
Let’s Get Austin Back on Track in 2020 to Zero Traffic Deaths in 2025

Across Texas, we continue to be in the midst of an epidemic of traffic violence. In the early stages of 
what has now become a statewide paradigm shift in how we think about this crisis, the City of Aus-
tin took decisive action. Council adopted a goal to end traffic deaths by 2025 and begun the pro-
cess of investing time and money into solving this. City staff have done remarkable work resulting in 
the City of Austin having a better understanding of the issues and solutions than most governments. 
The people of Austin broadly support the City’s work and want more action to save more lives.

Unfortunately in 2019, more families lost a loved one to traffic violence in the city than the year before 
for the first time since adoption of Vision Zero, and this January was a terrible month on our streets.

We request Mayor Adler and the Austin City Council decisively move to a new level of action on 
Vision Zero, such that we can be back on track this year to ending traffic deaths by 2025. Below are 
some ideas we think will improve this situation for all the people of Austin, but not a definitive list. 
We think trusting and empowering staff to iteratively improve this situation with bold solutions and 
a broad spectrum of responses is critical, but specifically feel council should strongly move forward 
on the following five concepts as part of broad support for staff’s efforts.

1-> Budgets That Match Our Priorities and the Scale of this Epidemic
The process for developing this year’s budget, the operating budgets passed this year, and the safe, 
multimodal package proposed to voters in November should give top priority to ending traffic deaths. 

2-> Quickly Moving Forward on Speed Management Citywide
We want safe 25mph neighborhood streets citywide, safer speed limits on our major streets, and 
design changes on the ground to make everyone feel comfortable driving at safe speeds.

3-> Strategic Public Health Based Enforcement Targeted to Saving Lives
We should focus existing public health and police resources on addressing this public health crisis, 
including increasing the priority of traffic violence within the budgets of those departments.

4-> Rapid Action, Smart Ongoing Analysis, Iteration, and More Rapid Action
Our transportation system is more dangerous than most other wealthy cities in the world. We can 
try new things. We can rapidly deploy changes. We must act citywide and empower staff to do it.

5-> Make The Hard Choices to Save Lives
Much of our transportation and urban planning system in Texas has wholly failed us, and we’re used 
to it failing us, which means people don’t understand things are dangerous. We need leaders to act.





1-> 

Budgets That Match Our Priorities and the Scale of this Epidemic

The process for developing this year’s budget, the operating budgets passed this year, and the safe, 
multimodal package proposed to voters in November should give top priority to ending traffic deaths. 

Understanding How Traffic Violence Impacts All Departments
A large amount of city budget for Police, Fire, & EMS is really paying for helping people who have 
been hurt or killed in traffic crashes & dealing with the wreckage of 40,000 crashes a year. This is a 
subsidy of the choice to drive, but in our budget processes, we seem to have no idea of how much 
we are spending on crashes. According to NSC and FHWA methodology, traffic crashes cost the 
people of Texas substantially more than congestion. The City needs to know how much it is spend-
ing every year on this epidemic to quantify the benefits of the needed increases in safety spending.

This Year’s Budget Must Reflect Our High Priority of Ending Traffic Deaths
Next fiscal year will be the fifth budget year since adoption of the Sidewalk Plan / ADA Transition 
Plan, which is a very good plan being executed very effectively to the extent we are doing it. Safe 
sidewalks are a key element in providing safe access for all, but we have not yet had a year where 
Council has met its promise of $40 million a year in sidewalk funding. The proposed 5 year ramp up 
to $5 million from the Transportation User Fee should be accelerated to fully ramping up this year.

We need a robust process of understanding what sufficient funding for Vision Zero priorities in next 
year’s budget could achieve and elected leaders need to ensure we sufficiently address this crisis. Peo-
ple across the city need to see changes making it safer for them to drive, walk, bike, roll, or ride transit.

Budget improvements for Vision Zero should not be restricted to the Vision Zero team in the Austin 
Transportation Department. Police, fire, ems, public health, planning, and housing efforts should all 
include reasonable steps to contribute to solving this problem.

Send a safe, multimodal package to the voters in November
The people of Austin – like all Texans – suffer from woeful austerity measures on public transportation. 
For every dollar per capita spent on transit in our region, seven dollars are spent on transit per capita in 
Seattle and five in Boston. Transit is the safest way to travel and the proposal to send a very large pack-
age to the voters in November is an excellent step. However, lack of safety is the limiting factor for our 
goals to provide more affordable access options, reduce vehicle miles traveled, or achieve mode shift.

The package in November should include a large investment in Vision Zero, and should fill any 
remaining funding gaps in fully funding the Pedestrian Plan / ADA Transition Plan and the Bike Plan. 
We believe there is a need for $400 million for Vision Zero in this package in addition to Bike/Ped.



Quickly Moving Forward on Speed Management Citywide

Between 2013-2017, speeding was the primary contributing factor to 24% of crashes resulting in a 
fatality in Austin. If the City of Austin is to meet its stated Vision Zero goal of ending traffic deaths 
and serious injuries by 2025, then the city must actively pursue and institute changes that mitigate 
speeding on our streets. As a critical step towards that goal, the Austin Transportation Department 
has devised a Speed Management plan. While the plan is in place, the city must do more to imple-
ment its recommendations. Council should be aggressively pursuing the Speed Management plan 
and the new Transportation Criteria Manual needs to be at least as good as NACTO standards

Safe Neighborhood Streets
We want safe 25mph neighborhood streets citywide and design changes on the ground to make 
everyone feel comfortable driving at safe speeds. We can maximize the safety and accessibility of 
neighborhood streets for users of all ages and abilities, and of all modes. Every kid in Austin deserves 
safe neighborhood streets to walk, bike, skate, scooter, ride in a car, use a wheelchair, or play in 
the yard. Unfortunately, most of our neighborhoods are designed to encourage people to drive at 
speeds that can kill or seriously injure people walking, biking, or even traveling in cars.

As for a citywide mandate for all residential streets, area-wide or district-wide speed limits have been 
shown to be more effective at eliciting the desired behavior change than isolated speed limits that 
people feel comfortable ignoring as they illegally speed instead. For one, over time, drivers are more 
likely to recall and respond to a citywide residential speed limit.

Fix At Least 3 Major Streets to 30 or 35 mph Design, Target, and Posted Speed, This Year
Most deaths and serious injuries occur on our Level 3 and 4 streets, major thoroughfares and free-
ways. Part of the voter-approved 2016 mobility bond demands greater safety improvements to new 
and existing infrastructure. The city can use some of these funds this year to upgrade safety on 
three main thoroughfares within the High Injury Network, and by doing so, take substantive steps 
towards achieving Vision Zero and greater mobility for all Austinites.

If we achieve this major shift well, users of all modes will have much better experiences in their daily 
lives, but we need strong leadership to push through comprehensive change on our major streets.

Safe Speed Limits and Safe Design Speed Interventions Everywhere
We can have better functioning intersections, better throughput and reliability for all modes including 
driving cars and trucks, with modern lower speed designs and safe speed limits. The entirety of the 
Corridors program should be tuned toward safety for all modes, while we establish rapid response 
treatments across the city and strategically lower speed limits to national standards for urban streets.

2-> 



Strategic Public Health Based Enforcement Targeted to Saving Lives

Traffic violence is a public health crisis in Austin, Texas (as it is across our nation). We should focus 
existing public health and police resources on addressing this public health crisis, including increas-
ing the priority of traffic violence within the budgets of those departments. We should target traffic 
enforcement efforts at the most dangerous behaviors and deploy comprehensive enforcement, 
education, and long term behavioral change public health interventions.

Increase police hours for strategic enforcement of distracted, drunk, & speeding driving
While we believe blaming users for our systemic safety issues is not an affective safety countermea-
sure, three is room at this time for an increased role for targeted enforcement of dangerous behav-
iors involved with many of our serious crashes. Police hours dedicated to traffic enforcement have 
precipitously dropped across Texas in the last couple of decades, while there is growing awareness 
of the problems of profiling and negative outcomes of policing strategies for people of color.

There is potential for an ATD, APD, and Public Health partnership to target enforcement of the dan-
gerous behaviors in the places where people are dying from people engaging in those behaviors.

Work More With State, Regional, and County Partners to Aggressively Combat Drunk Driving
One of the success stories in Texas transportation safety is that fatalities involving drunk driving have 
decreased as a percent of total fatalities, from about 34% to just under 25%. But one in four people 
dying or suffering serious injuries in our transportation system are ending up in that tragedy partially 
because of the still widespread practice of driving while intoxicated.

The Texas House and Senate Transportation Committees interim charges include transportation 
safety, and the Senate Transportation Committee, led by Chair Robert Nichols, specifically is focusing 
on drunk driving. This is a unique opportunity for bi-partisan collaboration at multiple levels of govern-
ment to end drunk driving in Texas. Austin should aggressively work with Travis County, CAMPO, and 
other governments to do all that we can now, while working with state leaders for change in 2021.

Public Health Strategy to Prevent Serious Crashes Involving People Experiencing Homelessness
Among our many other related problems in need of continued comprehensive solutions, people 
experiencing homelessness disproportionately are involved in serious crashes. Can we address this 
through a comprehensive study of how to dramatically change these outcomes?

Study Costs and Benefits of Dramatic Proposals, Such as Downtown Speed Limits of 20mph
Within the City decision-making system, we need room for seriously entertaining proposals that could 
radically shift our safety outcomes, such as the proposal to change all of Downtown to 20mph.
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Rapid Action, Smart Analysis, Iteration, and More Rapid Action

Our transportation system is more dangerous than most other wealthy cities in the world. We can 
try new things. We can rapidly deploy changes. We must act citywide and empower staff to do it.

Plant 200 Trees in Former “Clear Zones” to Protect Pedestrians
When it comes to planting street trees, “there is no better use of public funds,” says Jeff Speck. The 
widespread and diverse benefits associated with street trees are legion and often, quantifiable. The 
misguided era of Fixed and Hazardous Objects (FHOs) has ended, fallen off the face of the flat earth. 
Cities are beginning to recognize street trees for what they have always been– an indisputable pub-
lic good. Trees form a natural barrier that helps shape, shade and save sidewalks & their pedestrians.

200 New High Visibility Crosswalks This Year
How we approach walkability in Austin determines how we incorporate equity. Crosswalks aid walk-
ability, and walkability is a universal right. Discussions of urban walkability directly relate to issues of 
urban equity. As research attests and Speck states in Rule #4, “investments in pedestrian safety are 
investments in social equity.”

200 Interim Safe Design Treatments For  Intersections This Year
The City’s major intersection overhaul program has been a great success of Vision Zero, but at an 
average of $1.5 million per intersection, transforming our city will take a long time. We should rapid-
ly deploy smaller fixes across town at hundreds of intersections this year. Intersections are both hot 
spots of danger and often the limiting factor on throughput and reliability for bus riders and drivers.

Close 20 Dangerous Slip Lanes or Elevate Their Pedestrian Crossings This Year
One of the effective early projects of Austin’s Vision Zero program was adding raised crosswalks to 
the slip lanes at the intersections of the I-35 feeder roads and MLK. An average of one pedestrian 
was dying every year and staff suggest that fatalities have been eliminated. Slip lanes citywide should 
be closed or converted to raised pedestrian crosswalks.

Reclaim 20 Unused Sections of Public ROW for Pedestrian Space & Traffic Calming This Year
Thousands of acres of pavement in our city are wholly unnecessary for safe car travel, but remain 
wide open, signaling us to drive poorly and faster. These spaces can be reclaimed as pocket parks 
and pedestrian spaces, with zero negative impact on car travel. See Airport at Pampa Drive.

Put a Fence in the Middle of I-35 & a Safe Crossing for the Lance Armstrong Trail at 4th & I-35
Some of the 2019 increase was people dying trying to run across the hostile, inhuman landscape of 
I-35. We can prevent these tragedies and start reconnecting East and West with safe treatments, now.
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Make The Hard Choices to Save Lives

Much of our transportation and urban planning system in Texas has wholly failed us, and we’re used 
to it failing us, which means people don’t understand things are dangerous. We need leaders to act.

Overhaul Emergency Vehicles Standards and Rethink Decision Making on Street Design
Much progress has been made in the last year through hard work and collaboration of the Austin 
Fire Department and Austin Transportation Department. We should wholly rid the city of the old as-
sumptions for emergency vehicles that hindered safe street design, but do it by providing AFD, APD, 
and EMS with better options, funding for new equipment, and better performance measures.

End Parking Minimum Requirements For All Alcohol-Serving Establishments
Austin requires 1 parking space for every 100 sq. ft. for a “cocktail lounge” under 2,500 sq. ft. The 
minimum parking requirement increases the larger the establishment. In effect, by mandating read-
ily available parking for drivers who plan on drinking and then driving their vehicles home, Austin’s 
code supports drunk driving. The City of Austin should eliminate required parking minimums for all 
alcohol-serving establishments and decouple parking costs from alcohol sales. 

Upgrade To Dedicated Transit Lanes Across The River On 1st Street Bridge And At Least Two 
Other Key Choke-points This Year
Riding on the bus is the safest way to travel in American cities. To enhance transit options, the City 
of Austin should upgrade the existing roadway to incorporate dedicated transit lanes across the river 
on the 1st Street bridge, and at two other key chokepoints in the city. Dedicated bus lanes are con-
sidered tactical transit lanes (TTLs), and they have been proven to improve connectivity and mitigate 
congestion in a dense urban setting.

Continue Rapidly Deploying Leading Pedestrian Intervals Everywhere It Makes Sense
Existing research indicates that LPIs are effective at reducing pedestrian-vehicle crashes, by as much 
as 60% in some cases. In terms of economic feasibility, LPIs are one of the most cost-effective 
strategies to implement safety. Considering the relatively low cost of installation, even a modest 
decrease in pedestrian-crashes produces justifiable savings.

Comprehensive Approach To Undoing Right Turn On Red Mistake in Priority Areas
The transportation safety community has begun recognizing that the ubiquitous adoption of right on 
red may have been a mistake, and some cities are moving to undo this mistake. Anyone who regularly 
walks, bikes, or uses a wheelchair or transit in Austin knows the danger of a driver turning right on red. 
The FHWA considers targeted restrictions on right turn on red an effective safety intervention, espe-
cially when matched with LPIs. Austin should identify where these changes will be most effective. 
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