Research Problem Statement

I.  PROBLEM NUMBER

II. PROBLEM TITLE

Methods to Improve Physical Conditions for Pedestrians Along Existing Roads

III. RESEARCH PROBLEM STATEMENT

Conditions for pedestrians along existing roads have wide-ranging impacts on whether public transportation services are used, whether students walk to school, whether people walk to local services; and, perhaps most importantly, whether people walk for general health.  In addition, walking is frequently not a choice, i.e. a person does not have any option that does not include being a pedestrian along (or on) a roadway.  With the almost exclusive reliance on the automobile for decades, pedestrian accommodations were not given a high priority.  During this time period, sidewalks were not included on many arterial, collector, or even local roads.  These and other factors resulted in lack of pedestrian accommodations on a large portion of the road network in the United States.  In addition, sidewalk segments along roadways are often not connected; i.e., the sidewalk network is fragmented.  The absence of sidewalks along existing roads is the most obvious missing accommodation.  Further examples are missing accommodations for safe crossings, for those waiting for transit services, for students walking to school, etc.

When needs are addressed with limited resources, the basic steps to fulfilling these needs include identifying the problem, quantifying the problem, identifying cost-effective solutions, prioritizing needs, securing funding, and ensuring implementation.  These steps are well established for highway improvements on the federal, state, and local levels, where well-developed methodologies, processes, and dedicated funding sources exist to address problems with the highway network to serve vehicular traffic. Such processes and funding are rarely in place for improving conditions for pedestrians.  In addition, walking and biking needs are often considered together and frequently the same group or professional deals with both modes within an organization.  Therefore, there is a need to establish formal processes for planning and programming pedestrian improvements along existing roadways.  

IV. LITERATURE SEARCH SUMMARY

A literature search showed a significant level of research with regard to safe movements for pedestrians, improved conditions for transit users, and various other related issues.  However, most of this research is focused on accommodations for pedestrians along newly constructed roads and operational issues for existing pedestrian facilities.  For example, TRB Research Circular E-C084 presents the top 16 pedestrian research problem statements.  These are prioritized from a list of approximately 100 research problem statements prepared by TRB’s Technical Activities Division Committee on Pedestrians.  Although the research statements do address pressing pedestrian issues, the issue of systematic problems with providing safe accommodations for pedestrians does not receive any attention, even though it may be one of the most critical issues for safe and efficient pedestrian circulation.  

Although these systematic issues may be the most critical pedestrian issues, such a statement cannot be made without proper justification.  Justification could come from related facts, e.g.: 

· mileage of needed sidewalks and other missing accommodations for pedestrians 

· amount of money spent on constructing missing pedestrian accommodations vs. amount that would be needed 

· quantified benefits of constructing missing pedestrian accommodations 

· cost/benefit analysis of constructing missing pedestrian accommodations vs. other mobility improvements.

However, data for quantifying these and similar facts are lacking.  The hypothesis underlying this research proposal is that the absence of data and of comprehensive pedestrian-focused improvement plans relate to institutional issues, i.e., that there is no exclusive institutional ownership for pedestrian issues on the federal, state, and local levels.   

Frequently, the media report the poor conditions for pedestrians, including missing sidewalks.  On June, 25, 2007, Amy Hybels reported on WTOP Radio, in Washington, D.C., that “a fight to install sidewalks in a neighborhood packed with kids has parents on edge.”  A parent was quoted as saying that “he has been waiting nearly six years for sidewalks to be built along Old Dominion Drive.”  The neighborhood was still years away from getting sidewalks.  On July 16, 2007, The Washington Post reported that “A survey of 840 miles of roads in Loudoun found that only 14 percent had sidewalks, according to a bicycle and pedestrian mobility plan county supervisors adopted in 2003.”  The subtitle of the article was: “Loudoun Residents Blaze Their Own Risky Trails Where Sidewalks and Bike Paths Are Lacking.”  

These stories are not unique.  The absence of safe pedestrian accommodations is widespread in the United States.  The following questions arise: Is the magnitude of the pedestrian problem known?  What is being done to analyze the issues?  What is needed to ensure the level of funding that is appropriately proportional to the magnitude of the problem?

The results of a survey by Ilona Kastenhofer of the Virginia Transportation Research Council of practices to address pedestrian needs showed that a full inventory of missing pedestrian accommodations is rare at state and local transportation organizations.  Improving any network requires having data about the network.  Not only do full inventories not exist, but most of the responding states and almost half of the localities also did not keep a “wish list” of needed pedestrian improvements.  Most wish lists that did exist were created through citizen involvement. Survey respondents recognized that the absence of inventories was a problem. 

Survey respondents reported almost 30 different types of funds they had used for constructing missing sidewalks and other accommodations for pedestrians but only 2 were dedicated to this purpose.  As with all other funds, there was significant competition.  Most respondents believed that the construction of missing sidewalks was greatly under-funded in their jurisdiction.  Most localities, particularly cities, had well-developed prioritization methods, but only 5 of the 26 responding state DOTs reported such a method for the construction of missing sidewalks.  

V. RESEARCH OBJECTIVE

The objective of this research is to identify and analyze institutional barriers to improving physical conditions for pedestrians along roadways.  In the first phase of the research, the most critical institutional arrangements relating to improving pedestrian accommodations will be identified and described.  Key topics include: 

· ownership of pedestrian issues at the federal, state, and local levels 

· methods to identify problems with pedestrian accommodations

· methods to prioritize needs 

· frameworks for funding and implementation.

The second phase of the research will evaluate how effective current practices are in addressing conditions for pedestrians.  In this phase, the magnitude of the problems will be quantified.  In addition, best practices will be identified and documented.  Finally, recommendations for improving institutional environments to support improved accommodations for pedestrians will be developed. 

VI. ESTIMATE OF PROBLEM FUNDING AND RESEARCH PERIOD

Recommended Funding: $300,000-$500,000, depending on level of research details. 

Research Period: 18 months

VII. URGENCY, PAYOFF POTENTIAL, AND IMPLEMENTATION 

There is pressing urgency to improve conditions for pedestrians.  Poor conditions for pedestrians decrease both safety and accessibility for transportation system users.  With the quickly increasing demand for public transportation services, providing acceptable conditions for walking to those services is essential.  

The payoff potential of this research is very high, since an improved institutional environment will greatly contribute to better conditions for pedestrians, which will support an increased number of walking and transit trips and will result in a reduced number of automobile trips.
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