BC on the Move:
Planning the Path to Health

by Heidi Redman and Cara Fisher

Planning our cities for active transportation means shifting walking and cycling from the marginalized to the mainstream.

“Active transportation is the only form of transport that satisfies all attributes of a sustainable
transportation system. 1t includes walking, cycling, using a wheelchair or mobility aids, in-line

”

skating or skateboarding.

Introduction

The good news is that British Columbians are leading Canada
in physical activity. BC is Canada’s most active province — 59%
of residents over 12 are physically active enough to achieve
health benefits®. Victoria lays claim to the highest cycling mod-
al share® in Canada, and the City of Vancouver was voted 2008
Best Walking City in Canada by the Canadian Federation of
Podiatric Medicine®. The bad news is, there is still a lot to do.
Despite these accolades, lack of physical activity in our daily
lives continues to impact obesity rates in our province. We need
to increase the amount of routine physical activity we engage
in to truly make a difference. Planning our cities to better sup-
port active transportation modes such as walking and cycling
offers a way to increase the amount of routine physical activity
that is a part of our daily lives. In this arena, Europe is leav-
ing us in the dust. While our province is leading the country
in terms of cycling, even the most cycling oriented cities in
North America (Vancouver, Victoria, Portland and Seattle) have
lower bike modal shares than the least bike oriented cities in
the Netherlands, Germany, and Denmark®. Many barriers have
been cited as to why active transportation has been slower to
catch on in Canada:

e It's too cold here! (Climate) In fact, Copenhagen has a lower
average daily temperature than Vancouver, and less average
sunlight hours®. In spite of our colder climate, Canadians
cycle about three times more than Americans’. Routine
maintenance of route surfaces (including plowing of bike
lanes and sidewalks in winter) can help overcome the barri-
ers posed by weather.

* Europe has been like that forever! (Culture) Most people
assume that bicycling levels in Europe have always been
high. In fact, the increase in cycling modal share in Northern
Europe has occurred in the last 15-35 years. Like Canada
and the US, these countries continue to have high levels of
car ownership but walking and cycling have become a main-
stream way of getting around for day-to-day activities®.

e Walking and cycling are too dangerous! (Safety) As levels
of cycling increase the number of cycling fatalities decreases.
Long term data suggests that there is “safety in numbers”
— in places where cycling is more mainstream, and prioritized
over cars, cycling injuries have dropped. The Netherlands has
an extremely low injury and fatality rate, especially compared
with the USA and Canada. Safety concerns can be a deterrent
for everyone, but especially for children and seniors.

Climate, culture and safety are important considerations, but
they should not determine the fate of cycling. Active transpor-
tation is the only mobility solution that addresses the combined
goals of healthy active living and sustainable transportation. A
shift in thinking is required to reposition walking and cycling.
We need to give priority to providing transportation choices for
people, instead of giving the green light to the private car. So
while cycling and walking are also a means of recreation and
exercise, it is important to examine the value of commuting
— with an emphasis on rationale and measures that promote
these forms as an attractive means of getting from one place
to another.

(continued next page)
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BC on the Move (cont'd)

Rationale for Change

Provincial and local government, com-
munity leaders, and decision makers can
support active transportation planning
while achieving a number of other goals
as well:

e Mitigate climate change. Replacing
car trips with walking or cycling

Key Policies: Lessons
from Europe and the

“United States

greatly reduces the contribution of |

transportation to air pollution, and
improves air quality. Road transport

is responsible for over 40% of dis- |

charges of suspended particles into
the atmosphere.

* Champion sustainability. Integrating
active transportation into a city is a
way to tie social, economic, environ-
mental, and quality of life goals for a
community together.

* Foster a healthy society. In Canada,
an estimated $2.1 billion in annu-
al health care costs can be directly
attributed to physical inactivity®.
Extensive research shows that a poor-

ly built environment affects physical |

inactivity levels — downstream this
can lead to a host of chronic illnesses
such as cardiovascular disease, diabe-
tes and hypertension.

* Consider the economic rationale.
Walking and cycling facilities cost
less than infrastructure for cars and
transit, and less land is required for
these facilities. Active transportation
also needs to be seen as an economic

contributor. The Galloping Goose |

Regional Trail in the Capital Regional

District is a commuter route as well as |

a tourist draw.

* Promote social equality. Alternative
transportation is cheap and therefore
more widely accessible and equita-

ble than the private automobile. By |

creating cities that are made for
walking and cycling we create cit-
ies that are socially sustainable and
“made for people'.”

It is time to plan and engineer sustain-
ability and physical activity back into our
daily lives. Land-use and transportation
planning need to reflect a holistic and
comprehensive approach to community
building that makes cycling and walk-
ing safe and convenient for everyone.
Recent research on active transportation
has highlighted the success of certain
European and American cities in design-
ing for pedestrians and cyclists. Here are
some key policy measures that support
active transportation':

* Provide separate facilities for pedes-
trians and cyclists. On heavily trav-
eled roads, and at busy intersections
people want a space that is reserved
and designed for them. Separated fa-
cilities (paths on major streets sepa-
rated by a barrier, or paved off-street
paths), and traffic calmed residential
streets marked as bike routes are the
cornerstones of a safe and convenient
network'% In the ideal situation, pe-
destrians, bicycles and cars all have
separate facilities.

® Rethink intersections and traffic
signals. Assess major thoroughfares
and intersections for safe crossing.
Enhance street design by putting
roadways on a ‘road diet’.

* Mandate traffic calming. Plan for
the eight and the eighty year old.
Improving conditions for children
and seniors means streets are safer for
all road users.

* Provide bike parking and end of trip
facilities. Cyclists, like drivers, want
access to convenient and secure bicycle
parking, Introduce bylaws that regulate

the number, location and design of bi- |

cycle parking at new developments.

* C(Coordinate with public transport.
Connecting alternate transportation
networks and modes gives people
more travel choices.

Provide education and training.
Comprehensive traffic education and
training programs should be avail-
able to both cyclists and motorists.
Promotional events offer a great op-
portunity to generate enthusiasm and
public support for cycling.

Introduce traffic laws. Make car
use expensive and less convenient
through taxes and restrictions on
owning, driving and parking a car.

Increase data collection. Sound data
is needed to back it up — create new
data collection procedures to track
how well the streets are serving all
users. Traffic counts on number of
users, routes, number of injuries,
etc. can be used to make the case for
improvements.

Promote compact mixed-use devel-
opment. Land-use planning that sup-
ports higher densities creates neigh-
bourhoods with easy walking and
cycling access to shopping and work.

Mandate “complete streets”. Complete
streets are designed, built, and main-
tained for pedestrians, bicyclists,
transit riders and motorists in that
order. Users of all ages and abilities
should be able to safely move along
and across a complete street.
(continued next page)
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BC on the Move (cont’d)

It should be emphasized that the above
policies are a set of mutually reinforc-
ing practices: each supports the other.
With a few exceptions, rigorous appli-
cation of many of these policies (such
as separation of bicycle facilities and
increased restrictions on the car) has
not happened — they are either not yet
politically acceptable, or have received
little support. Others, however, such as
compact mixed-use development, and
neighbourhood traffic calming are being
applied across BC as a part of normal
planning activities.

Convergence of Sectors

A growing body of evidence-based re-
search that proves the built environment
impacts activity levels has brought di-
vergent sectors together as part of the
“war” on obesity. Physical inactivity is
estimated to cost the BC health care sys-
tem $211 million a year in direct costs
(including hospital, physician, drug, in-
stitutional and other costs)".

In many communities, coalitions made
up of planners, engineers, health profes-
sionals, educators, elected officials, and
concerned citizens are joining forces.
In places such as Kitimat, Quesnel and
Burns Lake this has happened through
the development of “Healthy Commu-
nity” or “Active Community” Councils.
Within government, a combined interest
to get people more physically active has
resulted in new intersectoral collabora-
tion at a number of levels. The creation
of the new Ministry of Healthy Living
and Sport in June 2008 is a reflection
of the increased priority placed on ac-
tive living.

(Re-)Aligning with the
Health Profession

Historically, planners and public health
professionals have worked together. In
the 19th century public health depart-

ments across Canada were part of mu- |
nicipal and regional planning depart- |
ments. This partnership arose from the |

need to address community health is-
sues arising from industrialization.

Today, planning and public health are
brought together once again in the fight
against chronic disease. Seeking allies
in the health sector may seem at odds
today as these professions typically
work apart from one another. What can
a public health professional offer to a
planner? In many communities health
officers review all new development
plans, meaning they can be an ally in
supporting the development of bicycle
and pedestrian facilities. They bring
credibility and health data to the table,
which can aid in making the case for
active transportation.

In addition, health advocates are of-
ten skilled at working in and facilitat-
ing multi-disciplinary teams. They do
so in working to maintain clean water
supplies, or contain disease outbreaks
and thus can be valuable allies when
multiple sectors come together. Public
health professionals can be advocates
(and partners) for bicycle and pedestrian
friendly communities once the health
connection is made.

With comprehensive planning practices
that prioritize walking and cycling, and
the successful collaboration of concerned
sectors, BC could be on the path to better
facilities for active transportation. The
result? More citizens on the move...

Heidi and Cara both ride their bikes to
work. Heidi is an associate with LEES +
Associates Landscape Architects in Van-
couver, BC. Cara coordinates the Built
Environment & Active Transportation
(BEAT) Initiative through the BC Recre-

| ation & Parks Association. Visit www.

physicalactivitystrategy.ca for further
information.
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