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A Division of New York Department of State

Walkable Communities
Planning for Pedestrians
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Why plan for pedestrians?

• Benefits: environmental, 
health, and economic

• Walkable communities   
characteristics

• Building and rediscovering  
walkable communities
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2013 National Assoc. of Realtors Survey

52% (suburban) large yard, indicating:

• Drive to amenities 

• Ample parking

• Low or no access to public transit

• Long commute

24% (urban) small yard, indicating:

• Walk to amenities

• Some parking

• Access to public transit

• Short commute

76% want single-family detached houses:
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Survey generational differences

• high priority on transit 
alternatives (walking, biking, 
and public transit) 

• high priority revitalizing 
cities

• 64% agreed 
with this statement:

• “Car is king; nothing  will 
replace my car as my main 
mode of transportation”

Under Age 40 Over Age 50
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Walking facilities
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Facility barriers

• High speed or heavy traffic

• No sidewalks

• Narrow walkways

• Surfaces poorly constructed or 
maintained

• Physical features (rivers, RR tracks, 
major arterials lacking crossings)
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Rural vs. urban crashes

There are more crashes in urban areas, but more fatalities in rural areas.
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Measuring your walkability

• Walkability audits

• RateMyStreet:  uses Google Maps to score based on disability 
access, crime, safety, sidewalks, etc.

• Walk Score: scores address based upon proximity to amenities, but 
does not include sidewalks, safety or topography
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Walkable Community characteristics

• Intact centers

• Residential densities, mixed income, 
mixed use 

• Public space

• Universal design

• Speed controlled key streets

• Well linked streets & trails

• Properly scaled design

• Many people walking
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Intact centers

• Variety of stores and businesses 
(open 8+ hours daily)

• Library 
(open 10+ hours daily)

• Post office, civic buildings

• Youth and senior services

• Strip malls and leap frog development

• Office parks

• Public facilities outside municipal 
centers

• Isolated schools

Have centrally located: And avoid:
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Mixed uses and density near center

• Variety of building types 
and affordability

• Higher densities
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Public space

• Lively places for gathering, playing, 
and associating like parks and 
plazas

• Easily accessed by all, within 1/8  
mile (700’) of all homes
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Americans with Disabilities Act

• Chapter 11, 2010 Building Code of NYS: Accessibility

• Requires pedestrian facilities be planned, designed, constructed, 
and maintained to accommodate people with disabilities

• Applies to new construction and reconstruction (i.e., barrier removals)

• About 70% of Americans will be temporarily or permanently disabled 
at some point in life
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Well linked streets & trails

• Streets are block form, grid or other highly connected patterns 

• Avoid cul-de-sac or other fractured patterns
(or repair using trail connectors)

• Update official map and zoning to discourage long, disconnected streets
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Properly scaled design

Homes within 2 mile walking radius of most services:  

• Elementary school: within 3 miles

• High school: within 1 mile

• Parks:  within ⅛ mile

• Bus tops within ¼ to ½ mile



6

16

Where are the cars?

Street design
Traffic calming
Parking standards
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Complete Streets law

Public projects 
with federal and 

state funding 
subject to DOT 
oversight must 

consider 
Compete Streets 
design principles

Complete Streets design principles:

• bicycle lanes, 

• crosswalks, 

• pedestrian control signalization, 

• bus pull outs, 

• curb cuts, 

• raised crosswalks, 

• ramps, and 

• sidewalks, 

• traffic calming measures
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Speed controlled streets

• Municipalities can design their streets for safety

• Speeds set for safe, courteous travel

• Wider streets:  accidents per mile per year increase

• Safest streets: narrow, slow, 24’ wide streets

• Most dangerous streets:  36’ wide streets (typical of conventional subdivisions)

• Avoid one way streets to hasten exits to suburbs
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Pedestrian friendly street design

• Narrow streets: less conducive to higher speeds

• Lighting on shorter poles or lower fixtures

• Planting buffers with landscaping and trees provide shelter and shade without 
obstructing sight

• Street furniture: benches, drinking fountains

• Public art, banners, paving, cultural and historic elements to promote “sense of place”

• Signs and signals for both pedestrians and motorists
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Traffic calming

• Roundabouts

• Chicanes

• Center island narrowings

• Speed humps, raised crosswalks

• Full closures

• Half closures

• Median barriers

Speed control

Volume control
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Parking standards

• Decrease minimum parking standards

• Bicycle parking

• Valet parking

• Permeable parking lot surfaces 
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Design principles
Sidewalks

Shoulders

Intersections
Safe Routes to Schools

Trails

23

Problem sidewalks
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Recommended sidewalk widths

• Central business district (CBD): 

• 8’ minimum

• Commercial/industrial outside CBD: 

• 5’ minimum with 2’ planting strip or 
7’ without planting strip

• 4’ or 5’ wide planting strip when possible

• Residential outside CBD:

• 5’ on arterial/collector streets with 2’ planting strip

• 5’ on local streets with 2’ planting strip in R1 zones
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Sidewalk setback/planting strip

• Space for utility and lighting poles, signs, fire 
hydrants, parking meters, etc.  

• Allows for alignment of sidewalks with curb 
ramps and crosswalks at intersections 

• Space for landscaping 

• Space for seasonal leaf and snow storage
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Trails and greenways

Widths:

• 10’ for two-way multi-use path

Clearance:

• 3’ on each side; 5’ buffer on roadside

• 8’ minimum overhead

Surface:

• asphaltic concrete for most uses

• Portland cement for pedestrians (not bikes or skaters)

Maintenance:

• Routine work ensures user safety; prolongs facility life 

• Good signage:

• Warning, directional, and informational

• Proximate homes & businesses 
increase visibility & security

• Multi-use paths should 
accommodate maintenance & 
emergency vehicles

• Routine maintenance is crucial

Safety:
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Intersections and crosswalks

• Short wait

• Adequate crossing time

• Appropriate intervals

• Clear space

• Visibility

• Legibility

• Accessibility

• Separation from traffic
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School site selection

• Establish school as strong center of community

• Low traffic locations within neighborhoods best

• Trails/pathways for direct links to neighborhoods

• Sidewalks streets leading to school 

• Minimize parking to encourage walking or biking

• Use traffic calming

• Well designed, frequent intersections 
and crossings:

• Good visibility, lighting, trees for shade and 
shelter
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Safe Routes To School (SRTS)

• Federal, state, local effort

• Goal: develop and implement projects that 
encourage walking and biking to school

• Four pronged approach: 

–engineering, 

–enforcement, 

–education, and

–encouragement
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What municipal officials can do

• Comprehensive Plan

• Zoning and Land Regulations

• Consider walking and non-auto 
transportation in review
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Comprehensive plan

• Include clear policy statements on pedestrian needs

• Encourage mixed uses, higher density with pedestrian access 

• Emphasize pedestrian oriented neighborhoods/community centers over automobile ones

• Highlight street design standards to promote pedestrians safety

• Use grid pattern roads to slow and to disburse traffic

• Require pedestrian facilities with all new development

38

Residential area zoning

• Variety of housing and density

• Small-scale shops, schools, and offices near 
residential areas

• Narrow, grid pattern streets 
with alleys

• Sidewalks/walkways on both sides of streets

Encourage
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Residential area zoning

• Gated or walled subdivisions

• Auto-oriented uses like drive-throughs

• Excessive parking requirements

• Cul-de-sacs, dead ends

• Front of lot garages

• Large retail outlets

• Large parking lots

Discourage
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Commercial area zoning

Encourage
• Office/retail mix; housing on upper floors

• Projects close to transit stops

• Awnings and overhangs 

• Public spaces as part of projects

• Bicycle parking at front entrances

• Regularly spaced trees/benches

• Large parking lots cut into 300’
blocks with curbs, sidewalks, trees
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Commercial area zoning

• Building less than 2 stories high

• Subdivision for single family homes

• Buildings with side or rear entrances

• Front of lot parking and garages

• Perimeter walls around projects

• Cul-de-sacs and dead ends

• Minimum parking standards

• Wide streets

Discourage
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Office/industrial zoning

• Core of retail and commercial services

• Any large parking lots have curbs, 
sidewalks, and trees

• Bike parking at front entrances

• Park-and-ride lots and transit centers

Encourage
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PUD/TND zoning

• Central community center with park 
or square

• Retail/professional offices near community 
center

• All dwellings within 1000’ of park or 
greenway

Encourage
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TOD zoning

• Sidewalks on both sides of streets

• Walkways between schools, homes, 
transit stations

• Front entrances no more than 10’ from 
sidewalks

• Mixed use development; first floor 
retail/services 

• On street parking, within or under 
buildings

• Regularly spaced trees, benches

Encourage

45

Transit zone zoning

• Auto-uses and excessive curb cuts

• Superstores exceeding 50,000 sf

• Buildings less than 2 stories high

• Residential development with 1+ off street 
parking space per unit

• Office development with 1+ parking space 
per 600 sf of building floor area

• Dead ends, cul de sacs, walled perimeters

Discourage:
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Site Plan Review

• Designate review board, 
enforcement

• Submission requirements

• Review elements

• Build to street with parking in back

• Connected parking lots with 
pedestrian zones

• Pedestrian amenities 
(benches, trees, landscaping)

• Good lighting, clear sight lines

• ADA compliant sidewalks, ramps
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Site Plan Review

• Review elements include 
pedestrian design

• Review board: Oversee 
approval of designs consistent 
with plans and regulations
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What can municipal officials do?

• Install sidewalks as part of capital projects, and/or 
automatic with any new development

• Adopt sidewalk construction standards

• Provide incentives for architectural design protecting 
pedestrians from the weather (canopies or arcades)

• Construct walkways within 1.5 miles of schools 

• Incorporate policies to promote walkability in 
comprehensive plans

• Modify zoning, including reducing minimum parking
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In conclusion…Solvitur ambulando

50

Contact the Department of State

(518) 473-3355 Training Unit

(518) 474-6740 Legal Department

(800) 367-8488 Toll Free

Email:  localgov@dos.ny.gov
Website: www.dos.ny.gov

http://www.dos.ny.gov/lg/lut/index.html



Take a walk with a child 
and decide for yourselves.
Everyone benefits from walking.  These benefits 
include: improved fitness, cleaner air,  reduced risks 
of certain health problems, and a greater sense of 
community.  But walking needs to be safe and easy.  
Take a walk with your child and use this checklist 
to decide if your neighborhood is a friendly place 
to walk.  Take heart if you find problems, there are 
ways you can make things better.

Getting started:
First, you'll need to pick a place to walk, like the 
route to school, a friend's house or just somewhere 
fun to go.  

The second step involves the checklist. Read over 
the checklist before you go, and as you walk, note 
the locations of things you would like to change.  
At the end of your walk, give each question a 
rating.  Then add up the numbers to see how you 
rated your walk overall.

After you've rated your walk and identified any 
problem areas, the next step is to figure out what 
you can do to improve your community's score.  
You'll find both immediate answers and long-term 
solutions under "Improving Your Community's 
Score..." on the third page.  

Walkability Checklist
How walkable is your community?

Pedestrian and Bicycle Information Center

U.S. Department
of Transportation



How walkable is your community?

1. Did you have room to walk?
         Yes  	 Some problems:
	 	    Sidewalks or paths started and stopped
	 	    Sidewalks were broken or cracked
	 	    Sidewalks were blocked with poles, signs,
	 	    shrubbery, dumpsters, etc.
	 	    No sidewalks, paths, or shoulders
	 	    Too much traffic
	 	    Something else  ___________________
	 	    Locations of problems: _____________
Rating: (circle one)     	  __________________________
  1  2  3  4  5  6		  __________________________

3. Did drivers behave well?
         Yes  	 Some problems:  Drivers...
	 Backed out of driveways without looking
	 Did not yield to people crossing the street
	 Turned into people crossing the street	 	
   	 Drove too fast
	 	    Sped up to make it through traffic lights or
	 	    drove through traffic lights?
	 	    Something else  ___________________
	 	    Locations of problems: _____________
Rating: (circle one)     	  __________________________
  1  2  3  4  5  6		  __________________________

4. Was it easy to follow safety rules?
    Could you and your child...
          Yes  	 No	 Cross at crosswalks or where you could
	 	 	 see and be seen by drivers?
          Yes	 No	 Stop and look left, right and then left
	 	 	 again before crossing streets?
          Yes	 No	 Walk on sidewalks or shoulders facing
	 	 	 traffic where there were no sidewalks?
          Yes	 No 	 Cross with the light?
	 	 	 Locations of problems: ________
Rating: (circle one)     	  __________________________
  1  2  3  4  5  6		  __________________________

5. Was your walk pleasant?
         Yes  	 Some unpleasant things:
	 	    Needed more grass, flowers, or trees
	 	    Scary dogs
	 	    Scary people
	 	    Not well lighted
	 	    Dirty, lots of litter or trash
	 	    Dirty air due to automobile exhaust
	 	    Something else  ___________________
	 	    Locations of problems: _____________
Rating: (circle one)     	  __________________________
  1  2  3  4  5  6		  __________________________

How does your neighborhood stack up?       
Add up your ratings and decide.

     1. _____

     2. _____

     3. _____

     4. _____

     5. _____

Total _____

26-30  	Celebrate!  You have a great 	
	 neighborhood for walking.
21-25	 Celebrate a little.  Your 	 	
	 neighborhood is pretty good.
16-20 	 Okay, but it needs work.
11-15	 It needs lots of work.  You deserve 	
	 better than that.
 5-10	 It's a disaster for walking!

Location of walk _________________      
________________________________ 

1 2 3 4 5 6

awful many
problems

some
problems

very goodgood excellent

2. Was it easy to cross streets?
         Yes  	 Some problems:
	 	    Road was too wide
	 	    Traffic signals made us wait too long or did
	 	    not give us enough time to cross
	 	    Needed striped crosswalks or traffic signals
	 	    Parked cars blocked our view of traffic
	 	    Trees or plants blocked our view of traffic
	 	    Needed curb ramps or ramps needed repair
	 	    Something else  ___________________
	 	    Locations of problems: _____________
Rating: (circle one)     	  __________________________
  1  2  3  4  5  6		  __________________________

Rating Scale:

Now that you've identified the problems, 
go to the next page to find out how to fix them.

Take a walk and use this checklist to rate your neighborhood's walkability.



    1. 	Did you have room to walk?

         	 Sidewalks or paths started and stopped
	 Sidewalks broken or cracked
	 Sidewalks blocked
	 No sidewalks, paths or shoulders
	 Too much traffic

• 	pick another route for now
• 	tell local traffic engineering or 	
	 public works department about 	
	 specific problems and provide a 	
	 copy of the checklist

• 	speak up at board meetings
• 	write or petition city for walkways 	
	 and gather neighborhood signatures
• 	make media aware of problem
• 	work with a local transportation
	 engineer to develop a plan for a safe 	
	 walking route    2. 	Was it easy to cross streets?

         	 Road too wide
	 Traffic signals made us wait too long or did not 	
	 give us enough time to cross
	 Crosswalks/traffic signals needed 
	 View of traffic blocked by parked cars, trees, 
	 or plants
	 Needed curb ramps or ramps needed repair

    3. 	Did drivers behave well?

         	 Backed without looking
	 Did not yield
	 Turned into walkers
	 Drove too fast 
	 Sped up to make traffic lights or drove 	 	
	 through red lights

    4. 	Could you follow safety rules?

         	 Cross at crosswalks or where you could see and be seen
	 Stop and look left, right, left before crossing
	 Walk on sidewalks or shoulders facing traffic
	 Cross with the light

    5. 	Was your walk pleasant?

         	 Needs grass, flowers, trees
	 Scary dogs
	 Scary people
	 Not well lit
	 Dirty, litter
	 Lots of traffic

• 	pick another route for now
• 	share problems and checklist with 	
	 local traffic engineering or public 	
	 works department
• 	trim your trees or bushes that block 	
	 the street and ask your neighbors to 	
	 do the same
• 	leave nice notes on problem cars 	
	 asking owners not to park there

• 	educate yourself and your child 	
	 about safe walking
• 	organize parents in your 
	 neighborhood to walk children to 	
	 school

• 	encourage schools to teach walking 	
	 safely
• 	help schools start safe walking 	
	 programs
• 	encourage corporate support for flex 	
	 schedules so parents can walk 	
	 children to school 

• 	point out areas to avoid to your 	
	 child; agree on safe routes
• 	ask neighbors to keep dogs leashed 	
	 or fenced
• 	report scary dogs to the animal 	
	 control department
• 	report scary people to the police
• 	report lighting needs to the police or 	
	 appropriate public works department
• 	take a walk wih a trash bag
• 	plant trees, flowers in your yard
• 	select alternative route with less 	
	 traffic

• 	push for crosswalks/signals/	parking 	
	 changes/curb ramps at city meetings
• 	report to traffic engineer where 	
	 parked cars are safety hazards
• 	report illegally parked cars to the 	
	 police
• 	request that the public works 	
	 department trim trees or plants
• 	make media aware of problem

• 	pick another route for now
• 	set an example: slow down and be 	
	 considerate of others
• 	encourage your neighbors to do 	
	 the same
• 	report unsafe driving to the	police

• 	petition for more enforcement
• 	request protected turns
• 	ask city planners and traffic engineers 	
	 for traffic calming ideas
• 	ask schools about getting crossing 	
	 guards at key locations
• 	organize a neighborhood speed 	
	 watch program

• 	request increased police enforcement
• 	start a crime watch program in your 	 	
	 neighborhood
• 	organize a community clean-up day
• 	sponsor a neighborhood beautification 	
	 or tree-planting day
• 	begin an adopt-a-street program
• 	initiate support to provide routes with 	
	 less traffic to schools in your 	 	
	 community (reduced traffic during am 	
	 and pm school commute times)

What you and your child 
can do immediately

What you and your community 
can do with more time

    A Quick Health Check

         	 Could not go as far or as fast as we wanted
	 Were tired, short of breath or had sore feet or muscles
	 Was the sun really hot?
	 Was it hot and hazy?

• 	start with short walks and work up 	
	 to 30 minutes of walking most days
• 	invite a friend or child along
• 	walk along shaded routes where 	
	 possible
• 	use sunscreen of SPF 15 or higher, 	
	 wear a hat and sunglasses
• 	try not to walk during the hottest 	
	 time of day

• 	get media to do a story about the 	 	
	 health benefits of walking
• 	call parks and recreation department
	 about community walks
• 	encourage corporate support for
	 employee walking programs
• 	plant shade trees along routes
• 	have a sun safety seminar for kids
• 	have kids learn about unhealthy ozone 	
	 days and the Air Quality Index (AQI)

    Improving your        
                 community's score...

Now that you know the problems,
                            you can find the answers.



Great Resources
PEDESTRIAN SAFETY
National Highway Traffic Safety Administration
Traffic Safety Programs
400 Seventh Street, SW
Washington, DC 20590
Phone: (202) 662-0600
www.nhtsa.dot.gov/people/injury/pedbimot/ped

National SAFE KIDS Campaign
1301 Pennsylvania Ave. NW 
Suite 1000 
Washington, DC 20004
Phone: (202) 662-0600
Fax: (202) 393-2072
www.safekids.org 

WALKING AND HEALTH
US Environmental Protection Agency
Office of Children's Health Protection (MC 1107A)
Washington, DC 20460
Phone: 202-564-2188
Fax: 202-564-2733
www.epa.gov/children/
www.epa.gov/airnow/
www.epa.gov/air/urbanair/ozone/what.html
www.epa.gov/sunwise/uvindex.html
www.epa.gov/otaq/transp/comchoic/ccweb.htm

President's Task Force on Environmental Health Risks and 
Safety Risks to Children
www.childrenshealth.gov

Centers for Disease Control and Prevention
Division of Nutrition and Physical Activity
Phone: (888) 232-4674
www.cdc.gov/nccdphp/dnpa/readyset
www.cdc.gov/nccdphp/dnpa/kidswalk/index.htm

Prevention Magazine
33 East Minor Street
Emmaus, PA 18098
www.itsallaboutprevention.com

Shape Up America!
6707 Democracy Boulevard
Suite 306
Bethesda, MD 20817
www.shapeup.org

ACCESSIBLE SIDEWALKS
US Access Board
1331 F Street, NW
Suite 1000
Washington, DC 20004-1111 
Phone: (800) 872-2253; 
(800) 993-2822 (TTY)
www.access-board.gov

WALKING INFORMATION
Pedestrian and Bicycle Information Center (PBIC)
UNC Highway Safety Research Center
730 Airport Road , Suite 300
Campus Box 3430
Chapel Hill, NC 
27599-3430
Phone: (919) 962-2202
www.pedbikeinfo.org
www.walkinginfo.org

National Center for 
Bicycling and Walking
Campaign to Make 
America Walkable
1506 21st Street, NW
Suite 200
Washington, DC 20036
Phone: (800) 760-NBPC
www.bikefed.org

WALK TO SCHOOL DAY WEB SITES
USA event: www.walktoschool-usa.org
International: www.iwalktoschool.org

STREET DESIGN AND TRAFFIC CALMING
Federal Highway Administration
Pedestrian and Bicycle Safety Research Program
HSR - 20
6300 Georgetown Pike
McLean, VA 22101
www.fhwa.dot.gov/environment/bikeped/index.htm

Institute of Transportation Engineers
www.ite.org

Surface Transportation Policy Project 
www.transact.org

Transportation for Livable Communities
www.tlcnetwork.org

WALKING COALITIONS
America Walks
P.O. Box 29103 
Portland, Oregon 97210 
Phone: (503) 222-1077 
www.americawalks.org 

Partnership for a Walkable America
National Safety Council
1121 Spring Lake Drive
Itasca, IL 60143-3201
Phone: (603) 285-1121
www.nsc.org/walkable.htm

Need some guidance?       
         These resources might help...



��������� �	
��
�������������	
������

����������	

�����

��

��������	�
	����	����������	�

���������	
�����������������	�������������
���������	
��	�����������
�����	���������	
����
�����
��
���
����	�
�������
��������	
��������
�
��
������	�
���
��������
������������������

����������������	����	�
����������	���
��
���������������������

�����	��� ��������������
	
����������	�� 	�	����������!�"����"�����
�����
���
������

������	���������������	����������
������
������	
����
	�������������	����
������
	
������	
����	
�����������������������

����������	��	����������	����	����
#���
�	
��
���������	������������������� �
�����
 ���������� 	�����������
���	����������	�
���
���"
�����$��������	���������������� �	������	
�������%�
&����
����� ��������������	
�������������'����
����������	���������� ���������	��������
�
�����������
�� ������ ����������	�������� ����

��������
�������������� ��	
������	
�������

������������������	���������������������� �
(����	����� �	�����	�	����� ��	
�����
������
�
���������������������	���	
�����������������
�	
����
���	
��
������� ��	

	
��	������	����������	��
���	�	
��
�����������������	
���	�����
�)��
�	�
����
������	
�������� ���������	
�����
�������	�
��
��
����
���	
��������	������
�

���������

���������	
�
�������������	�	�����������������
���������
������
�����
�
������
����������
�����������
��
�����������
�
���������������������������������������
����������
��
�
��

�
�����������
����
������*�	����
���������������������
����	�����	
�������������
�������� ������	
������
����+	��������������
��	�����������	������	
�������������	�
��������������
����������	���������&
������������������������,)��������� �
����
�
 ������-�	
�������������	�������������������������	���������� ������������������&������	��
�	������������������
��	���	�� ����������
��������������� �����"�	
�� ��	
���� �
�
�	�	
������������ ������������������������������������
����	
���
����
��*�	��������

&���
��
	�
���	�������������	
��������������� ���
��� ����
����	
���
�����	�����
����	
��������������������������������	�����������.�������
�������������
�����
�	�����
� ������	�
����������������������������	������
�����������������������������
�	���	

��
������������/�������������	�
�������	�����	
�0���������	��
�����	����
���!1���	����
����������
����������������
������	�������	�	��������������	�
��$!����0�	
�2��3���
�����%�������
�������������������	�������	��	����
�������	��������
������������

���������	�
������

���������	
����
�
������������

�����������	
���������	������������
���	������������	����������	��	
�������	��������������������	���������
�	������������������������������	�
������������	������������������������
��������������	��������	���������

�������
�
��������

���������	
����
�
������������



�����	������������������������

" 1"������	
	����	����$4"�����	��� �����%5
/����!1������	
���	
���������������	���������

" 6"������	
	������	����������
���
" #��� ��������	����$��
��������� �	���������� ���%�
" &��������1������$������� ���4�����%� ������������ ���

��������������������������	���
�����������������������
������������������
���
������������
�������
���	���������
����������	�����

" 7����&���	��
��	���#	�� 	�	�	���&�����*�	����
���

" 8�����	�������
����
������	������	�
����������	
�������"
�	����	���	�����
��������������
��	
����	��
�	���������	��
��������
�0��
	������������

" &���������
��
���	���	
����	��
�	���������	���!����0��
	��
���������

" ���	�
����
���	������	������������	
�������	�������
���
�!��
	�����������

" &���������������	 ���	������������
������		�
" & ����!�������	���������	��� �������������	��� ��

���	���������)����������������
�������������-���	
������"
�	�
��
������������	�������������	�" ����������	
���

" ,)��
����� �9�	������� 	
�������	
�� ��
��� ���������

���������� �
�� 	
������� �	�	 	�	���

" ���������������
�����������	
���
������������� ��
�
�����������	
��	������������	�
�������

" :���	����������	�
��	�
�����
����	�	
�����	�������
��
����
�����-��������	
�������	�
��

�������	���������� ����
������!�	�������	��	�"	#��	
������������
��������	��
����������������������������
��������	������������	������
����	��������������������	��
	��������������	��#	�	�	�	���
������#���	�����������	�
�����������������	�������	��

����!	�

"����#

����!	�

$� 	����#

%��!	�
#

��	��� #

$��������		�	��������������������������
�������	��������������������������������
�������	��#��	�������%�����������	�	���
&������'��������	��������������()'����
�����	���	������������(�'��������	�����
���������)�'���������������

*���+������	#�����������������	���
���������������#���	��������������	�	���
������������	������������	����	�������
�������,�������������������������
�����	��������

��������	


��������	


�����
���
���

��
��
����

�
�
���������
��
����
�
����
�����������������
���	�����������
�
��
�

	
�
������������
��
�
�����������������
��������������������

�� �����	


��������
����������		��
�-	�	���������*�������	���.���������
���������������
�"���*�
������	���/�������	���0��������$����	���������������	���.���������

���������	
��������������������
���������
����������������������������������
�

�
�
�
�
�

�����	�




A Dutchess County Planning Federation eNewsletter 

March/April 2015 

Getting to the Root of the Issue: 
Ensuring Sidewalks and Street Trees Can Successfully Coexist 
By Emily Dozier, AICP, Senior Planner 
 
We planners love street trees — they can transform a wide, hot road into a narrower, 
cooler and more pleasant place, and dramatically enhance the quality of a main street. 
However, street trees and sidewalks can make life difficult for one another, and these 
conflicts make some communities hesitant to install one or the other — sidewalks out of 
fear that existing trees will not survive, or street trees to avoid the maintenance issues 
caused by tree roots. But given that communities in Dutchess County and around the 
world have beautiful, tree-lined sidewalks, we know it is possible to have both. 
 
So, how can street trees and sidewalks get along? 

Understanding Street Tree Basics  
Tree roots grow under sidewalks when there is 
sufficient oxygen, water, and space. However, 
soil beneath sidewalks is often highly 
compacted. When roots encounter dense soil 
or pavement, they change direction, stop 
growing, or adapt by remaining close to the 
surface. This can make them susceptible to 
drought and can also cause the sidewalk to 
lift. Dense soils can also cause tree roots to 
rot if the soil is waterlogged.  
 
Trees need adequate pervious space for their 
roots to grow. If possible, plant trees in a 
landscaped buffer adjacent to the street. Tree 
wells or trenches with groundcover, permeable 
pavers, or another surface that allows water 
to infiltrate can also be used. Make sure there 
is sufficient soil volume for the tree’s ultimate 
size. If you have limited space, try to connect 
areas under the sidewalk so air, water and 
roots can move below the surface. In areas 
with heavy pedestrian traffic, tree grates, 
guards, or covered trenches can be used. 
 
When selecting a tree variety, keep in mind 
that street trees should be hardy, salt-
resistant, deep-rooted, and not drop fruits or 
seed pods. If you are adding new trees to a 
row of existing street trees, select a variety 
that has similar watering requirements. At the 
same time, keep in mind that a diversity of 
species can help resist disease. To maximize 

An example of lifted sidewalk pavers due to 
interference from tree roots. 

This groundcover and grass planting strip 
allows water to infiltrate down to the tree’s 
roots. 
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the benefits of street trees, select ones that 
can achieve a height and spread of 50 feet for 
residential streets and 40 feet for commercial 
streets within ten years. Work with a 
landscape professional to select the most 
appropriate trees for the specific location. 
 
We recommend placing street trees between 
the curb and sidewalk. Trees near the curb are 
much more effective at visually narrowing the 
street, calming traffic, creating a canopy to 
shade the sidewalk and street, and buffering 
traffic for pedestrians. If that’s not possible 
and you have on-street parking, consider 
placing tree wells in the street between 
parking spaces. These can be integrated into  
curb extensions, which calm traffic and shorten crosswalks. Finally, you could plant trees 
on the inside of the sidewalk, but this may require the property owner’s agreement and 
cooperation. We recommend spacing trees 20 to 30 feet apart in town centers, villages and 
cities with slow speed limits (30 mph or less), and 30 to 40 feet apart in higher-speed 
areas. 
 
Measures to Prevent Tree-Sidewalk Conflicts 
When installing new sidewalks or street trees, these measures can help ensure a 
successful tree-sidewalk relationship: 
 
Gravel sub-base is a layer of washed gravel or other free-draining material under the 
sidewalk can help prevent roots from growing up and lifting the sidewalk. Alternatively, in 
well-drained soil, foam insulation boards beneath the concrete may also be used.  
 
Structural soil is an engineered mix of crushed gravel and soil that provides both space 
for tree roots and sufficient support for overlying pavement. It is useful where compacted 
soil is required, such as under sidewalks.  

This tree well in the parking lane calms traffic and 
protects the crosswalk. Photo credit: FHWA. 

Case study: Town of Hyde Park, Route 9 and Market Street 

In 1999, the Town of Hyde Park’s Shade Tree 
Commission installed street trees along Route 
9 and Market Street using structural soil—the 
first such project in the region. They dug 5 
foot wide by 3 foot deep trenches under the 
entire length of the sidewalks and filled them 
with structural soil to increase the roots’ 
access to air and water. Pervious brick pavers 
were installed along the sidewalk to allow 
water to filter into the soil. Utility wires were 
relocated underground to avoid conflicts with 
the trees and increase the attractiveness of 
the area. In the 15 years since they were 
planted, the trees have continued to thrive 
and make the historic crossroads area of Hyde 
Park more attractive. 
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http://nysufctakingroot.wordpress.com/2014/05/20/the-story-of-brow-planting-street-trees-beyond-the-right-of-way-and-what-it-means-for-new-yorkers/�
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Keep Maintenance in Mind 
Try to plant trees in the fall to minimize watering needs. Develop a maintenance 
agreement that specifies who is responsible for regular inspections, watering, pruning and 
other maintenance. Choosing native trees from local nurseries will minimize maintenance 
requirements. Using native soil when planting can also help the tree adapt to local 
conditions. If your community is faced with tree-sidewalk conflicts, here are some 
techniques to correct the problem: 
 
 Shave sidewalks: If a sidewalk is lifted, the top can be shaved to even out the 

surface and reduce tripping hazards.  
 
 Install a wedge: Another option if a sidewalk is lifted is to install a wedge of asphalt 

or concrete to bring the lower level up to the lifted edge. 
 
 Re-route the sidewalk: Sidewalks that are being lifted due to tree roots can be re-

installed further from the tree trunk. You may need permission from the adjacent 
property owner to re-route the sidewalk.  

 
 Ramp the pavement: Sidewalks can be ramped or ‘bridged’ over tree roots. This 

involves more construction than shaving or installing a wedge. The ramped sidewalk 
must still meet the ADA maximum slope of 5%. 

Root barriers are plastic panels that can be 
installed in the soil along a sidewalk or around 
a tree to guide roots downward and away from 
sidewalks. They can be used for existing or new 
trees, but work best in well-drained soil.  
 
Unlike bluestone and asphalt, which are prone 
to lifting and cracking, flexible or porous 
pavement can be used on sidewalks or in tree 
wells to reduce maintenance. While it won’t 
prevent roots from lifting sidewalks, it can 
accommodate some lifting while still 
maintaining a relatively smooth, firm walking 
surface.  

Rubberized sidewalk pavers. Photo credit: FHWA. 

Case study: Village of Millbrook Sidewalk Improvement Plan 

The Village of Millbrook shaves sidewalks 
to remove tripping hazards as part of its 
annual sidewalk improvement plan. The 
Village has found shaving to be much 
more cost effective than replacing 
sidewalk sections, and more effective at 
reducing trip hazards and preserving the 
pavement than sidewalk grinding. The 
cost is programmed into the Village 
budget each year. By taking responsibility 
for the condition of sidewalks, the Village 
ensures that its sidewalks are maintained 
consistently and in a timely manner. 

A sidewalk in the Village of Millbrook that 
has been shaved to even out the surface 
where lifting occurred. 
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This sidewalk was routed around the street tree. 

 Use paver blocks: Paver blocks or 
rubber pavers can be used to replace 
paved sidewalks in areas with root 
damage. Such pavers do not prevent 
lifting, but allow for a smoother transition 
if lifted and can be more easily replaced if 
needed.  

 
 Shave roots: If other solutions are not 

feasible, tree roots can be shaved and 
new concrete installed. However, it is best 
not to cut large roots (more than 2 inches 
in diameter), to limit shaving to one-third 
of the root’s diameter, and to not shave 
roots that are closer than three times the 
trunk diameter from the tree’s base. Rigid 
foam can be installed between the shaved 
root and the concrete to prevent a root 
callus from lifting the new pavement. 

 Remove roots: As a last resort, roots at the edge of a sidewalk can be removed and 
the sidewalk replaced. Root removal can endanger the tree’s stability, so enlist the help 
of a professional before removing roots.   

Did You Know? 
Street trees provide many benefits to a community, including: 
 
Property Values: Large trees can increase commercial and 
residential property values by up to 10 percent.[1] 
 
Retail sales: In tree-lined retail areas, people shop more often, 
longer, and spend about 12 percent more than in retail districts 
without trees.[2] 
 
Stormwater: 100 mature trees capture approximately 139,000 
gallons of rainwater a year—water is absorbed, evaporates, and 
slowly soaks into the ground, reducing runoff.[3] 
 
Air Pollution: 100 trees remove 53 tons of carbon dioxide and over 
400 pounds of air pollutants.[4] 
 
Crime: a 10 percent increase in tree canopy is associated with a 12 
percent drop in crime.[5] 

Other Issues to Consider  
Here are other issues to consider when installing street trees: 
 
Signs: To ensure building or street signs are visible, consider installing tall trees, with the 
lowest branches 12 to 14 feet above the ground, and provide adequate clear space 
between trees and signs. 
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Street lights: Pedestrian-scale lights are best, as they generally don’t conflict with street 
trees. If needed, place trees and street lights about 10 feet apart. 

Technical Guidance 
 
View our technical appendix for 
more detailed information about 
some of the topics covered in 
this article. 

Utility wires: Depending on the height of the 
utility wires, there are two options: either install 
tall trees so the canopy is above the utility 
wires; or short trees that won’t need drastic 
trimming around utilities.  
 
Underground utilities: Mark out any 
underground utilities in the area to avoid 
planting trees over them.  

Local Planning Tools 
A tree ordinance can create a tree commission, require a tree inventory and management 
plan, and outline tree maintenance requirements. Good ordinances also require 
coordination between a tree commission and other municipal bodies, and provide for the 
tree commission to review proposed site plans. 
 
Currently, seven municipalities in Dutchess County have a shade tree commission or 
similar body. These committees are responsible for the regulation, planning, care and 
control of all trees on municipal property and right-of-way. To ensure that local goals for 
street trees and sidewalks are coordinated, consider establishing a joint sidewalk/street 
tree committee or appointing a tree committee member as a liaison to the local sidewalk 
committee, if one exists. 
 
The “Right Tree in the Right Place” 
Ultimately, successful street trees rely on selecting the right tree for the location and 
making sure it has adequate soil, water, and air to thrive. There are many options for 
creating sidewalk environments that support trees. Work with your local tree commission, 
a landscape professional, and the roadway owner (NYSDOT, Dutchess County DPW, or 
your local Highway Superintendent) to ensure the success of your street trees. 
 
[1] 2004 study by University of Pennsylvania’s Wharton School; cited in Urban US Forest Service, Trees Pay Us 
Back, 2005. 
[2] University of Washington’s Center for Urban Horticulture study; cited in US Forest Service, Trees Pay Us Back, 
2005. 
[3] US Forest Service, Trees Pay Us Back, 2005. 
[4] US Forest Service, Trees Pay Us Back, 2005. 
[5] Baltimore Sun, May 19, 2012; study by US Forest Service. 

  

More Information 

Greenway Guide: Street Trees 
 

Cornell Community Forestry 
 

Cornell Urban Horticulture Institute 
 

Bartlett Tree Research Technical Report: Sidewalk Repair Near Trees 
 

NYS Urban Forestry Council 

http://www.co.dutchess.ny.us/CountyGov/Departments/Planning/plStreetTreesMarApr2015.pdf�
http://www.co.dutchess.ny.us/CountyGov/Departments/Planning/planonit0913.pdf�
http://www.co.dutchess.ny.us/EnvironmentLandPres/streettrees.pdf�
http://www.hort.cornell.edu/commfor/index.html�
http://www.hort.cornell.edu/uhi/outreach/index.htm�
http://www.bartlett.com/resources/Sidewalk-Repair-Near-Trees.pdf�
http://www.nysurbanforestrycouncil.com/about.asp�


To be removed from our mailing list, send an “UNSUBSCRIBE” email to  
DCPlanningFederation@dutchessny.gov. Please include your name and email address in the message. 

Click here to view past issues of Plan On It. 

This newsletter was developed by the Dutchess County Department of Planning and Development, in 
conjunction with the Dutchess County Planning Federation. 

  

More Information (continued) 

NYSDEC Urban and Community Forestry 
 

Arbor Day Foundation 
 

Planting Street Trees Beyond the Right of Way, by Al Wegner 
 

FHWA: Construction Techniques to Lessen Maintenance for Sidewalks and Paths 
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mailto:dcplanningfederation@dutchessny.gov?subject=Unsubscribe�
mailto:dcplanningfederation@dutchessny.gov?subject=Unsubscribe�
mailto:dcplanningfederation@dutchessny.gov?subject=Unsubscribe�
mailto:dcplanningfederation@dutchessny.gov?subject=Unsubscribe�
http://www.co.dutchess.ny.us/CountyGov/Departments/Planning/17346.htm�
http://www.dec.ny.gov/lands/4957.html�
http://www.arborday.org�
http://nysufctakingroot.wordpress.com/2014/05/20/the-story-of-brow-planting-street-trees-beyond-the-right-of-way-and-what-it-means-for-new-yorkers/�
http://safety.fhwa.dot.gov/ped_bike/tools_solve/fhwasa13037/chap6.cfm�
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