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Why do so many drivers crash into
buildings?
The building shook as a car wheeled around the corner and shattered

DeCicco's glass storefront in Pelham.

That's how store manager Chris Dapolito described the Jan. 25 crash, the
sound of which "was almost deafening," he said.

It is the kind of crash that happens nearly five times a week in the Lower
Hudson Valley, according to state data. It is also the kind of scene that
attracts lots of eyeballs as people wonder how a car ends up in a building or
home.

PELHAM: Driver slams into DeCicco's, topples beer
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THORNWOOD: Driver hits woman, crashes into gas station

GREENBURGH: Driver accelerates into TD Ameritrade

Why do so many drivers smash into buildings? How can we prevent more of
those collisions?

There are factors, such as age, that we should know about these crashes,
and there are ways we can limit their frequency, said Rob Reiter, who studies
these types of crashes at storefrontsafety.org and
storefrontcrashexpert.com.

"It has been a fairly consistent problem over the years," said Mark Wright,
who co-founded storefrontsafety.org with Reiter. "It remains a significant
problem."

Crash data

The state Department of Motor Vehicles tracks various types of car crashes,
including reports of collisions involving buildings or walls.

In 2016, the latest year for which data is available, there were 266 such
crashes in Westchester, Rockland and Putnam counties, according to the
DMV. That total is up from 255 in 2014 and 240 in 2015.

Reiter and Wright keep their own statistics, which they have gleaned from
various sources, including media reports, court records, first-responder
accounts and published studies.

The duo's data does not include residences, though, in part because
crashes into homes often go unreported to authorities because the damage
is frequently caused by the homes' residents, Reiter said.
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Of the crashes into buildings that Reiter and Wright researched between
2014 and 2017, 24 percent involved retail stores, 23 percent commercial
buildings and 19 percent restaurants, with the remainder including
convenience stores, offices and other non-residential structures.

The leading causes of these crashes are operator error and pedal error,
which account for 30 percent and 26 percent of these crashes, respectively,
according to Reiter and Wright. Operator error often means drivers
accelerated too much or were speeding, or were in the wrong gear, Reiter
said, while pedal error almost always means the driver mistakenly stepped
on the gas pedal instead of the brake.

That's what happened in the January crash in Pelham, where police said an
83-year-old man was backing out of a parking space, accidentally
accelerated and looped around the street corner and through the DeCicco's
storefront.

RAMAPO: Crash damages Stone Meadow Inn

NEW CITY: Driver, 84, crashes into house

SPRING VALLEY: Car goes 'airborne' into old flea market

TAPPAN: Historic restaurant damaged by crash

The rest of the crashes into buildings are caused by drunken driving (17
percent), traffic accidents (11 percent), and medical emergencies (8
percent), according to storefrontsafety.org. Seven percent are the result of
"ram raids" in which someone intentionally drives into a building to steal and
commit a theft.

Sometimes weather is a factor, like when police said a driver skidded on ice,
hit a woman and slammed into a Thornwood gas station in January. Other
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times such crashes can lead to fires, such as when an SUV careened into a
Pearl River home and set it ablaze in October.

"It definitely is increasing," Reiter said of crashes into buildings throughout
the country. "It's increasing both in terms of the total number and injuries.
Some of that is better reporting, but also people are getting older and
they're still driving big, heavy cars."

Is age a factor?

Driving drunk and texting at the wheel are among the factors making the
issue more dangerous, Reiter said, and young drivers can be prone to such
distractions; 20 percent of drivers who crash into buildings are in their 20s,
an age range that makes up 18 percent of licensed drivers in the

country, according to storefrontsafety.org.

Fourty-four percent of drivers who crash into buildings are 60 or older,
however, according to storefrontsafety.org, even though only 19 percent of
licensed drivers are 60 or older. States with the most drivers 65 or older also
tend to have the highest rates of storefront crashes, according to the site.

"I'm not going to advocate against older drivers having drivers licenses,"
Reiter said.

But he did mention that resources are available to help older drivers maintain
their skills and knowledge behind the wheel, or to assess whether it's safe
for them to continue driving.

In Westchester County, one of those resources is at Burke Rehabilitation
Hospital in White Plains and its outpatient clinic in Somers. Doctors direct
drivers to Burke, where Andrea Sullivan, the facility's supervisor for
outpatient occupational therapy, evaluates them and provides a
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recommendation for whether or not they should keep their licenses. Most of
the time drivers get to stay behind the wheel, she said.

"Part of what we do here is evaluate somebody's skills for driving, whether
it's returning to driving after a brain injury or maybe a stroke or some event
that caused somebody to stop, or it's assessing an older person who might
be starting to show some signs of aging," Sullivan said.

"We're not taking anybody'’s license away," she said. "I'm not reporting to
DMV. This is based under the supervision of a doctor. It helps the physician
make the more informed decision for the patient. It lets us be the bad guy
with the family because it's obviously oftentimes very challenging for the
family to have the conversation, so it kind of puts the heat on us."

At Burke, Sullivan works with drivers who are battling various diagnoses,
including neurological conditions, Alzheimer's disease, developmental and
psychiatric disorders, neuropathy, orthopedic conditions and amputations.

"We use the entire assessment," she said. "We're kind of looking at
everything together so that we can identify any potential red flags."

Sullivan evaluates a variety of things, including having drivers sit in a chair
and look into a machine that tests abilities such as their peripheral vision,
depth perception and knowledge of road signs.

Drivers have their reaction times challenged by placing their feet on a

device that includes gas and brake pedals while they look at a small version
of a traffic light that Sullivan controls. She tries to distract drivers by chatting
with them while she triggers the red light and prompts them to slam on the
brake.

If you can hit the brake in about a half-second after seeing the red light,
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that's ideal, Sullivan said, but anything under a second is acceptable.

If those skills are adequate, Sullivan sends drivers on to a driving school so
they can be evaluated behind the wheel.

"Even if somebody doesn't do well just on the reaction time alone," she said,
"| still might recommend that they go behind the wheel, because that's really
the gold standard to know if somebody can drive or not.

"If their reaction time is significantly impaired and I'm seeing impairments
across the board, that's when we might not even recommend that they go to
the second part, and we might recommend to the physician right then and
there that they stop driving."

If Sullivan feels that someone should no longer drive, that person's physician
notifies the DMV, which suspends the driver's license pending further
medical review. Drivers can then try to have their doctors sign off on them
taking a test at the DMV to get their license back, but she said people don't
often pursue driving any further.

"The overall goal of our program is to keep people safe," Sullivan said.

Solutions for fewer crashes

Besides helping older drivers, what can be done to reduce the number of
crashes into buildings? A couple of things, according to Reiter.

Reiter, who has worked in the security barrier industry, said barriers and
better parking lot design can help cut down on these crashes.

"Building codes is the long-term answer," he said.
In many commercial parking lots, drivers park their cars facing storefronts,
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which doesn't leave much margin for error if a driver accidentally accelerates
or hits the gas pedal instead of the brake.

"This is why there are so many [crashes]," he said. "You have people who
are in a hurry."

Designing parking lots so cars are not facing storefronts would help, he said,
as well as adding protective barriers that can stop cars that are headed
toward buildings.

"People have a presumption of safety [in stores]," Reiter said. "That's why
barriers are so important. Generally you'll find there's not much between you
and the bumpers."

Twitter: @MattSpillane
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