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1 Introduction

“Around the world, more than 1.35 million people die each year in traffic collisions. . . . In

the U.S., the toll is around 35,000 annually”.1 In the US alone, “another 2 million people

are nonfatally injured” each year.2 In 2014, the year Muriel Bowser was elected Mayor

of the District of Columbia, 23 people were killed in traffic in the District, including nine

pedestrians and one person riding a bike; 39 people were killed in traffic in neighboring

Montgomery County, Maryland, that year, also including nine pedestrians and one person

riding a bike.3

The next year, shortly after taking office, Bowser announced that DC would adopt “a

‘Vision Zero’ approach”; she unveiled her government’s “Vision Zero Action Plan” in De-

cember, 2015.4–6 Several other governments in the region have also adopted “Vision Zero

Plans”, including Montgomery County in 2017.7 But what is a “Vision Zero Plan”? Other

than simply counting the bodies, how do we evaluate a Vision Zero Plan? And how do local

juridsictions’ Vision Zero Plans rate?

For space reasons, this paper will consider only the Vision Zero plans of DC and Mont-

gomery County, Maryland, but many of the same issues apply as well to other “Vision Zero

jurisdictions” in the region.

2 What is a Vision Zero Plan?

Vision Zero is a Swedish “approach to transportation, dictating that the government manage

the nation’s streets. . . with the ultimate goal of preventing fatalities and serious injuries,”

made law in 1997.8 In the US, and in Sweden before the 1990s, “the traditional road-

oriented safety philosophy has as its starting point the ‘accident’∗. . . . [But] by choosing

the ‘accident’ perspective, you get a safety philosophy that at its best reduces accidents, not

necessarily personal injuries”.9

∗or, as many advocates and journalists now prefer to say, ‘crash’
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The innovation of the Vision Zero system therefore is to change perspectives—rather

than stopping crashes, the focus is on ending injuries: in engineering terms, “It is kinetic

energy that kills and injures. . . . By managing the. . . energy that is transferred to the human

body, an error tolerance can be built into the traffic system”.9 In other words, rather than

striving to eliminate human error, which is impossible, roadway engineers should make

it so people can make mistakes without killing each other or themselves. As Cushing et

al. put it, Vision Zero takes the responsibility for collisions, and the injuries and fatalities

they cause, away from the individual road user and “places [it] on road planners”.10 As

the Swedes’ own Vision Zero Initiative puts it, “Vision Zero. . . can be summarised in one

sentence: No loss of life is acceptable. . . . It is based on the simple fact that we are human

and make mistakes. The road system needs to keep us moving. But it must also be designed

to protect us at every turn”.11

2.1 How do we evaluate a Vision Zero Plan?

Although the United States has not adopted the Swedish approach on a national level, many

of its largest states and cities have, including New York City and San Francisco. There is no

single, official definition of ‘Vision Zero’ nor a single ‘Vision Zero Plan’ among US entities,

but the non-profit Vision Zero Network (VZN) promotes the concept, shares case studies

and best practices, and sets expectations for what qualifies as a Vision Zero Plan.

According to VZN, “Vision Zero is not a slogan, nor a tagline, not even just a program;

instead, Vision Zero is a fundamental shift in how your community approaches the issue

of safe mobility”.12 While a few cities in the US had declared a Vision Zero commitment

before VZN existed, VZN set out a series of criteria for being recognized as a “Vision Zero

community.” These include

• Setting a clear goal of eliminating traffic deaths and serious injuries within

an explicit timeframe (i.e., 10 years), with the Mayor (or top elected of-

ficial) publicly officially committing to the set timeframe and directing
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appropriate staff to prioritize the work;

• A VZ Action Plan or Strategy is in place, with a focus on being data driven

and equitable and including community input, or the Mayor and key de-

partments have committed to creating one in a specified time frame;

• Key departments, including Transportation, Public Health, and Law En-

forcement, are actively engaged as leaders and partners in the process of

developing, implementing, and evaluating the Plan and sharing progress;

• A Vision Zero Task Force (including city agencies, key community stake-

holders, and others) meets regularly to lead and evaluate efforts.12

Johnston’s review of Australian traffic-safety strategies also suggests two more criteria:

“First, the plan must not only be evidence based, but it must have sharp teeth.

Second, the public release of a strategic plan that contains specific actions and

targets for achievement helps ensure. . . application of sufficient resources and

political and agency commitment to effective implementation.”13

3 How does DC’s Plan rate?

Early in 2016, VZN evaluated DC’s new Vision Zero Plan and rated it very highly, writing

that “thanks to community input, advocacy engagement and deep buy-in from all corners

of city government, the Plan makes clear that DC isn’t just committed in words, but taking

action to shift the status quo”.14

Mayor Bowser had publicly committed DC to ‘eliminating traffic deaths and serious in-

juries’ by a specific date, the year 2024. ‘A Vision Zero Action Plan [was] in place. . . [with]

a focus on being data driven, equitable, and including community input’, and not only were

‘key city departments. . . actively engaged. . . in the process of developing the Plan’ but 23

government officials had signed the Plan, including not only the heads of the Transporta-

tion, Health, and Police departments, but also Directors of Departments and Offices from
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Disability Rights to Public Works to Unified Communications (which oversees 911 and

311); four Deputy Mayors; the Chancellor of DC Public Schools, and more.14

However, the last of the VZN’s criteria is the creation of a Vision Zero Task Force that

“meets regularly to lead and evaluate efforts”. As of June 21, 2019, a search for ‘vision zero

task force’ on the DC Government website returns zero results, though a DDOT engineer told

me a task force does exist which “meets monthly and consists only of government agencies

under the Mayor’s purview”†. VZN’s “Guidelines for an Effective Vision Zero Action Plan”

specifically lists the Task Force in its section on “Robust Community Engagement”, saying

cities should “Create a multi-stakeholder Vision Zero Task Force that includes perspectives

from representatives in public health, transportation, policy makers, police, community, and

advocates, among others” (emphasis added).15 A closed group consisting only of policy

makers from executive agencies simply fails to qualify.

3.1 “Key city departments. . . are actively engaged. . . in the process. . . ”

Another core criterion is that “Key city departments. . . are actively engaged as leaders and

partners in the process of developing the Vision Zero Plan, implementing it, and evaluating

and sharing progress.” It is difficult to measure internal actions, but District departments

do not seem to be succeeding at ‘evaluating and sharing progress’—even where DC laws

require it.

Sections 102–107 of the Bicycle and Pedestrian Safety Amendment Act of 2016‡ require

agencies to compile and publish certain data at various frequencies—for example, crash

and moving-infraction data are to be published at least monthly, while information on

permits to occupy public space or block a sidewalk or bike lane is to be published weekly;

a report on locations with the highest frequency of collisions that injure or kill pedestrians

is to be sent to Council each year, and a report for improving bicycle and pedestrian safety

†Emily Dalphy, June 27, 2019, https://twitter.com/TrafficEnginerd/status/1144104952601686016
‡DC Law 21-155, §102–107, DC Code Title 50, Chapter 19B, §50-1951.02–7
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is to be sent to Council every second year. It is not clear that any of these reports have

been submitted, so I wrote my Member of Council, Brianne Nadeau. A member of her staff

wrote back to say that the required collision data is available in DC’s data website, as is the

moving infraction data; as for the ‘permits to occupy public space’, he wrote that “this is

done through the TOPS system, which still has a lot of kinks.”

Similarly, section 301 of the Bicycle and Pedestrian Safety Amendment Act of 2016§

required DDOT to “create a Complete Streets policy” and, starting in 2017, to “report to

the Council on the agency’s progress towards implementing the Complete Streets policy”

every year. As of July 2019, the only Complete Streets Policy available on DDOT’s website is

dated 2010. Section 201¶ required creating a Bicycle and Pedestrian Priority Area Program

and annual reports about its progress, but as of July, 2019, searching DDOT’s website for

“Bicycle and Pedestrian Priority Area Program” returns no results at all.

If DC is making and evaluating progress, the District government sure doesn’t seem to

be sharing it.

3.2 “Public, High-Level, and Ongoing Commitment”

Another, more recent publication of the Network is the Core Elements for Vision Zero

Communities.16 The first of these Core Elements is a “Public, High-Level, and Ongoing Com-

mitment” to “eliminating traffic fatalities and serious injuries within a specific timeframe. . . .

In short, a Vision Zero commitment is only as strong as it is demonstrated in the actions of

the city’s leadership and staff.”

It is difficult to measure internal actions, which is part of why the Core Element requires

public commitment and action. Some of DC’s failures here are mundane—as of June 2019,

a page in the Vision Zero website tracking “Vision Zero in the News” has not been updated

since October 1, 2015—but there are more critical omissions and failures as well.
§DC Law 21-155, §301, DC Code Title 50, Chapter 23D, §50-2381
¶DC Law 21-155, §201, DC Code Title 50, Chapter 23C, §50-2371
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In October 2017, DC’s Department of Public Works announced that DC “is now fully

compliant with legislation requiring DC’s heavy-duty fleet be equipped with side-underrun

prevention devices, or side guards”17—nearly ten years after that requirement was imposed

by the “Bicycle Safety Enhancement Amendment Act of 2008.”∗∗ DPW also announced

that “by 2019, the requirement will apply to all private heavy-duty vehicles registered in

the District as well”—but while Section 605 of the Bicycle and Pedestrian Safety Amend-

ment Act of 2016†† had set that 2019 deadline, the Bowser Administration did not finalize

regulations to implement the Act until late 2018. Because of the Administration’s delay,

the side-guards requirement‡‡ thus did not become law until January 4, 2019, three days

after the statute was to have closed the window—and operators received a new 24 month

window for compliance.

While nobody has—at least, as of this writing—yet been killed in DC with a truck not

modified to meet the side-guard requirement, other failures of the city’s leadership and staff

have led to injuries and deaths. In particular, after several deaths along Florida Avenue

NE, DC had created a plan to redesign the roadway to reduce traffic speeds and widen

sidewalks.18,19 It was then shelved for several years, until another death—of a well-known

advocate for faster implementation of better, safer roads§§20,21—finally prompted DC to

implement interim changes and restart the process to find a permanent solution.20,22,23

After noting that the existing design plan that is to be updated and finalized in the

current process is five years old—older than DC’s actual Vision Zero Plan—and insufficient

as a Vision Zero design, advocate David Cranor adds,

The multimodal study was to finish in May of 2014 but didn’t until February of

2015. In 2017, they were to be done with the 100% design in Spring of 2018.

They were still at the 30% design this past January [2019] with the 65% and

100% designs still to go.
∗∗DC Law 17-352, §2, DC Code Title 50, Chapter 2, §50–205
††DC Law 21-155, §605, DC Code Title 50, Chapter 2, §50–205(a-2)
‡‡DC Municipal Regulations Title 18, §758
§§and a personal friend of this author
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They aren’t working towards streets that maximize safety and then they aren’t

hitting their own deadlines to build the safety-compromised alternatives they’ve

selected. No wonder the roads aren’t getting safer.20

4 How do suburban DC communities’ plans rate?

“We are absolutely as a region failing to achieve our goals. . . . Our goals are

fairly meaningless unless we have the policies and the initiatives to achieve said

goals.” — Charles Allen, D.C. Council member and 2018 Chair of the National

Capital Region Transportation Planning Board24

By summer 2019, most of the communities surrounding DC had also adopted Vision

Zero—Montgomery County, Maryland, on DC’s northern border, and Alexandria, Virginia,

to the southwest of DC, in 20177,25 and Prince George’s County, Maryland, to DC’s east, and

Arlington County, Virginia, to the west, in 2019.26,27

Arlington and Prince George’s Counties have, as of this writing, only just recently an-

nounced their intention to adopt Vision Zero; their actual policies do not yet exist. Alexan-

dria is significantly smaller than its neighbors—its population is less than a quarter of

DC’s—so due to limited space this paper will only discuss the much larger Montgomery

County: how do the policies and initiatives of this suburban jurisdiction stack up?

4.1 Montgomery County, Maryland

Montgomery County issued its two-year action plan in November 2017,7 declaring the

County would “eliminate fatalities and severe injuries on our roads by 2030”. The Plan

contains several strong statements about how traffic fatalities “are not accidents and they are

not an inevitable ‘cost of doing business’ in the modern world. . . . No one in our community

should have to grieve the loss of a loved one as the result of a traffic collision”, as an average

of 35 County families did each of the five years before the Plan.7
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While the County Executive who began the program, Isiah Leggett, retired at the end

of his term in 2019, his successor, Marc Elrich, had signed the plan as a Member of County

Council and continues the commitment. And while Montgomery County’s plan document

does not contain as impressive a list of agencies that signed on as DC’s Vision Zero Plan

does, the Directors of Transportation and Public Information and the Chiefs of Police and

the Fire and Rescue Service are listed below the County Executive in the Plan beside

the Councilmembers, and the 17 “agencies and organizations who participated in the

development” of the Plan include not only County agencies such as the planning, police, and

transportation departments and the school district, but also the Maryland State Highway

Administration; the County Attorney and Department of Correction and Rehabilitation; the

county transportation department’s external Pedestrian, Bicycle, and Traffic Safety Advisory

Committee; and two independent non-profit organizations, transit and riders’ advocates

Action Committee for Transit and regional cycling advocates Washington Area Bicyclist

Association.

The fact that Montgomery County’s plan lists not only executive agencies but also

the County Council, the Advisory Committee, and two independent organizations seems

noteworthy—while both the DC VZ Plan and articles about it note DC’s collaboration

with outside organizations and members of the public in creating the Plan,6,14 the Plan

itself is only signed by District executive offices and agencies. However, in implementation,

Montgomery County, like the District, has fallen short in several ways.

“Public release of a strategic plan that contains specific actions and targets for achieve-

ment” As mentioned, a short-term Two-Year Action Plan was released in 2017.7 This plan

in turn included as one of its Action Items the creation of a long-term Ten-Year Action Plan.

Work on this Ten-Year plan was to have started in January 2019 and been completed by

November 2019, but as of July 2019, it is one of the items which is “Behind Schedule, Not

Started”.28
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“The plan must not only be evidence based, but it must have sharp teeth” The Two-

Year Action Plan has deadlines for nearly every item in it, but no indication of what is to

happen when those deadlines are not met or when actions don’t have the desired effect.

For example, the Plan says that the County will issue a 1-Year Progress Report in January

2019, with the 1st Draft of the 10-Year Plan to follow in July 2019, and annual updates

afterward.7 In late July 2019, six months after the 1-Year Progress Report was due, the

first one was issued by the County, stepping through the action items in the Two-Year Plan

and evaluating their status.28 Aside from the Progress Report itself being late, several other

items are marked as ‘behind schedule’, but there is no indication that any greater priority

is being put on them by County government, nor that any action is to be taken in response.

Several items are noted as ‘not started’ or ‘no resources’ “due to budget constraints”, but

there is no indication that the County will attempt to reprogram funds or find the resources.

This plan apparently has no teeth at all.

“A Vision Zero Task Force. . . meets regularly to lead and evaluate efforts” The Two-

Year Action Plan calls for an Equity Task Force “with community members to ensure appro-

priate strategies, approaches, and messaging around Vision Zero”.7 This Task Force was to

have been established by the end of 2017; it finally actually began meeting in March 2019,

meeting five times by the end of July.28 The Action Plan also calls for the County to Appoint

a Vision Zero Coordinator by the end of January 2018 to manage the initiative and coor-

dinate between the various departments and agencies involved; according to the Progress

Report, the County finally issued an RFP—not a job announcement—for a Coordinator in

May, 201928¶¶.

“Public, High-Level, and Ongoing Commitment” Some parts of Montgomery County

government seem to be making progress. As the initial Progress Report demonstrates, many

¶¶While I’m not sure it has been published anywhere, it was mentioned at the September 2019 meeting
of Action Committee for Transit that the RFP had failed to find a qualified contractor and that the position
would indeed be posted as a regular job announcement.
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action items targeting MCDOT and MCPD, especially projects that could be handled in-

ternally within those departments, have begun and are on schedule.28 MCDOT is nearing

completion of the East Coast’s first ‘protected intersection,’ with separation for bike lanes

continued into the crossing.29 However, projects that require collaboration among depart-

ments or other agencies, or which require political support from the Executive or other

appointed bodies, are delayed or moving backwards.

For one example, in early June 2019 the Planning Department announced work on a

Pedestrian Master Plan, including developing a “pedestrian level of comfort” analysis for

streets throughout the county and eventually a list of recommendations to increase walka-

bility along county roads.30 However, the very same week, the County Planning Board voted

4–1 to reject a Parks Department staff recommendation to make permanent a narrowing of

Little Falls Parkway at its intersection with the Capital Crescent Trail, where a man riding

a recumbent bicycle was killed in 2016.31,32 (The Board did later vote to delay funding for

removing the narrowing, so it will remain for at least five years.33)

5 Conclusion

The District of Columbia and Montgomery County have each declared they intend to elim-

inate traffic deaths in their jurisdictions. But their executive agencies have dawdled at or

outright failed to do the things that are necessary to make that happen, their legislatures

have failed to hold them accountable, and they have made little progress.

In July 2019, Arlington, VA, and Prince George’s, MD, announced countywide Vision

Zero commitments of their own. But as the experiences of DC and Montgomery County

demonstrate, unless there is actual change in priorities and process, from the County Exec-

utive to department staff, and unless executives and legislators both evaluate progress with

actual consequences for failure—with “sharp teeth”, as Johnston puts it—and apply not

only sufficient resources but political commitment toward effective implementation, none

of them will succeed in eliminating traffic deaths and serious injuries.
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