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Transforming mobility by focusing on 
becoming rather than avoiding
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Presentation Notes
I was invited to participate on this panel not as a climate expert but as an expert on Vision Zero which I’m hopeful will be relevant and thought provoking anyway. I’d like to start with a quick clarification: I say “we” a lot when I talk about traffic violence and our status quo. When I do, generally I’m speaking very broadly, not about or on behalf of any particular population or institution.  I’m guessing most of the folks in this room have at least HEARD of Vision Zero.  At its simplest, Vision Zero stems from the conviction that…



all traffic deaths are 
unacceptable 

avoidable 
preventable 
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All traffic deaths are unacceptable, avoidable and preventable



vision zero is a systemic commitment to eliminate 
traffic fatalities by a predetermined date.  

X
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It’s commitment to collectively eliminate traffic deaths by a set date.  Thats all Vision Zero is. 
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There is a huge amount of overlap between Vision Zero and zero carbon mobility.   Policies and programs that are designed to incent mode shift to transit and active transportation like Complete Streets, TDM and Transit Oriented Development policies provide a lot of bang for our buck in terms of addressing health, safety and environmental impact of transportation system.  
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In 1924. I include slide because it makes the point that we’ve been giving lip service to traffic safety for a very long time.  In the early 1920s there was widespread panic about the sheer scale of motor vehicle deaths. At the time, there were many proposed responses, including requiring cars to have speed governors, banning them from city centers, stringent liability, transit priority policy and design  But instead what we got was a PR campaign designed by an industry group called Motordom whos winning strategy amounted to
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…making fun of the victims by inventing the term “Jay Walker”.  “Jay” was a term akin to hick or rube, unsophisticated about the fact that streets are for cars.  Whether you think strategy worked or not depends on what you think the goal was.
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I get google alerts for traffic incidents.  I got this early one morning a few months backNot great, right?  From this headline you don’t really know if he tripped and hit his head or what… 
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Beyond the headline, the first edition of the story had problems of its own.  In a three paragraph, 4 sentence story
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theres no mention that a car was even involved until the final paragraphAnd that got me thinking, what if we talked about other forms of violence as obliquely and passively as we talk about traffic violence?  
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What if instead ofThe headline read
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global causes of death 2013
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SO it turns out we’ve also spent nearly a century rationalizing and normalizing traffic deaths as inevitable collateral in the name of progress and convenience.  the system we rely on to connect us to work, school, worship, goods, civic participation, recreation, and eachother routinely carries a death penalty for even minor lapses of attention or judgment.  We are, by and large, fairly complacent about that.   As David Wallace-Wells said earlier, we’ve done this damage knowingly. Not in ignorance. I’ve spent a lot of time with prosecutors in my career, and they’ll tell you car v ped assaults are among the toughest cases to prosecute bc jurors are much more likely to be sympathetic to the driver. “it could have been me!” we all recognize times we were the driver whos “only” going 10 over the speed limit, or driving just a little sleepy at the wheel, or distracted by screaming kids, or who rolls that right turn and doesn’t see the kid behind the car parked too close to the crosswalk, “they came out of nowhere!”  that it could have been us. and why didnt that pedestrian pay more attention? 
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Whats more, this tolerance for traffic violence is inseparable from our parallel history and ongoing legacy of segregation via redlining, white flight and suburban sprawl.And more generally, age, race, gender, ability, and socioeconomic status are all significant predictors of exposure to traffic violence. 



reduce motor vehicle speed

Design streets and cities at 
human scale

Develop transportation 
demand strategies for 

sustainability
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In 2020, The technical and policy solutions advocates and experts beg for are broadly similar to 1924.  Reduce speed, design for human scale, and plan and fund for sustainable alternatives like bikes and transit.   But so many of our plans, policies and budgets STILL prioritize speed and convenience of automobile drivers at the expense of safety.  And so in 2020, traffic crashes remain the leading cause of preventable death for American children. 



what is the focus of vision zero? 
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So when we talk about vision zero, where and on what are we aiming towards?   How are we course-correcting towards what we want to become and not just what we want to avoid? Here’s the elevator pitch for the key concepts and needed changes:  



focus on culture change 
(not just a technical or design challenges)

recognize that traffic violence results from complex 
entrenched systems, not just bad actors 

build an equity framework that centers vulnerable 
populations

understand that there is no technical solution for complacency

Presenter
Presentation Notes
Many of design and planning tools we need to transform our transportation system exist. What we lack is a collective commitment to implement them.We’ll solve vision zero when we decide that it’s a problem worth solving, not just balance with things like parking and convenience for drivers. 



focus on what works
(not what we’ve always done)

pursue data-driven solutions

learn from peer cities BUT center local culture, voices and needs

recognize community lived-experience as invaluable knowledge



build diverse cross-sector coalitions with shared vision, 
language, data, responsibility

co-create narratives that center communities as agents, rather 
than subjects

focus on co-creation
(over top down solutions)

for vision zero to be useful, everything has to be on the table, so 
everyone has to be at the table. 
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focus on resilience over compliance

“INTUITIVE” DESIGN

REAL WORLD USERS
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People don’t behave predictably or perfectly. and identity impacts compliance in ways that are hard to predict and control. The best designs are resilient and flexible, not punitive.  



focus on resilience over compliance

focus on co-creation

focus on what works

focus on culture change
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So what is the takeaway…



Don’t tell me what you believe in,
Show me your budget and I’ll know
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Thank you 
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