Where Connections Count

[t's almost two miles north from Navy Pier to
Lincoln Park along Chicago’s Lakefront Trail.
The trail is an unbroken, unmitigated expanse
of concrete squeezed between Lake Shore
Drive and Lake Michigan: concrete seawall,
concrete path, concrete steps. And yer in good
weather the trail is crowded most of the time
with walkers, skaters, joggers, bicyclists, and
even folks just sitring on the steps along che
lake, people-watching.

Just south of East LaSalle Drive, the bicyclists
and others begin ro disperse throughout the
patk. Some stop at the park’s chess pavilion,
which is crammed with people on the weckend
(people wait for chessboards to open up). Some
go off to the beach, or to the restaurants or food
kiosks. Others continue to the basketball or ten-
nis courts or other sports facilities. And many
others continue through Lincoln Park,
cross over Lake Shore Drive, and venture
into the surrounding neighborhoods,
where there are' many more restaurants,
artractions, and residences.

South of downtown Chicago, the
Lakefront Trail isa different story. There
are few walkers, joggers, or skaters—just
bicyclists. South of Grant Park, the trail
ducks behind the Field Museum and
Soldier Field and few people follow it
as it winds its way past McCormick
Place convention center. Some families
use traditional park facilities—and the
trail—closc to the parking provided ar
Moe Drive, but farther south the trail
is virtually deserted. The Lakefront Trail, so
crowded near Navy Pier and Lincoln Park only
three miles away, lies unused. For every three
people who use the trail north of Navy Pier,
there’s only one to the south,

What's needed
The story of the Lakefront Trail is repeated at
multiuse trails all over the country. These trails
areintended to accommodatewalkets, bicyclists,
and others, not juse for recrearion but for com-
muting and other purposes as well. They were
often built, at least partly, with federal transpor-
tation money. But they are heavily used mostly
where there is connectivicy—where the trails
provide easy access not just to recreational areas
but also to neighborhoods, shops, restautants,
and a wide range of places people want to go.
This is the main conclusion of an extensive
four-year study conducted by a multidisci-

plinary team of researchers at the University of
Southern California. Led by Kim Reynolds, an

associate professor at the Institute for Preventive
Medicine, and Jennifer Wolch, a professor and
director of the USC Center for Sustainable Cit-
ics, the USC team examined three 20-mile trails:
Chicago’s Lakefront Trail, the Los Angeles River
Trail from L.A. to Long Beach, and the White
Rock Trail in the northern part of Dallas.

The trails were chasen from more than
a thousand candidates based on length, the
variety of development districts traversed,
and the demographic profile of residents in
adjacent neighborhoods. We were also part of
the research team. The study was funded by
the Robert Wood Johnson Foundation’s Active
Living Research Program.

The physical characteristics of the trails and
their use patterns were documented, while
surrounding areas and development were

mapped. Residents of adjacent neighborhoods
were recruited o answer survey questions, keep
individual activity diaries, and wear “acccler-
ometet” devices to measure the level of their
physical activity over the period of time covered
by their diaries.

Multiuse trails do serve both recreational and
transportation purposes, but often these are
combined. Rarely do the trails serve a transporta-
tion purpose only. Of the 500 users we surveyed
in the adjacent neighborhoods, 58 percent said
they use the nearby trail for recreational purposes
only, while only four percent said they use it for
transportation purpeses only. But 38 percent—a
substantial portion—said they use the trail for
both recreation and transportation purposes.

While trail audits found bicycling to be the
most frequent mode of travel on each of the trails
(60 percent in Chicago and L.A.; 79 percent in
Dallas), most neighborhood survey respondents
said they were walkers (56 percent). In Chi-
cago, about 18 percent were joggers, twice the
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On longer trails such as the Los Angeles River
Trail, the most heavily used portions are those
close to densely developed neighborhoods.

percentage in L.A. and Dallas. In other words,
bicyclists tend to use the trails for long-distance
recreation, while people in adjacent neighbor-
hoods tend to use the trails for walking—and
are apparently more likely t use the trail to
actually get somewhere. Men were more likely
to use the trail for transportation purposes than
were women,

In looking at the active living benefits of hav-
ingatrail nearby, the study also found that those
using the trails for recreation had higher levels
of average weekly physical activity than those
who used them solely for transportation. This
was measured in terms of Metabolic Equivalent
(MET) hours—a measurement of the average
person’s metabolic rate that was determined
by using accelerameters. Recreational users
recorded more than rwice the number of MET
hours (8.82) than those who used the crail for
transportation (3.10). Those who cited exercise
as their main reason for using the trail (regardless
of purpose) also reported better overall health
than those who cited other reasons, such as
health or social interaction.

Lessons learned

For planners who are designing trails, the resules
of our study boil down to a few important
lessons.

* Make sure there are frequent and convenient
connections between the crail, city streets, and
transit stops,

Its important to remember that the vast
majoriry of trips taken on trails are likely to be
relatively short. The users are walkers traveling at
two to four miles per hour or bicyclists traveling
10 to 20 miles per hour. So don’t require people
to go far our of their way to reach the trail or
their destinations.

In Los Angeles, as in Chicago, the most
heavily used portions of the trails were those
adjacent to densely developed neighborhoods
with convenient connections to city streets and
access to trailside amenities. For every person
on the lonely northern stretch, there were five
people using the southern parts near Long
Beach with better connections and destination

. amenities,

Although the suburban setting of the White
Rock Lake Trail in Dallas is markedly different
than that of the other two trails studied, the
overall use pattern proved consistent. The trail
segments closest to developed areas and hav-
ing the best connections to local streets were
about 2.5 times more heavily used—the same
ratio as we found for the much more urban
Chicago trail.

* Make sure the trail alignment leads to places
people want and need w go.

Overand overagain, we found that easy access
10 restaurants, shops, parks, community centers,
libraries, and the like promotes trail use as a
transportation alternative because it alleviates
the need to deal with traffic and find parking. In
particular, howwell a trail serves a transportation
function is clearly related to its location and its
integration with other transportation facilities.
Curiously, the presence of schools does not seem
to promote increased trail use, perhaps reflecting
the nationwide rrend of fewer children walking
or bicycling to school.

* Design the trail to be an integral pare
of urban life, not an escape from it. This is
especially important in encouraging women
to use trails.

Planners and designers should always bear
in mind that trails are not just transportation
and recreational venues. They are social venues
as well. Both the survey and the audit indicate
most users, regardless of whether they use a
trail for recreation or transportation, prefer at

least some company and steer clear of isolated
stretches.

No matter how scenic the view, only cyclists
gravitate in any number to the long lonely
stretches, and they are predominately male.
Women tend to use trail sections perceived as
safe and those with visual amenities. In Los
Angeles, men outnumbered women by six to
onein the isolated stretches, compared with only
two to one in the better-connected areas. It is
also important to note that older users tend to
avoid not only areas with limited access points,
but heavily crowded sections as well.

One way to combat trail isolation is to offer
trailside amenities or easy access to them. The
busiest segments in our study had restrooms,
drinking fountains, and snack bars provided
either by the municipality or as a concession
service. Other attractive features included nearby
bicycle rental, repair, and parking facilities.

Anecdotal observation and statistical analysis
from individual trails throughout the nation
have led to similar conclusions. But the inclu-
sion of three long trails from different parts of
the country—along with the multidisciplinary
approach—provides these findings with au-
thority.

Some of these principles may scem self-evi-
dent, but they have often been overlooked in the
practice of trail design, These basic principles
may often taken a back seat to the practical
considerations involved in getting something
done: the requirements of funding programs, the
difficulty of acquiring certain alignments, the
need to accommodate the concerns of various
(and often vocal) user groups.

Yet the inescapable conclusion of our research
is that these lessons must be followed if trails are
going to be used. Trail alignment plays a big part
indetermining how the trail will be used and by
whom., Trails in remote locations are likely to
serve almost exclusively as recreation destina-
tions. And urban trails that are well integrated
into their community’s road and transit systems
do serve asalternative transportation corridors.
The use of transportation funding can be justi-
fied on that basis.
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