Healthy Community Streets
Creating urban spaces for healthier lives
Streets live interesting double lives. On the one
hand, they act as thoroughfares for traffic and
transitory spaces that are part of a larger journey
purpose. On the other hand, they are places
where we live and the backdrop for community
life where people socialise, shop, and interact.
For the most part, planners and traffic engineers have
focused on the street’s role as a thoroughfare to be
optimised. But increasingly, streets are being seen as
places where life happens, and where communities
are built. In these streets, the focus is on creating
spaces that encourage active lifestyles rather than
the sedentary, isolated anonymity of driving.
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In recent Covid-19 times, streets have also come to
symbolise a sense of freedom from our lock-down
experiences where we can at least see others, albeit
at a safe social distance. People acknowledge each
other and our shared condition as we rediscover our
streets and neighbourhoods. Even the realisation that
we rely on each other to stay healthy underlines the
importance of community and shared experience.
Equally, we have seen increases in active travel as
people adapt to the changing world. As we navigate and
recover from the impacts of COVID-19, it is timely to
recast local streets as places to be rather than simply
pass through. And there are critical reasons to do so.
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The health impact
In many high-income countries like Australia, we simply
don’t do enough physical exercise.
The 2017-18 National Health Survey in Australia found
that more than two-thirds of Australians were
overweight or obese. The two key lifestyle factors
being diet and level of physical activity. The same
survey also found that less than a fifth of Australians
actually met the Australian Physical Activity guidelines.
The 'home-car-work-car-home’ rhythm, and our reliance
on cars even for small trips minimises the opportunity
to build incidental physical activity into our lives.
In parallel, our downtime has become increasingly
more sedentary among both adults and children leisure is synonymous with ubiquitous 'screen time'
regardless of platform.
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The results from our lack of activity are clear. In
2008, the World Health Organisation estimated that
globally over 3 million people die prematurely each
year from a lack of exercise. A study published in
the Lancet in 2012 suggested this figure could be
above 5 million, with many more struggling with
conditions that also arise from a lack of activity such
as obesity, diabetes and cardio-vascular conditions.
Our sedentary lifestyle also has a material impact on
mental health. The Australian Government’s health
direct website points out that exercise releases
chemicals that improve mood, and that getting out of
the house and exercising can help alleviate feelings of
depression, low self-steem as well as anxiety, isolation
and loneliness"
Anything we can do to encourage more activity through
good design and planning will have a material impact
on decreasing the public health costs associated with
managing these outcomes.

2

Healthy community streets

How reprioritising
streets can help
Creating urban forms which encourage more activity
as an alternative to car use is key. This does not have to
entail formal exercise - it can be running errands to the
local shop, walking the dog, or riding to the station
instead of driving.
Design is critical. Narrow footpaths, a lack of suitable
crossing facilities and places to pause and rest can all
discourage people from walking. This lack of amenity
is magnified because our streets are increasingly
optimised for vehicle throughput rather than people
By building streets that encourage activity and community
interaction and by designing for humans and not cars,
we can mitigate some of the physical and mental
health issues arising from sedentary lifestyles.
The economic impacts
The impact of inactivity on our body and minds has a
direct impact on the economy. In 2016 the University of
Sydney cited a study led by Dr Melody Ding which
revealed that in 2013 physical inactivity cost $67.5 billion
globally in healthcare expenditure and lost productivity.
Poorly designed suburbs can also increase the disparity
between rich and poor. In particular outer urban suburbs
which are designed to promote vehicle use. A lack of
access to public transport, and greater distances between
shops and services, means that car dependence is
perceived as the easiest choice. Similarly, longer
commutes to work, school and services increase
sedentary outcomes with resultant health impacts.
If we are able to create environments and re-configure
suburbs in a way that encourages and promotes physical
activity, then we will all share considerable economic benefit.
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The societal benefits
It is one of the ironies of living in a Covid-19 world that
many of us are seeing more of our neighbours walking
in the streets. We have a sharpened sense of how
streets contribute to building a neighbourhood – in
a way that we do not see in the ‘normal’ world.
What this sense of neighbourhood can mean is telling.
A 2014 article in Canadian current affairs publication
Maclean’s reported that half of Americans admitted to
not knowing the names of their neighbours - and a
third of Britons said they would not be able identify
their neighbours out of a police line-up.
High Streets
This insularity of car travel is also having an impact on
local retailers and businesses. High Streets are
losing their identity as community hubs, increasingly
serving as primary thoroughfares for traffic.
To make High Streets work, they need to be designed
to cater for all modes. The importance of inclusive
accessibility and dwell is often overlooked, partly due
to a perception from traders that cars and parking
equals survival. There is a growing body of evidence
from global case studies that suggest otherwise, yet
change is difficult to accept, and suggests that high
streets will continue to struggle without progressive
leadership.
London has enjoyed success in improving High Street
environments for walking and cycling through its
‘Healthy Streets’ approach to planning and design with
strong outcomes in visitation, dwell time and prosperity.
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How healthy community
streets encourage active
travel
The benefits of increasing active travel are clear but
overcoming the ingrained behaviours associated with a
sedentary lifestyle can be difficult.
One way to do this is to create healthy community
streets. Good design can encourage higher levels of
walking and cycling by mitigating the barriers such as
safety issues, air pollution and excessive road traffic.
1. Healthy community streets are welcoming places that
encourage residents and visitors to connect with
neighbours, friends and the wider community. They
prioritise safety with generous footpaths and bestpractice cycle infrastructure. Streets are well-lit, have
good sightlines and promote passive surveillance which
enhances the feeling of safety.
2. Healthy community streets are easy to navigate, with
crossings on the natural desire lines and priority for those
who walk or cycle. Physical barriers and fast-moving
traffic are removed from the street and comfort levels
remain consistent throughout.

The benefits of active travel are more than the
improvements to the physical and mental health.
There is an extensive body of research highlighting
the direct and indirect benefits of active travel:
 Improving concentration, independence and
social connection at school
 Positively influencing performance and
productivity of employees at the workplace
 Increasing the viability of cafes and local stores,
and improving access to jobs and services
without increasing congestion or vehicle
emissions
 Improving pedestrian and cyclist safety with
more people choosing to walk or cycle
 Reducing congestion in city centres with
protected cycling lanes
 Reducing congestion on our roads and reducing
over-crowding and delays on public transport
 Reducing air and noise pollution
 Increasing property values

3. Healthy community streets provide ample opportunity
to stop, rest and seek shade or shelter when needed.
Benches encourage those with less mobility to go for a
walk and stop for a break when it feels right. They
provide places to connect with others and engage with
the local community.
4. Healthy community streets are not dominated by
through traffic and people can truly relax. They are also
free of clutter and unnecessary signs. The street furniture is visually appealing, ensuring the public space is
stimulating and enticing for people walking and cycling.
Pocket parks, street art, playgrounds, and diverse local
shops add to the user experience and and encourage
people to spend more time on the street.
5. Healthy community streets make walking, cycling and
public transport use genuinely attractive alternatives to
car use and they empower and encourage people to
make healthy decisions and lead healthy lifestyles.
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Moving forward
Community-based projects often compete against
larger ‘city forming' projects in the fight for funds,
which can make building compelling cases difficult.
However, there are some key areas to focus on:
Creating political capital – By aggregating similar
projects to create healty community streets programs
we can lift visibility of the programs. Similarly, by clearly
articulating the health and economic benefits of those
programs the political visibility of the approach will be
magnified.
Engaging with the community – Work hard to tie
together the efforts and needs of all stakeholders
– developers, councils, schools, local traders and
community-based organisations all have a role to play in
providing community support and focus for any initiative

Remembering the aesthetics – Aesthetics count.
Improving the urban design and attractiveness of a
street, at marginal cost, can create streetscapes which
are more inviting and encourage people out of the
house and to enjoy everything that the street has to offer.
Our streets belong to all of us. They are a shared
resource and can be better designed to service all
stakeholders – not just private car. If we can do that and
create neighbourhoods that unlock the value of local
streets to support physical activity, encourage people
to leave their cars behind and engage with their
neighbours and local businesses, then we can all share
in the benefits.
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Leveraging existing work – Look for opportunities
to leverage existing programs of works. For example,
resurfacing a road or a footpath is an excellent
opportunity to look at projects such as decluttering
street furniture, creating continuous footpaths across
side roads, widening bike lanes, and reducing speeds.

Contact: 0431 957 274
james.laing@gta.com.au

JAMES LAING

For more information regarding GTA's transport planning services, please contact:
VIC/ TAS:
Will Fooks

www.gta.com.au

NSW/ACT:
Nick Buchanan

QLD:
James Phillips

SA:
John Devney

WA/NT:
Tim Judd
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