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WALKABILITY AND YOUR COMMUNITY: Health, Safety and Economics

We don’t walk as much as we used to.
Forty years ago, about 90% of elementary and high school students that lived within a
mile of their school got there by walking. Yet, by the turn of this century, that figure
had dropped to 31%. Today, between 20% and 30% of rush hour congestion is caused by
parents driving children to school. Overall, 66% of children walked to school in 1970.
If you’re over the age of forty, it’s likely that you remember walking to school. But
children today will never have those same memories, because currently only about 13%
of children walk to school.
Many parents would prefer to have the option of letting their children walk, but its just not possible in most communities
today. Many schools are located far outside of town, along busy highways that are not always safe for children to walk along.

But the decline in walking is not just limited to children. In general,
we walk much less today than we did forty or fifty years ago. Main
Streets like the one pictured above are not as common as they used
to be. Instead, we have
shopping centers like
the one pictured to the
right. Most of us would
never even attempt to
walk to such a place.
Sadly, walking to the
store for a gallon of
milk is just a distant
memory for most of
us.
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But why?
But do people just not want to walk
anymore? No, a majority of people express
a desire to live in a walkable neighborhood.
But land use regulations and a focus on
building for cars instead of people have
forced people into neighborhoods that are
less than conducive to walking. We have built
communities that make it more difficult for
us to get around.
The map images on this page show the difference between a
traditional, walkable neighborhood and a sprawling, disjointed
neighborhood. The map below shows destinations that are less
than 500 feet away from each other, yet without trespassing
through someone’s yard it would take over two hours to walk
between the two houses. Alternatively, the image to the right
represents a connected street grid, with plenty of amenities
to walk to. The interconnected streets, with a great mix of
commercial, residential, and institutional uses—create a livable
community. Unfortunately, over the past fifty years we’ve
built a lot more of the sprawling neighborhoods than we have
walkable ones.
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Okay, but why should we care?
REASON 1
For Your Health!
Today, more than one third of children are overweight or obese.
Among adults, one third are obese—compared to 15% in 1970. Depending on
the survey, it appears that between 66% and 80% of adults do not meet the
recommendation of 30 minutes of daily physical activity five times per week.
Research conducted by many public health
researchers at universities and public
agencies has shown that walking can help
reduce body fat and lower blood pressure.
Additionally, walking can lower your risk for
cardiovascular disease. Other diseases that
walking can help you avoid include:
• Diabetes
• Depression
• Anxiety
• Asthma
• Back Pain
• Alzheimer’s
• Stroke
• Osteoporosis
In addition to decreasing your risk for
all of those other diseases, walking may
dramatically decrease your risk of getting
cancer.
A study in the New England Journal of
Medicine found that walking two miles per
day cuts the risk of death due to cancer by
almost HALF. Another study, in Obstetrics
and Gynecology, found that women who
exercised more than six hours per week
were 27% less likely to develop ovarian
cancer than their sedentary peers. Yet
another study, by the National Institutes
of Health, found that adults who increased
their physical activity reduced the risk of
colon cancer by 30% to 40%.
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For Your Health!
People that live in walkable communities have a natural
advantage over those that live in auto-dependent
neighborhoods. Short walks to the grocery store, dry
cleaners, and other amenities and services we use daily
can add up and help toward the goal of thirty minutes
of physical activity per day!

Leading Causes of Death

Injuries, 7%
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Nutritional, 6%
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35%
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19%

Research published in Medicine and Science in Sports
and Exercise, showed that multiple short walks per day
were just as effective as one longer period of exercise.

Cancer,
23%

Diabetes, 3%
Respiratory Disease, 3%

Source for both: Centers for Disease Control via Walk Boston
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Okay, but why should we care?
REASON 2
For the Environment!
In the U.S. today, vehicle emissions
represent a large portion of pollutants
in the air. To be exact; 31% of carbon
dioxide, 81% of carbon monoxide, and
49% of nitrogen oxides released are a
result of vehicle emissions.
When it comes to emissions, short trips are the worst.
About 60% of the pollution created by vehicles
happens in the first few minutes of operation. This
means that shorter trips are more polluting on a permile basis than longer trips. There is no easier way to
lower your personal carbon footprint than substituting
your short drives with walks!

WALKABILITY AND YOUR COMMUNITY: Health, Safety and Economics

Living in a walkable community definitely cuts down
on short trips. Studies have shown that residents of
gridded communities with sidewalks drive less than
residents of sprawling communities. But it’s also
important to make your community amenable to
bicycle transportation as well! A bikeable community
can help cut down on even more short trips, which
is great since a four-mile round trip by bicycle keeps
about 15 lbs. of pollutants out of the air!

While much emphasis is placed on how things look and the interconnectedness
of streets, equally important is the placement of different land uses within
our communities. Walkable, interconnected streets are useless if there are no
destinations to walk to. The infographic above, from the U.S. Department of
Transportation, shows that we can eliminate many short driving trips if we
design our communities so that churches, shops, workplaces, and recreational
facilities are located near residences.
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Okay, but why should we care?
REASON 3
Everybody Wants to Live in a Safe Community!
Each year 6,000 pedestrians
are killed and 90,000 are
injured. Somehow we have
come to except this as a fact
of life. Scared of f lying? You
are 300 times more likely to
be killed walking than f lying.
In fact, less than 6% of all
Americans’ trips are on foot,
yet 13% of all traf fic deaths
involve pedestrians. What
can be done to correct
these tragic statistics?

Source: Chip Litherland
for the NY Times

Source: Smart Growth America

Walking in our communities
isn’t dangerous because
pedestrians are negligent or
frivolous. We can’t place the
blame on our motorists either.
It does no good to try to pit
motorists against pedestrians
and bicyclists or to place
blame on any one group. Most
pedestrians and cyclists own cars and use them for longer
trips.
The fact of the matter is that our communities are
dangerous for pedestrians and cyclists because we have
designed them that way. About 60% of pedestrian deaths
occur in places where no crosswalk is available. Streets are
often overbuilt to accommodate faster automobile traffic
without regard for pedestrian safety. As a result, we end up
with what many planners call a “stroad.” That is, a streetroad hybrid that is unsafe and economically wasteful.
The picture on top shows a community that has taken steps
to correct their street-road hybrid. Paint and brick were
used to add bike lanes and narrow the travel lanes—creating
a safer pedestrian experience and slowing traffic.

Source: Smart Growth America
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Okay, but why should we care?
REASON 4
Because it Saves Us All Money!
The average cost of operating
a sedan for a year is between
$5,900 and $12,700—and the cost
of operating an SUV is between
$10,000 and $13,000. Eliminating
or reducing that expense could
make a big difference for
households.

A study in San Francisco showed the average
medical costs for treating pedestrian crashes
between 2004 and 2008 was between roughly
$47,000 and $77,000 for admitted patients and
between roughly $3,800 and $6,400 for nonadmitted patients. Either way, being a victim in
a pedestrian crash is hard on the wallet—not to
mention your health!
When comparing the economic, environmental,
and personal costs of operating a vehicle it becomes
obvious that walking and biking for transportation
are a great deal! After all, it only costs about $120
per year to operate a bicycle and walking is FREE!

Source: Jennifer Brown for The Star Ledger
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Source: AAA, 2013
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REASON 5
People of All Ages Need to Get Around!
In the United States, about one quarter of all
households include someone who is 65 years
of age or older. Likewise, about one third of
households include someone who is 18 years
of age or younger. These two groups, children
and seniors, are two groups that stand to
greatly benefit from living in a walkable
community. At the same time, barriers to a
safe pedestrian environment can loom even
larger for these two groups.
Studies have shown that older people living in walkable
communities have higher levels of social interaction
compared with those residing in auto-centric communities.
Throughout the country seniors are growing as a share of
the population, making pedestrian safety for this group
even more important.
On the other end of the age spectrum, we already discussed
the decline in walking among school children and how
that contributes to obesity and congestion. Building
neighborhood schools and making sure they are connected
to a sidewalk system would make it easier children to
walk to school and help reverse the health and safety
consequences we’ve seen over the past half century or so.

Source: Lakewood Vity Schools
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The photo to the left was taken in Lakewood,
Ohio—a desirable suburb of approximately 50,000
residents, near Cleveland—where the school district
has saved thousands by not providing bus service
at all. Using smart planning strategies, Lakewood
has made sure that every student lives less than
two miles from their neighborhood school and
the streets are safe for walking. As a result, schoolassociated congestion is non-existent and kids
have the opportunity to start their day off with
some healthy exercise. Studies have shown that
students who walk to school perform better on
average than students that are driven, or who ride
the bus. Students in some Montgomery County
communities, such as Jenkintown, are able to walk
to neighborhood schools—starting the day off with
exercise and saving the district substantial amounts
of money in the process.

Okay, but why should we care?
REASON 6
It supports local economic development and government efficiency!
Studies have shown that low-density,
discontinuous and automobile-dependent
land use patterns can cause higher direct
business costs and taxes. No one wants to
pay higher taxes, yet our built environment
is one that costs more to maintain than
it is worth. Sprawling, auto-dependent
land use patterns are much more costly
to maintain than compact development
with a mix of uses. In communities that
are built out already, trails and sidewalk
connections can help connect uses to the
pedestrian network and make existing
infrastructure more ef ficient.
One research project, conducted by the Colorado State
University Cooperative Extension, showed that connected,
walkable development is much more efficient than
sprawling rural development. Researchers found that
sprawling rural development cost county governments
and schools $1.65 for every dollar of tax revenue generated.
On the other hand, taxpayers saw a net gain from
compact development!

COMMERCIAL
VACANCIES

Finally, studies have shown that having a walkable
downtown encourages a healthy business climate.
One California town saw commercial vacancy
rates drop from 18% to 6% after revamping their
downtown to make it more walkable. They also
saw a 30% increase in downtown sales tax revenues,
proving that walkability was a great investment!

NET TAXES PER ACRE
$119.10

$76.80

TAX REVENUE

COMMERCIAL
VACANCIES

Another study, conducted by researchers at the
urban planning firm Urban3, is illustrated in the
chart below. The researchers looked at 21 cities
and found that net county property tax revenue
was up to 400 times higher for mixed use projects
than for low-density residential!

TAX REVENUE
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So what makes a community walkable?
In a walkability audit, you have the opportunity to learn in greater detail what exactly
makes a community more walkable and
bikeable. Here are four examples of
aspects of a pedestrian and bicycle friendly
community!

Sidewalks
While this may seem like a no-brainer, many communities
across the country lack a safe, connected sidewalk system.
The quickest way to grow your system of sidewalks is to
require sidewalks be built as a
part of new subdivisions and
land developments.
This neighborhood sidewalk
is great, until you get to the
end. Then what happens?
Sidewalks need to be
interconnected and
continuous to be effective.
The worn grass in the
picture shows that people
are walking here, even if the
pedestrian infrastructure falls
short.
Not all sidewalks are created
equal. The best sidewalks
are those that take into account
the context in which they are
located. Simple things—like buffers
between the sidewalk and highlytrafficked roads, or making sure
the width of the sidewalk is correct
for the situation—go a long way
toward making a community more
walkable.
The sidewalk top right needs to
be repaired to make it safe for all users. There are several techniques
that can be utilized, including shaving down the edges and replacing
concrete with more flexible asphalt. The sidewalk in the bottom
right employs street trees and decorative elements to provide a buffer
between pedestrians and traffic.
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ADA Compliance
The Americans with Disabilities Act (ADA)
assures accessibility for persons with
disabilities. Features like corner ramps,
truncated domes, and ladder crosswalks
(all pictured here) help make the built
environment more easily accessible for
persons with disabilities. Communities
can consult the ADA for specifics on
implementing these features, as well
as others that also help enhance the
pedestrian experience.

This illustration shows a man in a wheelchair who has just crossed the
street. The curb ramp makes it much easier for people in wheelchairs to
maneuver about.

SOLID

STANDARD

CONTINENTAL

Truncated domes—also referred to as tactical pavers—like those at the intersection below help people suffering from blindness or visual impairment feel
where to cross the street.

DASHED

ZEBRA		

LADDER

This graphic shows a few different types of crosswalks in use in the United States. Studies have shown that the continental or ladder designs are the most visible.
They should be used so that people with vision problems can be sure where to cross the street.
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Intersections
The most connected and well-maintained
sidewalk systems do no good if intersections
aren’t treated properly. Smart pedestrian
planning utilizes tools like bump outs and
pedestrian refuge islands to help make
intersections safer for everyone.

Curb extensions, like those pictured above, help
shorten the crossing distance for pedestrians and
make the pedestrian more visible to motorists.
Curb extensions are also commonly referred to as
neckdowns, bump outs, or bulb outs.

Shorter crossing distances, unlike the
intersection above, are safer because the
pedestrian is in the street for a shorter period
of time. Also, the standard double line
crosswalk can be hard for both pedestrians
and motorists to see. A ladder crosswalk
would be more appropriate, and a median
refuge island would provide a place for
pedestrians to rest.
The picture shows a right turning lane with a
pedestrian refuge island. The pedestrian can first
cross the right turn lane and then have a place to be
safe while waiting to cross the remainder of
the street.
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Traffic Calming
There are several techniques that can be employed to help slow down
traffic and make streets more inviting for pedestrians and cyclists.
Collectively, these techniques are known as traffic calming, and include
speed humps, chicanes, raised crosswalks, and road diets.

On street parking serves as a barrier between
pedestrians and automobile traffic. In this particular
instance back-in angled parking has been utilized
to minimize the risk to cyclists using the bike lane.
The motorists can see if there is a bike coming before
pulling out. Parallel parking is also a great option for
providing a safety buffer between pedestrians and the
travel lanes of the roadway.

Raised crosswalks are
great for midblock
crossings. They force
motorists to approach a
crosswalk more slowly
and bring extra attention
to the existence of a
crossing.
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The roadway above incorporates chicanes—devices
designed to slow traffic and increase pedestrian safety.
Chicanes may be useful in residential areas and can be
designed to have plantings that serve as environmental
and aesthetically beneficial features.

So, How Do We Get It Done?
There are lots of funding options out there if you know where to look!
Here are a few examples of funding sources that communities can utilize to make their
community friendlier for pedestrians and cyclists.

Transportation Alternatives Program
The Transportation Alternatives Program (TAP) is a federal program authorized under the MAP-21 surface
transportation bill, and replaces the former Transportation Enhancements Program. TAP funding can be used for
pedestrian and bicycle infrastructure projects, public transportation enhancement projects, safe routes to school
projects, walkability audits, and other miscellaneous non-driver oriented projects. Recipients of TAP funds are
selected through a competitive application process. More information about TAP funding in Pennsylvania can be
found at: http://www.dvrpc.org/tap/PA.htm. Info about the Safe Routes to Schools program can be found at:
http://www.saferoutespa.org/.

Multimodal Transportation Fund (MTF)
Funds may be used for the development, rehabilitation and enhancement of transportation assets to existing
communities, streetscape, lighting, sidewalk enhancement, pedestrian safety, connectivity of transportation assets
and transit-oriented development. Grants are available for projects with a total cost of $100,000 or more. Grants
shall not exceed $3,000,000 for any project.

Congestion Mitigation and Air Quality Funds
The CMAQ program provides funding for projects and programs which reduce transportation-related ozone,
carbon monoxide, and particulate emissions. Pennsylvania’s Transportation Management Associations (TMAs)
administer programs using CMAQ funds within their regions. Examples of eligible projects can be found in The
Congestion Mitigation and Air Quality (CMAQ) Improvement Program Final Program Guidance: CMAQ
Improvement Program, which can be found at: http://www.fhwa.dot.gov/environment/air_quality/cmaq/
policy_and_guidance/cmaq08gd.pdf. One such example is “constructing bicycle and pedestrian facilities (paths,
bike racks, support facilities, etc.) that are not exclusively recreational and reduce vehicle trips.”

Municipal Liquid Fuels
The Municipal Liquid Fuels Program funds a range of projects to support municipalities’ construction,
reconstruction, maintenance and repair of public roads or streets, including curb ramps, lane and crosswalk painting,
signs and signals, and removal of debris from roads and shoulders, but not for curbs and sidewalks unless necessary
for ADA compliance. Funds are only available to municipalities who submit annual reports. The amount of a
municipality’s allocation is based on its population and miles of roads on their approved Liquid Fuels Inventory.
More information can be found at: ftp://ftp.dot.state.pa.us/public/PubsForms/Publications/Pub%209.pdf.
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Highway Safety Improvement Program
Highway Safety Improvement Program provides funding to states for projects that correct or improve a hazardous
road location or feature. It was reauthorized under the MAP-21 federal transportation law with the goal of reducing
traffic fatalities on all public roads. The legislation lists examples of many projects eligible for this funding,
including improvements for pedestrian and bicycle safety, and installation and maintenance of signs at pedestrian
and bicycle crossings. In Pennsylvania, we receive between $35 and $40 million in funding annually. Examples
of projects utilizing HSIP funds in Pennsylvania include conversions of signalized intersections to roundabouts
and the installation of pedestrian signals. For more information, contact the Federal Highway Administration,
PennDOT, or DVRPC.

Community Transportation Grants
This program, administered by the Centers for Disease Control and Prevention, award grants to local governments
and non-profits for programs designed to improve community health and prevent chronic diseases such as
cancer, diabetes, and heart disease. The grants can be used for a wide array of programs and initiatives, including
transportation improvements that help promote a healthy and safe physical environment. More information can be
found at: http://www.cdc.gov/nccdphp/dch/programs/communitytransformation/.

Community Development Block Grants
The Community Development Block Grant (CDBG) Program provides funding from HUD for the purpose of
promoting community revitalization throughout the country. Eligible activities must meet one of the CDBG’s
three national objectives:
1.
2.
3.
		

To benefit low- and moderate-income persons (primary objective);
To aid in the prevention or elimination of slums or blight; and
To meet other community development needs that present a serious and immediate threat to the health and
welfare of the community.

Over a 1-3 year period, at least 70% of the funds spent by a grantee must be used for activities that benefit low- and
moderate-income persons.
Some CDBG funds are provided to larger cities and counties directly by the federal government, other CDBG
funds for “non-federal entitlement communities” come from the federal government through the state. Eligible
“non-federal entitlement communities” include: boroughs, towns, and townships with populations of 4,000
or more based on the 2000 census, which also meet the current minimum standards of physical and economic
distress of the federal Urban Development Action Grant (UDAG) Program. There are both formula grants and
competitive funding cycles. The Competitive Program is $500,000 maximum and is available to all non-federal
entitlement municipalities.
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Eligible walkability-related projects:
Acquisition of property for public purposes
Construction or reconstruction of streets
Demolition
Planning activities
And these walkable destination projects:
neighborhood centers, recreation facilities, and other public works;
Rehabilitation of public and private buildings;
Public services;
Assistance to nonprofit entities for community development activities; and
Assistance to private, for-profit entities to carry out economic development activities (including
assistance to microenterprises).
For more information from the state go to: http://www.newpa.com/community/documentspublications/cdbg or call (717) 787-5327 or send an e-mail to: cdbg&homequestions@pa.gov
For more information from the county, go to: http://www.montcopa.org/index.aspx?nid=1212

Department of Conservation and Natural Resources (DCNR)
DCNR offers several grants that help develop and maintain recreational facilities. The application period is from
mid-January to mid-April. For more information go to:
https://www.grants.dcnr.state.pa.us/GrantPrograms.aspx
Community Recreation and Conservation grants are awarded to municipalities and authorized nonprofit
organizations for recreation, park, trail and conservation projects. These include planning for feasibility studies,
trail studies, conservation plans, master site development plans, and comprehensive recreation, park and open
space and greenway plans; land acquisition for active or passive parks, trails and conservation purposes; and new
development and rehabilitation of parks, trails and recreation facilities. Most projects require a 50% match, which
can include a combination of cash and/or non-cash values.
Partnership grants are designed to promote statewide and regional capacity building. Grants are awarded
to statewide and regional partners who advance DCNR’s Strategic Plan, Pennsylvania’s Greenway Plan,
Pennsylvania’s Statewide Outdoor Recreation Plan, Pennsylvania’s Heritage Areas Program, and the Conservation
Landscape Program. Two types of Partnership grants are: Implementation Projects and Mini-Grants Projects.

		
Implementation Projects are non-planning projects that implement recommendations of previously
completed special purpose plans or studies. Examples of implementation projects include the construction of 		
interpretive/educational exhibits, programs, signage and materials, and promotional/marketing products.
Statewide and regional partners may request Mini-Grant funding to develop small grant programs that will 		
implement multiple projects through their local partners. These projects should advance priorities identified 		
through previous completed plans. The request can include a combination of project types eligible for funding 		
under the Statewide and Regional category. A 50/50 match requirement applies to all projects funded. Any 		
other proposed match amount will require written justification for review and consideration by DCNR.
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FURTHER PLANNING ASSISTANCE
Pedestrian and bicycle planning may be undertaken as part of a Montgomery County Planning
Commission Community Planning Assistance contract. The MCPC Community Planning Assistance
Program provides technical assistance in the fields of comprehensive planning, zoning, land use,
transportation, landscape design, economic development, and other disciplines on a fee-for-service
basis.
Townships and boroughs can benefit from this program by entering into a planning assistance
contract with our commission. Under the contract, which typically lasts for three years, the cost of
the professional planner is evenly shared between the municipality and the county.
For further information about the program,
contact John Cover at 610-278-3741 or jcover@montcopa.org.
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