SAFE ROUT ES T O SCHO OL

A Primer to Understanding
the Role of the Municipal
Transportation Department
Municipal transportation departments aspire to move
people safely from one place to the other no matter how they
choose to get there. Safe Routes to School practitioners can
connect with transportation departments to affect long- and
short-term planning and ensure that the vision for future
transportation improvements includes opportunities for safe
and accessible connections to schools and other places via
walking and bicycling.

Introduction to
Safe Routes to School
During the past 15 years, the Safe Routes to School
movement in the United States has grown larger and
more sophisticated. Walking and bicycling to school is
attracting more and more interest from leaders and
decision-makers at the local, regional, state and federal
levels. As such, Safe Routes to School practitioners
have been expanding their efforts to encompass policy,
systems and environmental changes in their work.
With declining federal transportation dollars dedicated
to bicycling and walking and the uncertainty of state
budgets, it is even more important to ensure that stable
funding streams and supportive policies are pursued
locally. The municipal transportation department is one
potential ally that can help advance these measures.

Understanding the Roles and
Responsibilities of Municipal
Transportation Departments
Municipal transportation departments often vary
in structure based on the priorities of the city, their
location, and the amount of tax dollars that are
allocated toward local transportation planning and
projects. These departments are sometimes housed
under the Department of Public Works that focuses on

www.saferoutespartnership.org

broader infrastructure policies, planning and projects
that concentrate on public spaces, buildings and
services – including water, electric and sewage – that
are essential to the welfare and quality of life of its
citizens.1 Other times, transportation departments
are not intertwined with other infrastructure planning
departments and stand alone as their own city
office. In either case, the role of the transportation
department is to evaluate problems and develop
policies and plans that improve livability by working to
reduce congestion, create safer streets and ultimately
make it easier for people and goods to travel to their
destinations. Transportation departments pursue
this goal by ensuring that they are responsive to the
future transportation needs of the community while
maintaining the existing (and expensive) infrastructure
investments of the municipality.
The process with which municipal transportation
departments achieve this higher goal also varies
depending on location. The transportation department
often employs short-term, stop gap measures to
increase safety and improve traffic flow – including
the installation or timing of lights, additional signage,
striping or other traffic calming devices – while
simultaneously facilitating a long-term planning
process that takes into consideration the community’s
future growth, transportation priorities and mobility
needs, and invests in larger scale infrastructure
improvements. Short- and long-term measures require
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funding. In the case of the transportation department,
funding can be robust or slim depending on the funding
priorities of the mayor and city or county council. In
addition to local funding from the general budget, or
special local taxes that fund walking and bicycling projects,
the transportation department can access grant funding
from regional, state and federal sources including their
metropolitan planning organization, state department of
transportation or the Federal Highway Administration. Given
these financial limitations, transportation departments
need to make key decisions about prioritizing funding for
short- and long-term projects based on the amount budgeted,
the priorities of city leadership and, of course, the will of
their citizens. Safe Routes to School practitioners can
provide input to their city government and transportation
department to prioritize projects that improve safety and
encourage more students to walk and bicycle to school.
When working with municipal transportation departments,
Safe Routes to School practitioners should keep in mind
that the departments have to deal with competing pressures
from city government, involved citizens, highway, freight,
business, transit, bicycle and pedestrian proponents while
adhering to local, state and federal mandates. The best way
to ensure that decisions made by the department will not
adversely affect walking and bicycling opportunities is to
educate each stakeholder involved on the numerous ways
that active transportation can be seamlessly integrated
into their day-to-day operations, and the relatively low
costs and long-term benefits of active transportation on the
transportation system, especially for reducing congestion and
capital and maintenance expenses. Gather information from
the steps below, combine it with some of the outlined talking
points, and familiarize yourself with the strategies that are
included in the companion document, Safe Routes to School:
A Primer for Municipal Transportation Departments.

What You Can Do

Safe Routes to School: An Issue of Equity
Children from lower-income families are
twice as likely to walk to school as children
from higher-income families but typically
face greater personal and traffic safety
risks on their route to school. It is critical
that Safe Routes to School initiatives reach
lower-income schools and communities
to help improve traffic safety and reduce
injuries. Ensure that bicycling and walking
improvements, whether infrastructure or
program related, benefit all schools, especially
those with the greatest needs. The Portland,
Oregon citywide Safe Routes to School
program, serving the Portland Public School
district, created a comprehensive policy that
includes a focus on ensuring that schools in
underserved neighborhoods have equal access
to resources.

Active Transportation in Rural Communities
Often there are limited local dollars available
to rural communities to invest in walking and
bicycling improvements much less to hire active
transportation staff. Simultaneously, rural
communities in the United States receive almost
two times as much funding per capita than their
urban counterparts via federal funds2 and have
a significant percentages of their population
walking and bicycling.3 There is a great deal
of opportunity to access federal dollars to
encourage already active rural citizens to walk
and bicycle more frequently.

As with most successful work, success is predicated on
knowledge of the processes and the people involved. Use
the following tips as a starting point for engaging municipal
transportation departments (Continued on p. 3):
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LEARN

REVIEW

CONNECT

PARTICIPATE

»» Talk to the
transportation department
staff and conduct research
to learn about the city’s past
involvement in walking and
bicycling efforts, if any.

»» Become familiar with
the city’s written Bicycle
and Pedestrian Master Plan,
General or Comprehensive
Plan, Complete Streets
plan or any other related
transportation policies.

»» Develop relationships
with leaders and educate on
key issues that are relevant
to stated priorities and
positions.

»» Inform transportation
department directors
and their staff about the
priorities and benefits of
bicycling, walking and
Safe Routes to School.
Participate in relevant
committees, coalition
meetings and bicycle and
pedestrian or Safe Routes to
School advisory councils.

»» Check with individual
schools to see their
perception of the
transportation department’s
involvement in creating safe
places to walk and bicycle.
»» Research how the
transportation department
receives and allocates
funding – look into any
transportation planning
documents, including the
general/comprehensive
plan, bicycle and
pedestrian master plan and
transportation improvement
plan.
»» Talk with a city council
member, agency staff
person or community group
to learn about any policies
and laws that dictate the
actions of the transportation
department.
»» Identify existing
committees, coalitions
and other community
organizations that focus
on walking and bicycling to
school and in daily life at
individual schools and at the
city level.
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»» Review the
transportation department’s
website and other public
materials to better
understand its stated
priorities and find
opportunities for synergy.
»» Attend or review the
minutes of any committees
that may advise the city
or its transportation
department, including
the Mayor’s Bicycle or
Pedestrian Advisory
Committee, Traffic Safety
Committee, and health or
other relevant advisory
groups.
»» Utilizing all the
information learned and
reviewed, put together a
strong case for Safe Routes
to School that will resonate
with the city and the
transportation department
staff.

»» Connect with previously
identified coalitions,
committees and community
organizations to bring
transportation department
staff into the discussion.
»» Invite transportation
department staff to join
the district or communitywide Safe Routes to School
task force (if one exists)
or to attend a school
team meeting so that
they might learn and see
more opportunities for
collaboration.
»» Don’t stop at the
transportation department
staff! Connect with city
council, the mayor and other
relevant city departments,
such as the health
department, to get buy-in
at all levels for improved
conditions for walking and
bicycling.

»» Regularly meet with
transportation department
staff and relevant elected
officials to serve as an
expert and a resource on
developing walking and
bicycling to school programs
and projects.
»» Ask the transportation
department to publicize
walking and bicycling
initiatives on their websites
as viable transportation
modes.
»» Invite transportation
department staff to
participate in Safe
Routes to School events
and include them in the
planning process. Offer
public acknowledgement
of their support and
utilize opportunities to
demonstrate the positive
outcomes of their work.
»» Be persistent,
but professional and
understanding. Municipal
transportation departments
can be very busy while
juggling multiple interests.
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Align Talking Points with the
Stated Priorities of Municipal
Transportation Departments
In addition to providing the transportation department
with the companion Safe Routes to School: A Primer
for Municipal Transportation Departments action
brief, and reviewing the strategies outlined within the
document, customize talking points by considering the
following common priorities of municipal transportation
departments and how they align with Safe Routes to
School priorities. After choosing impactful talking points,
supplement those with photos and real-life situations
that outline the hazards students face while walking or
bicycling, or successful Safe Routes to School projects
in cities that include collaboration with municipal
transportation departments.
Increasing Safety through Walking and Bicycling
• A California study showed that schools that received
infrastructure improvements through the Safe Routes to
School program yielded walking and bicycling increases
in the range of 20 to 200 percent.4
• A 2013 study of Safe Routes to School projects
in New York City found that census tracts with Safe
Routes to School interventions saw a 44 percent decline
in school-aged pedestrian injury during school travel
hours while locations without Safe Routes to School
interventions stayed the same.5
• A safety analysis by the California Department
of Transportation estimated that the Safe Routes to
School program led to a 49 percent decrease in the
childhood bicycle and pedestrian collision rates.6
• A motorist is less likely to collide with a person
walking and bicycling if more people walk or bicycle. In
a study conducted in several U.S. and European cities,
pedestrians in communities where walking was two
times greater than their counterparts were 33 percent
less likely to be involved in a crash.7
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Traffic Congestion and Air Quality
• In 1969, 48 percent of students walked or bicycled
to school, but by 2001 only 13 percent of children
walked or bicycled to school. Of students that lived
within one mile of schools, 87 percent walked or
bicycled.8
• Approximately one-third of U.S. public schools
are located in “air pollution danger zones,”9 putting
students at risk of acquiring asthma and/or reduced
lung function.10
• In a recent study, exposure to roads with high
vehicle traffic accounted for 14 percent of all asthma
cases.11
• Returning to 1969 levels of walking and bicycling
to school would avoid 3.2 billion vehicle miles, 1.5
million tons of carbon dioxide and 89,000 tons of other
pollutants—equal to keeping more than 250,000 cars
off the road for a year.12
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• The number of overweight or obese children aged
6 to 11 years old increased from four percent in 1969
to 35 percent in 2007.13,14 During this same period of
time, the number of students who walked or bicycled to
school decreased more than threefold.15
• A study among a large, nationally representative
sample of U.S. youth reported that active commuting
to school was positively associated with moderate-tovigorous physical activity and inversely associated with
BMI z-score and skinfold thicknesses.16
• Children in neighborhoods with sidewalks and safe
places to cross streets are more likely to be physically
active than children living in neighborhoods without
those safe infrastructure elements.17
Education
• Findings from large, nationally representative
studies show that physical activity has a positive
impact on academic achievement in both young
children18 and adolescents,19 regardless of other factors
such as age, socioeconomic status, ethnicity and prior
achievement scores.
• A Danish study of 20,000 students showed that
children who actively commute to school perform
measurably better on tasks demanding concentration
once at school than do children who do not actively
commute to school.20

Conclusion
Considering the transportation department’s goals of streamlining traffic flow, reducing congestion and
improving safety, there are many opportunities to integrate walking and bicycling to school in existing
projects, plans and policies. Safe Routes to School practitioners can advance this relationship toward a shared
cause by carefully considering the municipal transportation department’s responsibilities, reviewing the talking
points and potential department strategies to bolster walking and bicycling, and utilizing the suggestions in
the above “What You Can Do” section to develop relationships with the municipal transportation department
staff and achieve mutual goals.
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Resources
What is Safe Routes to School?: Quick Facts
(Safe Routes to School National Partnership, 2011)
Safe Routes to School Local Policy Guide (Safe Routes
to School National Partnership, 2011)
Transportation Health Equity Principles (Transportation
Health Equity Network and Upstream Public Health,
2012)
Complete Streets: Best Policy and Implementation
Practices (Smart Growth America, 2012)
Transportation and the New Generation: Why Young
People are Driving Less and What It Means for
Transportation Policy (Frontier Group, and US PIRG
Education Fund, April 2012)

Bicycling and Walking in the United States: 2012
Benchmarking Report (Alliance for Biking and Walking,
2012)
Dangerous by Design 2011: Solving the Epidemic of
Preventable Pedestrian Deaths (Transportation for
America, 2011)
Helping Johnny Walk to School: Policy
Recommendations for Removing Barriers to
Community-Centered Schools (National Trust for
Historic Preservation, 2009)
Steps to Starting a Safe Routes to School Program
(National Center for Safe Routes to School, 2013)

The Safe Routes to School National Partnership works to promote safe walking and bicycling to and from schools
and in daily life, to improve the health and well-being of America’s children, and to foster the creation of livable,
sustainable communities.
This publication was made possible by grant number 5U38HM000459-04 from the Centers for Disease Control
and Prevention (CDC), through funding from CDC’s National Center for Environmental Health’s Healthy
Community Design Initiative. Funding was administered through a contract with the American Public Health
Association. Its contents are solely the responsibility of the authors and do not necessarily represent the official
views of the Centers for Disease Control and Prevention or the American Public Health Association.
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