Testimony submitted by Robin Schepper to DDOT  

Parent Team Leader of Murch’s Safe Routes to School Program
February 26, 2010

Thank you.  My name is Robin Schepper and I am a parent at Murch Elementary School in Ward 3 in Washington, DC.  I am here to advocate funding for more pedestrian friendly design and implementation in our neighborhoods, especially around Connecticut Avenue.

Murch Elementary School was selected as one of 12 schools in DC in the 2008-2009 year to participate in the federal Safe Routes to School Program.  The federal Safe Routes to School Program was developed  to encourage school children to walk and bike to school.   We worked for over a year to identify the barriers to safe walking and biking and came up with solutions for infrastructure, enforcement, education and encouragement working with our technical consultant Toole Design and our DDOT Safe Routes to School representative Jennifer Hefferan.  

Our plan and action steps were recognized nationally when we won the National Oberstar Award this past October beating out thousands of schools around the country. Chairman James Oberstar, along with Rep. Eleanor Holmes Norton came to our school and inspired us to do more.  

What worked well with this community-based plan is that we worked with our school community to identify barriers to walking and biking and we had the expertise of a transportation design firm as well as transportation planner at DDOT.  We were actually able to implement some of our suggestions like sidewalks and bike racks because of the federal funding.  We received positive feedback from residents.   One of my neighbors said, "Thank you Robin I walk to the metro every day and  I have been trying to get a sidewalk here for 16 years."  

What did not work so well was enforcement.  Although it is MPD receives $200,000 a year for traffic enforcement, speeding is not regularly enforced on Connecticut Avenue.  We tried to get photo enforcement cameras like Maryland has on Connecticut Avenue, but were unsuccessful.  Another challenge was realizing how many sidewalk gaps we have in Washington DC.  With the Safe Routes and the federal stimulus money, some needed sidewalks were built but many streets remain without sidewalks. The most frustrating ones are on the streets where DDOT is making improvements to the road and not following its official policy of building a sidewalk on one side of the road.  Brandywine, east of Connecticut is the most recent example.  

In developing our Safe Routes to School Program we also had success in reaching out to seniors and other community groups.  We saw that the barriers for students are the same for seniors. Our plan became  a catalyst for a new community-based coalition that is trying to make Connecticut Avenue safe for everyone. It is called the Connecticut Avenue Pedestrian Action (CAPA).    CAPA's goals are to first conduct a pedestrian audit working with the same transportation design firm, Toole Design that worked on Murch Safe Routes to School Action Plan and DC's Master Pedestrian Plan.  Our hope is that with DDOT and your support, we can get funding for a Master Pedestrian Plan for Connecticut Avenue and funding for implementation.

Washington D.C. has the fourth worst traffic in the U.S. ranked behind New York, Los Angeles, and Chicago.  In addition to traffic congestion, we are faced with numerous other issues because our city is not pedestrian friendly: pedestrian fatalities on our streets (higher than NY, LA and Chicago); increased pollution; rising diabetes, heart disease and related health care costs; and modeling to our children that the car is the only way to get around thus creating a new generation of children who do not walk or bike.
I believe that something needs to be done. There have been studies, recommendations, community meetings, new sidewalk proposals, but somehow we have not moved quickly enough to create a city that encourages walking.  We are asking you to make a tangible difference and use Connecticut Avenue as a model for pedestrian safety and accessibility that encourages more people to walk. 

I have two sons, four and seven, and I like to imagine what Connecticut could look like for them in 2015 if the City Council and the Mayor make pedestrian safety a priority and the focus in urban design.  Children and seniors safely walk cross Connecticut Avenue to get to school, the park or shop because dangerous crosswalks now have pedestrian signals.  Traffic lights give seniors, children and pedestrians with disabilities ample time to cross the street.  Motorists drive at slower speeds and follow the law that says they must stop for pedestrians entering crosswalks. Businesses thrive from pedestrian traffic and there are no more vacancies in commercial areas.  More pedestrians walk and use public transportation instead of getting in their cars.  Residents are healthier, putting less strain on our health care system, because they have increased their walking habits.
With consistent and increased focus and funding on pedestrian safety when DDOT implements its programs, I think Washington DC can become a model city like Portland, Seattle,  and Oslo where walking and biking becomes the preferred mode of transportation.

Thank you. 
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