
Portland (Oregon), Minneapolis, Seattle,
and Santa Barbara, to mention a few, have
narrowed their main streets to create
very wide walks.

SAFETY & COMFORT

Sidewalks need to be buffered from
cars on both sides. They should not be
located directly on the road’s edge, since
passing traffic can feel dangerous. One
simple and inexpensive approach is to
allow on-street parking. On-street park-
ing protects pedestrians, benefits mer-
chants, slows traffic, and allows drivers
to visit several stores while parking once
(instead of having to move from one
store’s parking lot to the next store’s lot).
If a sidewalk abuts a parking lot, make
sure there are planters or other buffers
between the sidewalk and the lot.

Pedestrian comfort is just as impor-
tant as safety if you want to encourage
people to walk, so plant street trees along
sidewalks, and add benches and
awnings, telephones, and sculpture
where appropriate. 

• Sidewalks should be designed with
pedestrian “comfort” in mind.

WHAT WIDTH?

A six foot wide sidewalk that is sepa-
rated from moving traffic will serve most
residential needs. Six feet of width allows
three people to walk abreast, or to pass
one another comfortably. Sidewalks in
small commercial areas need be at least
eight feet wide to accommodate walkers
and window shoppers. Ten feet is better,
particularly if there is angle parking or
street furniture such as trees, parking
meters, and lights (which reduce the
usable width). 

There are times when narrower side-
walks or just one sidewalk is adequate —
for instance, along short cul-de-sacs, on a
country road, or in steep terrain. Pedes-
trians can walk in the street on some nar-
row, slow traveled roads. Common sense

6

P L A N N I N G  C O M M I S S I O N E R S  J O U R N A L  /  N U M B E R  2 7  /  S U M M E R  1 9 9 7

S T R E E T  W I S E

Sidewalk Essentials
by Richard Untermann

Santa Barbara’s main street was narrowed to one
traffic lane in each direction, while the sidewalks
were widened. The result: a comfortable and lively
retail area.

Most residential sidewalks can be separated from
the street by a planter and parked cars.

Shield sidewalks from parking lots.
Keep obstacles outside the line of pedestrian traf-
fic, so all people can move freely.

Sidewalks have always been
the stepchild of road construction
— someone else’s responsibility. 
It’s time for all communities to view side-
walks as an integral part of the trans-
portation network.

Where are sidewalks needed? Wher-
ever people live, shop, work, and play.
Which means just about everywhere. 

Some general principles:
• Sidewalks should be continuous, rel-

atively uniform, and firm enough for
wheel chairs and baby strollers. 

• Sidewalks should be wide enough to
allow three people to walk abreast.

• Sidewalks should be separated from
traffic by a planter strip or parked cars to
improve safety.

• Sidewalks should be lit for night safety.

Sidewalks can be like “mini” parks: wide, safe,
and comfortable, with benches, trees, and even
decorative lighting.

prevails, but it is best when the unique
condition ends, to resume the wider
walkway.

Sidewalks have forever been engi-
neered as attachments to streets —
straight, uniform in width, and strictly
functional. Shopping malls, with their
wide walkways, have changed that think-
ing somewhat, with curved walks, wide
walks, or ones that vary the pavement or
tree planting patterns now possible. 



Mean Streets
That’s the title of a shocking
report recently released by

the Surface Transportation Policy Project
and the Environmental Working Group.
Mean Streets documents the staggering
number of pedestrian injuries and fatali-
ties that occur across the U.S.

Mean Streets reports that “National
Highway and Transportation Safety
Administration (NHTSA) data indicate
that, between 1986 and 1995, pedestrian
fatalities accounted for about 6,150
deaths per year. This means that one in
seven people killed in car crashes are
pedestrians — the equivalent of one large
commercial plane crash with no survivors
every two weeks.” 

In addition, according to the report,
over 100,000 pedestrians were injured
each year — roughly 47,500 suffering
severe injuries, and 66,000 suffering mild
to moderate injuries.  

Interestingly, the report found that
“most pedestrians are killed by cars on
neighborhood streets ... NHTSA data indi-
cate that over half — 55 percent — of all
pedestrian fatalities occurred on streets ...
that run through residential neighbor-
hoods. This problem is evident in many
communities, where small streets become
speedways due to so-called ‘improve-
ments,’ or as they are invaded by com-
muters rushing to work, pizza delivery
people, or unsafe drivers just looking for
a shortcut.” 

The report also notes that while
pedestrians account for 14 percent of all
motor vehicle-related deaths, “only 1 per-
cent of federal highway safety funds are
spent on pedestrian safety ... the remain-
ing 99 percent is spent on automotive
safety measures (such as road widening )
that typically remove the obstacles to
more rapid traffic flow.” 

Mean Streets is available, at no charge,
on the Web at:
http://www.transact.org/mean/index.htm.
A copy of the report can also be ordered
for $23 from the Environmental Working
Group, 1718 Connecticut Ave., NW,
Suite 600, Washington, DC 20009; 
Telephone: 202-667-6982. 

roadways are so numerous that the side-
walk (assuming there’s even one) seems
to disappear. Ideally, curb cuts should be
prohibited on main streets, with access
to businesses provided from side streets
or alleys. Some communities don’t grant
driveway curb cut permits until they 
test their effect on the pedestrian 
environment.

PLAN FOR SIDEWALKS

Communities should incorporate
sidewalk construction into their capital
improvement programs. It is also useful
to prioritize sidewalk needs. It makes
sense first to ensure that sidewalks are in
place at all key pedestrian destinations
— commercial shopping areas, bus and
transit stops, schools, libraries, parks,
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ENHANCING PEDESTRIAN CROSSINGS

Most pedestrian injuries occur in
intersections. In recent years, wider
roads, along with increased traffic vol-
umes and speeds, have made crossing
streets a risky and unpleasant business
for pedestrians. Developing safe inter-
sections should be a priority for any
community that wants to bill itself as
“pedestrian-friendly.”

It is essential to make sure that the
design process includes people who are
sensitive to pedestrians’ needs. Street
width should be narrowed where possi-
ble, and pedestrian crossings should be
well-marked, well-lit, and include
ramps to facilitate wheeled travel. Bold
striping, in particular, helps alert drivers
to foot traffic.

Traffic signals can improve pedestri-
an safety, but if the wait time is more
than 20 seconds, the safety benefits are
diminished since many pedestrians will
try to cross against the light. Signal tim-
ing and push buttons should be adjusted
to better serve pedestrians. In many
communities signal crossing buttons are
also difficult to find, being located with-
out any consistency.

Driveways curb cuts can pose just as
great a safety hazard to pedestrians as
intersections, especially if the curb cut is
wide, allowing vehicles to enter and exit
at high speeds. In many places, curb
cuts along arterials and other major

Stripe all intersections, install ramps, and nar-
row the crossing distance where possible.

Avoid driveways like this one — wider than ten
feet. Also, when there is no planting strip, the
sidewalk has to be ramped, making it very diffi-
cult to negotiate for those in wheelchairs or with
walking impairments.

Too far to walk, dangerous, nothing to walk to —
a candidate for narrowing the crossing, and
bringing buildings to the front property line.

continued on page 8



and even strip malls. With a scheduled
commitment to build proper sidewalks at
these key locations, and then connect
them back into nearby residential neigh-
borhoods, it won’t be long before people
start taking to the streets! �

Richard Untermann is
Professor Emeritus of
Urban Planning at the
University of Washington.
He is the author of Accom-
modating the Pedestrian:
Adapting Towns and
Neighborhoods for Walk-
ing and Bicycling, pub-
lished by Van Nostrand Reinhold Co. of New York.
Untermann now resides in Santa Barbara, Califor-
nia, where he works as a consultant on planning
and design issues. This is the third in a series of
columns on streets, cars, and pedestrians.
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On-Line 
Comments
“Sidewalks should NOT mean-

der gratuitously. Some of the worst sidewalks
in Santa Cruz  add 10 or 15% over the dis-
tance on the adjacent straight street. ...

Make sure when adding street trees, furni-
ture, that you really are increasing pedestrian
comfort, and not just architect’s fees. Now that
I have a 1-year-old baby, I’m very aware of the
inadequate width of some sidewalks. The Bur-
ley stroller (which can also be used as a bike
trailer) is 3 feet wide and is rigid. There are
many sidewalks that look wide, but have trees,
traffic signals, road signs, lamp posts, or other
obstructions that force me out into the street
with the stroller. ... Another key point: don’t
allow supermarkets and businesses to block
the sidewalks with merchandise and signs.

When narrowing streets, be careful not to
endanger bicyclists in the process. It is better
to remove a traffic lane or a parking lane than
to make the curb lane very narrow. It is partic-
ularly bad to add bulbouts on streets that
don’t have on-street parking, since this forces
a lane change for all bicyclists right before the
intersection.”

— Kevin Karpus, Santa Cruz, California

“Ottawalk, the 9-year-old association I
serve as president, proposes a ‘clear-width’
(net width after ‘street furniture’ and poles) of
3-person widths on both sides of urban and 

village streets, as a minimum; 4-person widths
for streets with transit, 5-person widths for
main streets, and 6-person widths for the cen-
tral area. We suggest the separation from the
roadway be proportional to the speed of the
road traffic.

Sidewalks can also be too wide, attracting
drivers to use the extra width for delivery
stops… There is a need for a district-scale
walking-demand model to better estimate
walking trips along a street or in a whole
neighborhood (including estimating the
reduction in car trips that certain walking
amenities will bring about). Traffic planners
should not be able to say, ‘But hardly anyone
walks’, when the present design is so pedestri-
an-unfriendly.”

— Chris Bradshaw, Ottawa, Ontario

“Four and five foot wide sidewalks are in
place in many smaller towns, and heavily
used. I think the nature of the neighborhood
or character of the district has more to do
with sidewalk use than the width of the side-
walk. Six feet may be out of scale for the
neighborhood and encourage parking on the
sidewalk if sidewalks are widened at the
expense of the parking strip. ...

Brisbane, California, uses low voltage
footpath lights (about 2-3 feet tall) to light the
way through parks. This is very effective and
does not disturb residents of homes surround-
ing the park.”

— Michael Barnes, Brisbane, California
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