe Streets, a group founded by grieving NYC families who lost loved ones in traffic, have led the charge to drop the euphemistic term accident and replace it with the more neutral crash or collision.

        People from the field of traffic safety have been complaining about the term accident in the United States since the 1940s. William Haddon, the first head of the then-called National Highway Safety Agency, formed in 1970, “deplored” the term, according to Barron Lerner, a professor of public health at New York University. “He believed [it] made automobile crashes sound inevitable and, by implication, not preventable,” Lerner wrote in his 2011 book, One for the Road.30

        Today, however, thanks to efforts like those from Transportation Alternatives, we are seeing a framing shift. In 2013, the New York Police Department changed the name of its Accident Investigation Squad to the more neutral Collision Investigation Squad. “In the past, the term ‘accident’ has sometimes given the inaccurate impression or connotation that there is no fault or liability associated with a specific event,” said Ray Kelly, the city’s police commissioner, in announcing the changes.31

        The shift has permeated the field more widely. More than two dozen state departments of transportation have also moved away from using the term accident. A 2016 New York Times article quoted Mark Rosekind, head of the National Highway Traffic Safety Administration at the time, as saying, “When you use the word ‘accident,’ it’s like, ‘God made it happen.’”32 And in 2016, the Associated Press updated its industry-standard style guide to advise reporters against using the term accident “when negligence is claimed or proven,” in which case, the AP wrote, it could be read as “exonerating the person responsible.”33

      
      
        Trial by Commenter

        Victim blaming is something that all families who lose someone who was walking or biking have to deal with at some point, often on the worst day of their lives, said Kristi Finney, whose twenty-eight-year-old son was killed by a drunk driver while biking in Portland, Oregon, in 2011.34

        Even though Dustin Finney was killed by an inebriated driver who would eventually be sentenced to five years in prison (the driver’s blood alcohol concentration was twice the legal limit when he was tested three hours after the crash occurred), there were still people—a police officer, newspaper commenters—who blamed Dustin, his mother remembers.35 For example, Dustin was not wearing a helmet, but if he had been, he would have survived, one officer said. But there was not any truth to the officer’s statement, said Finney. “I also wondered about the bike helmet thing,” she said. “I found out later it wouldn’t have made a difference.”36

        After her son’s death, she, along with a few other grieving families in the greater Portland region, founded a group called Oregon and Southwest Washington Families for Safe Streets, which helps advocate for changes that can prevent deaths like her son’s. Finney reaches out to families who have lost loved ones in traffic crashes and tries to help them get involved with pressing for safety improvements. Parents like her will often testify, using first-person stories, in favor of safety improvement projects.

        Finney said that everyone in the group—at least when the death was a pedestrian or a cyclist—has had a similar experience of being blamed for their injuries or death. “It is almost universal I would say if you are not in a car,” she said. “They’re blamed just for being on the road.” She continued, “Someone who’s walking on a crosswalk, has the right of way—people will still go online and say, ‘My parents taught me how to look before I cross.’”37

      
      
        Raquel Nelson’s Stand

        Generally, the kinds of assumptions Finney described are never formally challenged. They add to the pain and trauma and stigma the physical crash causes. They may also stand in the way of justice and remuneration for those that were killed and harmed and their families.

        But Raquel Nelson’s case in Georgia was one of the rare ones that broke through and made people question the standard narrative around pedestrian deaths. In July 2011—just three months after the death of her son AJ—she was sentenced to a year of probation by a Cobb County judge. But the judge also offered her the choice of a retrial.

        She chose to fight. That was the beginning of a three-year legal battle to clear her name. A Georgia appeals court upheld her conviction in 2012, but with help from a lawyer who took her case pro bono, Nelson appealed to the Georgia Supreme Court. In 2013, however, the state’s highest court refused to hear the case, upholding her conviction.38

        Throughout Nelson’s ordeal, however her case generated an outpouring of sympathetic media coverage—and outrage. In the summer of 2011, Nelson’s story was featured on the Today Show, National Public Radio, and CNN.39 A petition calling for her conviction to be overturned had been signed by 135,000 people.40

        The Nelson case helped highlight the injustice of strict penalties for pedestrian infractions in absence of adequate pedestrian infrastructure. The closest crosswalk in Nelson’s case would have required the family to walk two-thirds of a mile out of their way in the dark.41

        In addition, Nelson’s conviction on the charge of vehicular homicide for the crime of jaywalking was widely seen as racist. The NAACP called it “a grave miscarriage of justice when the mother who is still grieving is forced to fight harder for her freedom than the man who killed her son” and said that the case was part of a wider pattern of overzealous prosecution of black defendants.42

        Yolanda Pierce wrote in the Guardian that the Nelson case was an example of criminalizing the poor: “I believe the jury convicted Nelson for the crime of being poor in this country—the crime of not being able to afford a vehicle; the crime of needing to take two buses to buy groceries; the crime of living in an apartment complex located on a busy highway; the crime of being reminded that while many of us live in relative luxury, others are risking their lives for basic necessities.”43

        In June 2013, more than two years after her conviction, Nelson’s long ordeal finally came to an end when Cobb County prosecutors agreed to drop the reckless conduct and vehicular homicide charges in exchange for a guilty plea on the jaywalking charge. It was too late to save her son, but Nelson’s fight helped shed light on an injustice affecting countless people across the United States. In return, she was ordered to pay $200 and was free to return to her life.44

      
    
  
    
      
        Chapter 4

        The Criminalization of Walking

      
      In June 2017, Devonte Shipman, a twenty-one-year-old Jacksonville, Florida, resident, posted a video to his Facebook page that went viral. The footage—shot shakily from a cell phone—showed Shipman and a friend after a Jacksonville sheriff’s deputy had stopped them for crossing the street against the light.

      It was a relatively routine enforcement for Jacksonville police, and it was not—like so many videos of this genre—a violent confrontation. But the episode—something about the officer’s demeanor combined with the pettiness of the offense—still outraged the thousands of people who saw Shipman’s post.

      When initially approached by Deputy J. S. Bolen, Shipman and his friend seemed genuinely confused.

      “What was it we did wrong?” Shipman asked.

      Bolen quickly explained that they crossed against the light. He continued, “Get to my car. You are being legally detained. If you disobey . . . I will put you in jail.”

      Shipman and his friend protested. “For crossing the street, officer?”

      “Walk to my car. I’m about to put you in jail,” said Bolen.

      Shipman—Bolen warned—could be jailed “for seven hours” for a litany of offenses he accumulates while standing there “calmly”—as the Florida Times-Union described it—asking questions.1

      Finally, Shipman gave up and walked to the cruiser, where he was ticketed for jaywalking and for not carrying an ID.

      Later that night, Shipman posted the video on his personal Facebook page, and from there it began making its way across the internet. It was shared thirty-seven hundred times before being picked up by all the local news stations and eventually the Washington Post. The case prompted an internal investigation by the Jacksonville Sheriff’s Office.

      Among the more than a half million people who viewed the video was Topher Sanders, a reporter at the nonprofit investigative news organization ProPublica. Sanders, like many others, saw the incident as racial profiling. It made him wonder how often young black men were being stopped by Jacksonville police for jaywalking and how they were being treated. The local newspaper noted that Shipman had been improperly cited for failing to carry an ID, but there is no law in Florida requiring pedestrians to carry a photo ID. (Only drivers are required to do so.)

      ProPublica teamed up with the Florida Times-Union in Jacksonville and conducted perhaps the most comprehensive investigation of jaywalking enforcement ever. Reporters at the two news organizations combed through twenty-two hundred Jacksonville jaywalking cases between 2012 and 2016.

      Their findings confirmed Sanders’s suspicions and worse. The review found that a disproportionate number of tickets were issued to black residents, particularly those living in the city’s poorest areas. Black people were three times as likely as white people to be ticketed for a pedestrian infraction in Jacksonville, and black people who lived in the poorest zip codes were six times as likely.2

      The tickets, starting at sixty-five dollars, were more than just a headache for the people stopped. The review found after five years, about half the cases had not been resolved, meaning that they had been neither paid nor dismissed. For very low-income people, they were often life-altering, resulting in crushing collections cases or a potential cascade of legal penalties, such as suspended driver’s licenses.

      Jacksonville police defended the enforcement on safety grounds, but Sanders and his team found that there was essentially no relationship between high-risk locations for pedestrians and where the tickets were issued.3 Despite the frequent ticketing, pedestrian safety in Jacksonville eroded during the five-year study period. In fact, the city was ranked the fourth most dangerous metro area in the United States for pedestrians by a national group the same year that Shipman was stopped.4

      The investigation also raised more fundamental questions about the fairness of Florida’s jaywalking laws themselves. There are twenty-eight different infractions on the books in Florida that regulate pedestrian behavior. In addition to what we generally think of as jaywalking, pedestrians in Florida could be stopped and cited for not crossing at a right angle, for walking on the wrong side of the road, for not crossing using the shortest route, or for not walking on the sidewalk, among other things.

      The rules were so profuse that practically anyone walking any length would run afoul of one of them, the reporters determined. In fact, Jacksonville sheriff’s deputies themselves were caught on video on multiple occasions violating one of Florida’s dozens of walking statutes.

      Even the police officers charged with enforcing these laws did not seem to understand them. As in Shipman’s case, the investigation found that officers often cited people incorrectly. In about half of the 353 cases in which someone was ticketed for not crossing in a crosswalk, the ticket was issued erroneously.5

      The review also found that Jacksonville police fell victim to a common misunderstanding about jaywalking laws: they assumed that everyone crossing outside a crosswalk was jaywalking.6 But under Florida law, every intersection is treated like a crosswalk, whether or not it is striped—except when it is located on the block between two marked crosswalks with traffic signals.

      
        A Pattern of Unequal Enforcement

        As alarming as the results of the Jacksonville investigation turned out to be, it is not that exceptional as far as jaywalking enforcement goes. Because the offense is so petty, giving police broad discretion over their response, jaywalking lends itself to biased enforcement. The same pattern seen in Jacksonville has been observed almost everywhere it has been analyzed.

        In Sacramento in April 2017, for example, a twenty-four-year-old black man, Nandi Cain Jr., was stopped by police for jaywalking. The stop ended with an arrest, but not before a bystander had filmed police punching Cain eighteen times.7 The beating made national headlines. To make matters worse, it turned out that Cain was not even jaywalking; dash cam footage later showed that he was crossing legally in an unmarked crosswalk at an intersection.

        A follow-up investigation by the Sacramento Bee found that in the year prior to this incident, black residents had received 50 percent of the city’s jaywalking tickets, despite making up just 15 percent of the population.8

        The situation is remarkably similar in Seattle. Black residents received 26 percent of the city’s jaywalking tickets in 2016, according to a Seattle Times’ investigation,9 despite making up just 7 percent of the city’s population.

        The bias persisted even as Seattle’s police department was under scrutiny for racist enforcement. In 2010, a Seattle police officer was captured punching a teenage girl who had been stopped for jaywalking, and the video went viral. As a result, Seattle police dramatically reduced the number of jaywalking tickets they were issuing, but six years later, the racial disparity had actually gotten worse. In 2017, vexed by the intractableness of the problem, one Seattle City Council member, Lorena Gonzalez, said that she would explore potentially eliminating the city’s jaywalking statute altogether, but the issue was never brought before the full council for vote.10

        The data make a compelling case that jaywalking enforcement is usually racially biased, and it is hard to say whether it actually provides any safety benefit either.

        In the United Kingdom, for example, there is no equivalent violation to jaywalking, but the pedestrian safety record there puts the US data to shame. The UK has about half the pedestrian deaths per capita as the United States.11 The same is true for most of the countries that have the best traffic safety records. In Norway, for example, pedestrians are encouraged to cross at certain locations, but there is no rule against jaywalking, and it is certainly not a crime that police go around punching people for violating. (Cultural differences in traffic safety are discussed in chapter 9.)

        The level of risk involved in jaywalking is more complex than many people realize. According to the Governors Highway Safety Association, 72 percent of pedestrians who were killed in 2016 were struck outside an intersection.12 This figure is often used to imply that most pedestrians who are struck are “jaywalking” and hence at fault, but that notion does not hold up to close scrutiny.

        Federally sponsored research in the 1990s looked more closely at the types of situations in which “serious pedestrian crashes” occurred. It found that in serious crashes, pedestrians are stuck in crosswalks almost as often (25 percent of the time) as they are struck “midblock” (26 percent). In the additional almost 50 percent of crashes, pedestrians are struck outside of what are seen as typical pedestrian crossing scenarios. Pedestrians are struck surprisingly often when they are not even on the roadway (8.6 percent of the time). (In most of these cases, pedestrians were struck in parking lots or driveways or when they were standing on the sidewalk where it overlapped with a driveway.) In almost 8 percent of cases, pedestrians are hit by a vehicle traveling in reverse. In 9 percent of cases, the pedestrian was “walking along the roadway,” often on a road that did not have sidewalks or where sidewalks were obstructed. And in almost 5 percent of cases, the victim was working on a road construction project, responding to a disabled vehicle, or a child playing in the road.13 If you look critically at the origins of jaywalking laws, however, it becomes clear that they were initially more about power than safety.

      
      
        The Origins of the “Jay” Walker

        Just over one hundred years ago, around the time automobiles first began appearing in US cities, the concept of jaywalking did not exist at all. On the contrary, prior to the 1920s, pedestrians had unrestricted and unquestioned freedom to roam the streets.

        All that changed in the mid-1920s with the introduction of the concept of jaywalking, according to University of Virginia historian Peter Norton. Jaywalking laws amounted to a radical redefinition of what streets were for—and who their rightful users were. And contrary to public perception, Norton said that it did not just happen naturally.14

        If you look at a historic photo from the early 1900s—of Boston or Cleveland, for example—you will notice that there were no crosswalks at all. Pedestrians amble casually across the streets: women wearing long flowing dresses, men in top hats, and children in knee socks.

        At that time, streets, which occupy as much as 30 percent or more of the land area in many cities, functioned as a broad public space. Children used them for play. Merchants sold goods from carts. Neighbors would pause to have a conversation while making their way to alight a streetcar. But even then, that era was fading fast. As soon as cars began appearing on the streets, they started killing people—a lot of people.

        The first person ever killed by an automobile in the United States was real estate agent Henry Bliss. In 1899, while exiting a New York City streetcar, Bliss was struck by an electric taxi, or horseless carriage, as they were called then.15

        It would be more than a decade after that before cars were widely available to the public, but car ownership grew dramatically between the mid-1910s and the early 1920s. Henry Ford’s famous innovation—assembly-line production—helped reduce the price of a Model T from $950 to $290 between 1910 and 1924. And practically overnight, cars started flooding into cities. In St. Louis, for example, there were sixteen thousand registered vehicles in 1916; by 1923, the number had ballooned to one hundred thousand.16

        By then, traffic deaths had become a widely recognized urban crisis. During the 1920s, about two hundred thousand people were killed. Disproportionately, they were children. In 1925 alone, cars killed about seven thousand children across the United States. City dwellers, and especially parents, were furious, and their fury was overwhelmingly aimed at drivers. On a particularly violent day in 1927 in New York City, eight children were killed in separate crashes. In one case, a mob of onlookers attacked the driver of the truck that struck a child.17

        In contrast to modern media accounts, the news at the time was unflinching about where to lay the blame: on drivers. The St. Louis Star, for example, referred to drivers involved with pedestrian fatalities as “killers.” In 1923, an editorial in the St. Louis Post-Dispatch said that even in the case of “a child darting into the street” in “the excitement of play,” the “plea of unavoidable accident in such cases is the perjury of a murderer.”18

        The notion of Americans’ love affair with the automobile—of an eager, frictionless adoption—is a carefully manufactured notion, according to Norton. In the 1910s and 1920s, there was an intense political struggle over the role of the car in American city life. That struggle came down to a fight over who would control the streets: drivers or pedestrians.

        On the pedestrian side, the battle was waged in large part by mothers, many of them grieving children lost in car crashes. They formed chapters of the National Safety Council in St. Louis, Philadelphia, and Cleveland, for example, and fought for traffic safety reforms. A major flashpoint came in 1923 when forty-two thousand Cincinnati residents signed a petition for a referendum that would have required cars to have speed governors that limited them to 25 miles per hour within city limits.

        On the drivers’ side, an aligned group of auto interests (auto dealers, auto clubs, oil companies—what Norton calls “motordom”19) was also getting organized to defend their interests. Their goal was towering: to reshape cities for the benefit of drivers. In 1921, for example, at the behest of automotive clubs, boy scouts handed out flyers to pedestrians in Hartford, Connecticut, instructing them how to cross the street and explaining “jay walking.”

        By the 1930s, the issue had mostly been settled, and streets were redefined as a space for drivers. Pedestrians’ movement was tightly restricted to crosswalks, and even then only at the convenience of drivers. One of motordom’s most critical victories was the introduction and eventual acceptance of the concept of jaywalking. Around the time of the Cincinnati ballot measure, auto interests began producing propaganda that advanced the notion of the “jay walker.” In the 1920s, “jay” was a derogatory term, and branding people who crossed the street midblock as jays was a powerful rhetorical slight. “A jay was a dumb hayseed, a hick, a rube,” Norton wrote. “Someone stuck in the nineteenth century.”20

        A turning point came in 1924 when US commerce secretary Herbert Hoover, just five years prior to his election as US president, helped convene a National Conference on Street and Highway Safety. The conference was dominated by auto industry groups, and participants were asked to write a set of model traffic regulations to be used in cities across the United States. In the end, they recommended that pedestrian access be limited to crosswalks—a new concept—and, even then, that pedestrians should only be able to cross essentially when there was no traffic.

        This recommendation was a dramatic reordering of the transportation hierarchy. When it was released in 1927 with the backing of the US Department of Commerce, many cities adopted it wholesale. By the 1930s, jaywalking laws were ubiquitous.

        It is difficult to overstate just how successful the concept of jaywalking was in shifting blame. Like in the case of Raquel Nelson, when a pedestrian is struck by the driver of a car or truck today, the justice system is often shockingly punitive.

        Pedestrian advocates like Atlanta’s Sally Flocks, however, are emphatic that jaywalking enforcement does not help keep pedestrians safe—and sometimes it is actively harmful. In 2014, metro Atlanta was ranked the eighth most-dangerous for walkers.21 The big problem for pedestrians in Atlanta is not inattention or misbehavior, said Flocks, but the roads themselves. “The places where pedestrian fatalities are rising is in the mid suburbs,” she said. “Crosswalks are sometimes over a mile and a half apart.”22

        What is really needed in Atlanta are safer crossings, better speed management, and continuous sidewalks, Flocks said, but the messaging that federal agencies use for pedestrian safety contributes to their marginalization by blaming them for the problem. “The education for pedestrians is, ‘Cross at crosswalks and wear bright clothing,’” she said. “If you’re saying it was their fault they weren’t in a crosswalk, it takes the burden off the Department of Transportation.”23

        Although there is not much evidence that jaywalking enforcement improves safety, some approaches do help pedestrians. For example, evidence shows that environmental factors influence how likely pedestrians are to jaywalk in the first place. In the early 1980s, researchers Jason Leonard and Richard Liotta conducted a series of experiments and found that pedestrians were less likely to jaywalk at intersections that presented the walk signal quickly.24 Other studies have shown that crowded sidewalks, the presence of bus stops, the width of the road, and importantly, the distance to the nearest crosswalk all influence whether a pedestrian will cross mid-block.25

        A 2014 study conducted by the Federal Highway Administration was able to use environmental factors—like the presence of a right turn lane or the distance between crosswalks—to predict with 90 percent accuracy whether or not a pedestrian would cross mid-block. The study suggests that adding crosswalks, especially at streets where there are bus stops, is an important way to combat jaywalking.26

        Second, there is good evidence that enforcing yielding rules for drivers helps pedestrian safety, as discussed later in the chapter. There is no a snappy term, no “jaywalking” equivalent for drivers who fail to yield to pedestrians when they are required, and perhaps that is why it is not widely recognized as a problem. Nevertheless, failing to yield—jay driving, if you will—is extremely common, and it is dangerous.

      
      
        Failing to Yield

        A 2018 study in Milwaukee found that at noncontrolled crosswalks—crosswalks with no traffic lights or stop signs—drivers were only yielding to pedestrians 16 percent of the time.27 A 2014 Chicago study observed the exact same proportion: 16 percent.28

        As bad as baseline yielding rates are for pedestrians, there is evidence that they are worse for people of color. A 2014 study by researchers from the University of Portland and University of Arizona tested racial bias in yielding behavior in Portland, Oregon. Compared with the three white research subjects attempting crossings, black pedestrians waited 32 percent longer to cross and were passed by twice as many cars.29

        Nichole Morris, a research psychologist at the University of Minnesota, experienced the high-stakes guessing game facing pedestrians firsthand while conducting an experiment measuring yielding at crosswalks in St. Paul.30 Morris and a team of researchers spent months crossing sixteen crosswalks in St. Paul, Minnesota, in 2017 and 2016. The experiment was designed to test drivers’ adherence with Minnesota law, which requires them to yield to any pedestrian who has lifted at least one foot off the curb to step into the crosswalk, provided that the driver has been given enough distance to stop safely. Dressed in plain clothing, the researchers attempted twenty crossings at each crosswalk twice a week.

        When the experiment began, St. Paul had already been making efforts to improve driver yielding to pedestrians. Through a campaign called “Stop for Me,” St. Paul police had been conducting “targeted enforcement” whereby plainclothes officers had posed as pedestrians, pulled over drivers who failed to yield, and issued them warnings.

        Despite the police effort, when Morris began her research, the yielding rate was terrible: only about 32 percent of drivers were complying with the law. What was worse is that in about 11 percent of cases, drivers were doing something even more threatening: passing cars that did yield. Passing a driver who has stopped for a crossing pedestrian can be fatal because the stopped car blocks the view of the pedestrian who is moving right into the path of the oncoming passing car.

        Conducting this kind of research was frightening, especially at the beginning, said Morris. “I would have these panicky moments where I would say to myself, ‘Is this too dangerous?’” Morris said. “I have to be very honest with anyone working on this study that we are risking our lives to do this work.”31

        The goal of Morris’s experiment was to see if driver yielding could be improved by using tricks from the field of human factors psychology. The experiment showed that with the right attention and strategy, it could.

        One thing that helped tremendously was a pair of signs. The signs, which looked like regular traffic signs, displayed the yielding rate from the previous week. Each week, Morris and her team updated the signs with the numbers they had recorded. The signs drew on the principles of social norming and implied surveillance to encourage people to yield.

        Social norming is meant to apply social pressure to engage in a behavior by suggesting that the majority of people are doing it. The first week Morris and her team posted the sign it read: “Percent of drivers stopping for pedestrians—Last Week: 44%, Record: 44%.”

        Over time, however, the strategy worked. The signs got people’s attention and got them talking about the issue, including a huge round of media attention in August 2018. All of a sudden, people all over St. Paul were debating whether 44 percent was a good or a bad yielding rate.
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          This sign was posted in St. Paul, Minnesota, during an experiment that tested using methods from behavioral psychology to improve yielding. (Photo: Nichole Morris, University of Minnesota)

        
        Over the next few weeks, with more enforcement, with social norming, and—finally—with some small changes to the infrastructure, Morris and her team were able to raise the yielding rate dramatically. For the final phase of the experiment, they installed small yellow vertical “Stop for Pedestrians” signs in the middle of the street, within the center line. At the end of the experiment, after months of enforcement, media attention, and various rounds of street-design changes, the pedestrian yielding rate rose to 72 percent, and the number of drivers who were passing yielding drivers—an extremely dangerous maneuver—fell to just 1 percent.32

      
    
  
    
      
        Chapter 5

        Killer Cars

      
      On a sunny day in October 2017, twenty-two-month-old Neallie Junior Saxon III, still in diapers, was playing in front of his grandmother’s house in Deerfield Beach, Florida. The street where he toddled with some neighbor children, NW Fourth Place, is a quiet, narrow residential one with speed humps—the kind of street that tens of thousands of people live on across Broward County. That day, it was full of children playing, as they often did, with parents and neighbors watching from their front porches.

      Neallie’s mother, Jasmine Smith, was inside the house, when “they just said my baby got hit by a car. . . . I ran outside and he was laying there in so much blood, lifeless,” she told a local news station. She cradled the little boy in her arms and started begging him, “Come back to me please, come back to me.”1

      Mirlande Mardice told investigators that she was distracted by watching other children near the street as she drove and that she never saw the one-year-old child. She struck little Neallie with her 2007 Hyundai Santa Fe and did not stop until she reached a stop sign a few hundred feet away. At that point, neighbors, who had witnessed the little boy being crushed, dragged Mardice out of her car and started beating her.

      “People were hysterical,” the local newspaper reported. “The child’s aunt passed out in the street.”2

      Mardice suffered broken facial and skull bones and was treated at a nearby hospital. “They beat her unmercifully,” a neighbor told the local news station WPLG. Mardice reportedly fought back, screaming, “No, I didn’t mean to! I wouldn’t do that to a child!”3

      Neallie was airlifted to the hospital, where he died the following day.

      Witnesses had mixed opinions about whether Mardice was trying to flee or simply unaware. His mother told the local news that she was certain the driver had seen the boy. The police investigating the case, however, were willing to give Mardice a pass.

      “He was shorter than the bumper, and the driver—possibly distracted by the other children—probably couldn’t see him,” a spokeswoman for the Broward County Sheriff’s Office is paraphrased as telling the local newspaper.4

      A teddy bear and a truck were placed at the spot of the crash as a memorial. More than two years later, Mardice has not been charged or cited in the case.

      Could a standing, nearly two-year-old really be rendered invisible by the bumper of a midsized SUV, as police assumed in this case? If so, how did vehicles that have that kind of vulnerability end up on the roads?

      The car Mardice was driving, a 2007 Santa Fe, is not a huge SUV by US standards. It weighs thirty-eight hundred pounds—about fifteen hundred pounds less than a 2007 Cadillac Escalade—but it is still about one thousand pounds heavier than a Honda Civic.

      The Santa Fe belongs to a class of cars—crossover vehicles—that have experienced huge growth since the introduction of the first model, the Toyota RAV4, to the United States in 1996. In 2018, crossover SUVs topped cars (sedans) as the top-selling US vehicle type.5 It is hard to overemphasize just how suddenly and completely crossovers have come to dominate the auto market in recent years. When the economy was still recovering from a recession, in 2012, the vehicle mix was almost the opposite: 83 percent of vehicles sold in the United States were sedans.6

      “The sedan segment is dying,” Tom McParland wrote on the auto news site Jalopnik in 2018. That year, for example, Ford was selling about half as many Fusions as it did just a few years earlier, in 2014, he noted. “Honda is struggling to sell the Accord. Think about that for a second—the Honda Accord is pretty much the car to beat for the mid-size sedan segment, and always has been, even when it constantly battled with the Toyota Camry to be number one. Now it’s sitting on the lot while the CR-Vs gobble up the sales.”7

      Responding to the changing market, Fiat Chrysler announced that it would stop making sedans for US sales altogether in 2016. By 2018, the others of the Detroit-based “Big Three” automakers—Ford and GM—had also all shifted focus away from sedans to trucks and SUVs, laying off workers across the Rust Belt as they ended production of the Cruise, Focus, Taurus, Fiesta, and hybrid vehicles like the C-Max and Volt.8

      Hyundai marketed the Santa Fe specifically to families with children as a carpool car and had great success, at times struggling to keep up with supply.9 Among crossovers, the vehicle is considered a safe one. In fact, U.S. News and World Report ranked it the cheapest car to insure in 2009.10

      
        Riding High

        For buyers of crossover SUVs, being higher off the ground is a big selling point. In a 2014 article for the Atlantic, Alexis Madrigal wrote that in the 2010s, buyers “settled into the idea that they might not actually go off-roading with their vehicles. They would not climb mountains. But they liked riding high.”11

        But with riding higher—as well as added weight—come some drawbacks in terms of visibility in addition to other risks to pedestrians, especially children. The top of a Hyundai Santa Fe’s bumper is two-and-a-half feet high.12 Compared to the Honda Civic, the top bumper height is nearly a foot higher, producing a bigger blind spot.

        Is that height potentially enough to obscure a two-year-old child? It turns out that the answer is yes—easily.

        Just how big are the blind spots around big vehicles? It varies a lot, depending on the type and the model, but they can be scandalously large.

        In a special report in 2019, WTHR News in Indianapolis used a traffic cone approximating the height of a toddler to measure the blind zone in front of twenty-two vehicles. For the car that rated worst, a Cadillac Escalade, the cone was not visible to a five-foot, four-inch-tall woman sitting at a normal posture in the driver’s seat until the cone was ten feet two inches away. In a Dodge Ram, it was nine feet ten inches. In a Ford Explorer, it was eight feet five inches. The best performer, a Toyota Camry, on the other hand, was three feet three inches.13

        Rear blind spots can also be massive. In 2011, the consumer safety group KidsandCars.org did an experiment to test out the blind spot behind an SUV. The organization found that it could place sixty-two children in a group behind the rear of the car and all sixty-two would be totally invisible in both the rear window and rearview mirrors.14

        Children between ages one and two, like Neallie Saxon, are particularly vulnerable to what are known as frontovers and backovers, slow-speed collisions in which the driver slowly strikes or rolls over a child who is standing or sitting in the car’s blind spot. According to KidsandCars.org, an astounding fifty children per week are injured or killed in backover collisions—most in their own driveways. In 70 percent of the cases, the driver is a parent or close relative.15 These collisions are called “bye-bye crashes” because often a child will run to wave good-bye to a mom or dad, unaware that the driver cannot see them, before being crushed under the wheels.

        Neallie’s case is more similar to a frontover. These collisions are rarer, but they have been rising as the number of Americans driving SUVs and pickup trucks has risen in recent years.
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          In 2019, the consumer safety group KidsandCars.org and news station WTHR in Indianapolis conducted an experiment to see how many children could sit in front of a 2011 Chevy Tahoe before they would be visible to the driver. Seventeen children were completely obscured by the forward blind zone. More would have fit, but the organization was limited by how many children they could find whose parents agreed to participate. (Photo: KidsandCars.org)

        
        Between 2006 and 2010 in the United States, 358 children were killed in frontover collisions. By comparison, between 1996 and 2000, the number was just 24.16

        “We can’t see over the hood like we used to be able to,” Amber Rollins, director of KidsandCars.org told the ABC news affiliate in Arizona. “And with the increase in popularity with big trucks and SUVs and we see a lot of people raising them and putting big tires on them, all of that stuff increases the blind zones.”17

        These kinds of deaths—if they take place in driveways, as many do—are not included in official government traffic fatality reporting. Moreover, they are just the tip of the iceberg when it comes to pedestrian deaths involving SUVs in the United States.

        In 2018, a team of investigative reporters at the Detroit Free Press and USA Today started investigating what was causing the rise in pedestrian deaths.18 “I think, like a lot of people, we started out with the assumption that maybe this is a crisis of distraction, especially distracted walking,” USA Today reporter Nathan Bomey, who was part of the investigative team, said.19

        Instead, quite quickly their focus shifted to SUVs. Between 2009 and 2016, there was an 81 percent increase in the number of pedestrians killed in crashes with SUVs, according to a report by the Insurance Institute for Highway Safety in 2018.20 As vehicles get larger and heavier, pedestrian crashes, when they do occur, are becoming more deadly. In just five years, from 2010 to 2015, holding the number of pedestrian crashes equal, the odds of dying in a pedestrian crash increased 29 percent.

        It is not just that SUVs are heavier—although they are heavier—and that exerts greater force. Being taller, they also, critically, strike pedestrians higher on the body.

        The heights of the front ends of cars and SUVs vary quite a bit, but this information is not publicly collected and made available anywhere by automakers or safety regulators. So, for research purposes, I went out and measured.

        For sedans—a Volkswagen Jetta and a Ford Fiesta—the top of the front end was about two and a half feet high. A minivan, meanwhile—a Chrysler Town and Country—was a little bit higher: closer to three feet. Some crossover SUVs—a Ford Escape and a Buick Encore—are just a bit higher than that: slightly more than three feet. But there is a wide range. A Jeep Wrangler and a Jeep Grand Cherokee, for example, are about three-and-a-half-feet tall—a full foot higher than a sedan.

        The Ford Expedition and the GMC Sierra—a full-size SUV and a pickup, respectively—are both nearly four feet high where the hood meets the front end.21 In addition, the shapes are important. The front end of a large pickup or SUVs is very boxy and flat compared to the sloping front end of the Ford Focus.
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          The author standing in front of a sedan. Sedans strike pedestrians low on the body, causing injuries to the legs and throwing them up on the hood. (Photo: Angie Schmitt)
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          The author in front of an SUV. SUVs strike pedestrians higher on the body and can push them under the wheels. (Photo: Angie Schmitt)

        
        That high front end is very bad news for pedestrians because higher bumpers hit pedestrians higher on the body, where our vital organs live. To put it in perspective, the top of the front end of a Ford Focus would hit me, at five foot six, in the upper thigh. A crossover SUV, meanwhile, would strike me just above the waist. The top of the front end of the Sierra and Expedition would strike me right in the middle of the chest.

        Getting struck by a car in the abdomen is much worse for survival odds than getting hit in the legs. A 2006 study comparing 526 pedestrian crashes involving SUVs and cars found that those struck by SUVs were at substantially higher risk for injuries to the abdomen.22

        That is one reason the National Highway Traffic Safety Administration (NHTSA) estimates that pedestrians struck by an SUV are two to three times more likely to be killed than those struck by a car. And for child pedestrians, who are more likely to be hit in the head, the risk is about quadrupled.23

        Pedestrians who are hit low in the body—by a Ford Focus, for example—tend to fall forward and hit the front of a car, with their head hitting the windshield, which often cracks and warps. Often the motion of the car pins them to the windshield, where they remain until the car comes to a stop.

        Meanwhile, not only might a child like Neallie Saxon be rendered invisible by the high profile of an SUV; he might then be struck in the head—the kind of injury most likely to be fatal—and then pushed under the tires and run over.

        Auto safety researchers have been warning about this problem since the early 2000s. But the catastrophic impacts of SUVs for pedestrian safety had been forgotten—or ignored—at least until pedestrian deaths started their recent upward march.
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          The author’s four-year-old son in front of a lifted Ford F250. (Photo: Angie Schmitt)

        
        One of the first to name the problem was university researcher Clay Gabler, who studies injury biomechanics. In the early 2000s, he conducted a study that found that large SUVs were causing about 110 deaths for every 1,000 collisions with pedestrians compared to about 45 deaths for sedans. When Gabler was interviewed for the science news site New Scientist in 2003, he said that there needed to be attention paid to the increased risk that SUVs presented to “the forgotten crash victims:” pedestrians. “Despite over 4000 pedestrian deaths a year, there are no pedestrian impact safety regulations under serious consideration in the US,” he said at the time, calling for “radical design changes” to SUVs, especially changes that would make the front ends more sloping and “car-like.”24 But those calls were obviously ignored.

        High hoods may also present special risks to wheelchair users. In 2018, Neil Kelly was the subject of an article in the Cincinnati Enquirer with the headline “Dear Drivers: This Man Would Like You to Stop Hitting Him.”25 The twenty-eight-year-old Cincinnati resident, who has been partially paralyzed since birth, was struck by vehicles on three separate occasions during a ten-month period while trying to commute by bus to his downtown job as a social services worker.

        Not every crash was serious, fortunately for Kelly. But even though he said in interviews, ironically, “I’ve been really lucky,” getting constantly hit by cars was nearly debilitating. The first time he was hit, in October 2017, he was trying to cross a downtown Cincinnati street on the way to his office. There were two right-turn lanes at the intersection where he crossed. The driver in the outside turn lane yielded, but the driver of an SUV in the inside lane did not see him and continued her turn.

        Kelly missed three days of work after that first crash. But worse, he said, was the damage to his wheelchair. The special wheelchair he uses cost $50,000, and it was totaled. Nonetheless, Kelly was forced to continue using it for an additional ten months while he haggled with the insurance companies.

        Visibility was likely a factor, he said. In each case, the vehicle was a large vehicle—two SUVs and one church van. “I think part of the problem was that I’m lower than most adults,” he said. “Not so low that I’m shorter than a kid. I measured it. I think I’m like four-foot-seven from the top of my head to the ground.”26

        That is fifty-five inches, which is taller than any of the full-size SUVs and pickup trucks I measured, but not by a lot. It is only about eleven inches taller than the front end of a Ford Expedition and only ten inches higher than a GMC Sierra.

        Wheelchair users like Kelly are already at increased risk for being hit by cars trying to cross the street. A 2015 study found that the pedestrian mortality rate for wheelchair users was 36 percent higher than that of the general population.27 These visibility issues are compounded by a range of other issues wheelchair users face in the pedestrian environment, from sidewalk obstructions to inaccessible curbs.

        Trying to adapt, Kelly has since gotten an orange flag to make himself more visible. “I take a lot of time to cross the crosswalk now,” he said. “I really only have the use of one hand, so I really pay attention to my right side. Because I’d really be in trouble if something happened to my right arm.”28

      
      
        Runaway Horsepower

        Another vehicle trend may also be aggravating the pedestrian safety crisis. Research has shown that “overpowered cars”—cars with a high horsepower-to-weight ratio—promote speeding. A 2016 study found that drivers of vehicles in the top 10 percent in horsepower-compared-to-weight were 38 percent more likely to speed by more than 10 miles per hour than drivers of those in the bottom 10 percent.29

        Unfortunately for pedestrians, vehicles have gotten much more powerful in recent years. According to the Insurance Institute for Highway Safety (IIHS), the average vehicle power (horsepower per one hundred pounds) increased by 60 percent for cars, 65 percent for pickup trucks, and 66 percent for SUVs between model years 1985 and 2015.30

        The IIHS reports that among 1981 model year vehicles, for example, 98 percent of vehicles had less than two hundred horsepower and 45 percent had less than one hundred by model year 2019, a majority had horsepower above two hundred. And fully 24 percent had horsepower above three hundred.

        Officials at the US Environmental Protection Agency (EPA) sounded the alarm about this horsepower arms race in 2008 and called for an end to six-hundred-horsepower sports cars and four-hundred-horsepower pickup trucks,31 but that call has been unheeded. Since the mid-1980s, increases in horsepower have eaten away almost all the increases in fuel economy, EPA data show. “In the two decades before model year 2004, technology innovation was generally used to increase vehicle power, and weight increased due to changing vehicle design, increased vehicle size, and increased content,” the agency wrote in a summary of industry trends. “During this period, average new vehicle fuel economy steadily decreased and CO2 emissions correspondingly increased.”32
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          Cars have become much more powerful over the last few decades, which may play a role in the pedestrian safety crisis. (Graph: Insurance Institute for Highway Safety)
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          (Source: US Environmental Protection Agency, 2019, Automotive Trends)

        
        Eric D. Lawrence, an auto writer for the Detroit Free Press, said that the motivation for carmakers is much the same as with SUVs: sales and hype. “Fiat Chrysler, for instance, got tremendous mileage, pardon the pun, by going all-in on horsepower,” he said. “A beast like the Dodge Demon”—840 horsepower—“was only a limited-run production, but the publicity helped move other high-horsepower Dodge offerings.”33

        Dodge’s marketing for these vehicles also shamelessly targets the most dangerous group of drivers: young men. A 2010 Super Bowl ad aired to 106 million people for the Charger (horsepower 707) was called “Man’s Last Stand” and, according to one analysis, presented the car “as a last defense of manhood against the symbolic castration betokened by the encroaching forces of bureaucratization and empowered femininity.”34

      
      
        Pedestrian Impact Safety Regulations

        Even though the concept has been occasionally debated since the 1970s, US vehicle safety regulations have never imposed any standards on automakers specifically to protect people outside the vehicles: pedestrians or cyclists. The United Nations has recommended such regulations for all member countries since 2004,35 and the European Union imposed rules to protect pedestrians beginning in 2010.36

        Europe’s New Car Assessment Programme (Euro NCAP) tests and scores vehicles on head impacts to pedestrians at 40 kilometers per hour (about 25 miles per hour) for both adults and children. To improve their scores, automakers have introduced safety features such as “active hood systems,” which raise the hood automatically during a collision with a pedestrian so as to soften the blow (Tesla uses these systems in Europe, and Buick uses them in China).37 Automakers have also adjusted by making their hoods slighter higher and more deformable so to soften the impact and have added such features as automatic emergency braking.

        Passive safety features on the front ends of large vehicles have been shown effective. A study from Germany found that pedestrians struck by cars with some of the highest Euro-NCAP pedestrian safety ratings were 35 percent more likely to survive a collision than those hit with cars with some of the lowest.38

        In 2015, the Obama administration made a move that would have been a major advancement. Citing SUV dangers specifically,39 the US Department of Transportation introduced a plan to add pedestrian safety scores to crash ratings that the NHTSA gives to cars. In its proposed rule-making, the NHTSA noted that efforts to regulate vehicles for pedestrian safety in Europe and Japan “have likely contributed to a downward trend in pedestrian fatalities.”40

        This overdue step forward would not have specifically imposed any requirements on automakers in the name of pedestrian safety; it is just a rating system. Strong ratings in the new car assessment program are nevertheless very sought after by automakers, who use them for marketing, and the ratings would act as a strong enticement to challenge them to design safer vehicles.

        Not all automakers were happy about the proposed new safety ratings, however. In its comments to regulators, General Motors, which is heavily invested in SUVs and pickups, objected to the creation of a separate category for pedestrian safety.41

        Some foreign automakers appeared to be more receptive. In its comments, Toyota said that the pedestrian safety score would help promote “global harmonization” with standards in Europe and other countries.42 (Japan, where Toyota is headquartered, has regulated vehicle design for pedestrian safety since 2003.)

        When Donald Trump was elected president in 2016 on an antiregulation platform, the pedestrian safety ratings measure in the United States stalled. The NHTSA would not tell the Detroit Free Press, for example, during the newspaper’s investigation when the rule would move forward.

        Finally, late in 2019, the NHTSA announced that it would be updating its five-star rating system to “consider new technologies tied to the safety of pedestrians and other vulnerable road users such as cyclists.”43 Exactly what is in the new rule will not be known until it is released, but according to the NHTSA news release, it seems that the agency will limit its ratings to whether or not cars include partially automated features like automatic emergency braking or automatic pedestrian detection. The NHTSA will likely stop short of evaluating how different body designs and different vehicle styles affect pedestrian safety.

        Back in the 1960s and 1970s, after Ralph Nader published Unsafe at Any Speed, these kinds of improvements—passive safety features, features that protect someone from devastating injury even in the event of a crash—were added to the interior of cars. Additions like airbags, seat belts, and padded dashboards all help absorb the impact of the blow when someone seated inside a car is in a crash. (All were initially opposed as standard equipment by auto companies. Airbags, for example, did not become standard until thirty years after they were invented, a decision that was litigated all the way to the US Supreme Court.)44

        To help save pedestrians, the front ends of cars need to be soft and collapsible. Hard internal parts, like engines, need to be moved away from the bumper. Hoods can be designed to pop up slightly and then give slightly like a cushion when they strike a person, experts say. “All these [are] things you see on the interior of the car—let’s get airbags to soften it up, remove sharp edges,” said Shaun Kildare, research director for the consumer safety group Advocates for Highway and Auto Safety. “So now we have to apply that to the outside of the vehicle.”45

        Consumer advocate Clarence Ditlow told Automotive News before his death in 2016 that “pedestrian protection is one of the last frontiers of vehicle safety.” He added, “NHTSA has been reluctant to regulate it because it so closely relates to styling.”46

        In part due to the soaring popularity of SUVs, even nongovernmental safety groups seem hesitant to impose any restraint on their sales or marketing. Lacking action by the federal government, the Insurance Institute for Highway Safety, an independent, industry-funded safety group, moved in 2019 to add its own category to its influential safety rankings to incorporate pedestrian safety, but the ratings will only evaluate tech additions like pedestrian detection systems and automatic braking (discussed in chapter 8), not differences in vehicle shape or size and its impacts on pedestrian safety. In fact, the organization gave three of the four top safety ratings in its first round to SUVs.47 A spokesperson for the organization said that “SUVs and pickups are not going away. Forcing design changes to the front ends of vehicles is more of a challenge.”48

      
      
        Big Cars, Big Profits

        The unfortunate reality is that the big, blunt noses of SUVs that kill pedestrians also sell cars—and at a big markup for automakers. In 2017, the average selling price for a midsized crossover SUV was $37,800, according to a Kelley Blue Book analysis—or about $13,000 more than the average midsized sedan. The selling price for small crossovers averaged $28,350, almost $9,000 more than a compact car.49

        That extra sales price becomes “margin builders for automakers,” a market analyst for Kelley Blue Book told Automotive News.50 “They cost more or less the same to build.”

        But although consumers have clearly embraced SUVs, it has not been without encouragement from the auto industry. The auto industry spends a staggering amount of money trying to influence consumers. In 2018, the industry spent $34.5 billion on advertising. Outside of retail in general, no US industry spends more on advertising than the auto industry. These ads work, and they overwhelmingly pushed Americans toward SUVs and large trucks.

        Nine of the ten top-advertised vehicles in late 2017 were SUVs or pickups, according to an analysis by CNBC.51 Ford, for example, spent $180 million in 2017 advertising its F-150 pickup, but only $10 million advertising its Fusion and C-Max (a hybrid sedan) combined. Chevy, meanwhile, spent a little over $100 million advertising its Silverado, compared to just over $10 million advertising the Volt, its hybrid vehicle, and practically nothing advertising the Bolt, its electric vehicle.52

        As the market moves toward SUVs, even the cars that remain on the market have been growing in size. For its 2019 model, Kia added 3.2 inches in length to its Forte compact car. Volkswagen added 1.3 inches to its 2019 Jetta, and Toyota added 2 inches to its Avalon. A 2011 Fiesta, for example, before Ford killed it, was 14 percent wider, 10 percent longer, and 37 percent heavier than the Fiesta of the 1970s.53 “Passenger cars are attempting to compete with SUVs,” Cars.com editor Joe Wiesenfelder said, by getting bigger.54

        The same bigger, wider, heavier trend is apparent in some of the oldest SUV models as well. The 2019 Toyota RAV4—one of the best-selling cars in the United States—weighs about one thousand pounds more than its 1999 version. The 2018 Jeep Cherokee weighs about eight hundred pounds more than its 1999 version.

      
      
        The Dark Appeal of the SUV

        One of the early critics of SUVs, former New York Times Detroit bureau chief Keith Bradsher, has said that the same features that kill pedestrians help automakers sell cars. Bradsher, author of the 2002 book High and Mighty, wrote that with SUVs, automakers tapped into primitive subconscious human impulses.55 Those were not always so magnanimous.

        One of the pioneering minds of the SUV industry, Bradsher wrote, was marketing savant named Clotaire Rapaille. His ideas about Americans’ base desires helped shape marketing and vehicle design at Chrysler in the 1990s. Rapaille’s theory was that Americans are terrified of crime. He blamed this fear not on a rational assessment of crime risks but on exposure to violent television and video games and the aging of the US population in general.

        “The archetype of a sport utility vehicle reflects the reptilian desire for survival,” Bradsher wrote.56 In other words, Americans liked the idea of being able to potentially crush whatever or whoever stood in their way. “I usually say, ‘If you put a machine gun on top of them, you will sell them better,’” Rapaille is quoted as saying. “Even going to the supermarket, you have to be ready to fight.”57

        Although High and Mighty was published in 2002, in hindsight much of it looks prophetic. In 2014, for example, BMW unveiled a bulletproof version of its X5 sport utility vehicle, which it described as “AK-47 proof.”58 By late 2019, one newspaper reported that “the market for bulletproof vehicles is exploding.”59
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          The 1997 RAV4 weighed as little as twenty-six hundred pounds. (Photo: Wikimedia Commons)

        
        
          [image: ]

          The 2019 RAV4 Hybrid is much larger and heavier than its original design. It weighs about eleven hundred additional pounds and has a much more aggressive—meaner-looking—front end. Those kinds of features help sell SUVs, but they kill pedestrians. Excluding pickup trucks, the RAV4 was the best-selling car in the United States in 2018. (Photo: Wikimedia Commons)

        
        Safety researchers call these kinds of features on a car or truck—how likely a particular model is to kill or injury occupants of other vehicles when there is a crash—aggressivity. In addition to killing pedestrians, some of the popular features in SUVs—such as high-riding front ends—also have horrifying impacts for drivers of sedans. An IIHS study analyzing crash statistics from 1989 to 2016 found that SUVs were 32 percent more likely to kill occupants of other cars in a crash,60 even though a great deal of energy has been invested by automakers to reduce “overlap” crash problems in recent years.

        Without any pushback, there is no sign that SUV sales are slowing down. A more disturbing recent development, from a safety perspective, is the embrace of SUVs by police forces. About one hundred thousand police vehicles are sold in the United States annually, MotorTrend estimates,61 and the SUV is now the vehicle of choice.

        The Police Interceptor Utility, a modified Ford Explorer, has been the highest-selling police vehicle since 2014.62 “The 2020 Ford Police Interceptor Utility is a beast,” Chris Terry, a Ford product communications spokesman, told the Detroit Free Press in 2018, bragging that it could go up to 150 miles per hour. “When a car blows past you at 120 miles an hour, you need to get that person off the road as quickly as possible in the interest of public safety.”63 (Police chases kill about 355 Americans annually, according to the Bureau of Justice Statistics. About one-third of those killed are innocent bystanders.64)

        To make matters worse, police SUVs are often outfitted with so-called bull or push bars—steel or aluminum bars affixed to the grille. These add-on features add to the aggressivity of the front end of SUVs. The bars give these trucks a macho, intimidating look and can be seen as an example of the creeping militarization of police equipment.

        Push bars or bull bars should probably not be allowed at all on vehicles that are used for city driving. Researchers reviewed nine studies in 2012 and found that these bars increase risks to pedestrians, especially child pedestrians, by concentrating the force of the blow as much as ten times. The international team of researchers urged regulators to take action.65 Bull bars have been banned in the United Kingdom for their deadly effects on pedestrians since 2010, but in the United States, the NHTSA has never been involved with regulating aftermarket vehicle modifications.

        Unfortunately, under the Trump administration, that seems unlikely to change. “Under President Trump, the bureaucracy in Washington is being hollowed out,” USA Today’s Bomey said. “Career bureaucrats are leaving. When you have that lack of manpower in addition to the lack of resources to actually run NHTSA, there may not be enough people to handle it.”66

        Even the antiregulation Trump administration might be forced to act if public pressure were really intense, he added. But there has not been much outcry on the public’s behalf. “People aren’t rising up and demanding this,” he said.

        Meanwhile, as SUVs have gotten more fuel efficient in the last decade, “the liberal critique of the SUV has faded,” he added. “Americans are sort of culpable from a cultural perspective,” he said. “We don’t really think about this as a health crisis.”67

      
    
  
    
      
        Chapter 6

        The Ideology of Flow

      
      In 2008, Whitney Stump got fed up with watching drivers run the stop sign in front of his house in Muncie, Indiana. Stump, a twenty-seven-year-old father and graduate student, reached out to city officials and requested a crosswalk. But Muncie City Hall refused his request, saying that a crosswalk was not needed because the intersection—the corner of Dicks and North Streets—was not by a school.

      So Stump took matters into his own hands. He went out to the quiet residential corner and carefully painted a crosswalk himself.

      To Stump’s credit, the paint job looked professional. Local police and city hall were not pleased, however. His act of resistance made the national news after he was arrested not once but twice; the second time, police caught him touching up his work. Stump eventually served ten hours in jail on charges of criminal mischief but was unapologetic to the end. “If they’re not going to provide a safe environment for me and my community, then I believe I have a moral obligation,” he told a local news station.1

      This character—the crosswalk vigilante—pops up in the news every so often. In 2013, Anthony Cardenas of Vallejo, California, “got tired of seeing people get run over here all the time” and painted a crosswalk on a four-lane street near his home. He was arrested but “received a hero’s welcome” in his neighborhood upon posting bail, CBS Sacramento reported.2

      More recently, in 2019, two local men painted a crosswalk on 16th Street Southeast in Washington, DC, following the death of a thirty-one-year-old pedestrian. The District Department of Transportation said that it had planned to install a crosswalk at the location, where it had been requested more than 250 days prior to the death of Abdul Seck, but city officials told radio station WTOP that they were waiting for the right weather.3

      These kinds of stories—local man with a paint can versus traffic safety authorities—can be a little amusing. But they are symptomatic of the real sense of anger people feel when being refused a basic, low-cost safety amenity like a crosswalk.

      These stories also raise a good question: Who dictates where and when crosswalks are needed? In the traffic engineering profession, that responsibility belongs not to nearby residents, elected officials, or even the engineering staff in the town, but to an obscure technical book called the Manual on Uniform Traffic Control Devices.

      
        The Manual on Uniform Traffic Control Devices

        The Manual on Uniform Traffic Control Devices (MUTCD) is one of the key federal guidebooks for US road design, mandating the rules for signals and signs that run through every city and hamlet in the United States. The purpose of this eight-hundred-page document is to provide uniformity in the look of highways across the nation, from the northern territories of Alaska to the tropics of Key West.

        The MUTCD not only tells engineers where and when to install crosswalks, it also tells them how they should look, which road signs are allowable and what they should say, what color they should be, and what font they should use. And the MUTCD—quite clearly—discourages traffic engineers from installing crosswalks. To understand why, a little background on the ideology in the transportation engineering profession is needed.

        “When considering how to make an intersection safe, engineers begin with a bias toward flow,” wrote Dan Albert in Are We There Yet, a history of the American automobile. “The technocratic language of highway and traffic engineering obscures an ideology. Traffic engineering trades safety for mobility.”4

      
      
        Crosswalk Warrants

        This same kind of ideology—rules that privilege the speed of cars and trucks over the safety of pedestrians—is seen throughout the MUTCD. One of the most striking examples of this “bias toward flow” is the manual’s instruction about where and when to add a marked crosswalk with a traffic signal.

        The MUTCD instructs engineers that a crosswalk with a traffic signal is only “warranted” if ninety-three pedestrians per hour are crossing at the location in question. Failing that, the MUTCD states that a crosswalk with a traffic signal can be warranted if five pedestrians are struck by cars at the location in a single year. In other words, five people have to be maimed or killed in a single year at a single location for it to warrant delaying drivers with a traffic light.

        The reason is that traffic engineers do not want to inconvenience drivers. The rule, said Christopher Monsere, professor and chair of civil and environmental engineering at Portland State University, is “purely delay based. We know from the research that giving vehicles a red signal is the best way to get pedestrians across,” Monsere said. “The warrant to get that . . . is very high.”5

        In recent years, more progressive engineers have begun speaking out about the bias toward flow. One of them is Peter Furth, a professor of civil engineering at Northeastern University. In 2016, Furth testified to the Boston City Council that standard engineering practices were putting pedestrians in the city at risk.

        For example, the Landmark Interchange by Fenway Park in Boston required pedestrians to wait almost two minutes to cross the street. The signals, Furth testified, were programmed by a standard engineering program called Synchro, which “is based on minimizing auto delay, and it doesn’t even calculate pedestrian delay.” But two minutes is just too long to ask pedestrians to wait for a walk signal. Faced with that long of a wait, many will jaywalk, and some may get hit and killed, Furth testified.6

        Throughout the MUTCD, pedestrians’ safety is traded for time savings for drivers. Furth pointed out, for example, that to reduce vehicle delay, the MUTCD allows engineers to program traffic lights so that pedestrians have just enough time to get to the median, in the center of the street. Then they must wait—with traffic whizzing by—for a second walk signal to complete the crossing.

        Defenders of the MUTCD will point out that engineers are allowed to use their so-called engineering judgment about many of these rules. In other words, there is a certain degree of flexibility to make decisions that deviate from the MUTCD’s guidelines, if local circumstances call for it.

        Engineers nevertheless feel a lot of pressure to abide by MUTCD guidance. There is a common perception that engineers who abide by the manual’s standards—and the municipalities and states they represent—are mostly shielded from liability, but that is not strictly correct; engineers simply have to document their engineering judgment if they deviate from the rules. The guidelines in this book are still powerful motivators, however, and the MUTCD carries with it the force of law.

      
      
        The Most Powerful Engineers No One Has Ever Heard Of

        The people who have the power to make changes to the MUTCD call themselves the National Committee on Uniform Traffic Control Devices (NCUTCD). They meet biannually in places like Columbus, Ohio, and Virginia Beach.

        This group of men—the group is overwhelmingly male—are, generally speaking, from the old school of traffic engineering. Many received their training during the Eisenhower era, when completing the Interstate Highway System was the industry’s primary focus.

        Today, a new school of thought is threatening to disrupt the status quo at the NCUTCD, as seen by the culture clash flare-up at the committee’s January 2019 meeting. That day, a progressive younger professional engineer named Bill Schultheiss proposed a change that would have advanced pedestrian safety across the United States. He proposed that every traffic signal in the country be required to have a pedestrian signal head that displays “Walk,” “Don’t Walk,” and a countdown timer. Currently, there is wide variation. As the NCUTCD wrote in its minutes,

        
          Some States install pedestrian signals at nearly every traffic signal where other States have far fewer installations. There are many signalized intersections across the Country where there is regular pedestrian activity without any provision of pedestrian signal heads.7

        

        Schultheiss—a twenty-year industry veteran who works for the Washington, DC–based Toole Design Group—proposed making these signals mandatory at every traffic signal. The change was especially critical, he argued, given the dramatic increase in pedestrian deaths currently under way.

        The NCUTCD brought the mandatory pedestrian signal heads up for a vote. The change was supported by more than half the members, but it failed to get the supermajority two-thirds needed for passage because a minority of voting engineers chose to prioritize cost savings over pedestrian safety. The proposed change was shelved.

        Signal heads only cost about $5,000 each—a rounding error compared to the cost of road projects—but some engineers were apparently concerned it would require additional investment, such as utility work or the construction of crosswalks. Those investments could theoretically cost as much as $50,000, some opponents reasoned.8

        Schultheiss wrote on Twitter that the decision was a moral failure. “When we discuss [the] cost of infrastructure we are making policy decisions and value judgments regarding who is important and whose life has value,” he said.9

        In many ways, though, the NCUTCD was working as it was designed. Its bylaws—requiring a two-thirds majority vote for changes—are designed to be conservative and to make change difficult. Those rules are necessary, backers will say, to ensure that changes are not approved without sufficient data to support them. But it also means that the engineering profession is, by design, slow to respond to new problems—like a decade-long escalation in pedestrian deaths.

      
      
        Group Bias

        The NCUTCD is a publicly sponsored organization, with voting members appointed by some of the most important traffic engineering institutions in the United States. But in some ways it is an insular group. The committee does no real public outreach. It does not seek input from experts in adjacent fields—like public health and urban planning. The culture of the committee itself is part of the problem, Schultheiss said. “These committees can . . . like any committee, be influenced by the bias of the people on it,” he said.10

        Civil engineers as a group are not representative of the populations who suffer the most from poor walking conditions. Traffic engineers are by definition professionals who can afford cars and thus at a minimum may lack direct experience with waiting for buses along suburban arterial roads marked for speeds of 45 miles per hour. They are also unrepresentative in other ways. According to census data compiled by the government transparency group Data USA, 85 percent of civil engineers are male, and 80 percent are white.11

        The industry has not been willing to confront these kinds of biases in a direct way, said Schultheiss. “There’s no recognition of the history of discrimination and institutional racism within our system,” he said. “We don’t talk about it. We’re afraid to talk about ethics, equity, and we hide behind these formulas. I think that’s where our business has failed.”12

        Part of the problem, said Veronica Davis, a black civil engineer and principal at the Washington, DC–based planning firm Nspiregreen, is lack of representation in the industry. Davis said that she was one of just seven women in her class of one hundred civil engineers at University of Maryland. Maybe five total were people of color, she said.13

        Today, traffic engineering’s biases might be more subtle than previously, but in the past, many US infrastructure policies were explicitly racist. For example, in the 1960s, Davis’s grandparents in Baton Rouge, Louisiana, were displaced when their whole neighborhood was leveled for the construction of Interstate 10. During that era, nearly one million people14—mostly low-income people or people of color—were displaced by highway projects. Neighborhoods of color were specifically targeted in a campaign of so-called slum clearance. “It was racism,” Davis said, that made her grandparent’s home a target, “because they weren’t poor. They had master’s degrees.”15

        Davis said that engineers have not been trained to think about the wider social consequences of their work. “Engineers aren’t taught about public involvement,” she said. “They’re taught where the road needs to go. They’re not taught about the people part.”16

        In a 2018 article in PE Magazine, an industry publication for traffic engineers, Schultheiss questioned whether the profession was living up to its code of ethics, which requires engineers to “hold paramount the safety, health, and welfare of the public.” In practice, he wrote, many dangerous designs that would predictably produce deaths have become part of the “standard practice” in the field because they help promote speed for drivers.

        “Is it ethical to seal engineering drawings for a project with deficiencies we know will likely result in people getting injured or killed because this was standard past practice?” he wrote. “When I discuss this question within my profession, it creates significant discomfort because nobody wants to feel complicit in the deaths of thousands of people every year and the related degradation of air quality and the environment. However, I and others believe we are undeniably complicit and ethically bound to change the system.”17

        These more progressive ideas have yet to be codified in some of the most important manuals, but that too is changing. In response in part to the slow evolution of guides like the MUTCD, more progressive engineering associations are increasingly releasing their own street design guides.

        Perhaps the most notable are those issued by the National Association of City Transportation Officials (NACTO), an industry group representing transportation officials in twenty-five major US cities.18 In 2011, NACTO released its bicycle design guide, which instructed engineers in how to create substantive, safe, and protected infrastructure for urban bicyclists. And in 2017, it followed up with a guide to designing public transit–oriented streets.

        These guidebooks still do not have the clout of the MUTCD, yet they have been important in providing additional tools for engineers focused on more vulnerable road users. In 2014, the Federal Highway Administration gave its unqualified support to NACTO’s Urban Street Design Guide, instructing engineers to use it “in conjunction with” other guidebooks like the MUTCD.19

      
      
        Forward Cities

        Instead of waiting for permission, some engineers and some cities are forging ahead to make safer conditions for pedestrians. Seattle, for example, is not waiting for the arbitrary ninety-three pedestrians per hour minimum to add a crosswalk. The city is piloting a program in which crosswalks are first installed and then pedestrians are counted afterward to see if they meet the ninety-three-per-hour threshold mandated by the MUTCD.20 In the city’s first experiment with this approach, on a six-lane arterial (15th Avenue NW at NW 53rd Street) in the Ballard neighborhood, early observations were that no pedestrians were crossing at the location.

        A funny thing happened after the city provided a safe crossing, however: people started using it. After the crosswalk’s installation, Seattle again measured the number of pedestrians crossing at the location, and it met the ninety-three per hour threshold.

        Portland, Oregon, is also using a policy for installing crosswalks that does not conform to the conventional engineering wisdom. There, city rules call for a crosswalk at any place where twenty pedestrians are crossing per hour. In addition, Portland city guidelines call for a controlled crosswalk—with a traffic signal—every 530 feet within zones of the city that are considered “pedestrian districts.” Outside of those areas, the standard is 800 feet. Portland’s “spacing guidelines for marked pedestrian crossings” call for a crossing at every bus stop as well.21

        Another leader is Montreal. In late 2019, Montreal mayor Valérie Plante proposed a “paradigm change” in the city’s policy toward pedestrians. She announced that all twenty-three hundred traffic lights in the city would be updated with walk signals and countdown timers. In addition, the city planned to add four to six seconds of crossing time to every one to accommodate “the most vulnerable road users,” such as older people and children.

        Plante articulated the counterargument to the “ideology of flow” used in the MUTCD perfectly. “What is more important: the lives of people or [for traffic] to be more fluid, in a way that it goes faster?” Plante was quoted as saying. “For me, as mayor, the choice is obvious. It will always be security.”22

      
      
        Vision Zero

        Against the ideology of flow has risen a countermovement with the radical premise that no amount of traffic deaths should be considered acceptable. The concept—known internationally now as Vision Zero—originated in 1995 in Stockholm. There, newly appointed Swedish road administration director Claes Tingvall had become fixated on a crash that had killed five young people. Their car had hydroplaned and struck a concrete lamppost. When Tingvall inquired about removing the post, he was told that doing so would be an admission of guilt on the part of the agency. “I was shocked over the mentality that prevailed,” he told the engineering firm AF Consult in 2017. “That crashes were subject to moralization and the cause was always sought in the actions of the victims.”23

        At the time, Swedish transport policies called for balancing safety concerns with other priorities like cost savings and “accessibility.” In other words, the government was willing to accept some number of deaths so as to facilitate fast travel—in a very similar way to how traffic safety is currently thought of in the United States.

        Tingvall proposed a radical new way of approaching the issue. He argued that safety, not speed, should be the clear, countervailing priority. He called it an “ethical mandate”24 and sought to design the nation’s roadways to make the inevitable human mistakes less deadly.

        Today, Sweden’s traffic death rate is about one-third that of the United States’ on a per capita basis. In Sweden in 2017, there were 254 traffic deaths, about half the number from 1997.25 Between 2000 and 2017, traffic safety on a per capita basis improved almost four times faster in Sweden than in the United States26 and Sweden has all but eliminated child traffic deaths. In 2012, for example, just one child under age seven was killed in a car crash in that country of ten million.27 If the United States could match Sweden’s per capita traffic safety record, nearly thirty thousand lives would be saved in the United States annually.

        In the United States, people blame road users—pedestrians, drivers—when someone is killed. The National Highway Traffic Safety Association, for example, states that “94 percent of accidents are caused by human error.”28

        But as Tingvall noted, that is not the way it works in other fields, such as nuclear power or aviation. “In every situation a person might fail,” Tingvall said. “The road system should not.”29

        He put forth a different conception of traffic risk. System designers—like traffic engineers—Vision Zero posits, share responsibility with road users for deaths or serious injuries that occur within the system. The Swedish policy is not to rely on education and trying to control the way pedestrians behave, and it does not do much enforcement. In rural areas, cameras are used, but not much in cities.

        “There’s not a lot of evidence that finger wagging about certain behavior produces differences in how people are behaving,” explained Daniel Firth, who was Stockholm’s chief strategy officer for transportation until 2017. There is a huge, overarching effort in Sweden to control drivers’ speed, however. That is primarily achieved by engineering—by redesigning roads. “It should be really clear as a road user what the appropriate speed is, and in a lot of places, it should be almost impossible to go over it,” said Firth.30

        In Sweden, an approach called the “right speed in the city” method is used. Each street in Sweden is categorized based on uses and characteristics. It is a major arterial? It is an important busway? Is it a shopping area, with lots of foot traffic? Is it a street used by emergency services? Does it serve an industrial area?

        “Based on these dimensions you put in this Excel file . . . it spits out the appropriate speed,” said Firth.31

        Then the street is redesigned to “self enforce.” Speed bumps and speed tables—raised crosswalks—are used to slow down drivers in areas where pedestrians are present. In some places, streets may actually be physically narrowed with “bump outs” at intersections that shorten the crossing distance for pedestrians and force drivers to turn more slowly.

        In addition, Swedish transport planners might plant trees near a road to narrow the road’s look and feel. Visual cues can be used to tell drivers to slow down. If money is tight, paint can be used to visually narrow the roadway. Concrete bollards might also be placed in the middle of a street to force drivers to take tight, controlled left turns or give pedestrians a midblock refuge while walking to complete a crossing.

        The guiding principle in Swedish traffic safety is to ensure that the human body is not exposed to impacts that will cause death and serious injury. So in areas where pedestrians are present—residential areas or shopping districts, for example—the speed limit is mostly limited to 30 kilometers per hour (about 18.5 miles per hour). At that speed, even when a pedestrian is struck by a car, the odds of survival are very high: only about 6 percent of pedestrians struck at that speed die.32 On highways, Sweden uses barriers to prevent head-on collisions. In higher-speed areas where two cars might collide but pedestrians are not present, the country imposes speed limits of 50 kilometers per hour (about 31 miles per hour)—approximately the speed at which a right-angle T-bone-style crash will be survivable for drivers or passengers.33

      
      
        Vision Zero in the United States

        Sweden’s transport safety policy has been praised by international experts and has been exported all over the world, including to the United States. More than forty US cities—including New York, Boston, Los Angeles, Chicago, Denver, San Antonio, Fort Lauderdale, and Macon, Georgia—have adopted Vision Zero policies aimed at entirely ending traffic deaths over time,34 and many have had Vision Zero programs since the early 2010s. Perhaps the most substantive effort has been from New York.

        In 2018, five years after New York City committed to Vision Zero, its traffic deaths fell to a record low of two hundred.35 That was down almost a third from 2013 and the lowest number since 1910.

        “Vision Zero efforts started in 2014, and we saw annual declines yearly through 2018,” said Marco Conner, co–deputy director of New York City’s nonprofit Transportation Alternatives, which advocates for better conditions for local transit riders, cyclists, and pedestrians. “I think that has been remarkable in the face of rising traffic fatalities nationwide during that period.”36

        Like in Sweden, street redesigns have been a core part of New York City’s Vision Zero efforts. The city reports that it conducted hundreds of street safety interventions between 2013 and 2018, including adding bike lanes at a rate of about fifty miles per year. There are now more than 1,200 miles of bike lanes in the city—a 30 percent increase since the start of Vision Zero.

        Protected bike lanes with some kind of physical delineation from traffic, like bollards or curbs, have been shown in particular to reduce collisions—not just for cyclists, but for motorists and pedestrians as well. A 2014 New York City Department of Transportation (NYCDOT) report found that on six Manhattan corridors that have added protected bike lanes—on streets like Broadway, Columbus Avenue, and 8th Avenue—overall crashes were reduced 17 percent, and pedestrian injuries fell by 22 percent. Meanwhile, the bike lanes in general did not have any negative effect on vehicle traffic; the department reported that travel times on those streets stayed the same or in some cases even improved as much as 35 percent.37

        New York City also made other efforts to slow speed, following Sweden’s model. For example, NYCDOT added 363 speed humps in 2018.38

        In pursuit of Vision Zero, NYCDOT has also given special attention to its intersections. One of the city’s most effective measures was simply giving pedestrians a bit of a head start at traffic lights. Since 2013, the city has retimed almost four thousand traffic signals to add “leading pedestrian intervals,” which give pedestrians a five- to seven-second head start crossing the street before vehicles get a green light. That few extra seconds is important because it gives pedestrians a chance to get into the center of the intersection—where they will be visible—before cars start making left turns. Left turns are very dangerous for pedestrians and difficult for drivers in part because a car’s side pillar between the windshield and door obscures a driver’s view.

        Leading pedestrian intervals are inexpensive, costing around $1,200 each to install, but studies have shown that they can make a big difference. In 2016, NYCDOT found that fatalities and serious injuries declined 40 percent at the intersections where these timing devices were installed.39

        The city has used other low-cost intersection treatments to ensure that drivers go slower when making left turns. It has also “hardened” more than two hundred intersections by installing bollards between the yellow lines at the center of an intersection.40 The treatment is designed to force drivers making left turns to slow down and make the turn at a sharper angle.

        Conner said that those two treatments—the introduction of leading pedestrian intervals and intersection hardening—seem to have had an enormous effect on pedestrian safety in particular. “From 2016 to ’17, we saw the biggest drop in pedestrian fatalities that I’ve ever seen,” Conner said. “It was a 38 percent reduction.”41

        New York City residents had called for the city to add leading pedestrian intervals as early as the 1990s. In 2007, Transportation Alternatives pressed Mayor Michael Bloomberg’s office to add the treatments. “We know that failure to yield is the second-leading cause of fatalities in the city,” said Conner. “The fact that it took almost twenty years since as far as we know they were first called upon to do it by advocates . . . It’s mind-blowing to think of the lives that could have been saved if they would have done this earlier.”42

        New York City mayor Bill de Blasio deserves credit for what he has accomplished, said Conner, but in some ways, the effort has still been too limited. “He hasn’t fully recognized the crisis, and that is a crisis we can actually do something about,” he said. “I think we’ve kind of reached the limit of what can be done without a willingness to draw a line in the sand and say, ‘We in the city are not going to prioritize the speedy movement or cars of the storage of cars over safety.’ . . . People have gotten used to free parking and wide roads as a right. It’s going to take political courage and a commitment to prioritizing life over the convenience of a few car owners.”43

      
      
        Mixed Results

        Looking at US Vision Zero cities more broadly, the results are difficult to judge at this point. Through 2018, only New York City and, perhaps, San Francisco showed any clear, sustained decline in traffic deaths. San Francisco’s death rate also dropped to a one-hundred-year low in 2017, but in 2019, it had surpassed that number—twenty-three—by August.44 Even in New York, 2019 was a bad year, with fatalities jumping 9 percent to 218 deaths.45

        Portland, Oregon, is another city that has made a notable effort. After agreeing to Vision Zero in 2016, Portland lowered default speed limits in residential areas to 20 miles per hour.46 More than $100 million has been spent on crosswalks as well as speed cameras and beacons that warn drivers that a pedestrian is crossing.47 But in 2019, Portland was bracing to have its second bloodiest year since 2008.

        Under fire in the local alternative weekly newspaper, Willamette Week, city commissioner Chloe Eudaly said, “It’s deeply troubling. I’ve been asking myself, ‘What are we doing wrong, and what can we do faster?’”48

        Grassroots advocates say that there is simply a lack of political will for change. “The way that they’re operating, in the same manner that they’ve been operating, they’re going to get the same results,” neighborhood activist Anjeanette Brown told the paper.49

        Jonathan Maus, editor of the Portland-based transportation news site Bike Portland, said that city leaders still have not really broken the habit of prioritizing drivers’ speed and convenience over safety. “For the first time in decades our city transportation department has lots of revenue and they’re doing so many projects it’s hard to keep track—but they still aren’t taking the bull by the horns,” he said.50

        Even in Sweden, progress on Vision Zero has not been “linear,” as New York City transportation officials would say. In 2018, traffic deaths in Sweden increased 28 percent over the previous year,51 and Norway has recently surpassed Sweden as the world leader on traffic safety.52

        “There’s definitely a recognition in Sweden that it has . . . I wouldn’t say stalled, but the early successes are going to be hard to replicate,” said Firth. “There’s a reason it’s called Vision Zero and not plan zero, because we know this is going to be really, really hard.”53

        In some cities, Vision Zero efforts have also faced a painful backlash. Los Angeles mayor Eric Garcetti introduced a Vision Zero plan in 2017. As part of the effort, the city conducted “road diets” on nine miles of roads on the west side of Los Angeles in 2017. In response, outraged neighborhood residents attempted to recall their city council representative, Mike Bonin, who was a supporter of Vision Zero.54 And commuters who used local roads to avoid congested highways began fundraising for a lawsuit to overturn the city’s decision. Eventually, the city capitulated and reversed a number of the projects.

        Some experts say that it is simply too early to say whether Vision Zero is working in the United States. Most US cities are small enough that there is a fair amount of statistical noise in the data, especially when it comes to fatalities. “This will take time and leadership and the political courage to do what works,” Vision Zero network director Leah Shahum said.55

        Some international cities have made bigger commitments than any US city. London’s mayor Sadiq Khan is having the front end of city buses redesigned and speed-limiting technology installed in his quest to reduce deaths and serious injuries by 50 percent by 2030 and eliminate them entirely by 2041.56 Large portions of the city have speed zones dedicated as 20 miles per hour. City of London Police have an entire crash investigations unit that seeks to get to the bottom of every fatality and serious injury and make recommendations for systemic improvements that could help avoid the next one. London’s traffic fatality rate is about half that of New York City’s on a per capita basis.

        But London also struggled with Vision Zero initially, said Firth. One of the city’s first major moves was to paint bike lanes on the streets—“Cycle Superhighways,” they were called. But many of them were low quality and put cyclists in a dangerous position.

        “You almost have to kind of make a bunch of mistakes at the beginning before you get it right,” said Firth. “That’s what Vision Zero does. It puts this blow torch on you to do the right thing.”57

      
    
  
    
      
        Chapter 7

        A Hard Right Turn

      
      On October 3, 2015, five hundred elementary students convened in the parking lot of Biggs Park Mall in Lumberton, North Carolina. There, outside the JCPenney, Foot Locker, and GNC, in the county seat of Robeson County, a lower-income manufacturing region, they prepared to do something that is increasingly unusual in the United States: walk to school.

      Of the 235 schools that took part in Walk to School Day across North Carolina, this October event—the fruit of successful collaboration between the state Department of Transportation and Division of Health—was the biggest ever.1 There to cheer on Tanglewood Elementary students as they began their half-mile journey were many of Lumberton’s notable people as well as “Rocky the Bear,” the mascot of the local hospital district, which helped sponsor the event.

      It was a lot of ceremony and preparation for a half-mile walk, but it reflects just how unusual walking to school has become in the United States. During the late 1960s, 48 percent of US schoolchildren got to school by foot or bicycle, but by 2009, the number had dropped to just 13 percent.2

      The idea behind Safe Routes to School, a federally sponsored transportation program dating to 2000,3 is that a little encouragement can make a difference. North Carolina’s Safe Routes to School program had been offering support to schools like Tanglewood for years, providing not just pep rallies, but safety training for students and, on occasion, physical infrastructure upgrades, like crosswalks.

      But in 2018, just as the pedestrian safety crisis in the United States was reaching its height, North Carolina officials slashed the program’s budget by 90 percent. A state transportation official told a reporter, “We are committed to this program and the tenets of this program” but that the state’s hands were tied, in part, by changes to federal regulations.4

      State officials were referring to an obscure federal funding program passed in 2012. That year, just as pedestrian deaths were beginning their as-yet-uninterrupted climb, lawmakers in Washington, DC, signed a two-year, $105 billion national surface transportation spending package that weakened already meager federal support for biking and walking.

      The spending bill, known by the shorthand acronym MAP-21, eliminated Safe Routes to School as a stand-alone program. It was folded into a larger program called “Transportation Alternatives,” funded at just over $800 million a year. That dollar figure—amounting to a 33 percent cut from $1.2 billion—would become the total federal support for walking and biking.5 States could still offer Safe Routes to School, if they chose, but they would have less federal support.

      Keep in mind that 2012 was a time of intense national interest in walking and biking. Census estimates show that biking to work, for example, had increased 60 percent between 2008 and 2012.6 Around this era, in 2014, the New York Times wrote an article about bike culture among young urban dwellers (“the bike-to-work generation”) that was influencing mainstream fashion.7

      But that kind of cultural zeitgeist did not seem to register in the US Senate. In September 2011, for example, Tom Coburn, then a Republican senator from Oklahoma, attempted to block a vote authorizing all highway spending unless his amendment, which called for zeroing out all federal support for biking and walking, was brought up for a vote.8

      Even prior to this era, though, the safety of people on bicycle or foot was never really considered a core federal transportation concern. That, said Andy Clarke, who was head of the League of American Bicyclists from 2003 to 2013, was partly because of the two lobbying groups with the greatest power in Washington transportation discussions: highway builders and state transportation officials. “Highway guys would say, ‘Why are we frittering away money on this stuff that isn’t real?’” Clarke said.9

      Meanwhile, state departments of transportation, like the Georgia Department of Transportation, and their professional associations for the most part offered only limited support. “Generally speaking, state DOTs and the people who work there just really don’t feel like this is their responsibility, along with historic preservation and environmental protection and equity stuff,” Clarke said. “It’s a sense that it’s just subverting their core mission of building highways for cars.”10

      Safe Routes to School—being a small, safety-related program aimed at children—had never been subject to attack before, however. It was first introduced in the late days of the Clinton administration and survived the George W. Bush presidency with little challenge. Up to this point, the partisan divide on biking and walking had not been very apparent. But 2012 was an antagonistic moment in the nation’s capital. When MAP-21 passed, it was near the height of the Tea Party Obama backlash, shortly after Republicans took back the House of Representatives. “Bike-pedestrian issues were more the easy target,” Clarke said. “The bike and ped stuff is 1 percent of the budget.”11

      The reasons for that are subject to debate. Overall, party polarization has been growing. In addition, urban-rural partisan division has become more entrenched, said Clayton Nall, associate professor of political science at the University of California, Santa Barbara. “Back in the day, the Republican Party was actually pushing urban policy,” he said. “Corporate friendly urban policy, like opportunity zones.”12

      Since then, however, the Republican Party has become more overtly antiurban. Based on survey data of Americans’ political attitudes, it is unclear when and why that happened, but there has been a shift, said Nall. “White flight has had this result of leaving very few white swing voters in urban areas who would benefit from this kind of spending,” he said. “Because there are so few Republican voters in cities anymore . . . which is where a lot of these debates over bike and pedestrian infrastructure are happening . . . the Republican Party no longer sees who this would appeal to.”13

      Generational gaps may also play a role. Beginning in the early 2000s, there was a celebrated movement—by the media, anyway—away from driving and toward walking and biking, especially among younger generations. “Congestion and the high cost of car ownership may have cooled the romance between Americans and their cars, especially for younger adults,” Mary Wisniewski at the Chicago Tribune wrote in 2018.14

      Wisniewski was citing a survey sponsored by Allstate that showed that more than half of millennials thought that a car was not worth the cost of upkeep and that they would rather be doing something other than driving. But whatever young people’s preferences—and rising housing costs in “walkable” transit-friendly areas do suggest a growing preference—younger people do not have the political clout, it seems, to put those values into practice. Despite millennials’ stated preferences to drive less, Allstate’s survey showed that they drive about as many miles as their parents: only 13 percent reported they could “live without access to a vehicle.”15

      Meanwhile, Congress was getting increasingly older. The average age of a member of the 116th US Congress was fifty-seven. For US Senators, the average age was just shy of sixty-three, according to Quorum Analytics.16

      It is also possible that Republican opposition to biking, walking, and transit investment simply arose to some extent in response to growing interest in these modes in more progressive Democratic strongholds like New York City and Portland. Nall said that the survey data point to a sea change in partisan opinion around alternatives to driving around 2010. “This was around the time Republicans like [former Wisconsin Governor] Scott Walker were killing off High Speed Rail,” which had been proposed and passed early in Obama’s term as part of the stimulus bill, he said. “There’s this message that cars are crucial to the American way of life and that Democrats are trying to engage in social engineering.”17

      Whatever the underlying cause, Republican-led assaults on transportation funding continued throughout the Obama administration and beyond. In 2015, for example, as Congress was gearing up to pass another transportation bill, Americans for Prosperity and a number of other right-wing groups associated with the infamous dark money political donors Charles and David Koch wrote a letter to Congress calling for total elimination of federal walking and biking funds.18 They might have succeeded, given the new Republican majorities in the House and Senate, were it not for Rick Larsen, congressman from Washington state, who rallied minority Democrats on the House Transportation Committee to refuse to advance any bill that eliminated federal support for biking and walking.19

      By 2015, when the bill was passed, pedestrian deaths were already 25 percent higher than they had been just five years prior, but the issue failed to register in federal negotiations. That year, Congress passed a mostly status-quo extension of the 2012 bill, leaving cuts to biking and walking mostly in place. That bill—the FAST Act, it was called—continues to fund US transportation programs today.

      The lack of federal support for pedestrian safety is costly. In 2010, the National Highway Traffic Safety Administration (NHTSA) estimated the social and economic costs of traffic crashes to be about $836 billion.20 The share that would be related to walking and biking injuries would be roughly $125 billion. In other words, bike and pedestrian crashes cost Americans the equivalent of about $400 per person per year in 2010. Since that time, pedestrian fatalities have increased dramatically.

      Pedestrians and cyclists now account for about one in five traffic deaths in the United States. But these modes receive just about 1.5 percent of federal transportation funding, or about $2.65 per American per year.

      
        Austerity Meets Crisis

        By 2018, the damage of some of these policies was apparent, even if no one in Washington was explicitly acknowledging the connection. That year was the most deadly year for pedestrians in a generation. But even as the crisis accelerated, states like North Carolina were scaling back their already anemic support.

        In 2018, North Carolina officials slashed $13.5 million from the state’s $15 million budget for Safe Routes to School. Part of the problem, they explained, was that MAP-21 required the state to provide a 20 percent match for federal funds for the program. In the years after 2012, the state had been able to use leftover funding to make the match, but now that funding had run out. In addition, North Carolina transportation officials had political obstacles at the state level to continuing support for the program.

        In 2011, a supermajority of Republicans had been elected to the North Carolina Statehouse. Two years later, in 2013, they passed a law saying that no stand-alone bike or pedestrian project would be eligible for state funding. “We have not had one single dollar go to bicycle or pedestrian projects in any part of the state” since then, said Terry Lansdell, the executive director of BikeWalk NC.21

        Prior to 2013, North Carolina had been making progress on bike and pedestrian safety, trying to tie it to other statewide health and welfare programs. Smart Growth America recently named North Carolina the seventh most dangerous state in the country for pedestrians and cyclists, and the loss of funding, said Lansdell, “hurts dramatically.”22

        There was yet another painful effect of the 2012 federal spending bill: in addition to slashing total support, it made investing in biking and walking optional for states—to a big degree. The law (MAP-21) allowed states to transfer up to half of their transportation alternatives funding to other things, like highway projects, and many chose to do so.

        In a single quarter in 2017, for example, eight states—Alabama, Connecticut, Iowa, Louisiana, New Hampshire, Nevada, Oregon, and Wisconsin—transferred a total of $29 million out of their transportation alternatives funding and moved it to other programs: namely, roads and highways.23 Margo Pedroso, deputy director of the Safe Routes to School National Partnership, said that about 20 percent of the $850 million the federal government provides to states for walking and biking projects gets transferred to roads projects. “The largest offender is Texas,” she said. “They get so much money and they transfer 50 percent pretty regularly.”24

        Texas does so even though it had 615 pedestrian deaths in 2017, roughly 10 percent of the national total.25 Each year, Texas “flexes” away about $35 million that could be used to help its embattled pedestrians and cyclists.

      
      
        The Trump Era

        Following the presidential election of Donald Trump, Elaine Chao, a former Bush administration appointee and “distinguished fellow” for the Heritage Foundation, was appointed to head the US Department of Transportation (US DOT). As transportation secretary, Chao’s US DOT echoed a right-wing talking point that biking, walking, and transit were local concerns that should be funded by the local government, not the federal government.26 When the Republican Party wrote its 2016 presidential platform, the transportation policy recommendations were borrowed almost verbatim from the Heritage Foundation. The platform called mass transit “an inherently local affair that serves only a small portion of the population, concentrated in six big cities.” Trails and sidewalks, the platform said, “should be funded through other sources.”27

        Congress ignored the platform, however, and proceeded to fund transit and walking and biking at Obama-era levels. Still, Chao was able to weaken federal funding through a smaller pool of $1.5 billion discretionary funding provided to the US DOT. Chao, to a large extent, reoriented a popular $500 million Obama-era program that had funded bike and pedestrian projects toward highway spending.

        During the Obama administration, the US DOT called the grant program TIGER (Transportation Investment Generating Economic Recovery) and allocated $142 million for biking and walking in a single grant cycle. In addition, nearly $400 million was awarded to “multimodal projects,” mostly road projects that had a biking or walking element.28 But the same grant program, renamed and run by Chao’s DOT, allocated 70 percent of the funding to roads and bridges and none—zero dollars—to walking and biking projects.29 What had once been a welcome source of safety funding for urban areas was neutralized.

        Even so, Pedroso said that she thinks some of the worst partisan fights are in the past. She adds that biking and walking investment has recovered somewhat in recent years thanks to increased local support. “This temporary period where it became very partisan did coincide with death rates rising,” she said. “Communities could have taken steps, but they were hamstrung a little bit by federal funds.”30

        Fortunately, as federal biking and walking policy regressed, taxpayers in many urban (and suburban) areas were stepping up to fill the gap. Responding to the recent increased interest in walkability, a number of major metro areas passed big measures to support safer sidewalks and other biking and walking infrastructure.

        In 2017, for example, Kansas City, Missouri, voters approved a bond package that included $150 million for sidewalk repairs.31 Atlanta passed a $150 million infrastructure bond in 2015, with $80 million in spending earmarked for “complete streets”—street safety projects that incorporate bike and pedestrian elements.

        Maybe the most promising example is from Hillsborough County, Florida, home to Tampa. The greater Tampa region was ranked the ninth most deadly for pedestrians in 2019.32 In 2018, voters there elected to raise the sales tax by 1 percent, and the tax will generate $276 million annually, of which 12 percent is reserved for walking and biking and 45 percent is reserved for transit. The remaining funds will be dedicated to road projects. Remarkably, the roads money was specifically earmarked not for projects that increase car capacity and widen streets, but for projects that improve safety and accessibility.

        “These kinds of local initiatives are bubbling up from the people saying, ‘We’ve had enough,’” Christina Barker, a volunteer activist who helped lead the effort, said following the measure’s passage. “We have some of the most dangerous streets in the country and we have next to no options for people who don’t have a car. This funding is really going to transform the city of Tampa and the county around it.”33 There seemed to be strong consensus for change in Tampa, and the measure passed by a ten-point margin.34

        Unfortunately, even in these cases, partisan acrimony can be an obstacle. That is especially true in the states that need investment the most, many of which are so-called red states. Just under a year after the Hillsborough County measure passed, José Oliva, Republican Speaker of the Florida House of Representatives, asked the Florida Supreme Court to overturn the measure. A Republican county commissioner named Stacy White had challenged the constitutionality of the ballot language. The case was heard by the state supreme court in February 2020, and a decision is forthcoming.35

        Tyler Hudson, a Tampa lawyer and campaign chair for All for Transportation, the citizen-led campaign that placed the transportation initiative on the ballot by petition and advocated for its passage, said that even when public consensus is clear—like 57 percent support for a ballot measure—state and local Republicans cannot accept it. “State lawmakers gave Floridians the power to tax themselves to fix transportation, and when Tallahassee Republicans disagree with how voters use that power, they fight tooth and nail in court to avenge their political defeats,” he said.36

      
    
  
    
      
        Chapter 8

        Pedestrian Safety on the Technological Frontier

      
      Just outside downtown Tempe, Arizona, along a wide, dusty highway, there is a small memorial to the victim of the most famous pedestrian-vehicle crash in history. Two wooden crosses and some flowers stand alongside Mill Avenue, where the dense brick buildings of downtown Tempe thin out into desert and parking lots. Here is where Elaine Herzberg, a forty-nine-year-old homeless woman, was killed by a computer-piloted Uber car on March 18, 2018. She was the first pedestrian ever killed by a self-driving car.

      That night around 10 p.m., Herzberg had been walking her bike across the street in a dark location about 360 feet from a crosswalk. The red Hyper-brand bike she was riding—the kind you can buy for one hundred dollars at Walmart—was loaded with plastic bags containing her belongings, which might help explain why the laser-based sensor system (or LiDAR, for light detection and ranging) in the Volvo SUV did not immediately recognize her as either a bicyclist or a pedestrian.

      Normally when a pedestrian is killed, investigators have to resort to unreliable witnesses and guesswork to reconstruct what happened—if anyone even bothers—but this was not an ordinary pedestrian death. The death of Elaine Herzberg was an international media event.

      The last moments of her life were recorded by a camera and turned over to police and federal investigators and then viewed by people all over the world. In this, the rarest of cases, everyone could see exactly what happened.

      The video footage, shot in black and white from the dashboard camera, shows the SUV proceeding down the dark desert highway. Very shortly before impact, the car’s headlights light up Herzberg’s lower body. She appears suddenly, emerging from a shadow in the road.

      Less than a second before her death, the headlights finally light up her face. It is turned away from traffic, directed at the median ahead. She had almost arrived at that landscaped refuge, and until those final milliseconds, she seemed relatively relaxed. She probably expected the driver to notice her and slow down. Herzberg did not know that the car heading toward her was driven by a computer program undergoing high-stakes beta testing on Arizona residents.

      Finally, she turns and looks over her shoulder at the approaching car, her eyes appearing to lock with the camera with an expression that is not fully captured. Then her face is obscured, at close distance, by a motion blur, and the video is clipped, right before impact, for her sake and viewers’.

      
        Will Self-Driving Cars Save Us?

        Some people believe that self-driving cars will someday eliminate pedestrian crashes entirely—or nearly so. A system of perfectly calibrated self-driving cars could reduce traffic fatalities 90 percent or more, the Atlantic’s Adrienne LaFrance, among others, has said,1 but that assertion relies on many flawed assumptions—including that 94 percent of crashes can be attributed to so-called human error.

        Nevertheless, the companies pursuing the self-driving cars tout safety as a foundational moral imperative for the technology, and on some level, it is a compelling vision. As discussed in earlier chapters, people are just not very reliable drivers. They get sleepy and drunk and very old and distracted. And they contribute to the deaths of more than thirty-five thousand Americans a year in countless ways.

        The early experience with self-driving cars in the United States has been far from utopian, however. An investigation by local police and, later, by the National Traffic Safety Board showed that before striking Herzberg, Uber’s forty-four-hundred-pound Volvo XC90 SUV did not brake significantly. She was hit at about 40 miles per hour, even though the car’s self-driving system detected an object in the road—Herzberg—a full six seconds before the crash. It would later be revealed that Uber’s cars did not “include a consideration for jaywalking pedestrians”—an astonishing oversight.

        “Even the most junior human driver knows to expect that people sometimes walk outside of crosswalks,” Jason Levine, executive director of the Center for Auto Safety told the Washington Post. He added that other autonomous vehicle companies could be testing cars with similar limitations, but it is not known because there is really no day-to-day government oversight of the industry.2

        The Herzberg case is a cautionary tale about how self-driving car technology, in the absence of robust protections, can go very badly for the public—and especially the most vulnerable.

        At the time Herzberg was hit and killed, there were no specific regulations at all—from either the federal government or the state of Arizona—to protect the public from self-driving cars. The US DOT has issued a set of voluntary best practices3 for autonomous vehicle companies but has not yet imposed any specific regulations.

        Self-driving cars were a common sight in Maricopa County at the time Herzberg was killed. Arizona’s governor, Doug Ducey, had welcomed Uber to test its self-driving cars in 2015, bragging about the state’s industry-friendly environment.4 “While California puts the brakes on innovation and change with more bureaucracy and more regulation, Arizona is paving the way for new technology and new businesses,” Ducey boasted the following year.5

        Uber was considered—correctly, it turns out—to be one of the more freewheeling companies testing self-driving cars. California had recently ousted Uber’s Advanced Technologies Group after one of its cars was caught on camera running a red light in San Francisco.6

        Although Ducey was enthusiastic—boastful, in fact—about the partnership, many ordinary Arizona residents felt differently. A 2018 New York Times article highlighted a number of vigilante “attacks” on robot cars by enraged residents armed with sticks and knives. A Chandler, Arizona, man told the New York Times, for instance, “I don’t want to be their real-world mistake.”7

        Autonomous vehicle testing does raise a lot of ethical questions. Arizonans—people like Elaine Herzberg—did not explicitly consent to have a potentially life-threatening technology beta-tested on them and their families. In other fields—pharmaceuticals, for example—companies are forbidden from testing potentially lethal new products on patients without their explicit consent. Self-driving car companies, meanwhile, are expected to police themselves.

        Governors like Ducey, for their part, have been relatively enthusiastic about inviting the companies to test on public streets. Autonomous car testing offers government officials an aura of tech and business friendliness—and perhaps some jobs—usually without requiring any upfront public investment.

        Twelve US states currently allow companies to test or market vehicles that operate without a driver.8 Google’s self-driving car operation, Waymo, claimed to have driven twenty million miles on public roads as of January 2020.9 That company already offers driverless taxi service to a small group of screened riders, who sign nondisclosure agreements, in Arizona.

        Uber and other autonomous vehicle companies like Arizona in part because environments like Mill Avenue—where Herzberg was struck—are so hostile to pedestrians. On Google Maps’ satellite images, the area around the crash appears as a wasteland of highways and parking lots. It is a place designed for machines, not people.

        Thanks to environments like Mill Avenue, ubiquitous across Arizona, the state has relatively few pedestrians. That was a selling point for autonomous car companies still trying to work out the bugs in their software. Interacting with pedestrians is one of the more difficult challenges for the artificial intelligence that is beginning to replace drivers. In addition, Arizona’s warm weather eliminates the need to deal with the additional complexity of driving on snow and ice.

        It would have been impossible for the state of Arizona or the federal government to know—because they were not monitoring Uber’s self-driving operation in any formal capacity—but there was plenty of warning that a fatality might occur. Just the week before Herzberg was killed, Robbie Miller, a whistleblower at Uber’s Advanced Technology Group, emailed company executives warning about safety problems: “A car was damaged nearly every other day in February,” he said. “We shouldn’t be hitting things every 15,000 miles.” He also noted prophetically, “Several of the drivers appear to not have been properly vetted or trained.”10

        The one thing standing between Herzberg and the front end of the Volvo—in case of a programming failure—was supposed to be a backup driver. But, it turns out, that was completely inadequate.

        Following the crash, Uber provided video of the interior of the car as it approaches Herzberg’s bike. In that video, a woman named Rafaela Vasquez is seen in the driver’s seat, and her face is turned downward, lit up by a screen. An investigation would later reveal that Vasquez was streaming the television show The Voice on her smartphone.11

        Had the disastrous encounter between an Uber car and Herzberg played out more than a year earlier, there would have been a second backup driver in the car. But in late 2017, Uber had changed its policy, moving from two backup drivers to one, presumably to save money.12

        That was a fateful decision, one that safety experts have criticized. The level of concentration required to monitor a self-driving car for hours and hours is nearly impossible for a single person to maintain. The task is simply too boring for the human brain to remain vigilant for an extended time.

        The National Transportation Safety Board (NTSB) refers to this phenomenon as “automation complacency” and said that Vasquez’s inattention—she checked her phone twenty-three times in the three minutes before the crash—was a “typical effect.” In its report about the event, the NTSB notes that Vasquez’s boredom was rational: she had passed the same site of the crash seventy-three times previously without any problems.13

        What was worse, however, was that the system did not even notify Vasquez that an object had been detected in the road, which might have given her time to take over and brake or swerve. Uber, meanwhile, had disabled the automatic braking feature.

        Looking back, it is clear that financial considerations outweighed safety for the company. In his book chronicling Uber’s rise, New York Times technology writer Mike Isaac noted that Uber executives gave the self-driving car program the code name “$” because it would allow them to cut out the cost of drivers and create billions in profits.14 Uber wanted to introduce fully driverless taxi service by the end of 2018—a goal that in hindsight looks like wild hubris.

        But the financial pressure was intense. Uber had lost a jaw-dropping $577 million in the first quarter of 2018, mainly on its driver-based taxi service.15 Meanwhile, at the time that Herzberg was struck, the company was looking ahead to a 2019 initial public offering. Execs hoped that it would attract $100 billion in investment16—despite it being what Bloomberg Technology described as “a serially unprofitable business.”17 Eliminating drivers from its business model was considered one of the few avenues to profitability for Uber ahead of its much-anticipated stock market debut.18 “A lot of that is the Silicon Valley move-fast-and-break-things attitude,” said auto writer Dan Albert. “[But] when you’re not talking about just apps . . . the things you break are actual people.”19

        Uber was not only rushing to stem billions in annual losses, but it was also vying with companies like Waymo, Ford, and others to bring self-driving car technology to market. It was a race covered breathlessly by the media in competitive terms.

        All that should help explain why the car did not brake when it detected Herzberg in the road. In its preliminary report, the NSTB explained,

        
          According to Uber, emergency braking maneuvers are not enabled while the vehicle is under computer control, to reduce the potential for erratic vehicle behavior.20

        

        Why was Uber so concerned about “erratic vehicle behavior”? The answer, again, goes back to money.

        Self-driving cars can be programmed to drive very cautiously, braking every time the LiDAR system detects some unknown object—such as a plastic bag blowing in the breeze—in the roadway. But riding in a car that is constantly braking is uncomfortable; it makes people nauseated.

        Uber was trying to introduce a new product—self-driving taxis—that could make money for them later that year, and they wanted the rides to be competitive with its traditional taxi service. So Uber programmed its self-driving cars not to brake.

        It is clear now that the company was, without any external supervision and under competitive and financial pressure, acting quite recklessly. Part of that appears to be explained by cultural deficits within the company. According to Isaac, executives at the self-driving car operation that eventually became Uber Advanced Technology Group, prior to its acquisition by Uber, reportedly pasted stickers around the Silicon Valley with their informal motto: “safety third.”21

        Nevertheless, in 2019, local prosecutors determined that the company would not be charged criminally in the case.22 Vasquez, for her part, may still face charges.

        Corinne Kisner, executive director of the National Association of City Transportation Officials, called Uber out for its “negligent safety culture” but emphasized that this case “did not occur in a vacuum.” She said in a statement, “The absence of federal leadership, including mandatory safety standards, contributes to an inherently risky and unaccountable [autonomous vehicle] testing environment.”23

        At the time she was killed, Herzberg was reportedly trying to get her life together. A divorced mother of two, she had struggled with drugs and addiction for more than a decade, having spent some time in jail for petty crimes, mostly related to drug possession. At the time of her death, the investigation showed, she had marijuana and methamphetamines in her system.

        She was, however, reportedly well liked and generous—Ms. Elle, they called her in Tempe’s tight-knit homeless community.24 At the time of her death, she was living with a group of other homeless people in an encampment in Papago Park, just near the site where she was killed.

        Around that time, the city of Tempe was making efforts to clear out the encampment, following complaints from neighbors. But in lieu of just evicting everyone and destroying the little community, social services providers were sent out to the park. Herzberg, according to her friends, had arranged to get an apartment and was trying to kick her drug habit.25 She never got that chance.

        Jake Fisher, senior director of auto testing at Consumer Reports, said that there are really no guarantees that self-driving cars will improve safety for pedestrians at all. Many experts, Fisher included, believe that fully autonomous vehicles may still be decades away from the market or more.

        Meanwhile, “the testing that is being done absolutely can put pedestrians and cyclists at risk,” he said. “I don’t think it is necessarily decided that self-driving vehicles are going to be better for pedestrians,” said Fisher. “Despite what you read, I don’t think it’s necessarily going to be a positive outcome for society.”26

        In addition, although safety is often touted as the impetus for self-driving cars, the vision presented by industry leaders is sometimes at odds with pedestrian safety and rights. For example, an unnamed auto industry official told the New York Times that perhaps instead of cars simply detecting pedestrians and stopping for them in Manhattan, pedestrian “gates” could be constructed at intersections that would prevent them from crossing against the light.27 Others have suggested that pedestrians or cyclists be forced to wear special homing devices that would allow them to be detected by autonomous vehicles.28 But that itself is a scary possibility, setting up a scenario in which people who fail to wear special equipment when they leave the house not only are killed but are blamed for it.

      
      
        The Future Will be Partially Automated

        What is perhaps more promising in the near term for addressing the pedestrian safety crisis are advanced technologies that perform certain functions for drivers. Today, cars coming on the market are increasingly partly automated, with potentially enormous impacts for traffic safety.

        Lane keeping, forward collision warning, adaptive cruise control, automatic emergency braking, and pedestrian detection features are becoming more and more common in new cars. Already there is some evidence that these features can help reduce crashes and injuries. An Insurance Institute for Highway Safety study, for example, found that Subaru’s EyeSight—an advanced technology package that includes forward collision warning, automatic emergency braking, adaptive cruise control, and lane departure warning—reduced the rate of pedestrian-related insurance claims by 35 percent.29

        Automatic emergency braking (AEB) is one of the most promising of these technologies. This feature, which automatically brakes when an object is detected in front of the front bumper, has been shown to not only reduce crashes, but also to lessen the severity of crashes when they occur. The NHTSA estimates that if AEB were installed in all new cars by 2025, it would prevent twenty-eight thousand crashes, resulting in twelve thousand fewer injuries overall.30

        Although these new technologies are making their way into new cars, the introduction of them has, in many cases, been limited to luxury models. AEB was standard in only about 30 percent of new cars in model year 2017.

        According to experts like Fisher, automakers are moving slowly in part because there has been no move from the federal government to mandate these technologies, despite escalating pedestrian fatalities.31 Instead, all the major automakers have signed a voluntary agreement to include AEB in all their new vehicles by model year 2022. But consumer advocacy groups say that voluntary agreements are “weak and unenforceable” and that more direct federal action is needed.32

        In addition, more cars, especially higher-end models, are beginning to come with pedestrian detection systems. In model year 2019, pedestrian detection came standard on 38 percent of vehicles sold, according to Consumer Reports,33 but even though it is a very promising frontier in vehicle safety, at this stage there remain concerns about its overall effectiveness.

        In 2019, AAA tested the pedestrian detection systems in four midsized sedans with dummy pedestrians. The systems performed respectably at 20 miles per hour in daylight conditions, stopping about 40 percent of the time. But at 30 miles per hour, they were practically useless. AAA called them “completely ineffective at night,” when “none of the systems detected or reacted to the adult pedestrian.”34 That was an extremely disappointing result given that three-fourths of fatal pedestrian collisions occur at night.

        Without regulation, said Shaun Kildare, research director at the consumer protection group Advocates for Highway and Auto Safety, these features cannot be expected to perform reliably. “The systems that are out there that call themselves automated pedestrian braking aren’t really up to any standard,” he said. “There’s no actual testing protocol that’s universal. The companies can kind of put whatever they want in there and call it what they want.”35

        Today there is wide diversity in how well different brands’ pedestrian detection systems perform. The Insurance Institute for Highway Safety has started rating the available systems and will incorporate scores into its influential auto safety ratings, which should motivate automakers to include them and give consumers better information about their effectiveness. In addition, Fisher said, beginning in 2020, cars will not be eligible to be one of Consumer Reports’ influential “Top Safety Picks” if they do not include the technology. “It’s not regulated but we’re trying to do what we can,” he said. “We do give extra points to vehicles that have automatic pedestrian detection and AEB.”36

        Lack of regulation and limited deployment may help explain why a huge increase in pedestrian deaths is being seen at a time when promising new safety technology is becoming available. There just may not be enough cars with the technology on the roads right now to have a noticeable impact on traffic fatalities, said Fisher. “The fleet turnover is so slow,” said Fisher. “The average vehicle’s on the road for about 11 years. Just because they’re selling them now, it’s only a very very tiny fraction of vehicles on the road that can detect and stop for pedestrians.”

        In addition, some of the automated technologies, like lane keeping, should be considered more convenience technologies than safety technologies, he said. Could lane keeping, for example, prevent a driver from swerving to avoid a pedestrian walking on the shoulder of a highway? Right now, it is alarming to say, the answer is unknown.

        “These systems are being marketed in a way that almost makes it seem like they’re assisting you in driving or even autonomous,” Fisher said. “And we don’t know if they’re helpful or perhaps put more people at risk.”

      
      
        Safer Cars, More Dangerous Drivers?

        Another concern is that as cars begin to come standard with potentially helpful automated features, they might encourage drivers to take more risks, counteracting their benefits.

        That kind of behavior has been seen with Tesla’s “autopilot” system, which is essentially a package of partially automated features such as automatic parking, lane keeping, lane changing, and adaptive cruise control.

        There have been five deaths associated with autopilot: four in the United States and one in China. In many cases, the crashes involved drivers who were wildly inattentive. Tesla driver Joshua Brown, for example, was killed in 2016 after crashing into a fire truck. An NTSB investigation showed that Brown had had his hands off the wheel for almost thirteen minutes prior to the crash.37 But despite what its name suggests, autopilot is not a fully autonomous system and is only safe to use with intermittent monitoring from a human driver and on limited-access highways. German regulators, for example, have, for safety reasons, barred Tesla from using the “misleading” term autopilot.38 Tesla still maintains that its partially automated features improve safety, but without access to the company’s data, it is difficult to evaluate the claim.

        In academia, they call this kind of behavior “risk compensation.” People adjust their behavior, to some extent, with the introduction of new safety technologies and take on more risk. Risk compensation behavior, however, varies a lot depending on the type of safety feature, said Offer Grembek, codirector of Berkeley’s Safe Transportation Research and Education Center. “This phenomenon is much more present when countermeasure or safety improvement is easily perceptible,” he said. “Seat belts, helmets—these things are very perceptible.”39

        Safety additions like airbags and antilock brakes—safety technologies that assist only when needed—are less perceptible to drivers and thus are less subject to risk compensation, said Grembek. AEB and pedestrian detection are these kinds of features—not overtly perceptible, only deploying when you need them, which is rarely. “This phase of high-level technological improvement to the vehicle, such as automatic braking and maybe some steering assist, are extremely beneficial and are an important step,” Grembek said. “I think of them as a transitional phase to the aspirational full autonomy state that we will likely never get to.” In addition, even for the most perceptible safety improvements, like seat belts, behavioral adjustments to risk come far from negating the benefits, he added.40

      
      
        Safety First . . . Later

        While we look to an autonomous future to save lives lost in traffic crashes, many very promising technological solutions that already exist go forgotten or are rejected politically. A prime example is speed governors. In the United States, about ten thousand traffic deaths a year are speeding related, according to the US Centers for Disease Control and Prevention.41 That is about as many annual deaths as drunk driving.

        But in the United States, there has not been the political will to make the hard decisions that could save a lot of lives relative to controlling speeding. For example, the technology exists to install speed governors in cars that could automatically cap speeds on or around the legal limit.

        In Europe, these governors will soon become required. In 2019, the European Parliament ruled that by 2022, all new cars will come equipped with speed governors that physically limit the cars from exceeding the posted speed limit. The decision is expected to save fifteen thousand lives over fifteen years.42

        Meanwhile in the United States, many new cars come with the technology to regulate speed, but it is left to consumers whether they choose to use it. Even though there is massive bloodshed related to speeding, there is simply little to no political will for bolder action. In 2019, bipartisan federal legislation was introduced to require speed limiters—a maximum of 65 miles per hour—on freight trucks only. Despite tearful pleas from devestated families, it was opposed by the trucking industry and never made it out of committee.43

      
      
        Vehicle-to-Vehicle Communication

        Under a regulation-averse Trump administration, other opportunities to improve vehicle safety have languished, with little outcry. For example, Toyota had been developing the capacity for vehicle-to-vehicle (V2V) and vehicle-to-infrastructure (V2I) communication. There is incredible potential in these technologies, which use what are called dedicated short-range communications (DSRC) to prevent collisions between vehicles. This kind of technology could, for example, prevent red-light-running crashes by sending a signal to the vehicle and instructing it to brake after the traffic light turns red. The NHTSA has estimated that vehicle-to-vehicle communication alone could save 1,366 lives annually and prevent 615,000 injuries.44

        V2V and V2I safety systems have a big potential benefit over autonomous vehicles as well: they can be installed retroactively in used cars. A safety improvement based on autonomous vehicles, by contrast, would require waiting perhaps fifteen years for the US vehicle fleet to entirely turn over.

        For a time a few years ago, it looked as if this kind of safety tech—V2V, V2I—was inevitable. In late 2016, the Obama administration proposed adding DSRC to all new vehicles. Toyota had planned to begin installing DSRC in cars in 2021 and make it standard by the mid-2020s.45 Cadillac had also installed it in some of its cars beginning in 2017. But instead of developing the technology, the Trump administration has left V2V and V2I communication for dead.

        DSRC required a “dedicated and adequate spectrum” in which automakers can have assurance that they will not have to worry about hacking or other kinds of more innocent interference. But the Trump administration’s FCC (Federal Communications Commission) chair, Ajit Pai, announced in late 2019 that he was beginning a rule-making process to open up half of the 5.9 GHz radio frequency that had, for twenty years, been reserved for DSRC to other uses. Tech groups like Facebook as well as right-wing groups like the Koch brothers’ political arm, Americans for Prosperity, supported the move.

        Even before then, auto companies had been abandoning plans for V2V and V2I as it became clear that the federal government was not going to preserve the spectrum. In 2019, for example, Toyota announced that it had stopped pursuing the technology in the United States. Automotive News wrote, “Toyota said Friday’s decision was based on ‘a range of factors, including the need for greater automotive industry commitment as well as federal government’—ie the Trump Administration—‘support to preserve the 5.9 GHz spectrum band for DSRC.’”46

        Meanwhile, regular Americans were paying a high price for lack of action on safety technologies. In 2017, red-light-running deaths hit a ten-year high, rising by more than one-fourth since 2012, an AAA study found.47

        That currently available technology that could save thousands of lives lost to traffic is being rejected should make everyone question the promises of a fatality-free future with self-driving cars. In addition, there is still no real clarity on how autonomous vehicles would affect important traffic safety–related questions, such as whether cars would be required to obey the speed limit.

        According to Albert, the obstacles to better traffic safety currently are more political than technological. “Automakers and tech companies do things to earn money, not save lives,” he said. “Everything from speed limits to seat belt laws are not a function of physics but of contested ideas about what’s right and proper.”48

      
    
  
    
      
        Chapter 9

        The International Context

      
      Every morning, Cecilia, ten years old, wakes up in a slum in Dar es Salaam, Tanzania. She makes herself a chai tea and heads out alone on the city’s chaotic roads on her way to school.

      Three-quarters of Dar es Salaam’s children walk to school in this fast-growing city of 4.4 million located on the Swahili coast in eastern Africa. The dangers they face on those journeys are extreme.

      About 70 percent of the city’s population lives in informal settlements, in families earning the equivalent of just a few dollars a day. Cecilia’s family will likely never be able to afford a car. Only a small portion of Tanzania’s richest people drive. Cecilia’s father earns around one hundred dollars a month as a security guard.

      In Dar es Salaam, slum dwellers rely almost exclusively on walking. Although car ownership is growing, Tanzania remains primarily a walking country. For every one thousand people in Tanzania, there are only 39 vehicles; in the United States, by comparison, there are 873.1

      But even with so few cars, lower-income nations like Tanzania have staggering traffic death rates. According to the World Health Organization, people in “developing nations” account for just 1 percent of the world’s cars, but 13 percent of the world’s 1.3 million annual fatalities.2

      People in sub-Saharan Africa are particularly vulnerable. In Tanzania, for example, two-and-a-half times more people are killed on a population-adjusted basis than in the United States and about eleven times more than the world’s safest country, Norway.3

      These traffic deaths are, in significant share, pedestrians. In the United States, 16 percent of traffic deaths are pedestrians, but walkers make up 40 percent of the dead in sub-Saharan Africa.

      Official transport data from many lower-income countries are unreliable, but Julie Babinard, a senior transport specialist with the World Bank, said that 40 to 60 percent of trips in Africa are made on foot.4 By contrast, according to the US Census Bureau, only 2.7 percent of US workers commuted by walking in 2017.5

      Workers crowd into the streets in fast-growing African cities like Dar es Salaam, Lagos in Nigeria, and Abidjan in Côte d’Ivoire every morning when it is still dark, often hauling wares to sell at markets. Many cannot afford the price of urban housing and commute long distances from rural areas. “Often there are no transport services available,” said Babinard. “The poor are still needing to walk to work.”6

      In many so-called developing countries, transportation mode is stratified to an extreme degree by class. The World Resources Institute analyzed transportation modes by income in Nairobi, Kenya, for example. Among low-income people, walking was their primary mode for some 62 percent, and only a vanishingly small share—3 percent—traveled by car. For those belonging to the upper class, however, it was different; almost one-third—29 percent—used cars for transportation, a slightly higher proportion than those who walked.7

      “Sub-Saharan Africa, in particular, has a vast income and mobility divide—a wealthy elite and small middle class while more than 90 percent of people earn less than ten dollars per day,” said Kate Turner, a spokesperson for the FIA Foundation, which supports road safety initiatives around the world.8

      Until very recently, infrastructure development in much of Africa has catered almost exclusively to drivers. According to a survey by the International Road Assessment Programme, only a small percentage—less than 10 percent—of roads in sub-Saharan Africa with speed limits greater than 40 kilometers per hour (about 25 miles per hour) have footpaths at all.9 Even when they do have sidewalks, they are often impassible, crowded with vendors or consumed by motorcycle parking.

      At times, international development groups have contributed to the problem. One of the worst examples is in Accra, Ghana, a city with a fast-growing population of 2.5 million.10

      In 2012, the Millennium Challenge Corporation, an international nongovernmental organization, funded the upgrade of National Highway 1, or N1, between the Accra airport and port. One stretch, 14 kilometers (8.7 miles) long, was widened to a six-lane divided highway. The project was designed to “reduce bottlenecks” on the highway, which carried about twenty-five thousand vehicles a day, and aid Ghana’s economy.

      Completed in 2012 and renamed the George W. Bush Highway, the N1 has been a disaster for pedestrians. Turner calls it “one of the worst international development mistakes . . . with vast numbers of fatalities.”11 Six of the ten most dangerous areas of Accra are on that highway.12

      A FIA Foundation report explained that the highway runs through residential neighborhoods in Kwashieman, Lapaz, and Abeka, where many residents earn as little as two dollars per day. “The N1 highway has been built through the centre of the Kwashieman community dividing it in two,” the FIA Foundation reported. “Throughout the day, hundreds of people line up to cross the six-lane highway with traffic travelling at speeds of up to 130km/h [approximately 80 miles an hour]. Whole families stand by the road attempting to get across to their places of work, to services and schools.”13

      Experts say that there is an urgent need for better pedestrian infrastructure—namely, sidewalks—in these countries. “In somewhere like Nairobi, the majority of people walk and bicycle,” said Turner. “But the only thing that’s happening in Nairobi is building more bypasses. . . . All it does is encourage more people to aspire to have vehicles. They end up back in the same situation where they have gridlock.”14

      In addition to inadequate infrastructure, poor nations have other challenges that make streets much more dangerous than wealthy nations. In many less developed countries, for example, there is little to no police enforcement of traffic rules.

      “Basic safety rules just are not respected,” said Soames Job, Global Road Safety Lead for the World Bank. “In many countries, seat belts are not even a required element to be used. Some states don’t even have a license requirement.”15

      In addition, in many lower-income countries, police departments are often rife with corruption. For example officers, who earn low wages, may insist on a bribe to escort a group of people across a dangerous street.

      Inadequate vehicles are also a problem. The cars that often arrive in poor nations are almost exclusively those discarded by wealthy nations. Many vehicles are overloaded, old, and unsafe.

      These countries are nevertheless seeing huge increases in vehicle ownership. The United Nations reported in 2018 that Kenya and Ethiopia were seeing growth in their vehicle fleet at the rate of 12 and 10 percent a year, respectively. The United Nations reports that 96 percent of vehicles imported into Kenya are used.16

      Under these conditions, schoolchildren under age fourteen, like Cecilia, are at the greatest risk. Compared to that of the United States, Tanzania’s population is very young, with about 45 percent of the population being less than fifteen years old.17 But a staggering number of youth in Dar es Salaam have their lives shattered just trying to make their way to school.

      A survey by the African road safety group Amend of fifteen thousand children in twenty-two schools in Dar es Salaam was used to estimate death rates for children ages five through fourteen. The group estimated that there were about forty-five traffic deaths per ten thousand children. This result indicates that far more children are killed by cars, trucks, and motorcycles in urban Tanzania than are killed by AIDS, malaria, or diarrheal diseases.18

      
        [image: ]

        A schoolboy in Dar es Salaam, Tanzania, conducts a protest after a classmate was struck trying to cross a busy road in front of Mzambarauni Primary School in 2016. The students of the school wanted a speed bump. (Photo: Mohamed Mambo via Amend)

      
      When looking at six schools, with 2,675 students, the survey found that 59 children were injured in traffic crashes in 2014 alone. That was more than 2 percent of the total school population injured in traffic collisions in a single year.19

      But people in Tanzania have fought for safer streets heroically. Children in Dar es Salaam sometimes stage impromptu protests, including a boy who sat in the middle of Nyerere Road in Dar es Salaam to protest a crash that injured one of his schoolmates at his school in April 2016.

      “Unfortunately, this being a regional road, responsible authorities have always discouraged the use of speed humps—speed reduction—due to the ‘political and economic sensitivity’ of these roads,” said Turner. “In the end, speed humps were not put in place, but a police officer was later brought in to assist pupils to cross.”20

      Cecilia’s case was held up as a case study in a report by the FIA Foundation.21 In early 2016, she was one of the unlucky ones—she was struck by a motorcycle while walking to school on a footpath by the side of a busy road.

      She struck her head and was rushed to the hospital by one of her teachers for treatment. (A lack of prompt medical care is another contributing factor to the high traffic fatality rates in poorer countries.) But even though she was released from the hospital later that day, the effects have been long-lasting for both Cecilia and her family. She had to be seen at several follow-up appointments and missed a month of school. When the FIA Foundation last reported on her case in September 2016, she had still not caught up with her classmates and had ongoing issues with concentration.

      Her family suffered long-term financial repercussions as well. Medical treatment for her injuries cost one hundred dollars—a monthly salary for her family. They were forced to borrow the money from family and friends, and more than a year later, they had not been able to repay.

      Incidents like these compound the already enormous inequality in countries like Tanzania, say experts. “The poorest are most likely to be injured and to then become even poorer as a result of losing a breadwinner, the cost of treatment, or a family member giving up work to become a carer,” said Turner.22

      In the aggregate, high traffic fatality and injury rates also prevent poorer nations from becoming wealthier and more stable. Traffic crashes exert huge economic costs on the overall economy and hinder economic growth. A 2017 report from the World Bank estimated that Tanzania could increase its gross domestic product 32 percent if it could reduce traffic injuries 50 percent over a twenty-four-year period.23

      Although many of the trends are concerning—especially increased motorization and the growth of SUVs globally—there are reasons for hope around the world as well.

      
        Mexico City

        In Mexico City as recently as 2015, one thousand people were being killed every year in traffic. About half of those killed were pedestrians and cyclists.24

        The streets in this North American megacity (population 8.8 million) are Darwinian. The Mexican driver’s licensing process essentially consists of having a picture taken. Not until 2005 did the government start using Breathalyzer tests to crack down on drunk driving (a move that caused an almost immediate 43 percent decline in fatalities).25

        Most importantly, pedestrians simply are not respected on Mexico City’s congested streets. Only about 15 percent of trips in Mexico City are made in cars.26 Still, the whole of the city’s transport apparatus seems to be geared toward accommodating that privileged minority.

        In 2011, Jorge Cáñez, a lifelong Mexico City resident, decided to do something about it. “Nothing really special happened,” he said. “It was just, I was tired of this chaotic city I live in. I was tired of walking like an extreme sport. I was just tired of all this infrastructure for cars.”27

        Together with some friends, Cáñez painted a bright-green sidewalk along the Avenida de los Poetas Bridge, a terrifying stretch of highway that has heavy foot traffic. “We bought paint with our own money,” he said. “Then we just started to paint sidewalks and crosswalks and bike lanes all over the city.”28

        Initially, there was pushback from some neighbors, but Cáñez and his group were able to win the ear of the government. Since then, the group—Camina, Haz Ciudad—has completed demonstration projects like the one on the Avenida de los Poetas Bridge all across the city.

        With official government support, they have used flexible bollards and paint to narrow the crossing distance at 150 intersections. At those intersections, crashes have dropped 50 percent, said Cáñez.29

        Despite the population being heavily dependent on walking, in 2011, when Cáñez got started, there were no advocacy groups devoted to pedestrian safety in Mexico City—or anywhere in Mexico, for that matter.

        One of Cáñez’s great innovations, however, was helping lighten the mood around the discussion. He began dressing in a Lucha Libre–style costume, used by Mexican professional wrestlers, and doing demonstrations in crosswalks.

        Wearing a mask and cape, he would direct traffic or hold out his arms while schoolchildren would pass by. He would even, theatrically, push on the front end of cars that were infringing on the crosswalk. The good-natured energy of the demonstrations disarmed drivers, who were often happy to slowly reverse or yield. It also helped generate some visibility for the issue.

        Cáñez calls the character Peatónito, from peatón, meaning pedestrian, and ito, a term of endearment.

        “It’s been a good way to communicate the message of pedestrian rights,” he said. Even though car crashes are the leading cause of death for everyone between the ages of five and twenty-three in Mexico (similar to the United States), “it’s been a very invisible topic,” he said.30
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          Jorge Cáñez, Mexico City’s “Peatónito,” dressed in a Lucha Libre costume, reminds drivers to be respectful of pedestrians. (Photo: Hector Ríos)

        
        The pedestrian advocacy scene in Mexico City and Mexico overall has since flourished. Today, there are more than a dozen groups advocating for pedestrians in the city, and almost two dozen aligned advocacy groups have formed across the country, including one in almost every Mexican state.

        The concept has spread throughout Latin America as well. For example, there are now five active groups in Brazil, including Corrida Amiga and SampaPé in São Paulo.

        These efforts are starting to have a real impact, perhaps most apparent in Mexico City. Since the city announced its Vision Zero campaign in 2015, traffic deaths have fallen a remarkable 21 percent.31

        Advocates like Cáñez hope that they are on the verge of a bigger win as well. They hope that Mexico’s new president, Andrés Manuel López Obrador, will pass the National Road Safety Law. This law, a package of sixty-nine different reforms, would strengthen vehicle regulations, toughen penalties for drunk driving, and task different levels of government with setting goals for crash reductions and monitoring progress toward them, among other things. It would also create a nationwide fund for addressing traffic safety and establish a transportation hierarchy with vulnerable users—pedestrians and cyclists—at the top.32
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          Map showing the locations of the pedestrian advocacy groups across Latin America in 2016, and the network continues to grow. Inspired by efforts in Mexico City, the region has experienced a surge in pedestrian advocacy since 2011. (Credit: La Liga Peatonal)

        
        Areli Carreón, known as the bicycle mayor of Mexico City, said that after four years of struggle, the thirty-five citizens organizations fighting for the changes are “really enthusiastic of finally achieving it.”33

        But the battle for more walkable streets in Mexico City is also fighting against some strong cultural headwinds. Vehicle ownership is growing fast in Mexico City. The World Resources Institute estimated that Mexico overall sees a 4.2 percent increase in vehicle ownership per year.34

        “As the economy develops, and people get more money, the first thing they want to buy is a car,” said Cáñez. “To have a car is a social status symbol. If you have a car, you are more important in the mindset of the society, especially in a developing country.”

        But that mindset has begun to shift perceptibly recently, even in Mexico City, Cáñez said. “In a couple of neighborhoods, it’s no longer cool to have a car,” he said. “It’s only like 2 percent of the city,” he said, primarily the Condesa and Roma neighborhoods, which lean toward the young and fashionable, but it is still promising. “At least there’s somewhere in Mexico City where car culture isn’t the norm.”35

      
      
        A Growing Divide

        A child in a lower- or middle-income country, like Cecilia in Tanzania, might face extreme risks to walk to school, but things are very different in parts of Western Europe.

        In 2019, for example, not a single child was killed in traffic in the city of Oslo, the capital of Norway, a city with a population 673,000. That year, only one person was killed in traffic within city limits in total (and he was a driver, not a pedestrian).

        The achievement comes as Oslo city leaders have taken bold measures to limit the dominion of cars and trucks in the city. In 2019, it pedestrianized its entire center city. Cars are forbidden or severely restricted within an area of approximately one square mile of the city’s core.

        City leaders had been taking aggressive measures to prepare for the transition since 2015. In 2017, the city eliminated almost all its on-street parking and converted the space to additional facilities for walkers and cyclists.36 The few spots that remain are reserved for people with disabilities or for electric vehicle charging. Other drivers can take advantage of a few garages at the outskirts or are routed around the area on a ring road.

        As the city successively removed parking and increased pedestrian space, there was some grumbling and political backlash, but pedestrian activity rose. Overall, the increase in public space makes the city more pleasant, leaders say. Oslo is one of the fastest growing cities in Europe, adding about ten thousand residents a year. Limiting the number of cars not only reduces injuries but also improves air quality and makes more room for more people.

        “Cities have been built for cars for many decades, and the car has been seen as a status symbol, and I guess it still is for some people,” Hanna Marcussen, Oslo’s vice mayor of urban development, told Fast Company in 2019. “We need to plan our cities better for the future so that the private car is not setting the premise for how we build our cities anymore.”37

        Banning or greatly restricting cars within the central area of historic European cities is becoming more and more common. Madrid, a leader on this front, banned most cars from its center city in 2018. Despite signs of backlash, the decision has proved popular and enduring. When a far-right government won power in the city the following year and called for reversing the ban, tens of thousands of protesters flooded the streets38 and were successful in winning political support to continue the car-free zone.

        In addition, both Paris and London have long-term plans to phase out cars from central areas and streets. Already London has imposed congestion pricing to limit traffic in its central area. In addition, the city imposes steep fees on high-polluting vehicles within its designated Ultra Low Emissions Zone.

        None of these policies would be possible without generous support for transit and years of work building bike facilities and other supportive infrastructure. These European cities also benefit from a housing stock that predates the auto era and a built environment that is dense and pedestrian friendly.

        Car-free zones, and other measures, have helped produce dramatic reductions in air pollution, which is a leading killer in many of these cities. In addition, they have helped Western Europe, along with Japan, become the world leader on traffic safety. Norway now has just 2.7 traffic fatalities per 100,000 residents—or less than one-fourth of the United States’ per capita fatality rate.

        As Europe has improved, however, this has caused a growing global divide on this key public health issue. It is especially apparent as poorer nations with inadequate infrastructure and protections for pedestrians, like Tanzania, become increasingly motorized.

        Internationally, the United States lies in a strange middle position. It is clearly a wealthy country. But in the United States, people die on the roads at rates not seen in the rest of the wealthy world, and in recent decades, it has fallen further behind.

        In 2016, the US Centers for Disease Control and Prevention released a study showing that wealthy nations in Western Europe and Asia (notably Japan) have seen traffic deaths decline on average about twice as fast as in the United States since around 2000. If the United States were to match the traffic death rate of Sweden, approximately twenty-six thousand American lives a year would be saved.39 As a result, in part, of the lack of progress on traffic safety, researchers who study life expectancy predict that US life expectancy will decline in the next few decades compared to peer nations. (Besides traffic deaths, guns and opioids are the other big factors.)40

      
      
        Canada

        Even compared to countries that are culturally and geographically very similar, the United States is a deadly place to travel. On a population-adjusted basis, Canada, for example, loses less than half as many people on the roads every year as the United States.41

        What explains Canada’s superior performance? Its land use is not much different from the United States’. In fact, Canada’s densest city, Toronto, has fewer people per square mile than New York City or Chicago. And San Francisco has greater population density than Vancouver.42

        There are, however, differences in the ways communities are designed in Canada and in the United States. Many experts point out that the United States’ suburbs are more sprawling. And Canada, crucially, provides better alternatives to driving than the United States. Canada’s transit commuting rate, at 11 percent, is more than double that of the United States (about 5 percent),43 and transit ridership is closely associated with lower traffic deaths. Not only does transit ridership reduce driving, but it also supports the kind of walkable neighborhood patterns that reduce driving trips altogether—what planners call a virtuous cycle.

        Canadian traffic safety expert Neil Arason, author of the book No Accident, said that offering alternatives to driving is an important explanation. Thanks to the presence of functional alternatives, Canada can, for example, set stricter rules about drunk driving. People caught drunk driving in Canada have their licenses revoked automatically, unlike in the United States, where drunk drivers may face jail time but not have their driving privileges interrupted. Canada also has better seat belt compliance than the United States, with only about half as many unbelted passengers.44

        In this way and many others, traffic laws in the United States are outliers among the wealthy world and are much more lenient than all its peer countries—and many poorer nations as well. US seat belt laws are more permissive than those in all of Europe, Canada, Russia, China, Australia, and India and do not conform to the best practices recommended by the World Health Organization. US impaired driving laws are more permissive than those in Canada, Australia, most of Western Europe, China, and Brazil.45 Speeding laws are another area where the United States is out of alignment with the United Nations’ recommendations, which call for speeds to be limited to less than 51 kilometers per hour on urban roads (about 31 miles per hour) and allow localities to adjust them. In the United States, speed limit laws are generally governed by each state and are difficult for cities to change. In many urban areas, pedestrians contend with speed limits of 35 miles per hour or more.

        “The U.S. is a bit obsessed with freedom,” Arason said. “There’s two kinds of freedom: ‘freedom to’ and ‘freedom from.’ There’s freedom to drive fast. And there’s freedom from death and injury on the roads. I remember when Texas raised its speed limit, people said it’s a matter of personal responsibility. (It now allows a maximum speed of 85 miles per hour.) But if someone is speeding and they’re coming at you head on, there’s not much you can do.”46

      
    
  
    
      
        Chapter 10

        Families for Safe Streets

      
      October 8, 2013—the day that everything changed for Amy Cohen and her family—was a Tuesday, a normal school day in Park Slope, Brooklyn.

      That morning, Amy got on her bicycle and began her daily commute into Manhattan. Her twelve-year-old son, Sammy, turned the other way and walked toward his middle school. It would be the last time she saw him alive.

      Park Slope, full of stately brownstones, wine shops, and cafés, is considered one of New York’s safest neighborhoods, a destination for well-to-do young families. By early October, however, the days had started to get shorter. It was the time of year that is always the most dangerous for pedestrians.

      Most of Park Slope’s streets are narrow, many of them with just a single one-way lane and parking on both sides. But Prospect Park West, the street that runs along the park, is an exception. It is a two-lane, one-way street. A protected bike lane was added in 2010, narrowing the vehicle lane width. But Prospect Park West then was still one of the few places in the neighborhood where drivers could really build up some speed. The speed limit on the street was 30 miles per hour, but a 2008 study found that 90 percent of drivers were exceeding it.1

      At some point around 5:15 p.m. that October evening, later testimony would show, Sammy’s soccer ball rolled into the street.

      The driver who struck him, Luis K. Quizhpi-Tacuri, told a judge that he was late for a 5 p.m. appointment. When Sammy’s ball had rolled into the street, another driver had waved him forward. Quizhpi-Tacuri, driving a commercial van for a Queens-based design firm, saw the cars slowing and saw a ball, later testimony showed, but he wanted to beat the light. He hit the gas and moved to pass on the right.

      For killing Sammy, he eventually had his license suspended for six months.

      The days following Sammy’s death, Amy said, were almost unbearable. The grief was so overwhelming, she said, that she had a constant sensation, a difficulty breathing, “like someone was sitting on your chest.”2

      Amy and her husband, Gary Eckstein, a lawyer, tried everything that was available to cope with the pain. They went to individual counseling, couples’ counseling, and support groups for parents who had lost children. “Nothing really worked,” she said. Soon after Sammy’s death, however, Cohen did find something that helped somewhat: activism.

      Most people who lose loved ones in traffic collisions suffer in solitude. If they do call for change—like the family of Ignacio Duarte-Rodriguez from Phoenix—their pleas are ignored. In addition, the drivers in these cases, even if they are negligent, often face shockingly light penalties.

      But the Cohen case was special in a few ways. Unlike a lot of the other victims and families mentioned in this book, Cohen, being a white professional, had a lot of social privilege. Sammy, at just twelve years old, bright with a promising future, was a very sympathetic victim as well. But perhaps most important is that in 2014, New York City—and in particular, Park Slope—was the epicenter of safe streets advocacy in the United States. A new movement was taking hold there, right at the time of Sammy’s death, that sought to make sure other mothers would not have to experience what Cohen did.

      During this time, Prospect Park West, where Sammy was killed, had been the scene of a hard-fought political battle that helped redefine how city streets are apportioned in New York City.

      In New York City, everyone is always battling for space: for space on the sidewalk, for a seat on a crowded subway, for a spot in line at Starbucks, for a studio apartment near the subway station. But street space, until Janette Sadik-Khan came on the scene in 2007 as New York City’s transportation commissioner, was almost completely uncontested. Streets were the unquestioned domain of honking taxis and anyone with a license and set of keys.

      It was a decidedly unjust distribution of space. Only about half of New York City households even own a car. But while the rest of the city was fighting for scraps, a huge portion of the city was reserved for cars and cars only.

      Sadik-Khan began changing that. The city started carving not just bike lanes, but large pedestrian plazas as well, out of asphalt that formerly carried a honking, fuming, metal tangle of vehicles. Perhaps the most striking example was in 2009 when she overhauled Times Square, the city’s most visited tourist location, and turned much of it into a pedestrian plaza. When the streets were redesigned to better reflect the way New Yorkers traveled, traffic deaths dropped, sometimes precipitously.

      In 2010, Sadik-Khan decided to test a protected bike lane on Prospect Park West. One travel lane was painted green and turned into a protected bike lane, separated from car traffic by a parking lane. Protected bike lanes were relatively new in New York City at the time, but they had been used successfully in the Netherlands for decades. The project upset some wealthy and influential neighbors, however, who sued the city in 2011 to have the bike lane removed.

      The city’s data showed that the bike lane reduced speeding dramatically—injury crashes declined 63 percent—but did not impact average vehicle travel times.3 The lawsuit dragged on for five years before it was finally dropped in 2016 when the opponents conceded, in a major victory for Sadik-Khan’s more people-centered approach to street design.4 Activists seeking to reshape New York City’s streets to be more accommodating to the masses of city users were experienced and emboldened.

      Practically speaking, the process of installing the improvements was not difficult. New York City used a mix of epoxy and sand to paint the streets green for the bike lanes or beige for pedestrian plazas. Simple concrete planters or plastic bollards helped keep cars and trucks out. The lanes could be installed practically overnight at a low cost. But politically, they were hard-fought.

      Since the Prospect Park West bike lane was first installed, the city has added ninety-eight miles of protected bike lanes and seen traffic deaths, and pedestrian deaths in particular, plummet.5 About 35 percent fewer people were killed while walking or wheeling in traffic in New York City in 2019 than in 2013, the year Sammy was killed.6

      After Sammy’s death, Cohen became obsessed with what was happening on the streets around her house. Just days after her son was killed, she borrowed a radar gun from some activists she knew and started clocking the cars driving down Prospect Park West. “There wasn’t a car that was going less than 40 miles per hour,” she said.7

      Shortly before Sammy had been killed, the family had taken a vacation to London. At the time, London was in the midst of a safe streets campaign. In 2013, the speed limit in a one-square-mile zone in London’s center city was converted to 20 miles per hour.8 Amy remembered the signs. A thought kept nagging her after Sammy’s death: “If they had done it here, he would still be alive,” she said.9

      The concept of zones limited to 20 miles per hour began sweeping the United Kingdom in 2007, initiated by a man named Rod King from the small British town of Warrington. When visiting the town’s sister city, Hilden, Germany, King noticed that a high percentage of trips were made by bicycle: 23 percent,10 much higher than in his town. There were not very many bike lanes in Hilden, but the town did have a speed limit of 30 kilometers per hour (about 18.5 miles per hour).

      “That made me stop to think,” King told the Middle Way radio program in 2015. “For every 100 people that they were moving around their town, they had about 25 fewer cars on the road than we did.” King figured that the rule probably did not slow anyone’s journey’s down by any appreciable amount either. “Our journey times are dictated not by how fast we go but how long we’re stopped,” he explained.11

      The approach has proved popular. Slower neighborhood streets give children the freedom to roam around the neighborhood and be active, giving parents less to worry about and more freedom of their own. It also reduces noise pollution and gives people the opportunity to walk and bicycle without fear.

      After successfully campaigning to convert Warrington’s speed limit to 20 miles per hour in 2004, King formed a nonprofit group and took the campaign national. By 2015, about fifteen million people across the United Kingdom lived in cities that had adopted or were considering adopting the policy, according to the nonprofit group.12 A variety of British studies have also shown that speed limits of 20 miles per hour reduce fatalities 20 percent on neighborhood streets and 40 percent on arterial streets like the one on which Sammy was struck.13 In addition, the World Health Organization, in a 2017 report, called residential speed limits of 20 miles per hour a global best practice.14

      
        The Beginnings of a Movement

        Cohen did not know it right away, but it turned out that in 2013, right around the time that Sammy was killed, New York City was considering something similar.

        Sammy’s death was galvanizing for the community in Park Slope, which included many influential and powerful New Yorkers. The neighborhood had also been primed by the work of Transportation Alternatives and other activist groups to think of traffic deaths as injustices caused by policy failures.

        Overnight, a makeshift memorial was created at the spot where Sammy was killed, with a row of teddy bears holding hearts that spelled his name. “Slow down,” said one sign, next to a row of dried flowers.

        Just days after Sammy’s death, a city council transportation committee held a meeting at which speeding in neighborhoods was a subject of discussion. By that time, New York City had begun establishing special zones with speed limits of 20 miles per hour in certain neighborhoods, but at the meeting, residents complained that the process took too long and that not enough was being done to improve safety.

        Cohen, her husband, and their daughter each gave tearful testimony in favor of lowering New York’s default speed limit, which was 30 miles per hour. “Every 33 hours, someone is dying. The next one could be someone you love,” Cohen told them.

        Other advocates—professionals with long histories—had been working on transportation reform in New York, but the tearful Cohen-Eckstein family, still raw from Sammy’s death, was something new. Their speeches ended with applause, and some city council members cried. “Cohen’s courageous speech turned her and her mourning family into the face of a larger campaign to slow down cars,” Sasha Goldstein wrote in the New York Daily News at the time.15

        The year that Sammy was killed, 168 pedestrians were killed in traffic in New York.16

        The family began a personalized lobbying campaign, targeting every city council member. Cohen printed up little photo albums of Sammy, showing him smiling on family vacations. The family stood at the entryway of the meetings and handed an album to each member.

        Activism gave Cohen somewhere to put the frenetic energy that Sammy’s death had left her with and an activity to fill the sleepless nights. She now had a new purpose: preventing other families from going through what her family had gone through.

        Through her advocacy, Cohen started meeting other New York families who had lost children to traffic crashes. Two of those parents were Amy Tam-Liao and Hsi-Pei Liao, whose three-year-old daughter, Allison, was killed by the driver of an SUV in 2013 while she was holding her grandmother’s hand in a crosswalk in Flushing, Queens.17

        “The shock and suddenness of losing a family member or friend through traffic violence is unexplainable until you have experienced it,” wrote the Liaos. “Learning that tragedies like ours happen every day and nothing was being done about it fuels an anger that something needs to change.”18

        In January 2014, with the help of Transportation Alternatives, they and a handful of other New Yorkers launched Families for Safe Streets (FSS), a support group and advocacy arm for those who have lost loved ones to traffic violence in New York City. “We were already in the mindset of seeking change, not just financial compensation, which is what the other lawyers offered,” the Liaos said. “So when the opportunity to create FSS came along, there was no hesitation of being part of that.”19

        The group was modeled in some ways after Mothers Against Drunk Driving (MADD) and Everytown for Gun Safety. It operates by the principle of “meet people where they are” and offers individualized support to grieving families. It also encourages members to fight back and push for reforms that can prevent traffic deaths.

        “You get incredible support knowing that you haven’t been singled out by the universe for this horrific tragedy,” said Cohen. “There was literally a member of the group that I would say saved my life. She was there in a way for me that we tried to formally replicate.”20

        There are currently more than two hundred active members of Families for Safe Streets in New York City. All are family and friends who have lost people to “traffic violence,” as they call it.

        Families for Safe Streets’ first fight, in January 2014, was lowering New York City’s default speed limits from 30 to 25 miles per hour. It would be a tough battle. Lowering the speed limit is a complicated legal process. Speed limits in the state of New York—as in other states—are governed by state law, and in most states, the laws are set up to protect drivers from speed traps, not to protect pedestrians from injuries.

        For example, the city council in Austin, Texas, voted in 2016 to lower the city’s default speed limit from 30 to 25 miles per hour, but it was mostly a symbolic gesture. Even though Austin has about sixty traffic deaths a year, the city does not have the authority to lower its speed limits without enabling legislation from the state. That is a tough political battle in Texas, but it is often difficult even in progressive states like New York and Massachusetts because suburban and rural constituencies who have little to gain from lower urban speed limits often dominate state legislatures.

        Cohen and Families for Safe Streets started traveling to the statehouse in Albany. Often a legal change like the one they were requesting can take a year in New York, but the grieving families and their stories proved powerful in moving legislators.

        “Our members provide a different perspective, a sense of urgency and a moral authority on the issue,” Cohen told the Vision Zero Network in 2015. “It’s hard for an elected official to say ‘No’ to a change that will save lives when speaking to a parent who has paid the highest sacrifice because a driver didn’t want to be slightly inconvenienced.”21

        Families for Safe Streets got the speed limit rule they needed in just one legislative session.

      
      
        Growing Momentum

        In January 2014, New York City’s new mayor, Bill de Blasio, announced that the city would adopt a Vision Zero approach to ending traffic deaths.22 By October 2014, a year after Sammy’s death, New York’s city council had committed to a speed limit of 25 miles per hour. When the law took effect the following month, the speed limit was lowered from 30 to 25 miles per hour on all streets that were not specially signed.23 Cohen’s and the other families’ hard work was paying off.

        About a year after the speed limits were reduced, another little boy was struck on Prospect Park West. Five-year-old Roark Bennett was hit just feet from where Sammy’s memorial stood in 2014. He survived with only minor injuries. In an interview with the New York Daily News, his mother, Karina Bennett, credited Cohen and other activists’ advocacy with helping save her son, saying that her son “would not have been OK if he had been hit when someone was going 30 [miles per hour].”24

        For Cohen, who was still overwhelmed with grief, it was a gratifying recognition, but the fight was not over. Next, Families for Safe Streets was to go back to Albany to fight for speed cameras in school zones—another local safety measure that required state authorization.
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          Amy Cohen (center) holds a picture of her son, Sammy, who was killed by a driver in New York City, at a press conference calling for speed cameras in school zones. (Photo: Ben Fried via Streetsblog)

        
        Around the time that Sammy was killed in 2013, New York State approved a pilot program using twenty speed cameras in school zones. In 2014, the city began issuing tickets for violations in these zones based on camera evidence. City data later showed that the program reduced speeding in school zones 63 percent and reduced injury crashes 17 percent.25

        In the summer of 2014, advocates went back to Albany with the goal of expanding the program. They helped win support to expand it to 140 school zones—although that is still just a small fraction of the more than two thousand schools in New York City.

        The school zone speeding tickets, although they were only fifty dollars, were surprisingly effective at changing drivers’ behavior. The New York Times reported in 2018 that 1.2 million drivers had been issued one ticket. But that one ticket was a strong deterrent: only 132,000, about 9 percent, received a second ticket.26

        One of those rare repeat offenders, however, was in a powerful position. Marty Golden, a state senator who represented parts of Brooklyn, had the infamous distinction of receiving fourteen tickets. And it was with Golden that Families for Safe Streets New York would have its most epic struggle.

        Although New York City’s data showed that the program was saving lives, it almost died in 2018 when Golden and the Senate Republican majority refused to bring its reauthorization up for a vote. Golden and Staten Island Republican Senator Andrew Lanza instead introduced a measure that would have killed the program and replaced the cameras with stop signs.27 That might have been the end of it if not for some creative advocacy by Families for Safe Streets.

        Just days before the cameras were shut off in June, Amy Tam-Liao, Transportation Alternatives, and Families for Safe Streets held a demonstration in front of Governor Andrew Cuomo’s office in Midtown Manhattan. On Third Street, the group—mainly parents who had lost children to traffic collisions in the city—held a banner saying, “Children are going to die.” Tam-Liao and Paul Steely White, Transportation Alternatives’ director at the time, were arrested for blocking traffic and handcuffed by the New York City Police Department in front of news reporters.28
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          Amy Tam-Liao and Paul Steely White, former director of Transportation Alternatives, are arrested at a protest for speed cameras in school zones in 2018. Tam-Liao’s three-year-old daughter, Allison, was killed by a driver in 2013. (Photo: Ben Fried via Streetsblog)

        
        “I was never arrested before and was very nervous,” said Tam-Liao. “But I thought that maybe this is what it takes. I just felt like I had to do it.”29

        Cohen, meanwhile, helped with a twenty-four-hour vigil in front of Golden’s Brooklyn office. Members of the community were invited to visit all night and post sticky notes on Cohen’s car—parked in front—outlining their own experiences with traffic violence in New York City. “It was a real community event,” said Cohen. “Ultimately we couldn’t change him, but we put enough pressure on him that he lost the election.”30

        Weeks before school resumed, on August 27, Cuomo issued an executive order restoring the program.31 A smiling Cohen stood next to him, flanked on all sides by other New York City families who had lost loved ones, as he signed the measure. And just a few months later, in November, Golden lost his reelection campaign to safe streets advocate Andrew Gounardes.

        In the summer of 2019, the speed camera program was dramatically expanded when de Blasio announced that the city would add thirty cameras per month until the cameras reached 750 school zones.

        The Golden speed camera fight was a tipping point, Cohen believes, in the way New York City leadership thought about the issue.32 In late 2019, Corey Johnson, the city council’s Speaker, passed a streets master plan that Cohen called “the largest investment in street redesign that the city has ever undertaken.”33 This plan calls for building 150 miles of dedicated transit lanes and 250 miles of protected bike lanes by 2025. It also clarified that the Department of Transportation’s role should not be to emphasize vehicle throughput.

        “The passage of the Streets Master Plan sends a clear message that New York City is committed to protecting cyclists, pedestrians and straphangers over cars,” said council member Donovan Richards, chair of the Committee on Public Safety, in a press release.34 “The new bill should be celebrated as a sea change in agency philosophy,” Benjamin Kabak wrote on the real estate news site Curbed.35

      
      
        Going National

        As Cohen, the Liaos, and a growing number of New York City families were getting organized to demand changes, they were also attracting attention from outside the region. Cohen received inquiries from grieving parents in other states who wanted to start their own chapters, and so the group formed chapters in New Jersey, the Bay Area, Oregon, Virginia, and Texas. There are now eleven chapters of Families for Safe Streets.

        Could Families for Safe Streets someday be like the movement against drunk driving? In his history of drunk driving in the United States, Barron Lerner describes how prior to the arrival of a few grieving mothers with powerful stories the early 1980s, the American public was “uninterested” in drunk driving. That was despite official statistics showing that drunk driving killed an astounding twenty-five thousand Americans a year and was the leading cause of death for people younger than thirty-seven.

        That began to change when mothers like Candy Lightner and Cindi Lamb came on the scene in the early 1980s. Their dramatic stories gave a voice to the wider injustice of drunk driving.

        Lightner, whose thirteen-year-old daughter was killed by a driver with four prior drunk driving arrests, including one two days before, had not been “a political person,” according to Lerner, prior to the event. The thirty-three-year-old real estate agent was not even registered to vote. But she was telegenic, she was angry, and she knew how to tell a powerful story. Lightner “would be the main reason MADD would undergo enormous growth, having more than 300 chapters and 600,000 volunteers,” by 1985, Lerner said.36 By the 1990s, MADD was listed among the country’s favorite charities.

        Lightner and Lamb were featured in the biggest news outlets in the United States. Lamb’s daughter, Laura, who was paralyzed at five months old by another repeat offender, became a symbol of the problem and was featured in a multipart exposé in the Washington Post in 1980. “I remember the last time Laura felt a hug,” her mother told legislators in Annapolis, Maryland, in 1980, a quote that found its way into the paper. “I remember the last time Laura moved her fingers and hands and feet and legs. Now she doesn’t feel any kisses, doesn’t feel any hugs, doesn’t feel anything.”37

        Through their work, Lightner and Lamb were able to dramatically shift the discussion around drunk driving in the United States. Under pressure from MADD and associated groups, President Ronald Reagan established a commission on drunk driving and in 1984 compelled states to raise the legal drinking age to twenty-one.

        In many ways, the work remains unfinished. MADD never successfully took on the primacy of the automobile in American life and the lack of practical alternatives to driving in much of the United States. That is an intimidating thing for activists to take on, especially outside of New York City.

        Kristi Finney, who lost her son in a Portland, Oregon, bicycle crash to a drunk driver, helps oversee the Oregon and Southwest Washington chapter of Families for Safe Streets. Organizing the family members of victims, however, is challenging. She said that people will say, “Why should we bother because nobody cares anyway?” She added, “It’s really difficult to speak out under the best of circumstances.”38 She now makes an effort to reach out to the family members when she hears of someone killed in a crash.

        Grieving parents cannot fight this battle on their own. Cohen said that what she has done would not have been possible without the support of trained advocacy professionals like the people at Transportation Alternatives who cultivated her leadership and included her in key campaigns. “We did not sign up for this work. Many of us were not naturally inclined activists, but we were overwhelmed with pain,” she said. “It’s hard to live with this pain . . . but speaking out has given us a productive challenge.”

        “I had no idea this was a preventable epidemic,” she continued. “That [it] wasn’t just a freak accident . . . that our family was marked for this tragedy. That it could have been prevented.”39

        The challenge of confronting the problem is made more difficult because there is really no umbrella group that provides a national platform to confront traffic deaths as a leading American killer and supports the local chapters. “We have advocates on gun violence and advocates on opioids,” said Cohen. “For a problem of this scale, there is no national movement.”40

        But Cohen and Families for Safe Streets are nevertheless trying to set a national agenda. In late 2019, they set about trying to convince the Democratic presidential candidates to make addressing traffic violence part of their platforms. Cohen and a core group drafted a list of suggestions. They called for a national Vision Zero program, required speed governors for cars, and increased federal spending for transit and safe streets. The letter was signed by the organization’s leaders and sent to all the presidential candidates.

        No presidential candidate released a plan at the time, but there was some evidence the letter had reached its target. Presidential candidate Elizabeth Warren tweeted to mark World Day of Remembrance, a day that honors people killed in traffic crashes. “Traffic violence kills thousands and injures even more Americans every year,” she wrote. “On World Day of Remembrance for Traffic Crash Victims, I’m sending my love to the families and friends of those who have lost loved ones. It’s time to #EndTrafficViolence.”41

        It is notable that Warren adopted the language used by Families for Safe Streets almost exactly. Activists prefer the use of the term traffic violence over the euphemistic accident because it helps desanitize the issue for the public. The term was so unheard of that after Warren tweeted it, Seattle’s alternative weekly newspaper, The Stranger, wrote a whole article investigating the roots of the word.42

        Families for Safe Streets’ struggle has been difficult in New York City, and Cohen acknowledges that it will only be harder in cities that are much more reliant on driving.

        “Change is hard. We are David against Goliath,” she said. “We are fighting a huge culture that has been indoctrinated in our society that we must drive everywhere by car and it’s an acceptable price to pay to have 100 people die every day.”

        “No one is talking about it as a preventable crisis,” she continued. “We’re not going to change that cultural complacency without some activism.”43

      
    
  
    
      
        Conclusion

      
      On a rainy winter’s day in 2020, a group of Nashville’s top elected officials gathered at Metro Courthouse and stood solemnly behind a collection of empty shoes. That day, January 18, was Nashville’s Day of Remembrance for victims of traffic violence, an event organized by local nonprofit groups. Each pair of shoes—thirty-two in total—represented a pedestrian killed on city streets in 2019. A handful of Metro Council people took the microphone and read the names of the victims, one after another.

      The year 2019 had been the most dangerous year for walkers in the city’s history. Compared to 2018, ten additional people had lost their lives. The thirty-two dead represented a near tripling of the number killed a decade before, in 2009.1

      The event did not attract a huge crowd, but it seemed to be effective anyway. On hand was the city’s new mayor, John Cooper. At times in his political career, Cooper had resisted addressing the issue. As a city council member in 2017, for example, he had opposed a $30 million sidewalk spending measure. At that time, only 37 percent of the street network in Nashville-Davidson County had sidewalks.2

      But Cooper spoke at the event, telling attendees that he would commit to Vision Zero. “One of the most substantive ways that the city of Nashville can honor [the victims’] memory is to make a lasting and effective change to our transportation infrastructure, and a change that protects all of our residents,” he said.3 His remarks were not a guarantee of broader changes in any way, but they were a verbal commitment at least, a glimpse of what is needed, a way forward.

      The problem of pedestrian deaths in the United States will not be solved without an initial recognition of the problem. Step one is to reframe. “Pedestrian deaths are preventable deaths,” Lindsey Ganson with Walk Bike Nashville told the crowd that morning. “We know they’re largely preventable when the city invests in infrastructure and enforcement.”4

      In 2010, without groups like Walk Bike Nashville, each of the thirty-two victims being remembered that day—as long as the driver was not drunk and stayed at the scene—would likely have been blamed individually. The deaths would not have been viewed as a distinct issue. If a fatality did rise to a notable level, perhaps local police would spend a few shifts ticketing jaywalkers, which would almost certainly have racially discriminatory effects. In this respect, a shift is under way in Nashville and many other cities, but there is a long way to go.

      Bringing families of the victims—like Amy Cohen in New York City—face-to-face with lawmakers at such events can play a key role in shifting dialogue by sharing their stories and presenting the moral basis for change. Walk Bike Nashville had hoped to launch a chapter of Families for Safe Streets, but the group could not find anyone from the thirty-two families who were affected in 2019 who was willing to speak at the event. “There’s a lot of work to do for people to feel supported,” said Ganson. “There’s a lot of stigma about pedestrian deaths. It’s very sudden and unexpected. The default is that it’s always the pedestrian’s fault. I think that’s what the families are told too.”5

      It will take a big cultural shift to move from seeking the cause in individual behavior to the wider context in which pedestrian deaths occur. But these types of shifts in public consciousness around other social issues have been seen before. For example, “opioid addiction was first viewed as a moral failing,” said Tara Goddard, a professor at Texas A&M whose research has examined media biases in pedestrian deaths. “But now that we have a better understanding of how pharmaceutical companies lobby doctors and flood the market with opioids, we see it as a system issue. When we blame the individual like with obesity or smoking, we aren’t going to support system change or government intervention.”6

      So far, there has not been a major consciousness-raising event about pedestrian deaths the way that the Harvey Weinstein allegations dramatized sexual assault and gave birth to the #MeToo movement or the way that little Laura Lamb, in a wheelchair, gave a human face to the problem of drunk driving. Groups like Walk Bike Nashville are trying to promote that reframing, but their reach has been limited, and the work is ongoing.

      Step two is to make changes to infrastructure. Drivers and pedestrians are human and prone to misjudgment, but a forgiving infrastructure environment can prevent them from dying when they do make a mistake. Groups like Walk Bike Nashville have campaigned for years to promote the kinds of systemic solutions that are needed to reduce not just pedestrian deaths, but traffic deaths overall. In 2014, for example, the organization released a report highlighting the fifty most dangerous corridors in Davidson County, but four years later, when it updated the report to coincide with the Day of Remembrance, only four locations had seen any real pedestrian safety improvements.7

      Pedestrians need complete sidewalks to be safe. They need comprehensive street lighting. They need curb ramps so that wheelchair users are not stuck in the street. They need bus stops that are located in safe places, preferably with shelter. They need traffic signals that give them enough time to cross. They need crosswalks at locations where pedestrians really want and need to cross, not just where it is expedient for drivers. And because drivers are so bad about yielding at uncontrolled crosswalks, those crosswalks often need additional treatments such as raised speeding tables and flashing lights.

      That is basic safety infrastructure. Without it, a certain number of people will be killed.

      “It’s not money that is the problem,” said Norman Garrick, a recently retired professor of civil engineering at the University of Connecticut. “It’s really how we’re thinking: that roads are for cars. Right now, everything is governed by the need to move cars and the fear that if we don’t move cars quickly, something bad [will] happen.”8

      More focus is needed on reducing vehicle speeds, especially in urban areas. The design tactics used to make “slow roads,” like those common in the Western European countries with the best traffic safety outcomes, should be common in the United States, said Garrick. “A slow road is one where it’s not really physically possible to go very fast,” he said. “It is elevated at the intersection for example.”9

      In Sweden and other leading cities of Europe, this kind of safety engineering has been perfected, with narrowed intersections and bollards that force turning drivers to slow down, among other interventions. “In America, we are putting up signs that encourage people to go slower, but the road still encourages people to go pretty fast,” said Garrick. Essentially all the roads in urban areas, Garrick said, should be slow roads, but so far, even the most forward-thinking places have only made a limited commitment to change, he said. “Even in places like New York and Washington that have decided that we need to accommodate pedestrians and bicyclists, the status quo still favors cars over all other solutions,” Garrick said. “If you want to put in a bike lane . . . the first question is, How is it going to affect cars? We’re trying to have it both ways.”10

      There is unfinished work to bring about this kind of sea change in the field of traffic engineering. It is inexcusable at this moment when so many pedestrians are dying on streets that the industry often uses its authority to stand in the way of low-cost, life-saving measures, hiding behind formulas, bureaucratic norms, or cost.

      In addition, it is crucial that the infrastructure changes are well targeted. To have an impact, infrastructure improvements cannot just happen in wealthy, white neighborhoods where almost everyone has alternatives to walking and taking the bus.

      In Nashville, for example, pedestrian deaths are clearly concentrated in poorer areas. In 2019, there were no deaths in West Nashville—“the historic, wealthy area,” Ganson said. “Those more established historic neighborhoods have sidewalks,” she added. “They don’t have arterial streets running through, and if they do, they’re very separated from the rest of the neighborhood.” There are “one hundred years of racist planning” to make up for, said Ganson.11

      When it comes to infrastructure changes, lower-income neighborhoods and neighborhoods of color should receive special attention. As Emiko Atherton, director of the National Complete Streets Coalition, said, “Decades of racist policies—and people in power pushing for those policies—created deeply inequitable cities where white neighborhoods prospered and communities of color suffered. The solutions we need to heal those wounds and build places that are safe for everyone are right in front of us.”12

      Other areas where at-risk groups may be concentrated—for example, in areas with lots of older adults, a large homeless population, or where there is a lot of drinking happening—need special attention as well.

      In addition, the role that the auto industry plays in the crisis cannot be ignored. Auto safety innovation has saved hundreds of thousands of lives, but until now, pedestrians and cyclists have not benefited and indeed have suffered a great deal due to recent industry trends.

      Even as pedestrian deaths have reached crisis levels, the auto industry has promoted larger and more deadly SUVs and high-horsepower sports cars that data have definitively shown kill people on foot. There is more than enough evidence for federal regulators (namely, the National Highway Traffic Safety Administration) to step in and require automakers to make life-saving changes, as has been done in other nations. In fact, those changes might already be in place were it not for the indifference of the Trump administration’s Department of Transportation. An additional problem is lack of grassroots energy around regulatory changes that could save hundreds or thousands of lives.

      Automated features that have been shown to improve safety, such as automatic emergency braking and pedestrian detection, are low-hanging fruit and should be required on all cars. Even failing that, they could be required on the vehicles known to be especially dangerous—SUVs, pickup trucks, and small, high-horsepower cars—but achieving those kinds of life-saving regulations will require wider recognition, organized effort, and financial support for those efforts.

      In addition, we need further research about the effects of aftermarket vehicle modifications, including bull bars that are affixed to the front of cars and trucks. Many buyers (including, notably, public police departments) may not be aware that by purchasing these kinds of products, not only do they impose safety risks on others, but they increase their own risk of being killed or injured in a crash. Although vehicle regulators have never taken on these kinds of modifications in the United States, the escalating carnage that pedestrians are experiencing on American roads provides an opportunity to reexamine this stance.

      In short, there is a lot of work to do, and it will primarily be up to ordinary people to do it. That work often looks like the Day of Remembrance demonstration in Nashville: not especially splashy or earth-shattering, but persistent.

      Walk Bike Nashville had been quietly building to that moment for a long time. Before the 2016 election cycle, the group, working with an array of organizations from AARP Tennessee to the local chapter of the Urban League, put together a platform calling for a number of reforms to address the problem. The group asked for a Vision Zero policy and also asked for a public process centering on safety, equity, and public feedback.

      In the end, the platform was a very broad, conceptual document.13 The group asked for local politicians to endorse it and was largely successful. Twenty members of the Nashville Metro Council and the mayor signed on. In every council race in which one of the candidates endorsed the platform, the winning candidate did so.

      The group has also been working to demonstrate what additional on-the-ground reforms could look like. In 2017, Walk Bike Nashville and the Tennessee Department of Transportation partnered on a demonstration project at Nolensville Pike and Welshwood Drive, the most dangerous intersection in the city. This intersection is near two bus stops with very high ridership as well as a big shopping center. Seven people were killed at this location between 2010 and 2017, when advocates came forward with some inexpensive materials and a plan to help.

      They built two temporary median islands enforced by steel bollards. On top were placed two big yellow signs warning drivers of the state law: to yield to pedestrians in the crosswalk. Pedestrians were also given a button-activated flashing warning light.

      As a proof of concept, the demonstration was a success. Since it was installed about two years ago, there have been no additional fatalities there.

      There is a lot more to do. But the mayor of Nashville’s words at the Day of Remembrance Ceremony, said Ganson, meant that some of the important groundwork could begin and that the city would begin to put together the necessary data to evaluate the problem and then develop next steps. “That’s a huge step forward,” said Ganson.14

      
        [image: ]

        A temporary crosswalk installed by Walk Bike Nashville on the city’s most dangerous street, Nolensville Pike. (Photo: Walk Bike Nashville)
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