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Existing System Impacts
The existing transportation system has created a disproportionate burden of negative impacts and environmental
degradation in terms of walkability on disadvantaged populations and communities. Ensuring equal share of the costs and
benefits of transportation investments amongst all populations has been and still is a challenge for transportation planning
(Karner and Niemeier, 2013). Disadvantaged populations do not have the resources to make sure their voices are heard
when transportation projects are decided, which often leaves them with damaging, dangerous and disconnected
environments that they are forced to adjust to. Possible reasons to why voices in disadvantaged communities may not be
heard are that they are unware of open house events in which they can contribute, or if they are aware of the opportunity
they may not have the time to participate, the ability to find childcare, or the means to get to the open house location.
These high impact populations identified in the Minnesota Walks background document include Small Rural Core
Communities, Native American Populations, Low-income Urban Populations, Older Adults, Persons with Disabilities and
Youth.
Negative impacts in the existing system can also occur when project implementation does not fully consider
pedestrian needs. An example of this can be seen in instances where a cross walk signal post was built within the sidewalk
ramp, making the ramp and crosswalk inaccessible for strollers or wheelchairs. Older pedestrian infrastructure that was
built before ADA requirements or other pedestrian safety considerations may also be points of failure for disadvantaged
populations. These areas may require redesign or redevelopment but may lack the funds or the priority to do so.
Small Rural Core Community Populations
In rural networks, land use policies and the federal standards for highway development through towns do not
always reflect the patterns of the people who live there. Highways are often developed or reconstructed within the main
streets in smaller towns, and federal highway standards do not require pedestrian accommodations. This is because
highways are funded by the gas tax, which has a mandate that “80 percent of national transportation funds be returned
directly to users”, therefore spent on car
infrastructure, and not pedestrian or bicyclist
infrastructure (Schank, 2014). Considerations into
the design of the Minnesota Trunk Highway
system have historically considered facilitating
traffic in terms of volume and speed, prioritizing
moving people through towns

rather

than

considering the impact on the town itself
(Hollister, 2015). This practice can turn an
investment that was meant to be a connector for

Figure 1: Before & After Images of Sauk Rapids 1938 & 2013

the community into a barrier for pedestrians (Hugh, 2010). The Interstate Highway Act increased investments in road
infrastructure which connected cities and made developments on the edges of town more accessible with the use of the
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automobile (Richards, 2001). These policies can lead to the development of major destinations on the edge of town where
walking may not be an option. In these rural areas, residents with low-incomes and older adults rely on walking 58-80%
more than urban residents do because they lack the alternatives that urban areas may have such as bikeways, transit,
taxies, or otherwise (Puncher, 2005). However, communities in rural areas frequently lack land use policies that support
the needs of older adults and those with low incomes. Single-use zoning policies separate different types of land uses from
each other and propagate urban sprawl by separating homes from employment and urbanizing agricultural land (Lewyn,
2000).

Figure 2: Before and After Pictures of Battle Lake’s Downtown Complete Streets Project

Native American Populations
Native Americans experience a higher pedestrian fatality rate on Reservations compared to other Minnesota rural
populations (Minnesota Department of Health, 2013). This is because there is little if any dedicated pedestrian
infrastructure within the reservations and thus Native American populations walk along the roadways which create a
safety concern (Mille Lacs band of Objibwe, 2015). Native Americans prefer to walk within the ditch along the side of the
roads, but if it rains or snows these locations are no longer suitable for walking. Tribal lands are also along state trunk
highways that do not meet the walkability needs of the people who live there. Railroads and freight traffic can be
considered a negative factor for pedestrians in rural communities, including Native Americans. Railroads may be in areas
in which pedestrians need to cross on a regular basis, and fast moving trains may not be prepared or able to stop in time to
guarantee pedestrian safety. Native Americans and other rural populations have disproportionately higher fatality rates
from railroad crossings than urban populations.

Low-Income Urban Populations
Traffic safety, crime and resource quality are all factors that create barriers for low-income and minority access to
street networks (Cutts, et. all, 2009). In urban networks, low-income and minority populations face the consequences of
decisions to route highways and other high-traffic roads through their neighborhoods. These choices have created unsafe
conditions for walking due to high speeds and dense traffic. This occurs especially on roads that have 4 lanes of traffic,
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which creates the “double threat” for a pedestrian crossing two lanes at a time. The car in the first lane might stop, but
then a car might zoom around the first car and hit the person as they try to move into the second travel lane (Transit for
Livable Communities, 2015). These unsafe conditions are amplified to a greater extent due to an increased dependence on
walking in low-income communities due to the high cost of car ownership. Low-Income communities and urban
minorities are more likely to use public transit, and use walking as their first/last mile connections. However, a lack of
safe crosswalks, street crossings or sidewalk access at every bus stop makes the first/last mile hazardous, uncomfortable
or difficult for these communities (Transit for Livable Communities, 2015). This mix of both unsafe conditions and a
greater number of people who rely on walking creates dangerous situations that may lead to pedestrian-involved crashes.
Low-income and minority populations have historically suffered from location-based discrimination, and rarely have the
financial means to choose more walkable neighborhoods (Riggs, 2014) Lighting is another important safety factor in lowincome urban areas due to a higher likelihood for crime. Lighting may exist in low income urban neighborhoods but are
the last to receive maintenance and upgrades (Transit for Livable Communities, 2015). An example of how low-quality
resources create barriers can be seen through a lack of seating or shelter at bus stops which allows for greater comfort to
pedestrians waiting for the bus (Transit for Livable Communities, 2015).

Figure 3: Before and After Images of Minneapolis with the construction of I-94 and I-35W (1953 and 2014)

Older Adults
Older adults are faced with many different safety concerns when walking in their communities. Senior Citizens
account for a disproportionate share of pedestrian crash fatalities (Susman, 2011). Crosswalk signals can be too short for
the elderly to cross safely at their slower speeds and high traffic speeds pose a greater risk to older adults who have a
slower reaction time to respond in a conflict (Susman, 2011). Older adults may experience anxiety around walking due to
the perceived danger of walking in what they would consider high risk environments. Seniors are also restricted within a
comfortably safe distance when traveling, and walking may not be a viable option if destinations are not within that
radius. Shelters, places to rest, aesthetic improvements and good lighting in communities support walkability by providing
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comforts for elderly to feel confident while walking (Rosenberg, et. all, 2012). Sidewalk clearance and maintenance in the
winter also has an impact on senior walkability throughout the year. If sidewalks and crosswalks are not maintained
throughout the winter, walking can potentially result in slips and falls for older adults. There are 20 percent more injuries
due to falling in winter then there are during good weather (Mondor et. all, 2014). For older adults, a fall could mean a hip
injury, and potentially, the end of their independence.

Figure 4: Weather barriers for elderly pedestrians using crosswalks

People with Disabilities
Many environmental factors play into a place’s walkability for people living with disabilities. This is because
basic infrastructure is typically designed for able-bodied people, and it takes special consideration to make infrastructure
safe and inviting for people with disabilities. Narrow sidewalks and sidewalks that are in disrepair create dangerous
situations for people in wheel chairs and for pedestrians who are blind. Curb ramp availability and condition are critical
for people in wheel chairs to be able to cross streets (Rosenberg, et. all, 2012). Curbs and landscaping designs, especially
in parking lots, can become barriers in areas that are considered to be walkable to and from cars, but are not accessible for
someone who needs to cross it (Cannata, 2015). Puddles and poor drainage within curb ramps creates walking difficulties
for the disabled who rely on them. When roadside snow builds-up blocking the crosswalks and covers the sidewalks,
people in wheel chairs are forced to use the road, creating a hazard for the pedestrians and drivers. Poorly aligned
crosswalk ramps play a part in the difficulty of a blind person’s ability to independently cross and unfamiliar intersection
safely (Barlow, Bentzen and Bond, 2005). When pedestrian push buttons are required for crossing the street, people who
are blind may not think to find them and have to wait long periods of time for a signal to cross. They may also confuse
their alignment to where they are going in process of trying to locate the pedestrian push button (Barlow, Bentzen and
Bond, 2005). Leading pedestrian intervals may also pose a risk to blind people because they use the sound of traffic as an
indicator, and may start to walk when traffic is not expecting it (Barlow, Bentzen and Bond, 2005).
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Figure 5.1, 5.2, 5.3: Design barriers for people with disabilities on Rice Street (5.1) and Franklin Avenue (5.2/5.3)

Youth
Youth are often at a disadvantage because they are unable to drive, and sometimes do not have control over their
own mobility. Youth have limited options when it comes to transporting themselves, especially when concerned parents
restrict what they are and are not able to do. However, youth still have transportation needs, and tend to be less sensitive
to walking conditions than adults are, especially within their limited options (Ewing et al., 2004). Safety while walking to
and from school is cited as the highest concern for parents and their children (Timperio, 2004). This is because schools
often have barriers for children walking including high speed roads and a lack of pedestrian infrastructure to guarantee
safety. In many places there are no sidewalks or multi-use trails connecting their homes to their schools. Even where
crosswalks or other pedestrian infrastructure may exist, they often occur in illogical places for walking paths, making the
trip longer, and children will create their own, more direct “desire paths”. Fewer students walk now than in previous
decades: in 1969 50% of students walked to school, but in 2009 only 13% of students walk to school (Safe Routes to
School, 2015). Accessibility to neighboring homes may be limited depending context, and children may have to rely on
their parents to drive them to friend’s homes to be able to play. Youth also need to be able to get to extracurricular
activities and may not always have a parent or a car available to drive them around. Children from families who own one
car are four times as likely to walk for transport as those in households with more than one car (Kerr et all., 2007).
Weather can also be a barrier for youth for walking, especially in Minnesota. Maintenance of pedestrian facilities, lack of
light during some times of day, and also extremely low temperatures can create unsafe conditions for children to be able
to walk. Other barriers may also occur on the parent’s end, where they may fear for the safety of their child walking out
alone. Minnesota was once home to one of the most high profile child abductions in the US, and many Minnesotans still
have fears from that time (Murphy, 2014). In some cases parents may want to foster independence in their child’s ability
to transport themselves, but they are often faced with the social stigma that they are not protecting or looking after their
child by allowing them to walk or bike to places. There is often a concern about pedestrian safety skills and what age
students are old enough to walk alone. Minnesota statues do not define a minimum age when youth may be allowed to
walk alone which may cause confusion about the legality and safety of students walking and biking. It is not considered
common practice for states to have a law about walking alone; however there are a large variety of differing opinions
about how it should be handled.
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Figure 6.1, 6.2, 6.3: “Desire Paths” in Neighborhoods surrounding schools in Minnesota

Non-Infrastructure Negative Impacts
The existing system also has negative impacts in areas not directly related to infrastructure. There may be safety
concerns, and barriers to walkability that could include a child not being allowed to walk to school due to a parent’s
concerns (Timperio, 2004). As Loukaitou-Sideris (2006) states, “Today, more than ever, parents tend to impose severe
restrictions on their children’s use of public space because of fear for their safety.” This constrains a child’s ability to get
regular exercise and develop a sense of independence in transporting themselves. Women may also be unwilling to walk
after nightfall due to concerns of personal safety. Only being comfortable walking during daylight restricts a woman’s
flexibility in getting home or to complete errands, especially during the winter, and may lead to relying on automobiles in
order to have more freedom with their lives. Women in low-income neighborhoods experience higher levels of fear in
their communities than white women, and are more likely to be afraid of being assaulted on the street (Ross, 2000). This
proves to create compounding limitations for low-income women and their working hours which then could result in
limiting their salaries. Perceptions of safety vary greatly based on the community and have a moderate impact on peoples’
willingness to walk (Schlossberg et. all, 2007). While residents in low-income neighborhoods have greater fears of being
victimized and injured, they walked more for utilitarian purposes, out of necessity, than residents in affluent
neighborhoods (Loukaitou-Sideris, 2006). While promoting walking is the goal, the intention is for walking to be an easy
and pleasant transportation choice and not a consequence of poverty.

Figure 7: Low Pedestrian Safety Ratings in Minnesota
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