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Walkable Streets — The Way of the Future

Ideas about urban transportation and planning are changing. For many areas of the country,
road and highway infrastructure is at or over capacity. In addition, demographics are changing
and with that change comes the demand for greater community connectivity on many levels.
The convergence of these two factors is creating a shift in urban planning focus towards
principles of multi-modal transportation, increased pedestrian service levels, andcompact
development.

The need to keep pace with this rapidly-changing landscape is becoming a matter of survival
for cities across the US. The Environmental Protection Agency (EPA) notes that, “To remain
competitive, communities will need places that respond to changing attitudes and behaviors
driving people and businesses toward the center of metropolitan areas.”" In particular the EPA
cites compact, walkable development as a key feature driving community growth. Movements
that encourage this vein of thinking are popping up throughout the urban planning profession.
The EPA’'s Smart Growth Initiative, the National Association of City Transportation Officials’
(NACTO) latest Urban Street Design Guide, and the Institute for Transportation Engineers(ITE)
guidelines for designing walkable urban thoroughfares all focus heavily on principles of
connected and compact urban planning.

Walkability in particular has been singled out as a key factor in best practice urban design. Not
only do government and industry guidelines focus heavily on the creation of walkable
communities, academic thought leaders are also focusing research on the principles of
walkability. This research shows that walkability plays an important role in attracting young and
creative talent, as well as the baby boomer generation to cities - all of whom value safe,
comfortable, and convenient access to amenities, public transit, and their places of
employment.?

In short, a walkable community is a sustainable community. But the benefits reach beyond
a city's future population growth. Improved economic vibrancy, a sense of vitality and
connectivity, and the enhanced health and well-being of citizens are all direct and
immediate results of improving a community's walkability.

Beyond the Future — Improving Walkability for Inmediate Results
Economic Vibrancy

Walkable communities can quickly become an avenue to increased economic vibrancy in
several ways. As people get out of their cars to interact with their surroundings, businesses
experience an immediate benefit. According to EPA Smart Growth research, projects that
improve walkability

have had quantifiable results on the occupancy, activity, and sales of businesses in the area,

in some cases more than tripling economic activity."

1

Environmental Protection Agency: Office of Sustainable Communities Smart Growth Program. Smart Growth and Economic
Success: Benefits for Real Estate Developers, Investors, Businesses, and Local Governments.2012.
http://www.epa.gov/dced/pdf/economic_success.pdf

2
Kaid Benfield. Why Smarter Land Use Can Help Cities Attract and Retain Young Adults. Kaid Benfields Blog. 2012.
http://switchboard.nrdc.org/blogs/kbenfield/why smarter land_use can_help.html
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Walkable communities also command a real estate price premium and are able to demand
higher sale prices for both residential and commercial properties.' This demand then draws real
estate developers and investors who are more likely to be attracted to walkable neighborhoods
that command such a premium.

Walkable neighborhoods also lend themselves to principles of compact development, meaning
that local governments can benefit from increased property and sales tax revenue without
increasing the amount of land they manage." Additionally walkability can reduce government
spending on road building and maintenance because more people are able use the roads when
they are on bike or foot, than when they are in cars.”

Community Connection

In addition to clear economic benefits, walkability also has an impact on the vitality of a
community. Research by Sustainability Solutions Group and Royal Roads University indicates
that, “Perhaps the most important contribution that the built environment can make to
community vitality is to encourage and empower people to walk. The higher the percentage of
people who walk, the more vital a community will be in terms of the capacity for its members
to make different connections and simply to engage with one another.”*

Likewise, Complete Street Coalition literature indicates that walkable neighborhoods
encourage people to be socially engaged with their community and more trusting of their
fellow citizens.* As walkability encourages people to engage with one another, it also has a
subtle, but important impact on a community’s productivity. Social engagement naturally
creates conversation that results in the casual transfer of information that helps to grow new
economic activity.> While walkability helps to attract new social capital to a city, it also helps to
grow the social capital that already exists within its limits.

Community Health

The health benefits of a more active community are obvious and include happier, more
productive citizens and reduced health care costs. Statistics supporting the health benefits of a
walkable community include:

T 43% of people with safe places to walk within 10 minutes of home meet
recommended daily activity levels.®

9 High levels of walking for transportation have been associated with a 31% decrease in
the risk of cardiovascular disease.®

1 Every additional hour spent in a car each day is associated with a 6% increase in
the likelihood of obesity.”

3 Herbert Y., Dale A. Community Vitality and the Built Environment. 2012.
http://mc3.royalroads.ca/sites/default/files/webfiles/files/OtherCRC/Vitality % 20-%20Built % 20Environment. pdf

4 Complete Streets Coalition. Complete Streets: Fundamentals. 2012. http://www.smartgrowthamerica.org/documents/cs/cs-
brochure-features.pdf

5 Active Living Research. Designing for Active Recreation. 2005.
http://www.activelivingresearch.org/files/recreationrevised021105 0.pdf

6 Toronto Public Health. Road to Health: Improving Walking and Cycling in Toronto. 2012.
http://www.toronto.ca/health/hphe/pdf/roadtohealth.pdf
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1 All-cause mortality, disease-specific mortality, and cardiovascular risk are loweramong
groups who use active transportation.

Children also greatly benefit from having walkable neighborhoods that encourage active
transportation to and from school. Physical activity in school children is key to battling incidents
of childhood obesity which have tripled over the last decade according to the Center for
Disease Control (CDC).? In addition to the physical benefits, recent studies out of Denmark
indicate that children who walk and bike to school have a concentration advantage over those
who do not. ® This means better academic performance and greater enjoyment of the learning
process for active kids.

Building a Walkable Community Today
Identifying Easily Addressed Barriers to Walkability

With the benefits of building walkable communities clear, the question then becomes "how".
Certainly there are urban design planning principles that encourage and empower walkable
communities. However, the design planning and implementation process is often long and
complex involving policy, design, and budgetary considerations. For communities looking to
make immediate improvements to walkability, there are ways to achieve this goal using
existing infrastructure and design envelopes.

According to a TCRP/NCHRP report, two of the main barriers to walkability are the lack of
contiguous pedestrian facilities and a concern for personal safety.' By identifying and focusing
on areas where vehicle traffic severs otherwise walkable routes, cities can reconnect existing
corridors and improve walkability without making major adjustments to street design.

Identifying the Connective Tissue in Walkable Infrastructure

Communities likely have a good sense of which routes are, or could be, walkable. Although
the factors impacting walkability will vary depending on community context, walkable routes
are generally characterized by: the room to walk safely; aesthetically pleasing surroundings; a
perceived sense of safety from crime; the presence of other community members;
appropriate driver behavior; and safe vehicle/pedestrian encounters.™

When identifying areas where vehicle traffic is creating barriers for otherwise walkable routes,
problematic driver behavior and concern over the safety of vehicle/pedestrian encounters can
be used as indicators of trouble spots.

7 National Collaborating Centre for Environmental Health. Active Transportation in Urban Areas: Exploring Health Benefits and
Risks.2010. http://www.ncceh.ca/sites/default/files/Active_Transportation_in_Urban_Areas_June_2010.pdf

8 Center for Disease Control and Prevention. Childhood Obesity Facts. 2013. http://www.cdc.gov/healthyyouth/obesity/facts.htm

9 Sanne Fettinger. Car Children’ Learn Less in School. The Davis Enterprise. 2012. http://www.davisenterprise.com/local-
news/news-columns/davis-bicycles-car-children-learn-less-in-school/

10 TCRP Report 112 NCHRP Report 562. Improving Pedestrian Safety at Unsignalized Crossings. 20086.
http://onlinepubs.trb.org/onlinepubs/nchrp/nchrp rpt 562.pdf

11Walkable America. Walkability Checklist: How Walkable is Your Community? 2013. http://www.walkableamerica.org/checklist-
walkability.pdf
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Crosswalks are often the location of such trouble spots since they form the connective tissue
of walkable and bikeable routes in a city. Implementing well-designed crosswalks, or improving
upon existing crosswalk infrastructure cannot only quickly reconnect existing active
transportation corridors without major street improvements, they can also have a dramatic
positive impact on the interaction between vehicles and pedestrians.

Well-designed crosswalks are a fundamental part of building infrastructure that encourages
mode share within the community. VWhen vehicles and pedestrians are able to interactin a
positive manner, people are more likely to walk and bike for transportation. In turn, encouraging
people to bike and walk positively impacts the safety of doing so. A report by the Alliance for
Biking and Walking shows that cities with the greatest levels of bicycling and walking are also
the safest places to bicycle and walk.”

Identifying the Most Problematic Locations

Of particular concern for communities looking to reconnect otherwise walkable routes will likely
be marked and uncontrolled crosswalk locations such as the ones pictured below. An FHWA
report shows that over 70% of pedestrian accidents occur at busy, multilane marked
crossings.®

Therefore, a community’s most problematic crossings will likely be marked crossings on busy
roadways. Multi-lane roadway configurations may be creating additional complications and
concern for safety.

Problematic crossings may already be flagged by citizens or advocacy groups as crossings in
need of attention, due to the fact that they are currently active, but considered unsafe due to
lack of appropriate driver behavior at the location. Marked and uncontrolled crossings with a
perceived safety problem are one of the primary reasons that otherwise walkable routes are
under-utilized and transportation mode share numbers remain low.

12 Alliance for Biking and Walking. Bicycling and Walking in the United States 2012 Benchmarking Report.
2012. http://www.peoplepoweredmovement.org/site/index.php/site/2012benchmarkingdownload/agree/

13 FHWA HRT-04-100. Safety Effects of Marked Versus Unmarked Crosswalks at Uncontrolled Locations. 2005.
http://www.fhwa.dot.gov/publications/research/safety/04100/04100.pdf
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