Hume: Silence on pedestrians' deaths deafening
With the number of pedestrians killed by vehicles climbing to nine this month, an unfortunate message is being sent: Walk at your peril
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By Christopher Hume Urban Issues, Architecture 

In any other context, the deaths of nine people in eight days would be considered an outrage. Had the cause been gang warfare, H1N1 or car crashes, the news would be on everyone's lips.

But because the dead were simply pedestrians trying to cross the street, their killings become a statistic, cause for little more than the usual nodding of heads and wagging of fingers.

In fact, the deaths are an indictment of a society so cravenly dependent on the automobile that fatalities such as these are tacitly accepted as part of the cost of living here. 

Everyone agrees it's an awful thing, but no one has suggested taking steps to deal with the carnage.

That would cause inconvenience and, worse still, slow traffic.

Keep in mind that although the number of road deaths in the city annually has dropped from 59 to 48 over the past five years, the number of pedestrians killed has increased from 29 to 31.

Pedestrians were the victims in 42 per cent of all traffic deaths last year, and that figure has grown during the past five years.

"Our (overall) fatality numbers are good," Toronto police Const. Hugh Smith told the Star this week. "But we are noticing a spike in our pedestrian fatalities."

No kidding.

So why aren't we talking about lowering speed limits, increasing penalties or narrowing city streets? Why aren't we discussing ways to improve crosswalks, intersections and road signage generally? And why aren't we trying to change a culture that quietly condones putting pedestrians' lives at risk?

Interesting, too, that two of the dead pedestrians were killed by bus drivers, who presumably know what they're doing. One was killed by a senior who is said to have run a red light, another by an alleged hit-and-run driver who drove through a stop sign. In one case, police say the driver had the right of way; the 80-year-old victim should have known better.

Various reasons have been proffered: there are more pedestrians now and more of them are wearing earphones and hats. The polite word for that is nonsense.

The truth is that for the past 60 years we have been building cities for cars, not people. The width of streets, speed limits, as well as the size and design of cars themselves are all carefully calibrated to suit drivers. We have so much invested in the vehicle, and it's assumed that traffic flow and congestion are symptomatic of general economic health.

But how healthy is a society willing to risk the lives of its citizens – particularly seniors – so drivers can get to work without being inconvenienced? And we're not talking about pedestrians crossing Highway 401 or the Don Valley Parkway, but Eglinton Ave., Mt. Pleasant Rd. and Roncesvalles Ave.

It's time for a serious reality check, especially in Toronto, a city proud of the Pedestrian Charter it adopted in 2002, a document not worth the paper it is printed on. And as for the "war on the car," that so worries some of our more febrile councillors ... if only.

And where does Mayor David Miller stand? What does police Chief Bill Blair – always so vocal about gangs and guns – have to say about these deaths? So far, the silence has been deafening.

By contrast, other jurisdictions have taken measures to enhance pedestrian safety. The Dutch have woonerfs, roads without signs that are shared by drivers and pedestrians. Though completely counterintuitive, they seem to work.

In the GTA, we love pedestrians, as long as they stay off the streets. 
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