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4 Section V wrestlers
win state titles in Albany
SPORTS, 1C

Say goodbye to gutter 
cleaning for good

No clogging, No cleaning
No leaking, No water damage
No ladder accidents

*All participants who attend an estimated 60-90-minute in-home product consultation will receive a $25 Visa gift card. Retail value is $25. Offer sponsored by Leafguard Holdings Inc. Limit one per household. Company procures, 
sells, and installs seamless gutter protection. This offer is valid for homeowners over 18 years of age. If married or involved with a life partner, both cohabitating persons must attend and complete presentation together. Participants 
must have a photo ID and be legally able to enter into a contract. The following persons are not eligible for this offer: employees of Company or affiliated companies or entities, their immediate family members, previous participants 
in a Company in-home consultation within the past 12 months and all current and former Company customers. Gift may not be extended, transferred, or substituted except that Company may substitute a gift of equal or greater 
value if it deems it necessary. Gift card will be mailed to the participant via first class United States Mail within 10 days of receipt of the promotion form. Not valid in conjunction with any other promotion or discount of any kind. 

Offer not sponsored and is subject to change without notice prior to reservation. Expires

LeafGuard has been awarded the Good 
Housekeeping Seal of Approval for 16 

straight years.

585.420.6315
Call now for your free estimate! Financing available 

20% Thicker 

Aluminum
One-Piece 

System

Liquid 

Adhesion

75% Off  

Installation* 
* Does not include cost of material. 

 Offer ends 2/29/2024.

Receive a $25 Visa gift 

card with your FREE 

in-home estimate

2/29/2024

SCAN ME 

FOR A FREE 

ESTIMATE

http://leafguard.localconsumer2.info

Two different efforts to require the
so-called “science of reading” in New
York schools aim to improve the state’s
low reading scores by making sure
teachers are trained on evidence-based
practices.

Both efforts to codify the science of

reading — one in Gov. Kathy Hochul’s
proposed budget and the other in a pair
of bills in the state Legislature — will re-
ly on the state Education Department
to guide schools on how to incorporate
it and determine the details of the train-
ing teachers should receive.

“A lot will depend on how the Educa-
tion Department carries out its role of
providing some clarity about what
these best practices would look like,
and how they would evaluate school
districts,” Robert Lowry, deputy 

Second graders Anderson Lemos, left, and Kieran O’Connor read on the floor at Evans Park Elementary School in Pearl
River during the 40th Rockland Read-In. JOHN MEORE/THE JOURNAL NEWS

Schools awaiting guidance
over ‘science of reading’ 
Hochul’s budget, 2 bills
would enable training 

Diana Dombrowski
Rockland/Westchester Journal News

USA TODAY NETWORK

NEW YORK STATE EDUCATION DEPARTMENT

A fourth grader at Cross Hill Academy
writes in her notebook during a
reading assignment Jan. 8, 2023. 
SETH HARRISON/THE JOURNAL NEWSSee READING, Page 6A

The next few days in Rochester
could include some record-high
warmth, iced-over roads, some lake ef-
fect snow and wind gusts exceeding 50
mph.

Forecast for the week ahead

A variety of weather conditions is
expected in the Rochester region this
week, starting with a sunny Monday
with the high temperature approach-
ing 50 degrees, according to the Na-
tional Weather Service in Buffalo.

Tuesday and Wednesday will be
unseasonably warm, with predicted
highs in the mid-60s, said Weather
Service meteorologist Jon Hitchcock.
Rain showers and thunderstorms are 

A wild
week in
store for
weather 
Record heat, wind gusts,
lake effect snow likely 

Victoria E. Freile
Rochester Democrat and Chronicle

USA TODAY NETWORK

In this file photo, Carol Spath, of
Hilton, bundles up to brave cold,
windy weather. DEMOCRAT AND CHRONICLE

See WEATHER, Page 7A

Elaborate descansos line highways
and streets across New Mexico, memo-
rials honoring lives lost. Here, where the
pedestrian death rate has led the nation
for six years in a row, families go far be-

yond a simple white cross. They add
photos, tend colorful flowers, hang holi-
day decorations — and state lawmakers
have made it a criminal offense to deface
them.

In New Mexico’s remote northwest
corner, these memorials stand watch
over the multilane freeways that twist
their way from the Navajo Nation and
other tribal lands into the small city of
Gallup. It’s exactly the type of disadvan-
taged place the Biden administration

promised would benefit from a massive
influx of federal money for safer streets.
McKinley County is poor and home to
Native communities often left out of
such programs.

But two years into the Bipartisan
Infrastructure Law’s rollout, many
places like Gallup have received little
help even as millions go unused, a USA
TODAY investigation found. In the
$5 billion Safe Streets and Roads for All
program, most of the money doled out

so far has gone to more affluent counties
with lower fatality rates.

That’s because the grants are struc-
tured to reward communities that al-
ready have the resources to pursue the
funding: Detroit, for example, with an
18-member grant writing staff that has
raked in nearly $50 million to improve
its streets. Or Montclair Township, New
Jersey, a wealthy New York City suburb 

Safe Streets funds sit unused, go where less needed 
Places with most deaths
lack resources to apply

Austin Fast
USA TODAY

See SAFE STREETS, Page 4A
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where citizens have demanded solu-
tions from elected leaders. It got about
$440,000.

Gallup, with no dedicated grant writ-
er, where public meetings on transpor-
tation last year drew little interest, nev-
er even asked for the money.

Crash records show they could cer-
tainly use it.

The average American county sees
slightly more than one pedestrian killed
per 100,000 residents each year, accord-
ing to USA TODAY’s analysis of five
years of federal data. For McKinley
County, it’s nearly 11 per 100,000.

Screaming train whistles punctuate
life there as mile-long trains barrel
along one of America’s busiest freight
routes. The switchyard runs parallel to
New Mexico’s primary east-west inter-
state, creating a half-mile-wide chasm
for pedestrians between Gallup’s his-
toric downtown and the newer stores
and restaurants on the other side.

Rather than take a long walk around,
some locals clamber over the tracks and
dash across four lanes of 65 mph traffic.
Stronger fences or a pedestrian bridge
could have kept Jeremiah Begay, 23,
from doing that in 2016. He was killed
when two tractor-trailers struck him on
the highway around sunset.

Years of underfunding mean many
sidewalks are narrow and poorly main-
tained, if there at all, and center lines
and crosswalks have weathered away
on many streets. A simple coat of fresh
paint or flashing lights might have pre-
vented Navajo elder Benson Daniels’
death in 2021 when a van struck him in a
faded crosswalk at a busy intersection.

His 26-year-old niece, Brandy Gre-
nier, wishes someone in Gallup had
sought help from the federal govern-
ment. “Now that I’m aware of this fund-
ing that’s available, I would definitely
want McKinley County and the sur-
rounding areas to take advantage of it,”
she said.

But, they haven’t, and neither have
hundreds of other counties with high fa-
tality rates.

While triumphant press releases her-
ald multimillion-dollar grants scattered
across the country, most of them to
large cities with their share of danger-
ous streets, a USA TODAY investigation
has found that persistent barriers block
the neediest communities from winning
grants that could save lives.

The Safe Streets program is just one
of at least 20 new competitive grants
that will divvy up billions of dollars in
infrastructure funding over the next few
years. Researchers already have pointed
out the same few states routinely win
this type of grant, and the Government
Accountability Office testified before
Congress last summer that rural, tribal
and other typically underserved com-
munities often can’t compete.

As the third round of applications
opens, the U.S. Department of Trans-
portation is expanding its outreach to
places that need help, said Christopher
Coes, assistant secretary for transpor-
tation policy, when presented with USA
TODAY’s findings.

“We’re doing this data-driven and
comprehensive review of where our
impact is going really well and where are
things that we need to do better.” 

Outreach hasn’t been there 

The Transportation Department is
supposed to ensure underserved com-
munities have access to these grants,
but the law that created the Safe Streets
program never specified how. So the
agency has largely relied on outside or-
ganizations, newsletters and webinars.

Some places figured it out. The pro-
gram has delivered funding to every
state, with more than 1,100 awards rang-
ing from just a few thousand dollars for
a remote Alaskan village to $51 million
for New York City. For hundreds, it’s
their first federal grant, Coes said.

But no one from the DOT reached out
directly to disadvantaged and rural
places dealing with high death rates to
tell them about the money.

Gallup, for example. Or rural Robeson
County, North Carolina, where a mostly
Native American and Black population
struggles with one of the state’s worst
fatality rates. Or Clayton County, Geor-
gia, just outside Atlanta, where the state
has identified crash hot spots with
crosswalks spaced a half-mile apart and
hard to find.

The bulk of the funding, about
$1.2 billion, has been concentrated in 85
“implementation grants” — large, highly
competitive awards to fix problems
communities have already identified.
New York City plans to use its grants to
add bike lanes, elevate crosswalks and
install other pedestrian safety struc-
tures along dangerous streets in Man-
hattan and Queens.

Applying for federal grants is typical-
ly more complex and time-consuming
than state or local grants. Only about 1 in

5 places that applied for these grants
won, according to USA TODAY’s analy-
sis. To be eligible, communities must
have a safety plan that meets all DOT
standards and write up to 12 pages mak-
ing a compelling case for how the award
would fix their safety problems.

“It took five people of our seven-
member team here in this department
to complete that grant,” said Tomika
Monterville, former transportation di-
rector for San Antonio, Texas, which
won $4.4 million to build midblock
pedestrian crossings along a dangerous,
multi-lane street.

“You’ve got to have a good writer;
you’ve got to have a keen understanding
of all the programs that connect to tell
the story of your community,” Monter-
ville said at a Safe Streets webinar host-
ed by a tech company last spring.

The rest of the Safe Streets money
has been divided into more than 1,000
smaller planning grants, and the de-
partment made applying for them “as
simple as possible” to attract under-
served communities that have never
gotten federal funding, said Cheryl
Walker, associate administrator for
safety at the Federal Highway Admini-
stration, at the same webinar.

But the news of how easy it is to get
the planning grants didn’t make it to
many of the communities that might
need them most.

“The maximum narrative was 300
words, so it was like a paragraph,” said
Stephanie Rossi, planning director for
the Lowcountry Council of Govern-
ments, a partnership that earned nearly
$300,000 to draft a safety plan for four
of South Carolina’s southernmost coun-
ties, including the vacation destination
Hilton Head Island.

South Carolina had the fourth-high-
est pedestrian fatality rate in the coun-
try for 2021, so Rossi was disappointed
to see few other places in her state apply
in the first round. “Maybe folks didn’t
realize the application process wasn’t
really that awful,” she said.

Two years into the program, the DOT
has at least $230 million for planning
grants sitting unused, simply because
too few places applied.

“Every complete, eligible application
that came in received an award,” Walker
said. “We want every entity out there, all
the locals, to have these grants and
these action plans in place.”

‘Target areas’ for help 

The Department of Transportation
knows where fatal crashes happen
frequently. It has compiled dozens of
details on each crash for nearly 50
years, and last summer, it mapped out
counties with high death rates.

Only about a third of those counties
have won any money. USA TODAY
requested records showing how the

department reached out to places it
labeled as “target areas.”

Reaching out directly “might be over-
stepping what the federal government
can do,” said Mariia Zimmerman, who
leads technical aid efforts within the de-
partment. “If I called your mayor, and I
didn’t call another mayor, is that being
unfair in calling one versus another?”

But after USA TODAY began asking
last fall how the department has directly
reached out to needy places with high
death rates, they started to do just that.

Safe Streets program manager Paul
Teicher said his team has communicat-
ed with leaders of two cities “in the past
few weeks” and provided a list of 16 oth-
er places that have had recent contact
with his team. Teicher named Mobile,
Alabama, as one city the team has en-
couraged to apply, along with Hartsville,
South Carolina.

A separate team traveled to almost
two dozen communities in the past year
to encourage applications, including the
Navajo Nation, Las Vegas and Arling-
ton, Virginia, according to DOT spokes-
person Sean Manning.

It’s a start, but USA TODAY found
more than 1,000 counties with above-
average fatality rates that haven’t won
any money.

Coes, the assistant secretary for
transportation policy, pointed out that
the Safe Streets program is not the only
money available for traffic safety
projects, listing hundreds of billions of
dollars in other grants. But Safe Streets
was specifically simplified and set up so
even the smallest of towns could apply
directly for federal money.

Patty Holland, Gallup’s chief finan-
cial officer, said her city has several pro-
jects that would likely be eligible for
Safe Streets funding, but the grant just
wasn’t on their radar. Without a dedi-
cated grant writer who can sift through
thousands of options, they miss a lot of
opportunities.

“It’s very, very overwhelming,” Hol-
land said. “We spend so much of our
time pursuing all of those new (federal)
requirements that change every year,
we just don’t have the time to reach out
and look for these.”

Where is the money going? 

When communities apply for Safe
Streets funding, the Transportation
Department asks for three data points:
total roadway deaths, average fatality
rate over the past five years, and per-
centage of the population considered
“underserved.”

Ideally, grants should end up in coun-
ties that score highly in all three. But
USA TODAY’s analysis found little
correlation between a county’s total
funding and those statistics. What most
recipients of Safe Streets money do
share is a larger population and a strong

capacity to apply for grants.
They often have experienced govern-

ment employees, colleges or universi-
ties, and an engaged community with
high voter turnout, stable incomes and
health insurance, said Kristin Smith of
Headwaters Economics, a Montana-
based nonprofit. Her research team de-
veloped a tool it calls a “capacity index”
to help understand why some commu-
nities struggle to access federal funding.

The DOT has announced about
$1.7 billion overall in Safe Streets grants
as of December, and 82% of that has
gone to counties the index defines as
“high capacity,” according to USA
TODAY’s analysis. Meanwhile, low-
capacity counties have received less
than 2% of the money.

“When it comes to funding that is
meant to save people’s lives, that’s de-
signed to meet people’s basic needs, a
competitive grant, in my opinion, isn’t
the right tool,” Smith said.

“For the rural communities where I
work (in Montana), they can barely
keep up with day-to-day operations,”
she added, describing a county without
a single engineer, planner or grant
writer on staff. “If you add in a federal
grant with just one more task, it’s actu-
ally a big ask.”

Many of the places least able to com-
pete for grants are those most in need of
this funding. The rural fatality rate is
about two times higher than the urban
rate, according to the 2022 National
Roadway Safety Strategy, dispropor-
tionately impacting people who are
Black and Native American.

DOT officials point to data showing
they’ve sent about half the grants to
rural areas, which the agency defines as
any urban area with fewer than 200,000
residents. That means even midsized
cities like Amarillo, Texas, and Gaines-
ville, Florida, would be lumped in with
the tiny Montana county Smith de-
scribed.

That same data shows just 1 in 5
dollars have gone to rural places.

Many of these rural grants have gone
to affluent small towns, including doz-
ens that reported few or no traffic
deaths. They include places that serve
as vacation gateways, such as Boulder,
Colorado (which won $23 million);
Missoula, Montana ($9.3 million);
Burlington, Vermont ($1.2 million);
Nantucket, Massachusetts ($460,000);
and Key West, Florida ($400,000).

Just one low-capacity rural county
has managed to win an implementation
grant: Modoc County in far northeast
California. The Transportation Depart-
ment awarded nearly $13 million there
to add bicycle lanes, crosswalks and
speed controls around tribal areas.

That leaves hundreds of low- and
medium-capacity counties without a
cent of Safe Streets funding — even
places whose data would put them at
the top of DOT’s scorecard. Places like
Gallup.

It takes resources 

Competing for grants takes resources
small towns often just don’t have, said
Evan Williams. He leads the six-
member staff of the Northwest New
Mexico Council of Governments, which
helps McKinley County and two neigh-
boring counties coordinate on transpor-
tation, economic development and en-
vironmental issues.

Williams’ staff points out grant op-
portunities to the tiny tribal communi-
ties around Gallup and helps review
applications, but most of these places
can’t keep grant writers on staff. It’s
often the village clerk or manager who
might squeeze in a grant application be-
tween typing up local meeting notices
or driving the school bus, Williams said,
leaving them little time to decipher
complex federal guidelines.

And then there’s all the accounting
paperwork to be done after winning a
grant. That’s why Williams said they
gravitate toward state dollars, which of-
ten require a smaller local investment
and less-stringent reporting require-
ments.

“If you barely have time to write the
grant, you’re never going to have time to
manage the grant,” Williams said. “They
could use all the grants in the world, but
they don’t really have the capacity to
manage them.”

Over the next three years, the trans-
portation department will award the
remaining $3.3 billion in Safe Streets
funding. That means more opportuni-
ties for hard-hit communities to turn
their plans into action.

Smith said she’s encouraged that
more federal grants have been setting
aside money for rural and tribal commu-
nities. Safe Streets, though, has no such
quotas – putting the have-nots at risk of
falling further behind.

“Not only are those places missing
out on really critical funding to improve
the safety of their residents, but they’re
also missing out on economic develop-
ment,” Smith said.

“If we keep this cycle going and keep
repeating these patterns, we just polar-
ize the country even more.”

Safe Streets
Continued from Page 1A

Parents join students walking to school in Las Cruces, N.M., where the city and
county have won $800,000 from the U.S. Department of Transportation in a
program to help communities keep pedestrians, cyclists and drivers safe from
traffic accidents. NATHAN J FISH/LAS CRUCES SUN-NEWS FILE

Several pedestrians have been killed while dashing across this section of
Interstate 40, which separates downtown Gallup, N.M., from stores and
restaurants. AUSTIN FAST/USA TODAY


