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Walkability, the critical urban paradigm

HE ETaditorial of 27 September

I quated the WWEs The Alrernari

ban Funeres Reportand raised the [ol-
lowwing question: “Is the 'WAE survey look-
ingal walking as arecreational aclivity or as
just another way ol getling (o work and
back?” As prindpal author of the report, 1
woulld like 1o respond.

“walkability” is about allowing the aver-
ace citizen to lead hisiher hle in a way that
walking is an important, even dominant,
mede of transport. Walking [or recreation
may bea part of this but walkahility is about
awhole new way of desiening a dtv. Public
transport, lormstance, wo yil the last
mmile can be walked. Similarly, creating the
space lorwalking s averv important way (o
encourage socal interaction and inclusion
— alter all, both rich and poor can walk. In
other words, walkability is not just about
[oot-paths and overpasses but aboul urban
density, public transport, public spaces, so-
cial cohesion and urban ‘buzz’. Each one of
these is an important mgredient [or a vi-
brant city but walkability is a paradigm that
encapsulates all of them.

Any discussion of public transport i In-
dia ends up being a debate about buses and
trains. Oddly, the simplest and most widely
used [orm ol public transport in India s
‘walking” and its sister mode “cvcling’. A
2002 study of 30 Indian cities by "Wilbur
Smmith Associates showed that almost 40%
ol all trips in urban India involved no mo-
torised vehicles at all — 28% walked and
11% cveled. The proportion was sharply
higherin smaller tovwns since distances were
tsually small and the roads less congested.
Howvever, in bigoer cities, the proportion of
people using conventional public ransport
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was hish, and consequently commuters
walked the last mile. For mstance, in cities
with more than & million population: 22 %
walked all the way, 2% usad cveles and
44.% used public transport. This adds up o
4% ol people whorely on non-motorised
transport for atleast part of the commute,
Mol onlyiswalkine a democratic form of
fransportation — it clearly s ecoloaically

[ricnddly, healthy, enhances sodal interac-
tion and gives the city a personality. More-
over, sodal mteraction and street life have
enormous economic value as this is what
makes cities dvnamic and creative. This is
whv the cores of all the world s great cities
are consdouslywalkable — central London,
Paris, Manhat tan, Smeapore and so on. Yel,
walkabily 1 barely considered in Indian
urban planning. Indesd, large sums are
spent on ‘road widening which 1 a euphe-
mism for reducing pedestrian space.
Whenever I make the case ol walking in
Indian cities, [am nevitably wold that India is
ton hot for walking, This 1 not at all troe,

Singapore is the worstplace i the world 1o
walk — it is hot and humid and gets 200
davs of tain a year. Yel, people walk every-
where because the dly's urban desien al-
lows forit, Aswe haveseen, the vast major-
ity of Indizns already walk. We need to in-
vestin infrastructure that they can use.

Motethat walkabilityand public transpornt
must be cmbeddedin urban DA as soon as
possible because it is very difficult to retro-
spectively change urban form. Take forin-
slanece, Atlanta and Barcelona. Atlantahas a
metro network of 74 km while Barcelona
has one of 99 km. These may seem compa-
rable but per capita CO2 emissions for AL-
lanta are ten times that of Barcelona. The
dillerence is mostly explained by Barcelona
being compact while its American rival is
spread oul As a resull, less than 4% of Al-
lantas population lives withina reasonable
walking distance of a metro station com-
pared o 60% lor Barcelona. IF Atlanta now
tried 0 givieits citizens the same accessibili-
ty, it would have tobuild 2,800 new metm
stations and 3,400 km ol new racks!

All this needs a big change m urban
thinking. A brand new dty like Gureaon
does not have any network of sidewalks at
all! In the next three decades, rapid urbani-
sation will make India an urban majority
country. We will need Lo create new urban
spaces Lo accommodate 350-400 million ad-
ditional town-dwellers by expanding old
cties, ubanising villages and creating brand
new centres. Walkability must bethe central
planning paradizm for this.
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