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over the past several years, important changes have been made to the city’s streets: 
new pedestrian plazas, wider sidewalks, narrower intersections, and dedicated lanes 
for bicycles and buses. Though a majority of New Yorkers supports these changes, 
they have nonetheless become the subject of heated controversy and debate. Hardly 
a day passes without one of the city’s papers or magazines covering this debate 
about the city’s new transportation policies. 

This report investigates the changes happening on the city’s streets in terms of 
a historic goal that the city set in 2008: to reduce traffic fatalities by half by 2030. 
Achieving this goal is critical: despite decades of progress, traffic crashes still pose 
a risk to the health and safety of city residents on the same scale as gun violence. In 
fact, more New Yorkers are killed by traffic than murdered by guns, according to 
data from the city’s health department.

One New Yorker is killed every 35 hours in a traffic crash. And for every eight traffic 
fatalities, New Yorkers suffer one hundred life-altering serious injuries—nearly 
34,000 over the past eight years—including the loss of limb, immobility, traumatic 
brain injury or chronic pain. 

These facts are all the more alarming because most traffic deaths and injuries 
can be avoided. Many of our peer cities in western and northern Europe have 
traffic fatality rates half of New York City’s. This disparity comes at a heavy human 
cost: over one hundred lives would be saved every year if New York implemented 
the same interventions and policies that have been put into place in cities like 
Paris, Berlin, Stockholm, and London, among others. And while New York plans 
on halving the number of road deaths in 22 years, Paris managed the same feat in 
only six. Some cities are aiming even higher and are working towards the complete 
elimination of traffic fatalities. 

These cities have achieved significant gains in street safety because they 
implemented well-known and proven policies that aim to reduce speeding, the 
primary cause of fatal crashes in New York. Many of the same interventions—the 
new street designs—are now being implemented here. All have been proven to save 
lives and prevent injuries in the cities that have tried them.

However, many New Yorkers witness the changes occurring to the streets but 
do not associate these changes with the citywide effort to reduce fatalities by 
half by 2030. They do not realize that the cost of inaction is over a hundred lives 
every year. And despite the fact that most street improvements  were proposed by 
neighborhood civic associations and approved by local community boards, many 
residents still feel left out of the process.

This report investigates the city’s record on street safety and its recent efforts 
to improve it. The city’s new policies and street designs are compared with 
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international best practices, and the authors examine the academic research that 
evaluates their effectiveness saving lives. The authors then identify ways in which 
the city can work towards eliminating road fatalities and serious injuries. We 
recommend that the city make safety the explicit goal or the primary outcome of the 
street transportation system. In order to do so, the city should adopt as its guiding 
“vision” a commitment that no one should be killed or seriously injured on New 
York City streets. The city must also find new channels of communication with the 
city’s diverse communities about the goal of improved safety and how to achieve it. 

Findings
An unacceptable number of New Yorkers are killed by 
traffic crashes.

executive summary

•    On average, 317 New Yorkers are killed in traffic every year. In addition,  
New Yorkers suffered 34,000 life-altering injuries over the past nine years, or 
3,774 a year.

•    Being struck by a car is the most common cause of injury-related death 
among children 1-14 years of age and the second-most common cause 
among those aged 15 and older. 

•    Traffic crashes pose a risk to the health and safety of residents on the same 
scale as gun violence. More New Yorkers are killed by traffic than murdered 
by guns.

•    The city has made tremendous progress in terms of street safety over the 
past decade, but New York is still behind our peer cities in western and 
northern Europe.

•    New York is the safest U.S. city in terms of traffic fatalities, but the U.S. has 
a dismal record on street safety overall, with fatality rates comparable to 
countries in the former Soviet Republics, Latin America, and Eastern Europe.

•    Over a hundred lives could be saved every year if New York’s traffic fatality 
rate was the same as many of our peer cities. Paris, Berlin, Stockholm, Oslo, 
and Helsinki have fatality rates half of New York City’s.

•    In 2009, traffic incidents cost the city and its residents over $4 billion. In 
comparison, the city dedicated less than one percent of  that amount to 
its street safety programs in fiscal year 2009, or $33.4 million in capital 
commitments and $3.9 million in operating expenses.
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Speeding cars are the primary cause of traffic fatalities,  
and the city’s street designs actually encourage 
dangerous speeds.

•    Unsafe vehicle speeds are the number one cause of fatal crashes in  
New York. 

•    Medical research suggests that 20 miles per hour is the target speed to ensure 
pedestrian safety in urban environments. Speeds greater than 30 miles per 
hour (New York City’s speed limit) are extremely dangerous in pedestrian 
areas because pedestrians struck by automobiles traveling at that speed are 
far more likely to die than survive.

•    Many of the city’s roadways are over designed in a way that allows or even 
encourages illegal and dangerous speeding. Wide, open roadways account for 
a disproportionate share of fatalities.

•    Traffic safety laws are regularly ignored by all street users, including drivers, 
bicyclists, and pedestrians. However, speeding among automobile drivers 
poses the most risk for people because the force produced in the collision is 
often too great for pedestrians or bicyclists to survive.

•    There is a “culture of acceptance” of traffic fatalities and injuries among 
many city residents; there is very little consensus among stakeholders about 
the urgency of improving street safety despite the alarming scale of traffic 
violence.

Recent Department of Transportation-led policies  
are proven to save lives.

•    The city’s recent changes to the streetscape—curb extensions, pedestrian 
refuge islands, speed bumps and bicycle lanes—are all internationally 
recognized best practices. They have been proven to reduce traffic fatalities 
and injuries and are recommended by the World Health Organization, World 
Bank and the European Conference of Ministers of Transport, among others.

•    Cities that have rapidly implemented bicycle lanes have also experienced 
significant gains in safety for all road users.

•    Roads must be designed to prohibit dangerous speeds. When pedestrians and 
bicyclists are present, roads that regulate automobile speeds to 20-30 miles 
per hour are the safest for all users.

•    Installing automated speed enforcement is a cost-effective way to control 
dangerous speeding. Safe speed detectors are proven to reduce fatal crashes.

executive summary
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To build broad support and momentum for change,  
the city must present a unifying vision to the public  
and redouble its community engagement efforts.

•    Achieving widespread reductions in traffic fatalities and injuries requires 
the participation and buy-in of a diverse set of stakeholders. It requires 
consensus.

•    A “unifying vision” has successfully been used in other countries and cities 
as a means of building broad support. A vision motivates key partners and 
stakeholders and may capture the imagination of the general public, thereby 
generating the momentum for system-wide change.

•    Sweden’s Vision Zero—that ultimately no one will die or become seriously 
injured in traffic—has been recognized by the World Health Organization 
as a best practice that should be replicated by other cities and countries that 
wish to achieve ambitious street safety goals. 

•    Public engagement, education, and outreach are critical components of any 
city’s efforts to reduce traffic fatalities and injuries. 

•    In New York City, community boards have approved nearly all the changes 
to city streets. Nonetheless, to change the culture of acceptance here, other 
cities offer examples of how the city could redouble its efforts to engage and 
educate New York’s diverse communities.

•    A unified, coordinated approach among city officials is critical. 

›   Street safety is an issue that cuts across government agencies and 
departments. Coordinating action across so many government bodies is a 
tremendous challenge.

›   The Mayor must make safe streets a priority and directly lead the effort to 
eliminate traffic deaths and serious injuries.

›   A lead agency must have a clear mandate from the city’s highest executive 
to coordinate and drive the policies necessary to achieve traffic safety 
improvements. 

›   High-level coordinating bodies made up of the government actors—
police, transportation, planning, sanitation, public transit and health—are 
necessary for wide-ranging street safety improvements to be established.

executive summary
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Recommendations
New York City has made tremendous progress improving street safety over the past 
ten years, but much progress must still be made in order to meet the goal of reducing 
fatalities by half by 2030.

The Mayor’s Office:                                                                                                    
Present the public with a unifying vision of citywide 
safety.

•     Present New Yorkers with a vision of a vastly safer street system and present 
the cost of inaction in human or ethical terms. This vision can be modeled 
after Sweden’s Vision Zero—the vision of a future in which no one is killed in 
traffic crashes. Carry out focus groups and roundtables to identify the vision 
that best fits the unique character of New York and its residents.

•    City policymakers must approach the issue of traffic safety from a high human-
value, ethical perspective rooted in the basic principle that it is unacceptable 
for the current rate of traffic fatalities and injuries to continue. 

The Mayor’s Office, the New York City Department of 
Transportation, the New York City Police Department, the New 
York City Council:  Establish additional ways to gather 
community feedback, to communicate the city’s goals 
and to engage the city’s diverse communities.

•    Establish new committees and advisory groups in both the legislative and 
executive branch. These groups should hold regular, open public forums to 
solicit community feedback, identify community concerns, and to report 
on the city’s progress reducing traffic fatalities and injuries. These can be 
modeled after Seattle’s Committee on Pedestrian Safety and Pedestrian 
Master Plan Advisory group. 

•    Hold community roundtables with key community stakeholder groups, 
staffed by representatives of the Mayor’s Office and appropriate agencies. 
These stakeholder groups can include organizations representing seniors, 
immigrants, ethnic groups, fleet operators, business groups and others. Use 
community liaisons to communicate the city’s goals and to inform residents 
about changes occurring on city streets.

•    Follow major street redesigns with an open public comment process to fine-
tune new designs and to address community concerns.

•     Partner with members of the private sector to identify strategies to reduce 
workplace-related traffic fatalities and injuries.

executive summary
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•    Instruct the city’s Department of Technology to create a web-based tool for 
residents to report dangerous street conditions, concerns about new designs, 
and other feedback. This information can be gathered and displayed on an 
online map and may be combined with the city’s crash data.

The Mayor’s Office:                                                                                             
Strengthen the coordination of safety programs 
between different government agencies and bodies. 

•    The mayor should reaffirm the Department of Transportation’s mandate to 
improve street safety, both to the public and his deputies and commissioners. 
The mayor should give a public address about the city’s vision to eliminate 
traffic fatalities and serious injuries, how it will achieve it and why it is critical 
to meet this goal. 

•     Establish a hierarchy of new executive committees and working groups 
within city government to coordinate street safety initiatives across 
departments and agencies. These groups should include all city departments 
that have a stake in eliminating traffic fatalities and injuries.

•     The Transportation Department should work closely with the NYPD 
at multiple levels, including collaboration between commissioners and 
between Transportation staff and precinct commanders. These departments 
should jointly develop enforcement strategies to stop excessive speeding 
as well as set benchmarks and targets for reducing excessive speed. The 
agencies should compile and publish monthly reports and maps (as required 
by Local Law 12-2011) and issue an annual report on traffic safety, including 
progress towards its targets and achieving the city’s road safety vision, as well 
as notable successes, challenges and next steps.

•    Have every relevant department within the administration develop a strategy 
to reduce work-related traffic fatalities and injuries. Hold these departments 
accountable to quantifiable goals. 

The Mayor’s Office, the New York City Department of 
Transportation, the New York City Police Department:                                                                             
Eliminate dangerous and illegal speeding.

•    Continue implementing street designs that reduce dangerous speeding.  
The Department of Transportation is now in the process of identifying the 
city’s most dangerous streets and intersections and redesigning them to curb 
dangerous speeding and improve safety. 

•    The Department should expand its 20 mph zone program. The first 
neighborhood-wide 20 mph zone is currently being installed in the Bronx. 
The city should also consider installing roundabouts more widely. There 
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executive summary

are currently plans to pilot the use of a roundabout at one city intersection. 
This design should be studied very carefully and if successful, should be 
implemented at additional appropriate locations.

•    Install safe speed detectors widely across the city, using both fixed and mobile 
cameras. In order to shield the speed detector program from criticism of being 
simply a “revenue generator” for the city’s general fund, the revenue should be 
put towards a popular public program, such as competitive grants for schools 
or a city scholarship program. State legislation is required, and both the City 
Council and the Mayor should lobby for the enactment of such legislation in 
Albany. 
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Changes are happening to 
make the city’s streets safer: 
new pedestrian plazas, 
wider sidewalks, narrower 
intersections, and dedicated 
lanes for bicycles and buses.

CHANGES ARE HAPPENING TO MAKE THE CITY’S STREETS SAFER: new pedestrian 
plazas, wider sidewalks, narrower intersections, and dedicated lanes for bicycles 
and buses. Public opinion polls show that a majority of New Yorkers supports these 
changes, but they are still under intense scrutiny by elected officials, the media, and 
concerned residents. Despite this scrutiny, one feature of these new street designs is 
rarely mentioned: their effectiveness at saving lives.

This report investigates the changes happening on the city’s streets in terms of 
a critical goal set by the city in 2008: to reduce traffic fatalities by half by 2030. In 
practical terms, achieving this goal would save over one hundred lives every year 
and prevent thousands of life-altering serious injuries. This is a first step, and New 
York City can go far beyond it. But in order to do so, there must be a culture shift 
inside city government and among the New Yorkers using the city’s streets that the 
tragic scale of traffic violence can no longer continue.

The conclusions of this report are fairly simple. New York’s streets are deadly: one 
New Yorker dies every 35 hours in a traffic crash.1 It is critical that the city continue 
to make the life-saving improvements to the city’s streets. These changes—curb 
extensions, pedestrian refuge islands and bicycle lanes, among others—have been 
proven by medical and injury-prevention research to save lives, as this report will 
show.

This report identifies a lack of consensus about the need to improve safety as one 
of the primary obstacles to achieving the goal of saving lives on New York City’s 
roads. It suggests that the city present a vision to the people of New York in which 
no one should have to die because of a traffic incident. Such a vision has been shown 
to be an effective mechanism for building consensus and momentum for wide-
ranging safety improvements. 

Introduction
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The report also offers ways that city government can redouble its community 
engagement efforts. The city has relied on the community board process to solicit 
feedback from residents, but this process is not achieving the desired results. This 
report offers ways in which the city can open up new channels of communication in 
order to engage the community and get resident input and address concerns.

This report has three aims: 1) to illustrate the critical need to improve street 
safety in New York city, citing the cost in human terms, 2) to present data and 
evidence from the research literature that confirms the life-saving benefits of the 
city’s recent transportation policies, and 3) to offer constructive advice about 
how New York City can build consensus and momentum in order to prevent road 
fatalities and serious injuries.

Section one investigates the city’s street safety record, compares that record 
with New York’s peer cities in Europe, and highlights the tremendous cost that 
traffic violence imposes on residents. Section two uncovers the causes of traffic 
crashes. Section three presents internationally recognized best practice about 
specific interventions that have been proven to save lives and notes that these are 
the same interventions being implemented in New York City. Section four provides 
constructive advice about how to build consensus and momentum for change. 
Finally, section five presents the authors’ recommendations to the city on how it can 
chart a course to eventually eliminate all roadway deaths and serious injuries in New 
York City.

 

introduction



14    Vision Zero

OVER THE PAST FOUR DECADES, THE CITY HAS MADE TREMENDOUS PROGRESS 
towards reducing traffic crashes by implementing changes to the city’s transportation 
and safety policies. But New York’s streets are still deadly. On average, one New 
Yorker is killed on the city’s streets and sidewalks every 35 hours.2 Too often, we read 
about tragic events in which the lives of New Yorkers are cut short by a crash.   

The prevalence of traffic-related injuries and deaths has a detrimental impact 
on the city and its residents: pain and suffering by the victims and their families, 
significant economic costs, adverse effects on health and safety, inefficiencies in the 
transportation system and lower quality of life. 

This section examines the prevalence of traffic-related injuries and deaths on city 
streets and compares it with other cities in the U.S. and overseas. It also explores the 
significant costs associated with crashes and how crashes impact New Yorkers.

How Safe Are NYC’s Streets?
The city’s recent record on traffic safety improvements is impressive. In particular, over 
the past nine years, the number of traffic fatalities has decreased by 30 percent,3 while the 
number of crashes resulting in serious injuries between 2001 and 2009  also dropped 30 
percent.4 These declines are a testament to the effectiveness of the City’s existing safety-
focused policies.

   Between 
2001 and 2009, 
New York City 

averaged 317 traffic 
fatalities a year.5 While 
crashes that result in 
fatalities tend to draw 
headlines, during that 
same period there 
were an additional 
33,969 traffic incidents 
resulting in serious 
injuries from which 
victims suffered 
dismemberment, 
disfigurement, the 
loss of a limb or 
other equally tragic 
consequences.6 

An Unacceptable Number 
of Traffic Fatalities

section 1

Traffic represents a threat to public safety on the same scale as 
gun violence. In fact, there are more traffic fatalities in the city 
than the number of firearm-related homicides.
Source: New York City Department of Health and Mental Hygiene

TRAFFIC DEATHS VS. GUN HOMICIDES (2000-2009) 
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Traffic crashes represent a threat to public safety on the same scale as gun 
violence. In fact, there are more traffic fatalities in the city than the number of 
firearm-related homicides.7 But as high as the city’s traffic fatality and injury 
numbers are today, they actually represent a vast improvement over the city’s past 
traffic safety record.  A report from the Department of Transportation shows that 

from 1970 to 1979 the traffic fatality rate was as high as ten deaths per 100,000 
residents. In the current decade, the rate is less than half that, at 3.5 deaths per 
100,000 residents.8

A closer examination of fatalities for different road users, however, shows that 
while some travel modes have become much safer, other modes have not seen as 
much progress. The number of motorists and passengers killed in traffic has fallen 
46 percent over the past nine years,9 but pedestrian fatalities are down only 15 
percent from 2001 levels.10  Moreover, the number of bicycle fatalities has remained 
nearly constant over the past nine years.11 The majority of those killed in traffic 
over the past nine years were pedestrians – 50 percent of all traffic fatalities were 
pedestrians, 45 percent were automobile users, and 5 percent were bicyclists.12

This trend—declining fatalities for drivers but hardly any change in pedestrian 
and bicyclist fatalities—may reflect the fact that there are fewer automobile trips 
into central Manhattan than there once were, while the percentage of people using 
transit and bicycles has increased. Commuter cycling has more than doubled in 
NYC from 2006 to 2010,13 which may mean that the actual bicyclist fatality rate as a 
percentage of those that commonly bike has fallen significantly. 

Also, improvements in emergency medical care, automobile design and the 
widespread adoption of seatbelt use are likely being observed. Unfortunately, these 
automobile-related safety improvements do not improve the safety of pedestrians 
and bicyclists in the event of a collision with an automobile driver. Because of the 
massive weight and high speeds of automobiles, pedestrians and bicyclists are at a 
great risk of death or serious injury when struck by an automobile driver. 

section 1:
an unacceptable number 

of traffic fatalities

381 
347 

344 298 
328 

322 

273 289 
268 

2001 2002 2003 2004 2005 2006 2007 2008 2009

 
 TOTAL TRAFFIC-RELATED FATALITIES: 2001-2009

New Yorkers Killed in Traffic Down 30% in Nine Years

Source: New York State Department of Motor Vehicles
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How Does New York City Compare?
New York City’s traffic fatality rate is the lowest among all U.S. cities with over one 
million in population, with 3.2 fatalities per 100,000 residents in 2009.14 The large 
city with the highest rate of traffic fatalities is San Antonio, TX with a rate of 10.7. 
New York’s pedestrian fatality rate—1.90 per 100,000 residents—is also quite low 
compared with other large U.S. cities, which is surprising considering the volume of 
pedestrian traffic in New York City.15

However, the United States as a whole has a relatively dismal record on street 
safety, with rates in the U.S. between two and four times higher than other developed 
countries in western and northern Europe. The U.S. is more comparable to Eastern 
Europe, the former Soviet Republics and developing Latin American countries in 
terms of traffic fatalities.16  In other words, when it comes to traffic safety, New York City 
is the best of the worst. 

New York’s street safety record falls far short when compared with its peer cities. 
While a New York City Department of Transportation report compared the safety of 
New York’s streets quite favorably to major cities in Europe, New York’s fatality rate is 
actually worse than 11 European capital cities. In fact, nearly twice as many people are 
killed per capita in New York than in Paris, Berlin, Stockholm, Oslo and Helsinki.17

While the difference in fatality rate may seem small, in human terms, this amounts 
to hundreds of New Yorkers’ lives every year and thousands more seriously wounded 
residents. If New York’s traffic fatality rate were the same as Stockholm’s, for example, 
there would have been 1,195 fewer traffic fatalities between 2001 and 2007. If the rate 
were the same as Berlin’s, 1,426 lives would have been saved. Thousands of life-altering 
injuries would also have been avoided.

The Cost of Crashes
Despite decades of progress, New York’s traffic fatality rate is quite high compared 
with cities in other developed countries. The high number of fatalities and injuries in 
New York City impose significant costs on city residents, the economy and the city as 
a whole. 

The most immediate cost is the pain and suffering of victims and their families. It is 
difficult to exaggerate the trauma associated with traffic crashes. For those that lose a 
loved one in a collision, the loss is immeasurable. For those seriously injured in traffic 
the cost is borne every day: the loss of a limb, decreased mobility or chronic pain. 

Traffic crashes are violent, gruesome events. On January 25, 2011, a 35 year-old 
resident of the Upper East Side was killed by the driver of a garbage truck as she 
attempted to cross the street. The collision was so great that it “severed the victim’s 
body.”18 In another horrific incident, the driver of a livery cab slammed into a bus 
shelter in the Bronx, killing one and injuring six others. According to coverage in the 
Wall Street Journal: 

section 1:
an unacceptable number 
of traffic fatalities
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“I saw the glass shatter,” said Peter Jaquez, a 33-year-old construction worker 
who called 911. He ran over to the scene and described seeing an elderly man 
pinned between the mangled shelter and the bumper of the taxi. He said a 
woman, whose foot had been severed from her leg, was screaming in Spanish, 
simply saying, “My foot, my foot.”

“I’ve never seen anything like this in my life, and I hope I never do again,” 
Mr. Jaquez said. “It was horrible; it was a horrible scene.”

Researchers have estimated the economic cost of crashes based on factors like 
property damage, lost earnings, lost household production (non-market activities 
occurring in the home), medical costs, emergency services, travel delay, vocational 
rehabilitation, workplace costs, administrative, legal, pain and lost quality of life.19 

section 1:
an unacceptable number 

of traffic fatalities

BEST OF THE WORST: NEW YORK LEADS THE U.S. IN FATALITY RATES (2009)

NEW YORK CITY OVER THREE YEARS BEHIND WORLD PEERS IN TRAFFIC FATALITY RATES

Source: National Highway Traffic Safety Administration Fatality Analysis Reporting System (FARS) & U.S. Census
Fatalities per 100,000 Population

Source: European Transport Safety Council & New York City Department of Transportation
Fatalities per 100,000 Population
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Crashes cost the city and its residents $4.29 billion every year, based on official cost 
estimates from the United States Department of Transportation.20 

Nationally, each fatal collision has a cost of $1.2 million.21 Based on this figure, the 
difference between New York and Stockholm’s traffic fatality rate came at a cost of 
$1.24 billion between 2002 and 2007. In 2009, traffic incidents cost the city and its 
residents over $4 billion. In comparison, the city spent less than one percent of that 
amount on its street safety programs in fiscal year 2009, or $33.4 million in capital 
commitments and $3.9 million in operating expenses. 22 

Additionally, the prevalence of crashes imposes significant costs on the city’s overall 
health, especially among certain age groups like younger and older New Yorkers. 
Being struck by a car is the most common cause of injury-related death among 
children 1-14 years of age and the second-most common cause among those aged 15 
and older.23  While seniors represent 13 percent of New York City’s population, they 
account for 39 percent of pedestrian fatalities.24 

Finally, New York’s street safety record hampers the city’s growth and development. 
The city’s overwhelmed roads simply cannot handle another million residents by 
2030 if the current rate of automobile use continues. As Mayor Bloomberg said of the 
city’s worsening traffic in 2011, “There is no easy answer in a world where we’re not 
going to have more roads.”25 

The key is to make transit, walking, and biking increasingly viable, appealing, and 
safe. Fortunately, the city is well suited for alternative modes of transportation. 
More than three quarters of all trips made by city residents are less than five miles, a 
distance easily made on a bus or a bicycle. Almost a full quarter of all trips are within 
walking distance—less than one mile.

If the city does not increase the share of trips made by walking, bicycling, or transit, 
according to City Planning documents, traffic congestion will worsen to the point 
that, “Rush hour could last up to 12 hours each day by 2030.”26 The key to increasing 
use of the most sustainable and efficient modes transportation choices is to ensure 
that they are also the safest choices. 

Being struck 
by a car is the 
most common 
cause of injury-
related death 
among children 
1-14 years of 
age and the 
second-most 
common cause 
among those 
aged 15 and 
up.

section 1:
an unacceptable number 
of traffic fatalities
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section 1:
an unacceptable number 

of traffic fatalities

An unacceptable number of New Yorkers  
are killed in traffic crashes.

•   On average, 317 New Yorkers are killed in traffic every year. In addition,  
New Yorkers suffered 34,000 life-altering injuries over the past nine years, or 
3,774 crashes resulting in serious injuries a year.

•   Being struck by a car is the most common cause of injury-related death among 
children 1-14 years of age and the second-most common cause among those 
aged 15 and older. 

•   Traffic violence poses a risk to the health and safety of residents on the same scale 
as gun violence. More New Yorkers are killed by traffic than murdered by guns.

•   The city has made tremendous progress in terms of street safety over the past 
decade, but New York is still behind our peer cities in western and northern 
Europe.

•   New York is the safest U.S. city in terms of traffic fatalities, but the U.S. has 
a dismal record on street safety overall, with fatality rates comparable to 
countries in the former Soviet Republics, Latin America and Eastern Europe.

•   Over a hundred lives could be saved every year if New York’s traffic fatality rate 
was the same as many of our peer cities. Paris, Berlin, Stockholm, Oslo and 
Helsinki have fatality rates half of New York City’s.

•   In 2009, traffic incidents cost the city and its residents over $4 billion. In 
comparison, the city spent less than one percent of that amount on its street 
safety programs in fiscal year 2009, or $33.4 million in capital commitments and 
$3.9 million in operating expenses.

FINDINGS



20    Vision Zero

IN THIS SECTION, WE INVESTIGATE THE FACTORS THAT CONTRIBUTE TO TRAFFIC 
FATALITIES AND INJURIES in New York City, including roadway design and the human 
factors that cause crashes. Additionally, since crashes are often the result of a human 
choice to engage in risky behavior, this section examines how this choice is rooted 
in aspects of our road culture. The “culture of noncompliance,” or the widespread 
failure of road users to obey traffic safety laws, is described. Finally, the “culture 
of acceptance” of traffic fatalities and injuries is discussed. Here, the culture of 
acceptance is based on the observation that despite the high costs of traffic incidents, 
society accepts these consequences as a trade-off associated with increased mobility. 
The authors pose the question: does this acceptance come at too high a cost?

Unsafe Road Design
A road’s design (characteristics such as road width, speed limits, signs and signals, 
lighting, crosswalks and intersections) makes an impact on the relative safety of that 
road. For example, interstate highways are among the safest roads in the U.S. On these 
“heavily designed” roads, intersections are replaced with on/off ramps, pedestrians, 
bicyclists and other non-drivers are banned, travel lanes and shoulders are wide, 
roadways are straight and medians are protected by barriers or are so wide that it 
would be nearly impossible for drivers to accidentally cross into the opposite travel 
lane. 

Because these safety-enhancing designs were shown to be effective for cars and 
drivers, traffic engineers adopted the belief that “wider, straighter, flatter, and more 
open is better from the standpoint of traffic safety,” no matter the context.27 So, urban 
roadways were designed to be wide, straight and open. However, these designs have 
turned out to be harmful for the residents of built-up urban areas: streets that are 
wide, straight, and open are often the most dangerous to pedestrians and bicyclists. 
Road width in particular has been found to impact the rate of traffic collisions, with 
wider roads leading to more collisions in urban areas.28 

Indeed, New York City’s arterial streets—typically wide streets that encourage high 
automobile speeds—have been shown to account for a disproportionate number of 
pedestrian fatalities and serious injuries. Arterials account for 60 percent of pedestrian 
fatalities but only 15 percent of the total road network.29 Similarly for bicyclists, more 
than half of all fatalities occurred on arterials between 1996 and 2005.30 

In practice, many roads in New York City encourage automobile speeds that are 
over the legal speed limit. However, speeding is dangerous, especially in urban areas. 
Medical research has shown that vehicle speeds over 30 miles per hour are particularly 
dangerous when pedestrians and other vulnerable users are present (and in fact, 
20 miles per hour is exponentially safer). Therefore, designs must be adopted that 

The Causes of Crashes – Unsafe Speed 
and the Culture of Acceptance

section 2
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prevent drivers from posing a danger to themselves and other vulnerable road users.

Human Factors that Cause Crashes
Americans commonly call them “accidents,” but very few crashes are actually 
accidents; someone is often at fault. In New York City, 66 percent of fatal crashes 
are the result of unsafe speed, driver inattention or distraction, failure to yield, 
traffic control disregard or drunk driving.31 In other words, individuals often make 
a deliberate choice to engage in risky behavior on the roads, and too often this 
choice leads to death and serious injury. In New York City, speeding or driving at 
unsafe speeds was the cause of 63 fatal automobile crashes in 2009, the latest year 
of available data.32 By contrast heavily demonized behaviors like drunk driving and 
distracted driving, while extremely irresponsible and threatening, resulted in 22 and 
39 fatal crashes.33 

Unsafe Speed
High speeds reduce the amount of time that drivers have to process information 
while at the same time increasing the amount of time it takes to bring a vehicle to a 
complete stop. 

Speeding is especially dangerous on dense urban streets. Driving ten miles per 
hour over the speed limit dramatically increases the risk that a pedestrian will be 
killed if struck by the vehicle. At 40 mph, a car striking a pedestrian gives that person 
only a 30 percent chance of surviving. At 30 mph, that chance increases dramatically 
to 80 percent. Lowering travel speeds to 20 mph would give pedestrians struck by a 
vehicle an astounding 98 percent chance of surviving.34

Americans commonly 
call them “accidents,” 
but very few crashes 
are actually accidents; 
someone is often at fault.
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Driver Inattention/Distracted Driving and  
Failure to Yield the Right-of-Way
Engaging in non-driving activities while at the wheel—otherwise known as distracted 
driving—is the second most common human factor associated with fatal crashes 
in New York City. When a driver is distracted, his or her reaction times are slowed. 
Using a cell phone while driving, whether it is hand-held or hands-free, delays a 
driver’s reaction time as much as having a blood alcohol level at the cusp of the legal 
limit, 0.08 percent. Failure to yield the right of way is especially dangerous in New 
York where there are a high number of pedestrians. Of all fatal pedestrian crashes at 
intersections, the driver failed to yield to a pedestrian that was crossing with the light 
57 percent of the time.35 

Culture of Noncompliance 
The popular perception of the city’s streets is a chaotic, anything-goes environment 
filled with aggressive drivers, pedestrians boldly thrusting themselves into moving 
traffic and bicyclists barreling through intersections. The evidence suggests that this 
perception largely holds true: all types of road users routinely flout traffic safety laws.  
It’s a “me first, everyone for themselves attitude,” which puts the most vulnerable at a 
great disadvantage.

Traffic safety laws exist to prevent traffic crashes and ensure public safety, but they 
are effective only if individuals using the roads actually comply with these laws. On 
New York City streets, there is a culture of noncompliance among all types of road 
users, drivers, pedestrians and bicyclists, which poses significant safety risks.

Several studies have documented the pervasive culture of noncompliance among 
drivers in New York City. One surveyed driver behavior at four city intersections 
and found that traffic law violations occurred 157 times an hour. Over 38 hours of 
surveying, 5,952 infractions were recorded.36 Another study measured automobile 
speeds at 13 intersections across the five boroughs of the city and found that 39 
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percent of all drivers were exceeding the 30 mph speed limit.37 And a survey of 
automobile speeds conducted on Brooklyn’s Prospect Park West found that the 
average speed was near 7 mph over the speed limit and 30 percent of drivers were 
exceeding the speed limit by over 10 mph.38 

The culture of noncompliance is also prevalent among bicyclists. Bicyclist 
behavior has become an increasingly political issue as the Bloomberg 
administration has aggressively encouraged bicycling in the city and rolled out new 
bicycle infrastructure. A 2009 study found that over one-third of observed bicyclists 
did not stop at all red lights and an additional 28 percent “paused at a red light but 
then went through while it was still red.” Thirteen percent of bicyclists rode against 
traffic and nearly three-quarters did not use the required lights during evening 
hours.39 Another study of behavior in bicycle lanes found bicyclists frequently rode 
the wrong way down bicycle lanes.40 

As for pedestrians, there is limited city-specific empirical evidence about their 
compliance with traffic safety laws. One study found that among incidents where 
a pedestrian was killed or seriously injured at an intersection, the pedestrian was 
crossing the street across the light 43 percent of the time.41 The report concluded 
that noncompliance among both drivers and pedestrians are both significant factors 
that lead to crashes at intersections.

While all types of road users—including bicyclists—have been shown to 
contribute to the culture of noncompliance, the failure of automobile drivers to 
adhere to traffic safety laws poses a disproportionate safety risk to other vulnerable 
users of the road. This is because of the massive weight and relatively high speeds of 
automobile traffic. In a collision with a pedestrian or bicyclist, risky driver behavior 
is more likely to result in a fatality or serious injury.

It is important to note that this culture of noncompliance actually encourages 
road users to engage in risky behaviors. The perception that New York’s roads are 
“lawless” is a significant factor in determining how road users will behave. “Social 
norms do play an important role in explaining intensions and behaviors in the 
context of road safety,” a report on public attitudes and road safety concludes.42

While all types 
of road users—

including bicyclists—
have been shown 

to contribute to 
the culture of 

noncompliance, 
the failure of 

automobile drivers 
to adhere to traffic 
safety laws poses 

a disproportionate 
safety risk to other 

vulnerable users 
of the road. In 
a collision with 
a pedestrian or 

bicyclist, risky driver 
behavior is more 

likely to result in a 
fatality or serious 

injury.
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Culture of Acceptance
Despite the fact that one New Yorker dies from a traffic crash every 35 hours, 43 
most residents seem to accept these deaths as an unavoidable outcome of the 
transportation system. This stands in stark contrast with how we view our air traffic 
system, where the best efforts are continually made to eliminate fatalities. It is also 
very different from the way that the cities with the best traffic safety records have 
approached their transportation systems. These cities have taken a high ethical and 
human-value centered approach when addressing street safety. Simply, these cities 
have challenged the notion that it is ethically acceptable to tolerate traffic fatalities 
and serious injuries.

The safety improvements that have been made in the world’s safest cities show 
that traffic fatalities and injuries are preventable, that good policies can dramatically 
reduce traffic fatality and injury rates.44 Given the ethical implications of traffic 
fatalities, some countries have made the complete elimination of traffic fatalities the 
ultimate goal of the street system. 

While it is understood that crashes will happen, the world’s safest cities have taken 
measures to ensure that when they do occur they don’t result in death. But in order 
for these policies to be implemented, there must be consensus among residents and 
elected officials that traffic fatalities and injuries are an unacceptable outcome of 
the road transportation network. We know that excessive automobile speeds are the 
number one cause of fatal crashes in New York. We also know that the design of many 
of the city’s streets allows and even encourages dangerous speeding. But we rarely 
think of the ethical implications of these choices or their cost in terms of human life.

In New York City, there is very little consensus among stakeholders about the 

urgency of improving street safety. In fact, many lawmakers, residents, and media 
outlets have been highly critical of recent DOT-led safety improvements in some 
neighborhoods and have successfully called for their repeal, such as the Kent Avenue 
bicycle lane and the bicycle lane on Father Capodanno Boulevard on Staten Island. As 
the next section will show, the designs being implemented on city streets—including 
dedicated bicycle lanes —have a proven track record of reducing the incidence of 

“While the risk of a crash is relatively low for most individual journeys, people 
travel many times each day, every week and every year. The sum of these small 
risks is considerable. The term ‘accident,’ which is widely used, can give the 
impression, probably unintended, of inevitability and unpredictability—an event 
that cannot be managed.” –World Health Organization, World Report on Road 
Traffic Injury Prevention

“Even in the best performing country in road safety, the risk per hour of death 
while using the roads is at least 7 times the risk in the rest of everyday life.” – 
World Bank Global Road Safety Facility, Country Guidelines.

section 2:
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FINDINGS

Speeding cars are the primary cause of fatal 
traffic crashes, and the city’s street designs 
actually encourage dangerous speeds.

•   Unsafe vehicle speeds are the number one cause of fatal collisions in New York. 

•   Medical research suggests that 20 miles per hour is the target speed to ensure 
pedestrian safety in urban environments. Speeds greater than 30 miles per 
hour are extremely dangerous in pedestrian areas because pedestrians struck 
by automobiles travelling at that speed are more likely to die than survive.

•   Many of the city’s roadways are designed in a way that allows or even 
encourages illegal and dangerous speeding. Wide, open roadways account for a 
disproportionate share of fatal crashes.

•   All street users, including drivers, bicyclists and pedestrians, regularly ignore 
traffic safety laws. However, speeding among automobile drivers poses the 
most risk for residents because the force produced in the collision is often too 
great for pedestrians or bicyclists to survive.

•   There is a “culture of acceptance” of traffic fatalities and injuries among many 
city residents; there is very little consensus among stakeholders about the 
urgency of improving street safety despite the alarming scale of traffic violence.

fatalities and injuries for all road users in New York City and in other cities in the US 
and abroad. 

If New York City is to achieve its goal of reducing the number of traffic fatalities 
by half by 2030 then the culture of acceptance must be overcome. New Yorkers 
must understand the human costs and the ethical implications of traffic crashes. 
Otherwise, it will be difficult to gain the political support necessary to implement 
changes to the streetscape. Residents naturally want to know the rationale behind 
changes that occur in their own backyards. The importance of improving street 
safety must be made explicit to New Yorkers by both branches of city government.

section 2:
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TO REDUCE TRAFFIC-REALTED FATALITIES, THE CITY HAS TO PUT INTO PLACE a 
number of strategies, including new designs on city streets. In this section, the authors 
examine medical and injury-prevention research as well as internationally recognized 
best practices to determine the effectiveness of these policies.

On this the evidence is clear: the changes occurring on the city’s streets are 
recognized by experts across the globe as proven tools to reduce traffic fatalities  
and injuries. These new designs are proven to save lives.

Traffic Calming
As was discussed earlier, the design of a road significantly impacts the relative safety of 
that road. In urban contexts, wide, flat and open roads have been shown to be the most 
dangerous. As a rule, urban streets should not be designed to make it easy for drivers to 
travel more than 30 miles per hour because of the likelihood of pedestrian death in the 
case of a collision. Roads that encourage higher speeds are called “over-designed.”

Certain road designs have been shown to increase safety in urban areas. These are 
generally designs that are intended to impede excessive speeds and to make drivers 
aware of vulnerable road users; they are referred to as “traffic-calming” measures 
or “road diets.” As an antidote to over-designed roads, traffic-calming designs often 
narrow the roadway or eliminate travel lanes. These designs include speed bumps, 
raised pedestrian crosswalks, curb bulb-outs, bicycle lanes or bus lanes and others.

These traffic-calming designs have a proven record of success in reducing the 

Proven Policies that Save Lives
section 3

The changes occurring 
on the city’s streets are 
recognized by experts 
across the globe as proven 
tools to reduce traffic 
fatalities and injuries.
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number and severity of collisions. In particular, roundabouts have been shown to 
greatly reduce fatalities at intersections. Speed humps, speed tables, speed cushions, 
chicanes, chokers and center islands have all been shown to reduce speeding to 
varying degrees of effectiveness, as well as reduce the incidence of collisions.47 

Bicycle Lanes
The data and evidence about bicycle lanes is clear: dedicated lanes reduce injuries 
and fatalities for all users, and the cities that have implemented them on a wide basis 
have experienced significant safety gains. 

Researchers link bicycle lanes with increased safety based on the principle of 

Dedicated bicycle lanes reduce 
injuries and fatalities for all users.
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Roundabouts in New York City? 
Roundabouts have been shown to greatly 
reduce the severity of traffic crashes at 
intersections, because all road users must 
slow down as they approach the intersection. 
A study of roundabouts in Maryland found 
that the number of collisions resulting in 
injury 
went down by 86 percent, compared with 
traditional intersections.46 Roundabouts 
eliminate the incentive for drivers to speed up 
when approaching an intersection in order to make the green light. And 
because entering and circulating traffic travel at relatively lower speeds—about 
20-25 MPH—there are fewer serious injuries when crashes do occur.
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“safety in numbers.” Simply, injury rates have been shown to decrease as the 
number of bicyclists increases. This may seem counter-intuitive to some; one 
might suppose that more bicyclists would lead to more injuries, even on a per capita 
basis. However, as one author points out, “This principle of ‘safety in numbers’ is 
supported by studies of injury and ridership patterns in California, Australia, and 
Europe, as well as between cities and within cities over time.”48

In the Canadian province of Quebec, the expansion of bicycle infrastructure 
has been associated with increased safety for cyclists. The authors of a study of 
bicycle lanes in Quebec conclude, “One reason for both the growth in cycling levels 
and its increasing safety is the enormous expansion of both off-road and on-road 
cycling facilities throughout the province of Quebec.”49 Between 1987 and 2000, 
the number of “regular cyclists” increased by 50 percent in the province of Quebec, 
while cycling fatalities decreased by 42 percent and serious injuries fell by 56 
percent. Throughout much of this period, the provincial government aggressively 
increased the prevalence of bicycle lanes and the number of kilometers of bicycle 
lanes more than doubled throughout the province. 

In a study in the journal Environmental Health, the authors reviewed 15 studies 
that examined bicyclist safety on “straightaways” (not intersections) and concluded: 

“The principal trend that emerges from the papers reviewed here is that clearly-
marked, bike-specific facilities were consistently shown to provide improved safety 
for cyclists compared to on-road cycling with traffic or off-road with pedestrians 
and other users. Marked bike lanes were found to reduce injury or crash rates by 
about half compared to unmodified roadways.”

New research released in February of 2011 directly measures the collision and 
injury rates for bicyclists in dedicated lanes compared with riding on the street in 
mixed traffic. Six physically separated bicycle lanes in Montreal, Canada (including 
intersections) were compared with parallel streets of comparable vehicle speeds 

In Montreal a separated bike lane runs 
along Avenue du Parc, one of central 
Montreal’s major north-south streets.
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and volumes. The study found that streets with separated bicycle lanes had a 28 
percent lower injury rate than those without.51 

We can conclude that cities that have aggressively rolled out bicycle infrastructure 
such as bicycle lanes have also experienced lower fatality and injury rates for all road 
users, including bicycle riders. 

Whether it was the bicycle lanes themselves or if it was an overall emphasis on 
safety on the part of policymakers in these cities is unclear. But if an increase in 
street safety for all users is the goal, it may not matter.

Area-Wide Traffic Calming and 20 MPH Zones
While traffic-calming measures have been shown to reduce speeds (and thereby 
improve safety), their effects are limited to the immediate vicinity of the traffic 
calming measure. Area-wide traffic calming is simply the application of traffic 
calming techniques throughout an entire neighborhood or district. Area-wide 
techniques have been found to have a long-term impact on the number of collisions 
and injuries with reductions between 15 and 40 percent.52  

Seattle was the first U.S. city to implement an area-wide traffic calming scheme. 
Seattle’s Neighborhood Traffic Control Program began in the early 1970’s 
and consisted of a number of traffic calming techniques, most commonly the 
installation of traffic circles on residential streets. The program has been highly 
successful, with 187 traffic crashes in the targeted area the year before the program 
was introduced to only eleven in the year after.53 

In terms of reducing speeding, lowering speed limits tends to be “marginally 
effective” and reduces actual speeds one quarter of the speed limit reduction.55 
However, examples of area-wide 20 mph zones have been shown to dramatically 
reduce traffic fatalities. After 20 mph zones were introduced in London, these zones 
experienced a 42 percent reduction in traffic fatalities.56 Paris has also instituted 20 
mph zones (or more accurately, 30 kmh zones). The chance of a pedestrian surviving a 
collision with an automobile that is traveling at 20 mph is 98 percent. Many developed 
cities now strive towards reducing urban automobile speeds to twenty miles per hour 
or 30 kilometers per hour.

Sustainable Safety in The Netherlands  
and 30 KMH Zones 
The Netherlands launched its Sustainable Safety program in 1998, with 
speed management as one of its central themes. Previous experience with 
urban 30 kmh zones in the Netherlands showed that these zones reduced 
casualties by 22 percent.54 Therefore, the Dutch set the goal of converting as 
many urban roads as possible into 30 kmh zones. Within the first three years, 
50 percent of the urban road network had been converted into 30 kmh 
zones. As of 2007, 75 percent of residential streets have speed limits of 30 
kmh and the entire city center of Amsterdam is set at 30kmh.
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PARIS
Between 2001 and 2007, Paris cut the 
number of traffic fatalities in the city 
by half. These improvements likely are 
a result of the dramatic changes that 
underwent Paris’ streets during this time. 
These changes were, in the words of 
Paris Mayor Bertrand Delanoe, “About 
reducing pollution and automobile traffic, 
and giving Parisians more opportunities 
for happiness.” They weren’t initiated for 
safety, but rather because of concerns 
about pollution, traffic management and 
livability in the city center.  

BERLIN

Berlin is the safest capital city in 
Europe, with a traffic fatality rate of 1.6 
per 100,000 residents (compared with 
New York’s rate of 3.3 in that same 
year). The key to Berlin’s success may 
lie in its heavy investment in bicycle 
infrastructure—932 kilometers of 
bike lanes throughout the city—and 
its wide use of 20 mph zones (30 
kmh zones). In the land of BMW 
and Mercedes, over 13 percent of all 
Berliners use bicycles for their daily 
transportation. And it is interesting 
to note that in a country known for 
its speed-limit-free Autobahns, over 
70 percent of Berlin’s road network is 
designated as 20 mph zones.

IM
A

G
E 

C
O

U
R

TE
S

Y:
 S

TR
EE

TS
B

LO
G

.O
R

G

IM
A

G
E 

C
O

U
R

TE
S

Y:
 T

IL
M

A
N

 B
R

A
C

H
ER

IM
A

G
E 

C
O

U
R

TE
S

Y:
 S

TR
EE

TS
B

LO
G

.O
R

G

The “Green Neighborhoods” program calmed traffic by adding pedestrian 
spaces, widened sidewalks and raised cross walks. In a dramatic change, 
speed limits were dropped from 50 kmh to 30 kmh. Some streets allowed 
for pedestrian priority in which pedestrians are allowed to walk in the main 
roadway (like on Nassau Street in Lower Manhattan during workdays) and 
the speed limit was lowered to 15 kmh. 

The “Civilized Spaces” program sought to tame traffic on the city’s arterial 
roads. Like New York’s, many of these roads were known for traffic crashes. 
These streets got dedicated bus lanes separated by granite (and special 
parking spots were made for deliveries). Bike lanes were added. Refuge 
islands and sidewalks were widened. 

Paris also aggressively improved public transit options and introduced a 
vast bike-share system. These changes have resulted in significant drops in 
traffic and increased safety on the city’s streets. They certainly haven’t been 
free of controversy, though. There are concerns that those living in the city’s 
suburbs would be cut off from the city center. 
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Enforcement
Excessive speed is the number one cause of deadly crashes in New York City, 
but enforcing speed limits is a burdensome task for police officers that are also 
responsible for crime prevention, maintaining public order and battling terrorism. 
For speed enforcement to be truly effective, drivers must have the continuing 
expectation that enforcement could occur anytime, anywhere, which is nearly 
impossible for overstretched police departments to achieve—traditional speed 
enforcement is resource-intensive for police departments as officers are diverted 
from other duties. 

Automated camera enforcement—cameras with speed detectors—allows local 
jurisdictions to enforce speed limits in a given location at all times without diverting 
police officers from other duties. Speed detectors both increase the amount of 
speed enforcement within a jurisdiction while simultaneously increasing driver 
perception that noncompliance with speed limits will be monitored and that 
offenders will be punished.

Automated enforcement has been found to be effective in urban environments 
in the U.S. A study in Washington, D.C. found that average speeds at enforcement 
sites declined by 14 percent and the number of vehicles exceeding the limit by 10 
miles per hour dropped by 82 percent.59 A study of speed detectors in Charlotte, 
NC revealed similar results.60 An article in the British Medical Journal concludes 
that, “Published research consistently shows the effectiveness of speed cameras in 
preventing road traffic collisions and injuries.”61 A nation-wide program of speed 
detectors in France was shown to reduce fatal crashes by 65% at study sites.62 

A report by the European Conference of Ministers of Transport recommends “a 
combination of both visible and invisible speed enforcement.” They also suggest 
that police departments use both fixed and mobile speed detectors because the 

20 MPH Zones 
Over the past 20 years, London has installed 
over 400 20 mph zones. Now, 11 percent 
of all roads in London are regulated to safe 
speeds.  London’s 20 mph zones are clearly 
marked by signs and include traffic calming 
measures (such as speed humps and 
raised crosswalks), which are placed every 
100 meters. A study in the British Medical 
Journal concluded that the introduction of 20 mph zones was associated with 
a 42 percent reduction in road deaths and injuries.57 Barcelona began piloting 
30 kmh zones in 2006 and has seen crash rates in these zones drop by 27 
percent.58 By the end of 2009, Barcelona had 215 miles of 30kmh zones.
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FINDINGS

section 3:
proven policies that 
save lives

unpredictability of mobile detectors increases the deterrence effect.

Recent DOT-led policies are proven to save lives.

•   The city’s recent changes to the streetscape— curb extensions, pedestrian refuge 
islands and bicycle lanes —are all internationally recognized best practice. They 
have been proven to reduce traffic fatalities and injuries in the research literature 
and are recommended by the World Health Organization, World Bank and the 
European Conference of Ministers of Transport, among others.

•   Cities that have rapidly implemented bicycle lanes have also experienced 
significant gains in safety for all users.

•   Roads must be designed to prohibit dangerous speeds. When pedestrians and 
bicyclists are present, roads that regulate automobile speeds to 20-30 miles per 
hour are the safest for all users.

•   Speed detectors are a cost-effective way to control dangerous speeding. They 
are proven to reduce fatal crashes.
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THE POLICIES WHICH CAN SAVE HUNDREDS OF LIVES A YEAR in New York City 
traffic are well-known by experts across the globe. New York is in the process of 
implementing these interventions across the city, but recently these efforts have 
run up against vocal opposition on tabloid editorial pages, in community board 
meetings and among elected officials.

In this section, we discuss the process of building consensus among the city’s 
diverse stakeholders about the importance of saving hundreds of lives every year. 
The authors draw on technical reports by traffic safety experts from organizations 
like the World Health Organization, the World Bank and the Organization of 
Economic Co-operation and Development. These publications offer concrete 
examples of how other countries and cities have managed the process of bringing 
about system-wide change and vastly safer streets for all users.

Unifying Vision
Perhaps the biggest challenge faced by any large city with ambitious goals 
to eliminate traffic fatalities is to achieve consensus among a diverse set of 
actors—professional drivers, police officers, bicyclists, the business community, 
policymakers and millions of residents and commuters—that traffic fatalities and 
serious injuries cannot be tolerated and that it is their behavior and attitudes that 
determine whether people live or die on the road. It requires that all of these actors 
make safety their principal priority and that they understand the costs associated 
with not doing so. 

How can a city motivate all of these different actors to become committed to 
achieving these goals and to generate the momentum for change? One solution is for 
the city’s highest elected officials to present the public with a compelling “vision” of 
improved safety, an approach recommended by the World Health Organization for 
its ability to motivate key partners by “capturing the imagination of the public.”63 

Widely regarded as the best example of an effective unifying vision, Sweden’s 
Vision Zero is based on the premise that it is unacceptable for anyone to die or 
become seriously injured because of a traffic crash. In 1997, the Swedish national 
parliament adopted Vision Zero as its official road policy. Since then, the idea has 
spread to Norway and a similar vision has been adopted in Denmark. Six states in 
the U.S. — Idaho, Minnesota, Oregon, Utah, Washington and West Virginia — have 
developed and adopted variations of the Vision Zero policy. Additionally, the U.S. 
Department of Transportation is developing a national strategy on highway safety 
called “Towards Zero Deaths,” which should be completed by the end of 2011. 

In Sweden, the policymakers that developed the concept of Vision Zero 
approached the problem of road safety with a “high ethical and human value centered 

Building Consensus, 
Momentum for Change

section 4
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approach.” In other words, the policy was based on the principle that it was ethically 
wrong to tolerate traffic deaths or serious injury. By posing the question ethically, 
one of these policymakers explained, “It was very difficult [for anyone] to be opposed 
to this policy.” A Swedish transportation researcher said of Vision Zero, “On what 
grounds could one really oppose such a vision? What other vision can you have?” 64

Because it is easy to understand and difficult to oppose, Vision Zero, and by 
extension the policies that resulted from it, are widely accepted. The vision is the 
context in which the Swedish people view and understand Sweden’s new road safety 
policies, and it allows all actors to understand the changes they see happening on 
their roads as part of the effort to eliminate traffic fatalities and serious injuries. 

Joerg Beckman of the European Transport Safety Council said of Vision Zero, “It 
provides a stimulator and motivator and brings groups and individuals together 
around a common objective.” Dimitrios Theologitis, head of the road safety unit at 
the European Commission, adds that Vision Zero makes change “much more rapid 
and effective,” and, “It has changed attitudes… Vision Zero has the effect of pushing 
things much higher up the political agenda.” Researchers that conducted a survey of 
international transportation experts about their opinions of Vision Zero concluded, 
“It is clear that the Vision Zero concept has had a significant impact on driving a 
strong policy discussion on road safety.” 65

It is important to note that Sweden did not define its vision as “zero traffic crashes”; 
crashes will still occur. Rather, the vision is to ensure that when collisions do occur 
they do not result in a fatality or serious injury. This means acknowledging that human 
error will occur but that the surface transportation system must be designed so that it 
does not exceed the human capacity to absorb the impact of a collision. 

The World Health Organization names Sweden’s Vision Zero, along with the 
Netherlands’ Sustainable Safety initiative, as leading, internationally recognized 
approaches that are worthy of widespread adoption.66 The Netherlands did not 
adopt the concept of “zero fatalities and injuries”, but that country’s vision still 
adheres to the principal that roads should not be designed to exceed the human 
capacity to absorb a collision. Safety is given priority over motorist convenience, or 
more accurately, high automobile speeds. 

In 2010, the City of Berlin—the safest capital city in Europe—adopted a similar 
vision in which no traffic crash should occur on the city’s streets that leads to a 
serious injury. Berlin’s Charter for Road Safety states that an unacceptable number 
of people die in traffic, and that the cost of improving safety is low compared with 
human suffering as well as the economic and social costs of traffic fatalities.

It must be noted that some countries, including the United Kingdom, have not 
established an overarching vision for street safety, even though that country has 
made impressive safety gains. However, the primary utility of the unifying vision to 
bring together a diverse set of interest still warrants careful consideration in those 
situations where consensus has remained elusive. In New York City, where there is 
little public understanding of the scale of traffic fatalities and how new city policies are 
intended to prevent them, this approach has the potential to generate broad support. 

“A compelling 
vision can focus 
attention on 
results and also 
help to explain 
the rationale 
for the road 
safety strategy… 
It will become 
the central 
call to action, 
underpinning 
all promotional 
activities.” 

WORLD HEALTH 
ORGANIZATION
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Public Engagement, Education and Outreach
Public engagement, education and outreach are critical components of any city’s 
efforts to reduce traffic fatalities and injuries. Residents need to be informed of 
the changes that occur to their neighborhood’s streets, they must understand the 
rationale behind them, and ultimately they need to approve of them. In addition, 
since the street system is a user-controlled system (unlike passenger rail or airline 
travel in which professionals are the ones in control of the system), improving 
safety requires the participation of all users. They must understand how the new 
designs improve safety and how their own actions impact the likelihood of fatalities 
and injuries occurring. 

Developing and implementing these policies is a difficult process, especially in cities 
as large and diverse as New York. This difficulty is illustrated by the fact that nearly 
every new road design to be put into place was approved by the local community 
board. And yet, to many residents safety improvements appear out of nowhere on the 
street. They feel left out of the process and are less inclined to support change.

Part of the problem may be that the Department of Transportation primarily 
relies on the community board process to solicit community feedback, yet 
community boards are often insular and not representative of the community; New 
York’s community planning process has been legitimately criticized as inadequate.67

Community boards need to open up and improve their community engagement.
The city should continue its practice of consulting community boards and city 
council members to collect feedback on new designs as is required by Local Law 19 of 
2009 (Int 1063-2009), and it should seek other channels to communicate effectively 
with the city’s diverse communities. A February 2011 report by the Columbus Avenue 
Working Group—made up of city and state officials, two community organizations 
and community board members—made a similar conclusion after studying the post-
implementation period of a new street design on the Upper West Side. The report 
acknowledged that the new street configuration did indeed receive the support of the 
local community board, but recommended that the city make additional efforts to 
solicit feedback after the design was implemented.68

The City of Seattle recently led a comprehensive community engagement process 
that offers some possible ways for New York City policymakers to redouble their 
engagement efforts. Like New York City, Seattle recently developed a pedestrian 
safety master plan that lays out its strategy to improve street safety. Seattle 
completed an exhaustive community-engagement process, including numerous 
community-based advisory groups and community roundtables. Seattle actively 
solicited community feedback through these new channels during the planning 
process, its implementation, and post-implementation.

Both the executive and legislative branches set up new structures to receive 
community feedback. The City Council created a Committee on Pedestrian Safety, 
which held open public forums to gather community input about ways to increase 
pedestrian safety. The executive branch, under the Seattle DOT, set up a Pedestrian 
Master Plan Advisory group—a citizens group made up of members of the 
community, health officials, senior organizations, public schools representatives 
and others. Additionally, during the summer before the master plan was released, 

“Over the last 
four years, bike 

lane projects 
were presented 
to Community 

Boards at 94 
public meetings. 
There have been 

over 40 individual 
committee and 
full community 

board votes and/
or resolutions 

supporting bike 
projects.” 

DEPUTY MAYOR 
HOWARD WOLFSON
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the city held seven roundtable meetings with specific interest groups to solicit 
feedback and generate participation in the greater community. These groups were 
active during Seattle’s master plan development process and they were critical for the 
successful development of that plan. 

Outreach efforts continued after the plan was released in May of 2009. The city 
launched a seven-week comment period, in which project staff held 74 public meetings 
citywide. Comments were also taken by phone, mail and email and entered into a city 
database for follow-up and tracking.

New York’s policymakers must also consider the rich diversity of the city’s 
neighborhoods and communities. Different languages, cultures, and social norms can 
make comprehensive outreach more of a challenge for city government. Once again, 
Seattle offers a potential model.

The basic principle of Seattle’s approach is to take the message directly to diverse 
communities through qualified and trained multi-cultural liaisons. The Planning 
Outreach Liaison Model was used as Seattle went through a comprehensive 
neighborhood planning process. These community liaisons had other full-time 
employment, but were reimbursed for the time they spent working on engagement 
activities. Obviously, for a program like this to be successful, it requires accountability 
as well as qualified and trusted participants.

Finally, it is recognized best practice for the city to engage the private sector in 
its street safety efforts. Many private companies maintain large fleets, and these 
companies often have a financial incentive to reduce traffic crashes involving their 
own vehicles. In Sweden, the national government established a National Road Safety 
Assembly, which partners with businesses to make far-reaching promises to improve 
road safety. 
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Unified, Coordinated Approach
Street safety is an issue that cuts across government agencies and departments, 
requiring the participation of the transportation, police, health, education, 
sanitation, and planning departments. Needless to say, coordinating action across 
so many government bodies is a tremendous challenge. 

In order to strengthen the city’s intra-governmental coordination of new street 
safety programs and policies, the New York City Council enacted Local Law 12 in 
February of 2011. It requires that the Department of Transportation develop an 
inter-agency safety plan, identify key agencies critical to the implementation of 
that plan, and for these agencies to meet monthly to coordinate new policies and 
programs.

However, the legislation does not give direction about how to structure new 
inter-agency coordinating bodies. In a report on “road safety management,” the 
World Health Organization provides recommendations on how to structure intra-
governmental coordination of street safety initiatives. While “the fine details of 
organization structure” are not likely to be critical,69 the general recommendation 
is to have a lead agency with a clear legal mandate from the chief executive to reduce 
the number of traffic fatalities and injuries and to coordinate the efforts of all 
participating sectors of government. The lead agency must also have a sustainable 
source of funding dedicated to street safety and the executive authority to make 
funds available for interventions, research and evaluation.

Equally critical is the formation of high-level coordinating bodies made up of 
the government actors necessary for wide-ranging street safety improvements. 
The World Health Organization gives some specific recommendations about the 
composition and hierarchy of these coordinating bodies:

•    A high-level executive committee, made up of department heads and chief 
executives. This group should meet only four times a year and should be 
concerned with “strategic issues” rather than the operational details of 
day-to-day activities. This committee’s role should be communicating, 
coordinating, and agreeing on top-level strategy. The chief executive chairs 
the committee.

•    A “manager’s working group” of senior level departmental managers, is 
“the hub” of coordinating the day-to-day management of the city’s street 
safety policies and meets once a month. The chief executive or lead agency 
chairs the committee, “With the lead agency as the key link, the group 
coordinates implementation of the road safety strategy,” and “Develops 
and implements programs and interventions.” 

•    An advisory group of governmental and non-governmental organizations, 
including businesses, community groups and others. This is a consultative 
body, meeting quarterly with the lead agency as the chair.
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New York’s Local Law 12 specifically requires that the Transportation Department 
develop a plan to increase its collaboration with the police department. The World 
Health Organization notes that coordination between the lead agency—in this case 
Transportation—and police enforcement is critical, particularly for the effective use 
of real time crash data. Since Local Law 12 also requires that the Police Department 
publish monthly crash data aggregated by borough and police precinct, this provides 
an opportunity for the Transportation Department to work closely with law 
enforcement to efficiently target appropriate enforcement efforts. 

The research literature continually stresses the need for strong support at the top 
levels of government, especially the highest elected official. Since the full participation 
of so many agencies and departments is critical, and some of these departments may 
not normally consider street safety in their day-to-day activities, the mayor or chief 
executive must make the lead agency’s mandate clear to all other department and 
agency heads and must ensure their commitment to the city’s safety goals. 
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FINDINGS

To build consensus and momentum for change, the 
city must present a unifying vision to the public and 
redouble its community engagement efforts.

•   Achieving widespread reductions in traffic fatalities and injuries requires the 
participation and buy-in of a diverse set of stakeholders. It requires consensus.

•   A “unifying vision” has successfully been used in other countries and cities as a 
means of achieving consensus. A vision motivates key partners and stakehold-
ers and may capture the imagination of the general public, thereby generating 
the momentum for system-wide change.

•   Sweden’s Vision Zero—a vision that ultimately no one will die or become 
seriously injured in traffic—has been recognized by the World Health 
Organization as a best practice that should be replicated by other cities and 
countries that wish to achieve ambitious street safety goals. 

•   Public engagement, education and outreach are critical components of any 
city’s efforts to reduce traffic fatalities and injuries. 

•   In New York City, the appropriate community board has approved nearly all 
of the recent changes to city streets, yet people still feel out of the loop. Other 
cities offer examples of how the city could better engage New York’s diverse 
communities.

•   A unified, coordinated approach among city officials is critical. 

›   Street safety is an issue that cuts across government agencies and 
departments. Coordinating action across so many government bodies is a 
tremendous challenge.

›   The city’s highest executive must give a clear mandate to his or her agencies 
to achieve significant traffic safety improvements and empower a lead 
agency to coordinate others and drive necessary policies. 

›   High-level coordinating bodies made up of the government actors—
transportation, police, planning, sanitation, public transit and health—
are necessary for wide-ranging street safety improvements and must be 
established.
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Recommendations
NEW YORK CITY HAS MADE TREMENDOUS PROGRESS IMPROVING STREET SAFETY 
over the past ten years. It must go beyond its 2030 goal of halving traffic deaths and set 
the most humane goal of completely eliminating road deaths and serious injuries in New 
York City.

Present the public with a unifying vision. 
•   Present New Yorkers with a vision of a vastly safer street system and present 

the cost of inaction in human or ethical terms. This vision can be modeled after 
Sweden’s Vision Zero—the vision of a future in which no one is killed in traffic 
crashes. Carry out focus groups and roundtables to identify the vision that best 
fits the unique character of New York and its residents.

•   City policymakers must approach the issue of traffic safety from a high human-
value, ethical perspective rooted in the basic principle that it is unacceptable for 
the current rate of traffic fatalities and injuries to continue. 

Establish additional ways to gather community feedback, 
to communicate the city’s goals and to engage the city’s 
diverse communities.

•   Establish new committees and advisory groups in both the legislative and 
executive branch. These groups should hold regular, open public forums to 
solicit community feedback, identify community concerns, and to report on the 
city’s progress in reducing traffic fatalities and injuries. These can be modeled 
after Seattle’s Committee on Pedestrian Safety and Pedestrian Master Plan 
Advisory Group. 

•   Hold community roundtables with key community stakeholder groups, 
staffed by representatives of the Mayor’s Office and appropriate agencies. 
These stakeholder groups can include organizations representing seniors, 
immigrants, ethnic groups, fleet operators, business groups and others. Use 
community liaisons to communicate the city’s goals and to inform residents 
about changes occurring on city streets.

•   Follow major street redesigns with an open public comment process to fine-
tune new designs and to address community concerns.

•   Partner with members of the private sector to identify strategies to reduce 
workplace-related traffic fatalities and injuries.

Recommendations & Conclusion
section 5



Vision Zero   41    

•   Instruct the city’s Department of Technology to create a web-based tool for 
residents to report dangerous street conditions, concerns about new designs, 
and other feedback. This information can be gathered and displayed on an 
online map and may be combined with the city’s crash data.

Strengthen the coordination of safety programs 
between different government agencies and bodies. 

•   The mayor should reaffirm the Department of Transportation’s mandate to 
improve street safety, both to the public and his deputies and commissioners. 
The mayor should give a public address about the city’s vision to eliminate 
traffic fatalities and serious injuries, how it will achieve it and why it is critical 
to meet this goal. 

•   Establish a hierarchy of new executive committees and working groups 
within city government to coordinate street safety initiatives across 
departments and agencies. These groups should include all city departments 
that have a stake in eliminating traffic fatalities and injuries.

•   The Transportation Department should work closely with the NYPD 
at multiple levels, including collaboration between commissioners and 
between Transportation staff and precinct commanders. These departments 
should jointly develop enforcement strategies to stop excessive speeding 
as well as set benchmarks and targets for reducing excessive speed. The 
agencies should compile and publish monthly reports and maps (as required 
by Local Law 12-2011) and issue an annual report on traffic safety, including 
progress towards its targets and achieving the city’s road safety vision, as well 
as notable successes, challenges and next steps.

•    Have every relevant department within the administration develop a strategy 
to reduce work-related traffic fatalities and injuries. Hold these departments 
accountable to quantifiable goals. 

Eliminate dangerous and illegal speeding.
•   Continue implementing street designs that reduce dangerous speeding. 

The Department of Transportation is now in the process of identifying the 
city’s most dangerous streets and intersections and redesigning them to curb 
dangerous speeding and improve safety. 

•    The Department should expand its 20 mph zone program. The first 
neighborhood-wide 20 mph zone is currently being installed in the Bronx. 
The city should also consider installing roundabouts more widely. There 
are currently plans to pilot the use of a roundabout at one city intersection. 
This design should be studied very carefully and, if successful, should be 

section 5:
recommendations and 

conclusion



42    Vision Zero

implemented at additional appropriate locations.

•   Install safe speed detectors widely across the city, using both fixed and mobile 
cameras. In order to shield the speed detector program from criticism of being 
simply a “revenue generator” for the city’s general fund, the revenue should be 
put towards a popular public program, such as competitive grants for schools 
or a city scholarship program. State legislation is required, and both the City 
Council and the Mayor should lobby for the enactment of such legislation in 
Albany. 

Conclusion
New York City’s goal to reduce fatalities by half by 2030 is historic by American 
standards. Already the safest large U.S. city for traffic fatalities, achieving this goal 
would save over one hundred lives a year and make a significant impact on the city’s 
overall health and safety. 

However, when we compare New York with its peer cities in other developed nations 
it becomes clear that the city’s current goal is not nearly as ambitious as it can and 
should be. For instance, while New York strives to cut its traffic fatality rate in half in 
23 years, Paris did the same thing in just six. New York is already more than three years 
behind the principal cities of other developed countries. Not content to rest on their 
laurels, many cities in Europe are moving ahead to reduce fatalities even further with 
the end goal of completely eliminating fatalities and serious injuries. 

This report recommends that New York City become the world leader in street 
safety and commit to a zero tolerance policy for traffic fatalities, establishing an 
ultimate goal of completely eliminating traffic deaths and serious injuries. This 
approach may seem new to many New Yorkers, but it is difficult to conceive of a 
more appropriate approach to street safety when the high human cost and ethical 
implications of traffic fatalities is considered. 

Traffic crashes will still occur, but we can design and use the system in a way that 
crashes do not have to result in death. It will require that the streets look different in 
2030 than they do today. Designs will need to be put into place that prevent dangerous 
speeding and protect vulnerable users. Some may criticize these changes as “un-New 
York,” but the idea that dangerous streets represent some vital characteristic of New 
York is absurd. It implies that human life is not valued as highly here as it is elsewhere. 
Creating safer streets will not diminish the city’s vitality and energy; it will save lives. 
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Summary of Street Safety Interventions  
and Programs in New York City

New York City is currently in the process of redesigning streets and intersections 
in order to improve safety for all users, particularly vulnerable users such as 
pedestrians, bicyclists, the elderly, and the young. The city has installed traffic-
calming designs in neighborhoods across the city, most notably the expansion of 
pedestrian refuge islands, bicycle lanes and protected bicycle paths. 

The city’s relatively new approach to roadway design is outlined in the DOT’s 
Street Design Manual from 2009. The Manual provides options for street designs 
in the form of what it calls a “toolbox” of design features. The Manual does not 
prescribe the exact design that is to be used in every circumstance, instead opting 
for flexibility. However, it does set out some general guidelines. It states that speed 
limits as low as 15 mph are allowed by state law when used with traffic calming 
measures, and that speed limits below 25 mph “should be considered on local 
streets, residential streets, alleys; on streets adjacent to schools, and senior or 
disabled pedestrian trip generators; and waterfronts, parks, or other significant 
pedestrian destinations.”

Wide, over-designed roads tend to be more dangerous, and the Manual recognizes 
the need to narrow roadways and lower automobile speeds in order to improve 
safety. It states that all streets should be designed to be the minimum width (and 
have the minimum number of lanes) that would allow for the “desired operations” 
of automobiles, buses and bicyclists. The Manual does not designate what the 
minimum width of certain roads should be, but it does state that excess width 
should be reallocated to pedestrians, bicyclists, or to provide green space. The 
Manual also states that intersections should be designed to reduce pedestrian 
crossing distances and to slow turning vehicles with “the smallest possible [turning] 
radius” while still accommodating emergency vehicles.

The Manual also lists a number of street safety (or “traffic calming”) measures 
that may be incorporated into roadway design. These measures—including 
pedestrian refuge islands, bulb-outs, speed humps and cushions, bike lanes and 
traffic diverters—have all been proven to reduce traffic fatalities in cities where 
they’ve been tried. The Manual also mentions the piloting of roundabouts in New 
York City.

The Manual is intended simply to supply a toolbox of options, but this still leaves 
the difficult job of deciding where and when to implement street safety designs 
unfinished. In August of 2010, the DOT released the Pedestrian Safety Study & Action 
Plan, which outlined several of the city’s design-related initiatives to increase 
street safety. The Department is using a data-driven approach to rank corridors 
and intersections according to the prevalence and severity of traffic injuries. Based 
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on these rankings, the Department stated that it will implement “intensive” safety 
redesigns on 20 miles of the city’s most dangerous corridors each year. These streets 
will get relatively more ambitious redesigns, including bicycle lanes, pedestrian refuge 
islands and pedestrian plazas, among others. An additional 40 miles of dangerous 
corridors will get more limited modifications. The Department will also redesign 20 
two-way Manhattan cross-town intersections per year with a “full toolbox” of design 
options.

Compared with evidence-backed, design-related best practices, New York 
City is definitely moving in the right direction. Additionally, the city has already 
implemented two targeted street safety programs: Safe Routes to Schools and Safe 
Streets for Seniors. These programs target the populations most at-risk of traffic 
fatalities or injuries. 

Under Safe Routes to Schools, the Department identified 135 “priority schools” 
based on crash histories in the vicinity of these schools. After studying traffic 
conditions around the priority schools and conducting outreach to parents and school 
personnel, the Department installed or has plans to install safety-enhancing measures 
at each school including new signs, highly visible crosswalks, bike lanes, and traffic 
calming measures. 

Under the Safe Streets for Seniors program, the Department has targeted 25 
neighborhoods that have a high number of pedestrian crashes involving seniors. This 
program has focused on making it easier for seniors to safely cross at intersections. 
Additional crossing time was added to pedestrian signals and crossing distances have 
been shortened with traffic calming devices, such as bulb-outs or pedestrian refuge 
islands. 

With the 2010 release of the Pedestrian Safety Study & Action Plan, the Department 
will also pilot the use of “left turn daylighting,” or the removal of parking spaces at the 
approach of an intersection. The Department believes that daylighting will increase 
visibility for pedestrians and drivers and reduce “turning-vehicle pedestrian crashes.” 
The Department also plans on installing pedestrian countdown signals at 1,500 
intersections.

Finally, the Department will triple the number of 20 mph school zones from 25 to 75 
and pilot a neighborhood-wide 20 mph zone. 
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