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On the road to senior safety
Group seeks changes to aid the aging driving population
By Tim O'Brien
As the population of drivers ages, states
should begin making plans to
accommodate them with larger print on
road signs, brighter street lighting and
longer turning lanes, a national group of
highway officials says.
Drivers over age 65 may get in fewer
crashes, but they are more likely to be
killed, said a report released Wednesday by
nonprofit The Road Information Program,
which studies traffic issues. Seventeen
percent of fatal accidents nationwide
involved at least one driver who was a
senior citizen.
People 65 and older make up 13 percent of
the population, but that number will grow by
60 percent over the next 15 years. By 2025,
a quarter of all drivers will be seniors.
"It's absolutely critical that transportation
policy be put in place that really
accommodates their needs," said Frank
Moretti, co-author of the report "Keeping
Baby Boomers Mobile: Preserving the
Mobility and Safety of Older Americans."
As people age, they make changes in their
driving habits but they are not likely to give
up their rides.
"The presence of older Americans on our
highways and in need of mobility is going to
continue to increase," said John Horsley,
executive director of the American
Association of State Highway and
Transportation Officials. "This is a
generation that wants to travel. They are
going to want to hit the road to enjoy life."
At 86, Rosemarie Conlon of Colonie is not
inclined to give up driving.
"I still drive at night. I can see fine. It's no
problem," she said. "Most of the time now, I
drive where I know where I am going. I
have no trouble driving on the highway. I'm
used to it."
Conlon, a resident of the Beltrone Living
Center, said she took a course there that
helped her learn how to make some
needed adjustments. The instructor
adjusted her seat belt, aligned her mirrors
and checked to make sure she could
properly reach the pedals.
"They helped me so much I couldn't believe
it," she said.

Another resident, Jean Koehler, 85, said
she has made changes to her
driving habits.
"I don't drive at night, and I only drive in
the area here for doctor's appointments
and to the grocery store," she said. "I
have family in the area too."
Ninety percent of older drivers use their
own cars to get around, the report said.
"Older drivers have a tendency to
restrict their travel to certain times of
day and roads they are most
comfortable on," Moretti said.
Some older drivers will avoid peak travel
times, drive only during daylight and
steer clear of left turns.
The report recommends widening
pavement marking from 4 to 6 inches to
decrease the likelihood of drivers drifting
out of their lanes, a frequent cause of
crashes among older drivers. It
suggests adding rumble strips to alert
drivers when they are drifting off the road.
Roads should also be designed with more
gradual curves that are easier to navigate,
the report said.
New York ranks 10th among states for
older drivers, with 11,285,830 motorists in
that age bracket, 18 percent of the
driving population.
The challenge for many states is the
economy is forcing cutbacks at a time when
drivers are aging. Congress is considering
a transportation budget bill that could either
keep aid for roads stable or slash it
dramatically, and the highway officials
organization is pushing for funding not to
be cut.
State DOT officials replied to a request for
comment on the report with a
short statement.
"Safety is our first priority, and the unique
needs of aging drivers and pedestrians
present challenges that we continue to
address across the state with measures,
such as improved intersection lighting and
high visibility pavement markings,"
Transportation Commissioner Joan
McDonald said in the statement. "DOT
welcomes increased federal funding that
would allow the department to expand our
efforts to ensure safety for all drivers
and pedestrians."

In what may be one of the more
controversial recommendations, the report
calls for evaluation and monitoring for atrisk older drivers. For years, the notion of
testing older drivers has been rejected as
age discrimination.
The report's author stopped short of
endorsing requiring older drivers to submit
to new road tests.
"We don't have specific recommendations
on one state model," Moretti said. He
supported "increased education with older
Americans and their families so they can
better determine when people should
stop driving."
Before states look to take older drivers off
the road, Horsley said, they need to invest
in other methods of transporting seniors.
Conlon, the Colonie senior, balks at the
idea of testing older drivers but she is a
strong advocate of taking classes. Every
year, she retakes a driver education class
that lowers her insurance rates.
"So many people I know have stopped
driving," she said. "I think most people
know when they should stop."
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