Crosswalk Flags Apparently Don’t Improve Crosswalk Safety

A year ago a community group requested and received approval from HRM Traffic & Right-of-Way to implement a trial crosswalk flag program along Waverley Road in Dartmouth.  In spite of community approval we have been requested to remove the flags by July 31, 2009.  

Thirteen (13) crosswalks had buckets installed on each side of the road, in which were placed bright orange flags with reflective tape; the idea being pedestrians could use these flags when crossing the road to increase their visibility.  Similar programs have existed in at least 22 locations in the US, the largest being Salt Lake City.  Although theft experience was initially high, it quickly subsided.  A community survey reported an effectiveness of 82%, with 96% of respondents agreeing the program should be expanded across HRM.  Numerous positive comments were received including “I am both a driver and a pedestrian. When I am driving the bright flags quickly draw my attention to crosswalks. When I'm walking and using a flag I feel safer because I know I am more visible.” and “I cannot recall having seen a more simple and affordable idea have such a positive impact on pedestrian safety.” and “Simple yet effective idea!  As a driver, there is no confusion if a pedestrian is attempting to cross the road.   The visible flags work.  As a pedestrian … crossing is easier with the high visibility flags.” and “I have travelled and lived on the Waverley Rd. for the past 36 years and the crosswalks stand out merely because of the flag containers.”  

Our group presented the experience and results to HRM Council who requested the Transportation Association of Canada (TAC) include the flags as a traffic control device.  However TAC determined that a crosswalk flag is not a traffic control device.  Their factors in arriving at this decision include a) there is no legal requirement for a motorist to stop for a pedestrian with a crosswalk flag; b) crosswalk flags can be easily stolen, vandalized and/or littered, leading to additional inspections and replacement costs, c) potential liability in locations where no crosswalk flags are available, and d) the use of crosswalk flags provides a false sense of security to pedestrians, who may assume the crosswalk flag gives them the legal authority to stop traffic.  Let’s consider these factors:  a) it is the pedestrian when “…lawfully within or stopped facing a crosswalk…” that creates the legal requirement for a vehicle to yield the right of way, whether or not a pedestrian has a crosswalk flag, or any other device; b) the cost and administration of a program should not be a concern of TAC and certainly not a factor in deciding whether a crosswalk flag is a traffic control device; and c) ‘if’ there is potential liability in locations where no crosswalk flags are available then consistently there must be potential liability in locations where no overhead or eye-level lighting is available.

With respect to the assertion crosswalk flags provide a “false sense of security” TAC has yet to provide any data or support.  HRM Traffic supports this view based on data that does not recognize the different volumes of pedestrians at marked versus unmarked crosswalks. In fact the US Department of Transportation (USDOT) in a report, the purpose of which was ““…to determine whether marked crosswalks at uncontrolled locations are safer than unmarked crosswalks…” concludes a) “…that on two-lane roads, the presence of a marked crosswalk alone was associated with no difference in pedestrian crash rate” and b) “These studies found pedestrian behavior to be, if anything, slightly better in the presence of marked crosswalks compared to unmarked crosswalks.  Certainly the results showed no indication of an increase in reckless or incautious pedestrian behavior with marked crosswalks”.  Another research paper notes: “pedestrian crash statistics must be adjusted for exposure to risk”.  Yet TAC and HRM Traffic, without providing any data that is adjusted for ‘exposure to risk’ or other research in support, take the opposite position.

We believe most are of the view that overhead and eye-level lighting improves visibility at marked crosswalks – if TAC did not also agree why would they approve such lighting?  We equally believe crosswalk flags improve visibility of both the crosswalk and the pedestrian at marked crosswalks.  The vast majority of those surveyed, having experienced the flags along Waverley Road, believe this to be the case.  TAC, on the other hand believes crosswalk flags create greater risk to the pedestrian, inconsistent with overhead/eve-level lighting, the results of our survey, and the findings of the USDOT.

We have requested TAC to reconsider their position, but in the meantime have been requested by HRM Traffic to remove the flags and containers along Waverley Road.

For more information please visit www.waverleyroadcrosswalkflags.synthasite.com.
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…be Cautious…be Seen…be Safe 

