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Abstract 

Throughout recent history, transportation planning and engineering have primarily been focused 

on improving automobiles' efficient movement, which has contributed to car dependency among 

small, sprawled cities. This thesis analyzes the active transportation user experiences in small, sprawled 

Canadian cities to better understand how planners can improve their experiences and perceptions and 

ultimately create healthier, more resilient transportation systems. Literature collected explores active 

transportation with physical activity and the built environment, transportation equity, and the planning 

profession concerning improving community health and transportation systems. Data was collected 

through surveys and interviews with active transportation users and transportation planners. The 

discussion section attempts to categorize findings into three main themes found in the research. Finally, 

recommendations are offered on how the small, sprawled cities analyzed could improve the 

transportation user experience.  

Keywords: Active Transportation; User experience; Transportation; Healthy Lifestyles; Inequities; 

Planning 
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Chapter 1: Introduction 

Introduction to the Research 

In recent history, transportation engineering and planning for Canadian cities have 

prioritized the efficient movement of automobiles above all else, which has resulted in the neglect 

of alternative forms of transportation. Major public health concerns have arisen because of car 

dependency and sprawl, which has induced increased air pollution and greenhouse gas emissions 

and dependency on automobiles. Additionally, increases in motor vehicle-related injuries, death, 

and health inequities, particularly for lower-income individuals, have been identified. (Hancock, 

2018). Therefore, this thesis analyzes the active transportation users' experience in four small, 

sprawled Canadian cities to understand their perceptions and experiences better. Active 

transportation users participated in an online survey, while active transportation users and 

transportation planners in each of the four small, sprawled Canadian cities participated in 

interviews. The researcher's personal experiences as an active transportation user are shared in 

the report to set the context to the rest of the thesis, highlighting some of their daily experiences 

as an active transportation user. Transportation master plans were analyzed to understand further 

how city planning department’s support active transportation users in small, sprawled Canadian 

cities that might lack the resources of larger Canadian cities. Recommendations as to how cities 

can better support active transportation users and move towards healthy, resilient multi-modal 

transportation systems are made after reviewing the results.  

Research Objectives 

Initially, five small, sprawled cities, including Nanaimo, British Columbia, St. Albert, 

Alberta, Peterborough, Ontario, Dartmouth, Nova Scotia, and Brantford, Ontario, were selected 

based on population and density criteria. However, Brantford, ON, was removed from the study 

because no survey responses were collected leaving four cities for analysis. Criteria for ‘small, 
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sprawled’ was set based on a city’s population being between 60 - 100,000 people and density 

between 990 – 1400 people per kilometer squared as per the 2016 Canada census data available 

at the time of this thesis. These cities fit the criteria of small and sprawled relative to larger 

Canadian cities like Vancouver, Toronto, Montreal, and Mississauga. An online survey 

questionnaire aimed at active transportation users in each city and interviews with both active 

transportation users and planners from each city provided the data for the results. Data was 

collected and analyzed to create recommendations on how decision-makers and planners in small, 

sprawled Canadian cities can improve the active transportation user experience and move 

towards healthier, more resilient multi-modal transportation systems.  

Research Questions  

The research questions that guide this thesis are:  

• How can small, sprawled Canadian cities better support active transportation users?  

• How do active transportation users in small, sprawled Canadian cities perceive their cities 

in supporting them?  

• How do the perceptions and experiences of active transportation users differ from the 

perceptions of those planning the development of infrastructure for them? 

• How can planners play a role in cities supporting active transportation users? 

Methodologies used include an online survey questionnaire aimed at active transportation 

users in each city and interviews with active transportation users from each city and planners 

from two cities. Ultimately, this research offers recommendations that foster healthier cities and 

create built environments that are equitable for all transportation users. 

Research Outcomes  

The outcome of this thesis is to identify the challenges that users face and opportunities 

that are available in each of the four cities to support active transportation users. Another 
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outcome is that recommendations made will assist planners and decision makers in small, 

sprawled Canadian cities in improving the active transportation user experience. During 

preliminary research on active transportation in Canadian cities, it was identified that literature 

was relatively limited in the Canadian context. Therefore, another outcome is adding to the gap in 

Canadian literature focused on active transportation.  

Chapter 2: City’s Overview 

Introduction  

This chapter provides a brief overview of each of the four cities that were part of this 

project including an introduction to the city; a community profile showcasing relevant 

demographics; housing typology and transportation data; and an overview of each transportation 

master plan.  

Nanaimo, British Columbia  

The City of Nanaimo 

Nanaimo, British Columbia is a coastal community located on the east coast of 

Vancouver Island, on the traditional territories of the Snunéymuxw, a Coast Salish peoples. The 

city has a population of 90,504 people and a density of 997.2 people per kilometer squared based 

on the 2016 Canada census data (Statistics Canada, 2017). Nanaimo acts as a transportation hub 

on Vancouver Island with the Horseshoe Bay ferry terminal acting as an essential connection 

between the cities of Nanaimo and Vancouver. Tourism hotspots like Tofino and Ucluelet attract 

visitors from all over the world who generally travel through Nanaimo on either the Island 

Highway or the Nanaimo Parkway (highway 19), depending on their mode of transportation. In 

addition to the city being a primary connector between the island and the mainland, it also acts as 

a service center for the regional district which accounts for about 360,000 people living in 

Central and Northern Vancouver Island (The City of Nanaimo, 2014). This emphasizes the 
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reason that the city is designed to efficiently move vehicles through it and why it is very car 

oriented.  

Community Context 

The community profile for the City of Nanaimo based on 2016 census data provides 

context related to demographics, housing typologies, and transportation users. 

Demographics 

A growing elderly demographic is impacting the City of Nanaimo, with the largest 

population group being between 50 to 65 years old. Meaning that the elderly demographic will 

become the majority within 10 to 15 years (Statistics Canada, 2017). Currently, 37.6 percent of 

the city’s population is over the age of 55. The next largest group represents 24.2 percent of the 

population (20 to 39 years old), and the median age is 44 years old (Statistics Canada, 2017).  

Although the largest demographic is older adults, the second largest is young adults, likely due to 

the baby boom generation and their children. Regarding origin, the City of Nanaimo is primarily 

made up of individuals of European descent accounting for 78.7 percent of the population 

(Statistics Canada, 2017).   

Housing Typologies   

Housing in the City of Nanaimo is predominantly single-family houses which makes up 

54.2 percent of housing followed by apartments coming in second at 30.6 percent. However, the 

average household size is 2.2 people per dwelling unit (Statistics Canada, 2017).   

Transportation Data 

Automobiles are the primary form of transportation in Nanaimo with accounting for 85.6 

percent of modal share of commuters to work. Drivers make up 79.4 percent whereas passengers 

account for 6.2 percent of the 85.6 percent of commuters that use an automobile (Statistics 

Canada, 2017). Active transportation users who commute to work accounted for 8 percent of the 
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modal share, while public transit commuters represent an even lower 4.1 percent (Statistics 

Canada, 2017). This underlines the clear automobile dominance and dependence that currently 

exists in the city. 

Nanaimo Transportation Master Plan  

The City of Nanaimo adopted the Nanaimo Transportation Master Plan (NTMP) on May 

26, 2014 (The City of Nanaimo, 2014, p. 2). The NTMP transportation vision is as follows:  

Nanaimo’s multi-modal transportation system will connect the City’s residents 

and businesses to each other, the rest of Vancouver Island and beyond. It will 

provide inclusive transportation choices that are safe, comfortable, and accessible 

for people of all ages and abilities. A system of interconnected facilities and 

services will provide affordable mobility while supporting a shift towards a more 

sustainable mix of transportation alternatives. The transportation network will 

seek to create and support a vibrant, livable, healthy, and sustainable community 

for residents, businesses and visitors alike. (The City of Nanaimo, 2014, p. 12). 

Transportation planning professionals should be familiar with a few key concepts 

identified in the vision. Primarily, identifying a shift towards multi-modal systems that will 

connect residents to amenities, creating All Ages and Abilities (AAA) approach to transportation 

planning that considers the needs of all users, and mentioning sustainable transportation systems 

is often a primary goal of most cities within the developed world. The plan proceeds to offer a 

transportation hierarchy, which situates pedestrians at the top, followed by bicycles, transit, 

commercial vehicles, and cars. Hierarchy pyramids offer a visual representation of how the city 

prioritizes transportation users. However, adding a land use component to their transportation 

hierarchy reinforces the interconnected nature that land use has in dictating which mode of 

transportation an individual might use (The City of Nanaimo, 2014). The transportation master 
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plan proceeds to recognize the land use patterns that contribute to automobile dependency and the 

implications of automobile orientated cities. The NTMP identifies increasing density and mixed 

land uses as the city’s priorities for the future (The City of Nanaimo, 2014).   

Next, a comprehensive analysis of active transportation users in Nanaimo highlighted 

current transportation user trends and offered statistics to support them. The plan shared policies 

towards each transportation mode that could support the development of transportation systems. 

Figure 1 highlights the goals set out in the transportation master plan. The plan emphasizes 

creating comfortable environments that are accessible to encourage the daily use of active 

transportation within the city. The aim is to reach the plan's goals by 2041, which is why creating 

policies that support the safety of all users is vital to ensure that the city can meet its active 

transportation goals. The NTMP continues to highlight that walking is the most sustainable form 

of transportation in the city; however, it only accounts for 8.5% of the daily mode users and is 

primarily centered around the downtown core area (The City of Nanaimo, 2014). During the 

development of this NTMP, cycling only accounted for 1% of the mode share in the city. 

Figure 1 – Strategic directions & goals set in the NTMP 
for walking and bicycling 
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However, the city aims to increase the percentage of users who ride bicycles for daily trips to 5% 

(The City of Nanaimo, 2014). The barrier of poor connectivity for active transportation users is 

recognized specifically along the E&N trail. “The lack of on-street bicycle facilities makes it 

difficult to get to the E&N and to go to destinations located away from the E&N and can be a 

barrier to greater bicycle use.” (The City of Nanaimo, 2014, p. 49). Overall, the plan does an 

excellent job of recognizing the critical barriers that active transportation users face and offering 

design guidelines, strategic directions, paired with goals for the future of transportation users, 

which aligns with a much more positive active transportation user experience. 

Nanaimo Bicycle Map  

The NTMP offers both short and medium-long term cycling network plans. The short-

term plan offers a cycling map to showcase connections within the existing infrastructure in 2014 

to highlight routes for those who ride bicycles. In contrast, the medium-long term map identifies 

locations for future bicycle specific infrastructure to support a more complete and multi-modal 

transportation system in the city (The City of Nanaimo, 2014). The City of Nanaimo offers a 

bicycle map so that users can familiarize themselves with the safest and most convenient routes 

available to them. The map shows users the multi-use trails, signed routes, and planned routes. It 

also offers arrows indicating the steepness of hills in addition to highlighting points of interest, 

parks, and critical areas of interest for active transportation users. Find the Nanaimo Bicycle Map 

in Appendix A.  

St. Albert, Alberta 

The City of St. Albert 

The City of St. Albert is located on the lands of Indigenous and Métis peoples in territory 

6, which is southwest of Edmonton, Alberta, along the Sturgeon River. The city is the sixth-

largest city in Alberta, boasting a population of 65,589 and a density of 1,353.9 per squared 
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kilometer based on the most recent, 2016 Canada census data (Statistics Canada, 2016; Census of 

Population, St. Albert Fast Facts, 2021; Britannica, 2017). Land use is primarily low-density 

residential with corridor commercial uses along St. Albert Trail Street and a few industrial 

centers within the city (City of St. Albert, 2015). The city is relatively close to Edmonton, 

suggesting that residents commute to and from Edmonton. 

Community Context 

This section offers an overview of the community profile for the City of St. Albert based 

on the 2016 census data to provide context into the demographics, housing typologies, and 

transportation users are in the city. 

Demographics 

The city’s population is largely working adults between the ages of 30 to 55 making up 

41.7 percent of the population. This seems to correlate with the second largest population group 

being between the ages of 0 to 24, accounting for 31.4 percent of the population, which suggest 

that St. Albert is predominantly younger families (Statistics Canada, 2017). The city is mostly of 

European decent representing 81.8 percent of the population. The median age is 39.9 (Statistics 

Canada, 2017).   

Housing Typologies   

Census Data show that housing in St. Albert is predominantly single-family houses which 

make up 73.1 percent of housing, with apartments coming in second at 12.1 percent. The average 

household size is 2.7 people per dwelling unit (Statistics Canada, 2017).   

Transportation Data 

The primary mode of transportation used by commuters to work is an automobile at 90.7 

percent of the mode share, with 86.1 percent as the primary driver, and 4.6 percent as a passenger 

(Statistics Canada, 2017).  The next largest mode share is public transit with 4.6 percent, 
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followed by active transportation users commuting to work accounting for only 3.5 percent of the 

modal share (Statistics Canada, 2017).  This showcases the clear automobile dominance and 

dependence that exists in the City of St. Albert.  

St. Albert Transportation Master Plan 

   The City of St. Albert Transportation Master Plan (TMP) was created in 2015 and 

presented to and accepted by the city council in April 2016 to set the city's transportation 

network's vision, policies, and actions. The vision for the St. Albert TMP is:  

St. Albert’s vision for transportation considers the diverse needs of our population 

with many ways to move around in a safe, efficient, affordable, and accessible 

manner which fosters economic prosperity, sustains the beauty of our environment 

and culture, and provides all residents with the sense that St. Albert is truly a 

livable community (City of St. Albert, 2015, p. ii).  

This vision suggests that active transportation could be a vital transportation component 

in St. Albert’s future. It is a safer and more affordable form of transportation than automobile use. 

It fosters economic opportunities that support sustainability and ultimately allows for more 

livable cities. Supporting active transportation also creates cities with more resilient 

transportation systems and allows residents to live healthier lifestyles, therefore aligning with the 

vision put forward in the TMP. 

The report begins by emphasizing four guiding principles, which include 1) aiming to be 

a livable community with safe access to amenities and employment that prioritizes 

accommodation for accessible and affordable transit and active transportation; 2) to have a 

strategic approach to sustainable transportation that serves the variety of transportation users 

within the city; 3) to protect environmental health supporting alternative transportation while 

maintaining the beauty of surrounding nature; and 4) situate the transportation system needs to 
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support economic prosperity (City of St. Albert, 2015). These principles reveal that the city is 

aware and working towards creating more complete transportation systems that offer sustainable 

and affordable alternatives to the automobile. The active transportation section in the TMP 

further reinforces a modal shift towards more sustainable modes that will aid in creating a 

healthier community that is ideal for the city (City of St. Albert, 2015). The city expects to 

expand the Red Willow Trail system, which acts as a vital greenway corridor that spans 99.5 

kilometers and connects various parks, neighbourhoods, and urban areas (City of St. Albert, 

2015).  

The existing and future conditions section of the TMP identifies that within the next 27 

years, the city anticipates significant growth in the age demographic 70+. This suggests that 

alternative transportation modes may be a vital investment for the city to ensure the support and 

independence of mode choice for the elderly demographic as they potentially lose the ability to 

drive (City of St. Albert, 2015).  

Later in the TMP, the city offers a map of the recreational trail systems in Appendix B. 

The city refers to the map as a recreational trails map rather than an active transportation map. 

This indicates that the trails should be used for recreation rather than as a viable active 

transportation route. Fortunately, the map reflects the comprehensive trail systems to support 

active transportation users. It also offers an educational component for users by emphasizing trail 

etiquette and safety as the paths are multi-use (City of St. Albert, 2015). The city does recognize 

the necessity to transition the trail corridors from high recreation use towards more commuting 

opportunities for active transportation users through both off-road and on-road link connections 

to create more complete systems (City of St. Albert, 2015). Therefore, acknowledging the 

necessity of good connectivity that active transportation users require to create positive user 

perceptions and experiences.  
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Overall, the city does an excellent job of identifying the potential of active transportation 

in creating more multi-modal transportation in the city. It identifies policies that will support 

users and future connection routes vital in influencing active transportation users to engage in 

more than just recreational use. The TMP also showcases the systems that support users, such as 

the recreation trails map, which can allow users to identify the safest and most direct routes.   

Peterborough, Ontario 

The City of Peterborough 

The City of Peterborough is in southern Ontario located on the Otonabee River existing 

on the traditional territory of Michi Saagiig (Mississauga Anishinaabeg) Nation peoples who 

utilized the land for trading, harvesting, ceremonies and canoe travel (City of Peterborough, 

2021). The City of Peterborough has a population of 81,032 and a density of 1,261.2 people per 

kilometer squared based on the 2016 Canada census data (Statistics Canada, 2017).  

Community Context 

This section offers an overview of the community profile for the City of Peterborough 

based on the 2016 census data to provide context into the type of transportation users in the city. 

Demographics 

The city’s age is evenly dispersed with the largest age group being 50 to 69 years old 

making up 26.9 percent of the population, followed by young adults between 20 to 39 years old 

making up 20.6 percent of the population (Statistics Canada, 2017). Trent University is likely 

impacting these statistics with the young adult group as the largest population group was between 

20 to 24 years old at 7.6 percent of the overall population. The median age of the population is 

43.6 (Statistics Canada, 2017).  
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Housing Typologies   

Census Data show that housing in Peterborough is predominantly single-family homes 

which make up 58 percent of the housing with apartments coming in second at 24 percent. The 

average household size is 2.3 people per dwelling unit (Government of Canada, 2016).  

Transportation Data 

The primary form of transportation for commuters to work is an automobile at 82.4 

percent of the mode share, with 74.6 percent as the primary driver, and 7.8 percent as a passenger 

(Statistics Canada, 2017).  The next largest mode share is active transportation with 10.6 percent 

either walking or bicycling, followed by public transit users commuting to work only accounting 

for 5.6 percent of the modal share (Statistics Canada, 2017). This showcases the clear automobile 

dominance and dependence that exists in the City of Peterborough.  

Peterborough Comprehensive Transportation Plan  

The comprehensive transportation plan for the City of Peterborough begins by 

recognizing that, like many Canadian cities, the private automobile is the primary form of 

transportation. However, trends shown in the plan suggest that other modes are gaining 

popularity (The City of Peterborough, 2012). During the creation of the CTP, the trail system 

consisted of 38 kilometers of off-road corridors and 15 kilometers of on-road infrastructure. 

Residents provided feedback during the development of the CTP, expressing strong support for 

expanding and improving that 53-kilometer network (The City of Peterborough, 2012). The city 

offers a vision for active transportation “The City of Peterborough prioritizes active modes of 

transportation through policies, infrastructure, and programs that foster a cycling and pedestrian 

network with a high degree of connectivity, safety, and local context sensitivity.” (The City of 

Peterborough, 2012, p. vi). The vision identifies connectivity and safety as two vital components 

of supporting active transportation users and influencing a modal shift toward increased use. 
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The CTP identifies critical strategies that will aid the city in achieving its vision. These 

include implementing complete streets policies, improving accessibility and use for mobility 

devices, end of trip facilities, integration with public transit, and various other approaches that 

will create a better active transportation user experience (The City of Peterborough, 2012). The 

plan then identifies critical issues with the current system pointing out poor connectivity to key 

destinations, specifically the downtown core, and hazardous trail crossings and intersections both 

for pedestrians and cyclists (The City of Peterborough, 2012). In terms of projected mode share 

for active transportation and alternative transportation options, the city only plans a two percent 

increase in public and active transportation. Fortunately, the plan also projects a five percent 

decrease in private automobile use (The City of Peterborough, 2012). These projections suggest 

that the city is anticipating improving the active transportation user experience to increase use 

within the city and moving towards a more multi-modal system overall. The city suggests 

increasing the current cycling network from 53 kilometers to 183 kilometers, which would 

substantially improve the routes available to active transportation users. (The City of 

Peterborough, 2012). 

Overall, the CTP showcases that the city recognizes the history of automobile dependency 

and the necessity to shift towards more sustainable modes of transportation. Also, the city is 

planning on prioritizing active transportation use through policy adaptations and taking 

approaches to increase mode share. The plan emphasizes supporting walking and cycling 

precisely and puts forward a variety of data analyses to support the implementation of active 

transportation facilities and design recommendations to improve the user experience. Ultimately, 

it seems as though the city is having the right conversations on how they should be supporting 

users. Unfortunately, the planning process is only a marginal component of fulfilling initiatives to 

improve the user experience in active transportation.  
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Peterborough Bikeways and Trails Map 

The City of Peterborough showcases the trails and bicycle map by highlighting paved and 

gravel trails, recommended road linkages for users, trail entry and exit points, and symbols for 

key locations such as washrooms, bicycle repair shops, bus and transit stops, and beaches and 

recreational areas. Initial impressions of the map clearly show that two routes travel adjacent to 

the Otonabee River, suggesting that users can travel throughout the entire city on each route. 

However, connectivity within the downtown core seems limited, considering the potential of the 

grid street design. The second page of the map offers routes outside of the city's main commercial 

and residential areas, which reinforces that the map was designed for active transportation users 

within the city and cyclist groups as the routes travel into more rural areas. While this is a 

positive addition to the bikeway trails map, it underpins the idea that those using it are less 

interested in transportation purposes and more interested in participating in physical activity or 

recreational use. Ideally, the city could offer a more comprehensive map for the central city area 

that showcases the potential active transportation routes to specific locations such as grocery 

stores or local restaurants. The map is in Appendix C.  

Dartmouth, Nova Scotia 

The City of Dartmouth 

The City of Dartmouth is located on the eastern shore of the Halifax Harbour adjacent to 

the City of Halifax, on the traditional territories of the Mi’kmaw Peoples. Due to the 

amalgamation of cities into the Halifax Regional Municipality census data is recorded as the City 

of Dartmouth and Cole Harbour which are located close to Dartmouth. The city boasts a 

population of 92,301 with a density of 1,025.6 people per kilometer squared based on the 2016 

Canada census data (Dartmouth, Statistics Canada, 2017). 
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Community Context 

The following section offers an overview of the community profile for the City of 

Dartmouth based on the 2016 census data to provide context into the demographics, housing 

typologies, and transportation users in the city. 

Demographics 

The largest age group in the Dartmouth population is between 50 to 69 years old 

representing 29.8 percent. The age demographic is thereafter evenly dispersed between 20 to 49 

years old with each five-year age grouping accounting for about 6 to 7 percent of the population. 

Median age of the demographic is 42.2. (Statistics Canada, 2017). This trend seems to be similar 

throughout Nova Scotia, a predominantly older demographic followed by young adults 

representing the population.  

Housing Typologies   

Census Data show that housing in Dartmouth-Cole Harbour is predominantly single-

family homes making up 47 percent of the housing in the city, with apartments coming in second 

at 34.8 percent. The average household size is 2.2 people per dwelling unit (Statistics Canada, 

2017). 

Transportation Data  

The primary form of transportation for commuters to work is an automobile at 77.3 

percent of the mode share, with 69.4 percent as the primary driver, and 7.9 percent as a passenger 

(Statistics Canada, 2017). The next largest mode share is public transit with 16.3 percent relying 

on it to commute to work, followed by active transportation users commuting to work only 

accounting for 5.2 percent of the modal share (Statistics Canada, 2017). This showcases the clear 

automobile dominance and dependence that exists in the City of Dartmouth.  
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Integrated Mobility Plan 

The Halifax Regional Municipality (HRM) governs the City of Dartmouth, which means 

that the Halifax Integrated Mobility plan covers Dartmouth. This section will speak directly to 

Dartmouth but may also reflect the HRM’s general overview of supporting active transportation 

users. The plan recognizes that active transportation and public transit are increasing, showcasing 

that 30 percent of trips are either public transit or active transportation (The Halifax Regional 

Municipality, 2017). The city also recognizes the potential of active transportation use in the 

regional center, which encompasses downtown Dartmouth, making it an ideal mode of 

transportation for the city and expanding that potential to the suburban areas to improve the 

mobility of those areas. (The Halifax Regional Municipality, 2017). The vision set out in the IMP 

is “Residents will have a choice of connected, healthy, affordable, sustainable travel options for 

moving both people and goods, through integrated transportation and land-use planning.” (The 

Halifax Regional Municipality, 2017, p. 23). Improving the active transportation user experience 

could aid in achieving this vision. One unique aspect of the plan is that it situates land use as a 

vital component of transportation which reflects the city understands the necessity of designing 

land uses in a way that prioritize the cities desired mode of transportation. It is well known in the 

planning profession that land use plays a significant role in supporting efficient alternative 

transportation options. The IMP identifies quality and connectivity, land use planning, and 

awareness and motivation as directly related to the number of people who walk and ride a bicycle 

(The Halifax Regional Municipality, 2017). 

The regional municipality currently boasts 967 kilometres of sidewalks, 110 kilometres of 

on street bicycle lanes – 86 of which are in suburban areas, and 160 kilometres of greenway 

corridors (The Halifax Regional Municipality, 2017). While this covers the entire HRM, those 

figures represent a positive starting point for supporting active transportation users. Some key 
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considerations were shared that guide the plans active transportation section, which includes 

making it easier and safer to walk and bicycle, promoting and enabling active transportation, 

coordinating with other government orders, and monitoring and evaluating use. Each of these 

considerations contemplates the different factors that might influence the use of active 

transportation, how the city could improve the public’s perceptions, and which relationships 

could advance the implementation of active transportation (The Halifax Regional Municipality, 

2017). The policies outlined in this section aim directly at improving the experience for all users, 

increasing connectivity of existing infrastructure and supporting the implementation of these 

plans to expedite the process to achieve these plans more quickly (The Halifax Regional 

Municipality, 2017). The plan ends with the HRM identifying short-, medium-, and long-term 

implementation actions that the cities could take (The Halifax Regional Municipality, 2017). The 

City of Dartmouth is in a unique position because it can leverage the support, resources, and 

opportunities that come from being within the HRM. With the City of Halifax having a higher 

population and density than Dartmouth, hopefully, resources will be put towards building up the 

Dartmouth side of the HRM to bring it up to the similar quality that is being reflected in Halifax 

currently.  

Overall, the City of Dartmouth benefits from a relatively new IMP as it points to more 

relevant components that will improve the active transportation user experiences. Such as 

improving land uses, implementing placemaking, and aligning policy in a way that will ideally 

move these plans forward quickly to support future generations. This plan reflects the city's 

vision to reduce automobile dependence in the HRM as the population grows and transportation 

demand forces multi-modal systems out of necessity.   



   
 

 18 
 
 

Halifax Regional Municipality Bicycle Map 

The City of Dartmouth’s bicycle map is a part of a larger Halifax Regional Municipality 

(HRM) map since the HRM governs the entire area. The HRM also offers an interactive active 

transportation map that allows users to search for specific locations and emphasizes vital 

destinations. The map showcases active transportation greenway trails, painted dedicated bicycle 

lanes or road shoulders, suggested bicycle routes on main and local roads, community pathways 

and trails, and scenic day routes in rural areas. Dartmouth comprises suggested bicycle routes on 

main or local roads, with some active transportation routes located within the downtown core. 

The city benefits from the grid street design but lacks the same comprehensive route options in 

Halifax, located adjacent to Dartmouth. Those who live closer to the downtown core of 

Dartmouth likely benefit from being able to use active transportation much more as compared to 

those living on the outer edges who primarily rely on main or local roads as their active 

transportation infrastructure. The map does an excellent job of offering washrooms, bicycle 

repair stores, bicycle lockers, schools, and transit stops. The map is in Appendix D. 

The next section will cover commonalities between each city that have been identified 

throughout this community profile process, which offers consensus that will be useful in the 

discussion section of this thesis.  

Commonalities Between Cities 

This section will highlight trends identified in each of the city overviews. While the 

trends might seem obvious, they are essential to understand as they showcase the potential 

transportation needs of every community in the future. The first and most apparent trend is that 

residents in every city (Nanaimo – 85.6%, St. Albert – 90.1%, Peterborough – 82.4%, Dartmouth 

– 77.3%) are heavily reliant and dependent on private automobiles as their primary form of 

transportation for commuting to work. Supporting the fact that Canada has pushed hard over the 
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past seventy years to ensure the private automobile is the most convenient form of transportation 

for Canadians. Not a single city (Nanaimo – 4.1%, St. Albert 4.6%, Peterborough – 5.6%, 

Dartmouth – 16.3%) had a mode share above 17 percent for any other modes. It also may 

contribute to the fact that congestion in each city is an area of concern from transportation 

professionals. Active transportation use (Nanaimo – 8%, St. Albert – 3.5%, Peterborough – 

10.6%, and Dartmouth – 5.2%) was not higher than 11 percent in any city.   

The second trend showcases the correlation between single-family homes and 

transportation mode share, as seen in the data collected in the 2016 census. Single family homes 

account for the majority of housing typologies in each of the cities (Nanaimo – 54.2%, St. Albert 

– 73.1%, Peterborough – 58%, Dartmouth – 47%), followed by apartment units (Nanaimo – 

30.6%, St. Albert – 12.1%, Peterborough – 24%, Dartmouth – 34.8%). Regarding average 

household size, Nanaimo, Peterborough, and Dartmouth are all similar with St. Albert being 

larger, emphasizing that St. Albert likely consists of younger families with one or more children 

in the house. (Nanaimo – 2.2, St. Albert – 2.7, Peterborough – 2.3, Dartmouth – 2.2). A 

correlation between housing typology and dependency on automobile use seems to exist as St. 

Albert has the most single family house typology and the greatest percentage of commuters using 

automobiles. This correlation is relatively consistent with the other three cities as well. This 

suggests that sprawled suburban neighbourhoods that emphasize single family home 

development may be influencing residents to engage in driving over other forms of 

transportation. 

The third trend is that each community’s population is primarily the older adults 

demographic and young adults, except for St. Albert, whose population was predominantly 

young families. These age demographics suggest that within the next 10 to 20 years, the elderly 

demographic will grow significantly due to the baby boomer generation. The option to rely on 
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private automobiles diminishes as individuals age, which means that cities that do not have 

extensive public transit systems will limit some of the freedom that this demographic currently 

enjoys.  

One of the most significant topics planners grapple with today is the housing crisis across 

Canada. While several factors contribute to the crisis, it is clear that using land space for single-

family homes plays a role in exacerbating the crisis. Another critical issue discussed in the 

literature review is that cardiovascular disease is one of the world's top causes of death (World 

Health Organization, 2017). While several factors contribute to heart disease, it is clear that 

automobile dominant transportation systems have removed the necessity of participating in 

physical activity while engaging in transportation compared to public or active transportation 

users.  

The following section offers the researcher's personal experiences as an active 

transportation user. This section highlights some of the daily interactions that go unreported or 

unseen that active transportation users must deal with in the automobile dominant systems we 

have created.  

Chapter 3: One Active Transportation User Experience in Nanaimo, BC 

This section offers the experiences of an active transportation user in Nanaimo, British 

Columbia throughout 2021. This includes journal entries, photographs, and reflections on the 

overall experience. The journaling component of this activity was to record experiences such as 

ease of use for various routes, perceived safety while participating in the activities, accessibility 

to the intended destination, and all positive or negative encounters with other transportation 

users.  
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Experiential Journal Overview 

During the 2021 year, the researcher recorded 208 bicycling activities for over 2,400 

kilometres and 19 walking activities for over 100 kilometres within Nanaimo. Bicycle rides 

typically occurred between 6:00 to 9:00 am or 3:00 to 5:00 pm, whereas walking occurred 

sporadically throughout the day in various locations. The experiences shared in this section are 

primarily based on the researcher's perceptions and experiences gathered over the 227 activities, 

with some journal entries to support the main points. Journaling primarily took place during June 

and July.  

The researcher's goal was to walk and bicycle at various locations and times around 

Nanaimo throughout the year to record experiences as journal entries. The user was equipped 

with bicycle lights both on the front and back to mitigate risks associated with the activities. 

While the user tried to wear bright clothing that would further mitigate risk, it was not always 

possible due to the user's rainwear colours.  
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One main route, which was the most direct route between the user’s home and workplace, 

was often used. Figure 2 highlights the route. This route consisted of riding on arterial roads, the 

Parkway Trail, local roads, neighbourhood roads, and finally, the Vancouver Island University 

campus.  

The City of Nanaimo, like each city analyzed, is designed around the efficient movement 

of the private automobile. The user's perception going into these activities was that people who 

ride bikes or walk are seen lower on the hierarchy of transportation than those who use private 

automobiles or public transportation. Participating in the activities was initially intimidating 

because of uncontrolled variables such as other road users and weather. 

User Experiences  

 This section will highlight the user experiences separated in both negative and positive 

followed by an overall summary of the active transportation user experience in the city.  

Figure 2 - Primary Route  
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The Negative  

 Everyday negative experiences encountered during the activities include ‘close-calls’ 

where the user was close to encountering a collision with an automobile primarily due to 

activities such as rolling stops, distracted driving, or aggressive behaviours from drivers. Rolling 

stops are one of the most significant issues in Nanaimo as they occur at both stop signs and red 

lights. Often the driver will be looking for clear traffic one way and would not see the active 

transportation user.  

I was nearly struck by a woman driving an SUV today who did not care to look 

for pedestrians. The pedestrian light was on, indicating that I could walk, however 

this woman was looking the other way for oncoming traffic as she is allowed to 

turn right on red lights. Her vehicle did not stop until it was about 6 inches from 

hitting me. One of my scariest experiences (Vince, 2021)  

This experience was not uncommon in the city, suggesting that traffic violation enforcement is 

inconsistent with changing or eliminating the behaviour. Distracted driving also seems to be 

common among automobile users based on how consistently the user would notice drivers using 

their cellphone, eating food, or partaking in other distracting activities while driving.  

Although not as bad as those previously mentioned, aggressive driving is another issue in 

Nanaimo. It appears this occurs because of the difficulty of reprimanding drivers for their 

aggressive behaviours. Aggressive behaviours include ‘punish passing’ where a driver will 

intentionally not give a person riding a bicycle the proper berth. This often left the user feeling 

unsafe on the road, resulting in the user questioning whether they should use that specific route 

going forward. Getting yelled at or honked at by drivers is not uncommon in the city. The 

following quote showcases one particularly negative experience that left the user feeling 

frustrated and shaken.  
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While briefly walking on the road for about a 50-meter section to avoid being 

sprayed by garden sprinklers that were spraying the sidewalk, my partner and I 

experienced a driver accelerate aggressively in our direction, roll his window 

down to yell at us to get off the road, and proceeded to honk excessively as they 

passed us in a very aggressive manner (Vince, 2021)  

Other factors contributing to negative experiences include weather events resulting in flooding, 

fallen trees on the path, and snow. Generally, fallen trees did not influence the users' experience 

thanks to the city’s prompt approach to removing them quickly. Whereas flooding and lack of 

snow removal were a significant barrier to the user during November and December 2021, 

rendering the main route, Parkway Trail, unusable. However, the city's lack of funding and 

prioritization of automobiles to ensure safety for a more dangerous road user is justified in their 

snow clearance efforts. Figure 3 and Figure 4 showcase the 3 to 5 inches of water flooding the 

parkway trail in early November 2021. The user tried to continue riding until mid-November; 

however, the water reached about 15 inches deep, resulting in the user deciding that the Parkway 

Figure 3 - Flooding on the Parkway Trail Figure 4 - Overflowing storm ditch causing the 
flooding 
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trail was no longer safe to use. Another aspect of the City of Nanaimo’s active transportation 

routes that creates a negative experience for the user was a lack of lighting along the active 

transportation corridors. This was not an issue during the summer months, but once the sun 

started coming up later and going down earlier, the user was left only to ride in complete 

darkness along the parkway trail with no lights. Using streets during this time is acceptable 

because of the streetlights. However, the main corridor provided no light, creating a much higher 

stress experience for the user during morning and evening commutes.  

The final and most significant negative experience that planning professionals can directly 

impact is poor connectivity to desired destinations. It is not uncommon for cyclists and walkers to 

add kilometres to their trips due to unsafe active transportation infrastructure on the most direct 

routes. The user often had to find alternative ways to avoid unsafe roads to get to desired 

destinations resulting in cycling through parking lots, side streets, or sidewalks. To get to the 

destination safely we had to cut through two large parking lots as our only other option was to 

ride on the highway. I feel like this is common for bicycle riders in Nanaimo, especially with the 

amount of large parking lots across the city. 

While this was not a significant inconvenience to the user, it puts the user in dangerous 

situations as drivers in parking lots tend to be much more unpredictable. It also reinforced to the 

user that a bicyclist’s need to get to a specific destination was not as important as an automobile 

user's needs. The irony of poor connectivity is that it forces the user to exert more physical 

activity finding alternative routes, which was good for the user but overall inconvenient 

particularly for users who are under time pressures. While this inconvenience did not impact their 

willingness to use active transportation, the same may not be true for others who are unwilling to 

accept that active transportation is less convenient or direct and more time-consuming than an 

automobile. This inconvenience results from community designs that cater to one singular mode 
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of transportation, forcing other users to plan alternative routes that mitigate their risks. Another 

connectivity issue was poor wayfinding signage for active transportation users throughout the 

city. The city has begun implementing some wayfinding in the downtown core and a couple of 

key locations, however wayfinding along the Parkway and E&N Trail, which are the main active 

transportation corridors in the city, is minimal.  

The Positives  

Although safety was a negative experience, there are also aspects of the city's active 

transportation infrastructure that provide positive experiences. These include protected bicycle 

lanes, separated bicycle and walking corridors, designated active transportation infrastructure, 

greenway trails like the Parkway Trail, and signage. Figure 5 shows an example of signage that 

informs users that they are approaching a steep downhill. This kind of signage is invaluable, 

especially to more vulnerable users. The photo also offers an excellent example of the Parkway 

Figure 5 - Signage warning users of an oncoming steep 
downhill 
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Trail greenway corridor, which is entirely separate from the road with bushes and trees providing 

users with a much more enjoyable experience. Other positive aspects identified by the user were 

improvements to mental and physical health due to the participation in active transportation. 

While participating in bicycle rides, the user often had feelings of relaxation and enjoyment. The 

ride acted as an opportunity for the user to prepare for or debrief from the workday. One journal 

entry captures those feeling well, “It was a good ride this morning. It was a cold morning which 

allowed me to ride a bit faster and wake up for my day of work. Again, the parkway trail 

provided a safe route.” (Vince, 2021). There are many entries in the journal that are similar to 

this. The user discusses feelings of joy and gratitude for having the Parkway Trail corridor to ride 

on as it offers a low-stress opportunity to reflect on the day or important issues going on in the 

user’s life. The user attributes these activities to improving their mental health and obvious 

physical benefits of participating in active transportation. The user felt less reliant on using 

conventional facilities to reach physical activity targets because they achieved them during the 

work commute.   

Another aspect that improved the user's experience was that the City of Nanaimo seems to 

be moving towards supporting active transportation users through design interventions, as seen in 
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Figure 6. This slip lane is designed for bicyclists only and offers a safe connection between 

streets separate from other road users.  

Other aspects of being an active transportation user that provided a positive experience 

were unplanned social interactions with other active transportation users. The smaller examples 

were getting to say ‘good morning’ or ‘hello’ to people on the trails. One example that stands out 

where “My chain got stuck in my bike today and I was forced to pull off onto the sidewalk, 

fortunately another cyclist stopped and checked in on me to make sure that I was alright. That 

was very nice of him to do” (Vince, 2021). Primarily during times of isolation with the Covid-19 

pandemic putting society on edge about social interactions, these unplanned social interactions 

resulted in pleasant experiences. 

Figure 6 - Bicycle Specific Slip Lane 
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Overall Experiences  

The overall experience of being an active transportation user in Nanaimo was generally 

satisfactory. The pros of participating in these activities outweigh the cons; however, the cons are 

specific to this one user. Others might be unwilling to accept the negative experiences that this 

user experienced, which may be why there are so few active transportation users in Nanaimo. 

While there is a long way for the City of Nanaimo to support alternative transportation users, the 

conclusion is that the experiences were better than the user initially anticipated. The user is 

optimistic that the city is trending in the right direction toward supporting users and ideally 

creating more. 

Chapter 4: Literature Review 

Introduction 

Improving the health of communities and their residents has been an area of focus since 

the earliest cities. Health, as defined by the World Health Organization (WHO) is, “a state of 

complete physical, mental and social wellbeing and not merely the absence of disease or 

infirmity.” (World Health Organization, 2021). It is generally understood among planning 

professionals that transportation planning and engineering decisions in Canada were historically 

not designed to prioritize pedestrians or, in this case, active transportation user safety, which has 

significantly impacted transportation mode choices when making decisions about mobility type. 

Most communities in Canada are built with the focus being on automobile efficiency, which has 

resulted in the private automobile being the primary transportation mode of choice for Canadians. 

The literature suggests that communities that prioritize the automobile tend to neglect alternative 

transportation options (Nieuwenhuijsen, 2018). This not only limits the ability of individuals who 

cannot use a private automobile, but also influences the active transportation and physical activity 

patterns of all community members. To create healthy communities, it is necessary for planners 
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to understand how the built environment might impact, and even encourage, an individual’s 

ability to live a healthy lifestyle. According to the World Health Organization (2017), 

cardiovascular diseases (CVDs) account for more deaths annually than any other cause 

worldwide. They also identify that human behaviour plays a prominent role in CVDs, including 

unhealthy diets, obesity, and physical inactivity (World Health Organization, 2017). While 

individual choices contribute to CVD’s being such a prominent factor, studies have been drawing 

correlations between how built environments significantly influence individual behaviours and 

decision making when it comes to making choices around the type of lifestyle one will live.  

Active Transportation 

Introduction  

 This section analyzes literature that focuses on the benefits and opportunities of 

participating in active transportation, specifically related to the physical activity levels of adults 

and the impacts of integrating active transportation infrastructure into the built environment. 

Active Transportation and Physical Activity  

In 2021, the Government of Canada released its first-ever National Active Transportation 

Strategy, which signifies the growing importance and relevance of active transportation in 

Canadian cities. The strategy offers a variety of approaches that cities could take to support active 

transportation users. The strategy defines active transportation as, 

The movement of people or goods powered by human activity. Active 

transportation includes walking, cycling and the use of human-powered or hybrid 

mobility aids such as wheelchairs, scooters, e-bikes, rollerblades, snowshoes and 

cross-country skis. (Government of Canada, 2021. p. 5).  

Essentially, active transportation extends to all human-powered forms of transportation. Active 

transportation may play a key role in mitigating the impacts of sedentary lifestyles. The literature 
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suggests that working adults tend to sit for around ten or more hours per day, contributing to 

adverse health impacts of physical inactivity (Giles-Corti et al., 2016). Giles-Corti et al. (2016) 

identified that those who live in large urban settings spend less time sedentary than those living in 

smaller cities, likely due to denser urban areas providing more amenities within closer proximity 

therefore making active transportation a more viable option. Research shows sedentary lifestyles 

as “one of the two most important risk factors for non-communicable diseases and early mortality 

in populations in western countries, is associated with the use of motor vehicles” (World Health 

Organization Regional Office for Europe Copenhagen, Dora, & Phillips, 2000, p. 6). Therefore, 

cities could create built environments that foster physical activity rather than investing in land 

uses and transportation modes that further aid sedentary lifestyles. Active transportation can 

improve public health, reduce greenhouse gas emissions, and lower traffic congestion (Noxon, 

2014). This reinforces the idea that active transportation could benefit human health, aid in 

addressing the climate crisis, and traffic congestion. It has largely been disproven that only 

vigorous physical activity yields significant benefits to adults. Researchers now know that 

moderate physical activity such as walking or bicycling can yield significant health benefits in 

combatting the chronic diseases often associated with physical inactivity (Frank, Engelke, & 

Schmid, 2003). The literature suggests that those currently living sedentary lifestyles will yield 

more benefits from beginning to engage in physical activity than those who already engage in 

such activity (Frank, Engelke, & Schmid, 2003). This emphasizes the potential for active 

transportation to mitigate premature deaths associated with preventable chronic diseases such as 

CVD’s. Modifications to the built environment over past decades have triggered societal changes 

such as a reduced need to participate in physical activity by creating barriers to active 

transportation users (Sallis et al., 2012). Sallis et al. (2012) further suggests that active 

transportation use has decreased because of this societal shift. This may play a role in the CVD’s 
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being such a high cause of mortality as active transportation allows users to engage in physical 

activity while doing basic errands, offering an additional benefit to the activity. Fortunately, 

research suggests that planners can play a pivotal role in shifting this negative societal change 

towards a more physically active, sustainable, and healthier revolution by providing amenity 

dense communities (Sallis et al., 2012). Making active transportation more convenient may 

increase users willingness to participate in the activity. Studies show that living within proximity 

to commercial areas and park spaces that are accessible via a variety of transportation modes and 

with well-lit corridors may increase walking and physical activity (Sallis et al., 2012). 

Additionally, living in neighbourhoods with higher densities and more non-residential land uses 

contributes to an increase in overall physical activity levels (Sallis et al., 2012). This reinforces 

the idea that cities should be focusing on densifying their neighbourhoods with strong land-use 

policies that support mixed-use commercial and residential land rather than the single-family 

suburban focused approach. This approach should provide more opportunities to engage in active 

transportation and foster improved public health.  

Literature suggests that regular moderate-to-vigorous physical activity may reduce the 

risk of developing a wide variety of preventable diseases, including CVDs and obesity (Salvo et 

al., 2018). Salvo et al. (2018) highlight that although the health benefits of physical activity are 

apparent, individuals in Canada, the USA, and Australia, on average, do not meet recommended 

physical activity levels. Fortunately, there is abundant research on the connections between 

physical activity, health, and the built environment (Sallis et al., 2012; Sallis et al., 2018; 

González, Villanueva, & Grills, 2012; Kerr, Rosenberg, & Frank, 2012; Frank, Engelke, & 

Schmid, 2003; Pfeiffer & Cloutier, 2016). Lee & Sener (2016) also confirmed that active 

transportation is a form of physical activity that may reduce diabetes, risk of cardiovascular 

diseases, and lower body mass index. While those benefits are more directly linked to physical 
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health, data supports that social and mental health is also influenced by participation in active 

transportation, with walking and bicycling showing higher levels of travel satisfaction than other 

modes (Lee & Sener, 2016). This is not surprising considering that engagement in physical 

activity is well known to support both mental and physical health. Lee & Sener (2016) affirm that 

“physical activity can have mentally therapeutic benefits, having been tied to a lower risk of 

depression and reduced stress” (p.149). They suggest that social wellbeing is also influenced by 

automobile dependency, as social connections are more difficult to establish while using an 

automobile compared to more active modes of travel (Lee & Sener, 2016). Therefore, active 

transportation could improve social health and create a stronger sense of community.  

The association between urban design and physical activity patterns are well researched 

within the planning profession. Salvo et al. (2018) suggests that specific amenities might 

influence an individual’s willingness to participate in physical activity. Amenities such as 

sidewalks, bicycle infrastructure, walking paths, trails, and green space may play a role in 

influencing individuals to partake in physical activity. Connectivity, walkability, density, variety 

in transportation infrastructure, and equitable implementation practices may further influence 

willingness to participate in physical activity. Safety features, such as lighting, a separation 

between transportation types and traffic, were also identified as crucial components in an 

individuals’ motivation to participate in various physical activities (Salvo et al., 2018; Wolch, 

Byrne, & Newell, 2014; Nieuwenhuijsen, 2018). Research emphasizes that considering a variety 

of users needs when developing urban environments is essential, particularly in addressing social 

inequities through infrastructure improvements.  

Active Transportation and the Built Environment 

Current built environments cater heavily to automobile use. Specifically, sprawled out 

environments with separated land uses that force people to depend on automobiles to fully utilize 
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community assets. Fortunately, Nieuwenhuijsen’s (2018) research proposes that urban and 

transportation planners may be able to shift built environments from sprawling suburbs to denser 

cities and influence participation in physical activity and reduced risk of CVD’s. Studies suggest 

that denser cities allow individuals to utilize physical activity as a form of transportation, known 

as active transportation, whereas sprawling cities force reliance on automobiles (Nieuwenhuijsen, 

2018). While this dependence may seem harmless, the greater the reliance, the further cities move 

away from infrastructure that allows individuals to safely participate in active transportation, 

which contributes to improved health through physical activity (Nieuwenhuijsen, 2018). Which 

only further motivates people to choose automobiles over alternative forms of transportation out 

of fear and necessity. The paradox is that cities that prioritize automobiles over pedestrians need 

to develop more space for automobiles which increases the number of automobiles on the road 

and overall congestion, creating a never-ending cycle of allocating more space and inducing more 

demand. Conversely, improvements to active transportation infrastructure and supportive land 

uses could increase the use of active transportation, which may simultaneously increase levels of 

physical activity and reduce traffic congestion (Nieuwenhuijsen, 2018). Transportation 

professionals know this concept as induced demand, which refers to increases in vehicle miles 

travelled, typically onset from roadway expansions to an already congested section of the road 

(Litman, 2021). Urban and transportation planning professionals can influence the movement 

patterns of community members and increase physical activity among citizens. Litman (2008) 

suggests that improving active transportation infrastructure for people who walk and bicycle 

reduces traffic crashes, air pollution and sedentary lifestyles. This suggests that increases in 

alternative modes of transportation would alleviate vehicle congestion as fewer automobiles 

would be on the roads. Planners are responsible for guiding decisions that support safe 

infrastructure paired with land-use policies that support alternative modes. This also includes 
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advocating for denser communities and connectivity between active transportation corridors to 

influence residents to participate in active transportation or improve their physical activity 

behaviours. Unfortunately, historical planning approaches have not prioritized those areas. 

Litman (2008) puts forward that,  

Conventional planning tends to overlook or undervalue many safety and health 

impacts, either because they are difficult to quantify or because they are 

considered outside the scope of conventional planning. As a result, public policies 

and development practices continue to build unhealthy and dangerous 

communities. (p. 23) 

Therefore, planning professionals' responsibility is to consider all the factors that 

influence the people living in the built environments that their policies and planning decisions 

guide. Frank et al. (2003) interprets the built environment as transportation systems and land use 

patterns, asserting that transportation systems are often either fragmented or continuous. 

Unsurprisingly, pedestrian or active transportation users’ systems are more likely to be 

fragmented, while automobile systems are often continuous (Frank, Engelke, & Schmid, 2003). 

One can assume that fragmented systems would be much more challenging to navigate and 

negatively influence a user’s experience compared to users who experience a continuous system. 

Land use patterns influence an individual's proximity to locations, which then dictates the mode 

of transportation that one might choose. Higher density being the most inviting to more active 

forms of transportation whereas sprawled or single land-use patterns, often seen in suburban 

areas, result in reliance on automobiles (Frank, Engelke, & Schmid, 2003). Therefore, land use 

and transportation systems can play an essential role in influencing mobility choices.  

It is important to note that other factors might encourage or deter people from partaking in 

physical activity and active transportation, such as inequities in the community, disabilities, and 



   
 

 36 
 
 

physical limitations. However, that fact does not invalidate the necessity of daily physical activity 

to reduce the risk of cardiovascular disease and improve quality of life. It rather strengthens the 

need for more inclusive and accessible built environments that allow everyone in the community 

the opportunity to partake in physical activities safely.  

Transportation Equity  

Introduction 

 Access to safe and equitable transportation infrastructure could play a role in an 

individual’s ability to access public amenities, job opportunities, and other resources to improve 

their quality of life. This section analyzes how different transportation infrastructures might 

impact community members' ability to live a healthy lifestyle to reinforce the need for planners to 

consider equity across all areas of planning. 

Transportation and Street Design  

 As mentioned earlier, cities that prioritize vehicle transportation over pedestrian 

transportation may be creating barriers to living a healthy lifestyle, as active transportation is a 

form of physical activity that aids in reducing the risk of CVDs (Nieuwenhuijsen, 2018). Ingram 

et al. (2020) analyzed complete streets policies to identify transportation inequities and 

approaches to addressing them. They identified a lack of funding for pedestrian and cycling 

infrastructure and unequal distribution of upgrades to transit as some inequities in their research 

(Ingram et al. 2020). They further identified that although the complete streets policy 

conversations with city staff and decision-makers identified fundamental inequities created by 

street designs, the conversations often sidestepped inequities that racial and ethnic groups face 

(Ingram et al. 2020). Ingram et al. (2020) highlighted that focusing on transportation experiences 

with an equivalent experience approach instead of the experience of lower socioeconomic groups 

would address transportation inequities more effectively. Their research concluded that although 
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there may be potential for complete street policy to improve transportation equity, more 

community engagement would be necessary. Identifying inequities at the source could guide 

more assertive policy (Ingram et al., 2020). Different socioeconomic groups have varying 

perceptions of built environments for several reasons, so planners must consider their perceptions 

to create built environments that include everyone (Adkins et al., 2017). This suggests that 

analyzing active transportation users' perceptions and experiences may aid in a planner's ability to 

build more equitable transportation systems.  

One study that focused on cycling equity in Canada further supported the idea that the 

community benefits associated with interventions, such as building complete streets or cycling 

infrastructure, are not being equitably distributed (Dorana, El-Geneidy, & Manaugh, 2020). 

Research has shown that low-income individuals and racial or ethnic minorities are often not 

given access to high-quality green spaces and are impacted more significantly by gentrification 

(Cole et al. 2017). Dorana and colleagues (2020) identified similar inequities with car-oriented 

transportation systems emphasizing that lower-income individuals, who may have more difficulty 

owning a vehicle, are forced to rely on less adequate active or public transportation infrastructure. 

Many communities neglect active transportation systems, creating further inequities for lower-

income individuals. Their critical analysis of 17 Canadian Transport Plans concludes that there is 

significant work to be done on equity regarding transportation planning. Though most of the 

plans analyzed discussed equity, few implemented equitable solutions into their transportation 

plans (Dorana, El-Geneidy, & Manaugh, 2020). Research suggests that racial and ethnic 

minorities are experiencing the negative implications of living in automobile-dependent 

communities more severely than other demographics (Sallis et al., 2009). This is brought on by 

having less access to active transportation systems, recreational facilities, positive aesthetics, and 
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protection from traffic (Sallis et al., 2009). Which further reinforces the necessity of providing 

opportunities to lower socioeconomic individuals that live in these neighbourhoods.  

Inequities often exist in mode-dominant transportation systems, such as the automobile 

dependency experienced heavily across North America. Inequities that are often not considered 

are those experienced by automobile users in the dependent system, such as the effects of traffic 

congestion on long-term health. Dorana et al. (2020) identified that traffic noise might contribute 

to depression, irritability, and nervousness, while regular exposure to traffic congestion “impairs 

health, psychological adjustment, work performance and overall satisfaction with life” (Dorana, 

El-Geneidy, & Manaugh, 2020, p. 26). This suggests that those contributing to traffic congestion, 

especially in dense urban areas, may be causing significant negative impacts on their own and the 

community’s health (Frank, Engelke, & Schmid, 2003). This further emphasizes the inequities in 

transportation systems as it is often lower socioeconomic individuals who are priced out of cities 

and forced to spend long hours commuting into them to pursue work opportunities. Another 

study reveals that active transportation users experience higher rates of injuries and fatalities 

during collisions when compared to drivers (Lee & Sener, 2016). Even though active 

transportation users are more likely to be killed while participating in transportation, 

infrastructure overwhelmingly caters to the automobile rather than the more vulnerable road user. 

Giles-Corti et al. (2016) found that designing active transportation-friendly cities can reduce 

inequities because they decrease mandatory travel times that are required to access necessary 

amenities.  

 So far, it is clear that equitable solutions must be considered for cities to influence 

citizens' overall health through the built environment. Although society is heavily automobile-

focused, some people cannot rely on automobiles for various reasons; therefore, planners and 

decision-makers must consider alternative transportation users' needs. Not only will it aid in 
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shifting away from automobile dependency, but it will allow people the opportunity to live more 

physically active lifestyles. Rethinking transportation methods will play a key role in building 

healthier, more resilient communities.  

Access to Green Space  

 When aiming to improve public health, it is important to consider individuals' access to 

green spaces. Green space can allow people to reconnect with the natural environment, especially 

those who live in dense urban areas and do not have immediate access to open green space.  

This section will analyze the impacts of green space on an individual’s health and quality of life. 

Literature suggests that having access to green space may increase opportunities for physical 

activity and healthy behaviours, which may result in lowering one’s risk of developing many 

chronic diseases and, conversely may increase their ability to live a healthy lifestyle (Wolch, 

Byrne, & Newell, 2014; Douglas, Lennon, & Scott, 2017). Wolch, Byrne, & Newell (2014) 

suggest that access to parks and green space for physical activity may be associated with lower 

obesity rates, improved psychological wellbeing, mental health and reduced stress. Douglas, 

Lennon, & Scott (2017) further support the idea that green spaces provide additional attractive 

outdoor environments, encouraging people to participate in physical activity more frequently. 

Green space also contributes to reductions in air pollution and can mitigate noise in urban 

environments, which are conducive to more enjoyable outdoor environments potentially 

increasing engagement in physical activity (Nieuwenhuijsen, 2018). These articles suggest 

positive outcomes from implementing green space into communities because access to green 

space may encourage increased levels of physical activity, which results in improved quality of 

life, overall health, and decreased risks of CVD's. However, the literature also touches on the 

barriers that green spaces might unintentionally create.  
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Conversely, the addition of green space has been harmful to communities as green space 

can increase the cost of living, which might lead to the displacement of long-time residents, 

lower-income individuals, and racial or ethnic minorities (Cole et al. 2017). Gentrification, which 

is an increased cost of living as a consequence of inequitable revitalization approaches, 

negatively impacts lower-income and racial or ethnic groups on a much larger scale. 

Gentrification may aid in the displacement of different groups while also altering social ties for 

those who can avoid displacement. Significant changes in the cost of living could create a divide 

between new potentially affluent residents and long-time residents. Drastic changes to the built 

environment may also increase stress among long-time residents (Cole et al. 2017). 

Socioeconomic inequalities may also amplify the negative impacts of gentrification, furthering 

the divide of socioeconomic groups in neighbourhoods. Further, Wolch, Byrne, & Newell (2014) 

suggest that uneven distribution of green space in cities may also foster inequities, as newly 

developed areas are typically associated with higher quality green spaces. While lower-income 

and racial or ethnic groups’ neighbourhoods may have access to green space, it may not get the 

same regular maintenance as in more affluent neighbourhoods over time.   Planners need to 

consider equitable solutions when changing the built environment. What might seem like a 

positive approach to increasing health among one group could create a barrier for another. 

Sugiyama et al. (2015) insinuates that the features of public open space might play a more 

significant role in encouraging users and that these desired features may vary for different 

socioeconomic groups. Hancock (2017) supports that social wellbeing or quality of life is 

significantly impacted by the number of inequities, highlighting that societies with fewer 

inequities may create increased opportunities for a healthy lifestyle. Hancock (2017) further 

supports this by saying that cities should “work to reduce poverty and inequity and to increase 

health equity.” (p. 97). Thus, planners need to consider a variety of equity lenses when 
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implementing green space in communities. Planners should aim to get the full potential out of the 

green space while avoiding and considering the potential negative impacts that green space 

development might impose.  

Health Inequities 

 Planning to improve the health of community members is a fundamental piece of the 

planning profession. Paula Braveman, (2014) a professor of Family and Community Medicine 

and the Director of the Center on Social Disparities in Health at the University of California, San 

Francisco, defines the pursuit of health equity as “striving for the highest possible standard of 

health for all people and giving special attention to the needs of those at greatest risk of poor 

health, based on social conditions.” (p. 6). This definition accurately represents what planners 

should be aiming to achieve when considering health equity improvements in the built 

environment. Further, planners must incorporate a health equity lens when working with lower 

income individuals and racial and ethnic groups as their needs have historically been left out of 

built environment decisions.  

 Literature suggests that those in lower-income and racial or ethnic neighbourhoods are 

less likely to have access to safe active transportation infrastructures such as sidewalks or bike 

lanes, despite the fact that these groups walk more because of barriers associated with personal 

vehicle ownership and access to reliable transportation options (Adkins et al., 2017). Adkins and 

colleagues also identified that lower physical activity levels leave these groups at higher risks of 

developing CVDs, obesity, and other chronic diseases (2017). Although safe active transportation 

options may influence an individual’s willingness to participate in physical activity, more 

significant obstacles might contribute to health inequities. The literature highlighting health 

inequities that face our society today has identified poverty and discrimination as driving factors 

of health inequities. The inability to access safe environments, educational opportunities, and job 
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security appears to limit one’s ability to live a healthy lifestyle (Braveman, 2019). Finally, 

research focused on happiness and the built environment show that neighbourhoods with various 

housing typologies, transportation infrastructure, and access to quality housing options that 

fostered greater social cohesion tend to have happier residents (Pfeiffer & Cloutier, 2016). In 

order to allow all individuals the opportunity to live healthier lifestyles, planners must address 

profound social inequities such as unequal distribution of amenities and socioeconomic issues. It 

is unrealistic to expect those who live in built environments that do not prioritize safety and 

accessibility to live a healthy, active lifestyle.  

The Planning Profession  

The planning profession significantly influences decisions on supporting active 

transportation users, influencing transportation systems, and the built environment. Giles-Corti et 

al. (2016) state that “City planning is therefore an essential element of a multilevel, multisector 

response to face the major global health challenges of the 21st century.” (p. 2919). Since the 

profession can influence decision-makers to create denser cities and support healthier travel 

modes, it must do so. This includes prioritizing policies, infrastructure, land uses, and services 

that support those who engage in active transportation. Doing so would concurrently benefit 

lower socioeconomic individuals and create more equitable, healthier cities (Giles-Corti et al., 

2016). Due to the influence that planners have on decision makers that implement policy and 

regulations it is beneficial for planners to work towards bridging the gap between academia and 

professional practice as research and data can aid planners in informing public servants (Giles-

Corti et al., 2015). This reinforces the need for the planners to work with academics focusing on 

healthy active living as research findings may make promoting healthy communities easier, as 

long as planners can convey findings to key decision-makers such as city staff and councils. 
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On September 12th, 1978, at The International Conference of Public Health, the 

Declaration of Alma-Ata was created. The declaration called for unity in addressing health care 

issues and prompted significant organizations, including all governments and the WHO, to 

prioritize the health of all people in the world. The declaration stated that the  

The Conference strongly reaffirms that health, which is a state of complete 

physical, mental and social wellbeing, and not merely the absence of disease or 

infirmity, is a fundamental human right and that the attainment of the highest 

possible level of health is a most important worldwide social goal whose 

realization requires the action of many other social and economic sectors in 

addition to the health sector. (Declaration of ALMA-ATA., 2015, p.1).  

This declaration would alter the way that planners and decisions makers address public 

health concerns and affirm the necessity of strong partnerships among a variety of professionals 

to take action in improving public health. The declaration ultimately called for access to 

healthcare for all people by 2000 (Declaration of ALMA-ATA., 2015). The declaration set the 

standard at a nationally recognized level in encouraging planning for healthy communities. With 

public health propelled to the forefront of global issues, professionals worldwide begin 

identifying solutions related to their field. One initiative was the Healthy Cities Project 

established in the mid-1980s, largely inspired by a series of presentations and work by Professor 

Peter Oberlander, Professor Len Duhl, and Dr. Trevor Hancock (Hancock, 2019). Oberlander’s 

initial presentation on Healthy Communities at the 1984 Beyond Health conference, followed by 

Duhl’s presentation at the Healthy Toronto 2000 conference, and the contribution of Hancock’s 

work and knowledge, set the precedent for the healthy communities’ movement (Hancock, 2019; 

Norris & Pittman, 2000). This ultimately led the WHO Europe to establish the Healthy Cities 

program. (Hancock, 2019; Norris & Pittman, 2000). The program initiated with European cities 
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in mind, Dr. Ilona Kickbusch, and a planning team organized by WHO Europe anticipated that 

the program might be appealing to six cities initially (Hancock, 1993). However, the movement 

has since influenced over “3000 communities in more than 50 countries on every continent” 

(Norris & Pittman, 2000, p.119). The healthy community movement emphasized improving 

quality of life and giving everyone equal access to a healthy life which was a notable shift in 

planning. Between the 1800–1950s, approaches to improving cities health primarily focused on 

issues of poverty, sanitation, and congestion whereas approaches to improve cities shifted during 

the mid-late 20th century focusing more on improving quality of life and social equity for the 

first time.  

During the 20th century, cities began to sprawl rapidly, with people leaving cities to avoid 

the traffic, noise, crime, and other perceived issues thought to be related to city living (Resnik, 

2010). As a result, planners and decision makers faced the task of mitigating the negative 

perceptions towards cities and implementing ways to limit urban sprawl. In 1996 the Smart 

Growth Network was formed with ten smart growth principles aimed toward limiting the impacts 

of urban sprawl (Tregoning et al., 2002). The ten principles included increasing mixed land uses, 

increasing density and transportation choices, preserving natural resources, and revitalizing 

existing neighbourhoods (Tregoning et al., 2002). The smart growth approach remains a popular 

approach to mitigating urban sprawl. 

The 21st century is unique for planners for various reasons: technology is shaping cities 

and communities like never before; climate change impacts are progressively increasingly and 

pushing our planet into an ecological crisis; and age demographics and societal values are 

shifting systems to prioritize social justice. Planners will play a crucial role in ensuring that the 

planet's future is viable and prosperous for generations to come. Throughout history, planners and 

decision makers have utilized their resources to improve our built environment as evidenced by 
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lowered mortality rates, the eradication of many sanitary concerns, and the fact that society is 

arguably healthier than ever before (Hancock, 2018). However, the 21st century has also brought 

new and evolving public health concerns. Hancock (2018) identifies that urban sprawl has been 

one of the significant public health concerns as it has brought higher levels of air pollution, 

increased greenhouse gas emissions and increased motor vehicle related injuries. Further, urban 

environments have increased health inequities as lower-income individuals worldwide are being 

forced to live in inhumane living conditions (Hancock, 2018). Planners and decision makers need 

to prioritize health and long-term human investments with the cooperation of all public systems, 

organizations, and citizens themselves so that public health can improve even further (Hancock, 

2018; Witty, 2002). Planners are more equipped today than ever before to deal with the 

challenges that face our cities and can utilize lessons of the past to anticipate better how to react 

to new challenges of this time. 

Since the beginning of cities, improving public health and planning healthy communities 

has been an ongoing challenge for planners, architects, engineers, and decision makers. With 

cities being complex systems with various factors to consider, it is no small task to improve them, 

especially considering the complexities of human interaction and needs. The approach to building 

healthy communities is an ever-evolving mechanism suited to the needs of our complex societies. 

The resilience of planners and decision makers throughout history has improved public health. 

Planners are responsible for building environments that allow people the opportunity to live 

healthy lifestyles. Society can expect this high efficiency and problem-solving to continue as 

planners are more equipped today than ever to solve the public health issues plaguing our society. 

The future is bright in the hands of planning professionals. 
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Chapter 5: Methodology 

The methodology used in this research includes semi-structured interviews with 

transportation planners and active transportation users and an online survey questionnaire for 

active transportation users. The methodology gathered information from planners and active 

transportation users in four small, sprawled cities allowing the researcher to better understand 

perceptions of active transportation users and planners that participated in the study in these 

particular communities. While the data collected may not accurately reflect all users experiences 

in each city, there is value for planners in small, sprawled Canadian cities in understanding the 

perceptions and experiences of active transportation users. The responses of the planning 

professionals help identify the challenges and opportunities planners face in advancing support 

for active transportation users. As well as, revealing any gaps between planners’ perceptions 

versus what users are experiencing while using the transportation systems.  

Online Survey Questionnaires  

An online survey questionnaire gathered general active transportation users’ perspectives 

on their respective cities' support for their activities. Asking an assortment of multiple choice, 

array, and short and long answer open ended questions aimed to share users perceptions and 

experience by targeting users in each city. Criteria for participation in the survey were 18+ years 

old and an active transportation user in one of the four cities. Participation was voluntary and the 

survey responses were anonymous. Completing the survey took between 10 to 20 minutes of the 

participant’s time and included 17 questions categorized into three sections: background 

information, active transportation users’ satisfaction, and experiences and perceptions. A copy of 

the survey questions can be found in Appendix E.  
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Online Survey Recruitment  

The researcher contacted active transportation groups, such as walking or bicyclist groups 

and bicycle shops, in each of the four cities and requesting their participation in promoting the 

online survey questionnaire. A pre-written post and survey poster were offered for them to share 

on their page, and in some cases the researcher posted on Facebook group chats to gather more 

participation. The goal was to reach as many active  transportation users as possible. Survey 

participants were given the opportunity to opt into a short follow-up interview after completing 

the online survey.  

Semi-Structured Interviews  

Semi-structured interviews were conducted with both planners and active transportation 

users. Interviews with planners lasted between 45 minutes to 1 hour, while active transportation 

user interviews were 15 to 20 minutes long. Interviews supported survey responses by asking 

open-ended questions to add more depth to some critical questions. Planner interviews aimed at 

gaining a better understanding of how each city supported active transportation users and 

opportunities and challenges to improve support for users. Interviews with active transportation 

users aimed at gathering more in-depth responses to support the themes identified in the online 

survey questionnaire and to further gauge participants perceptions and experiences as user.  

Participant Recruitment  

The researcher contacted active transportation groups, such as walking or bicyclist groups 

and bicycle shops, in each of the four cities and requesting their participation in promoting the 

online survey questionnaire. A pre-written post and survey poster were offered for them to share 

on their page, and in some cases the researcher posted on Facebook group chats to gather more 

participation. The goal was to reach as many active transportation users as possible. Survey 
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participants were given the opportunity to opt into a short follow-up interview after completing 

the online survey.  

Regarding interview recruitment, active transportation users were routed to a recruitment 

survey following the completion of the online survey questionnaire. Survey participants 

submitted their names and email addresses if they felt that they would like to share more about 

their active transportation user experience in their city. Participants were selected on a first come, 

first serve basis; however, for participants who did not reply to the recruitment email, the next 

participant was selected.  Emails were sent to each interview participant with the format shown in 

Appendix G for planners’ recruitment and Appendix H for active transportation users. Questions 

asked to interview participants are shown in Appendix I for the questions asked to planners and 

Appendix J for questions asked to active transportation users.  

Participants received the interview questions and consent forms to review before the 

interview. Each participant returned the signed interview consent form prior to the interview. 

They were consenting to voluntary participation in the interview, that the interview would be 

audio recorded, and that they would be quoted in the thesis paper under a pseudonym that the 

interviews were supporting.  

Chapter 6: Results 

Introduction 

This section reviews the analysis of data collected through semi-structured interviews and 

the online survey. Data were separated by city and then categorized into common trends to 

showcase active transportation user experience in each area separately, followed by consistent 

trends across each city. This section includes an analysis of two planner interviews contrasted 

with  active transportation user responses offering perspectives from both active transportation 
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users and planners. Which should aid in creating a general understanding of how planners can 

better improve the active transportation user experiences in small, sprawled cities in Canada.  

Online Survey Questionnaire Results  

 The online survey questionnaire received 154 responses, with 109 participants fully 

completing the survey and 45 partial completions. Initially, the survey focused on five cities; 

however, the researcher could not collect any responses from one of the cities, so that city was 

removed from consideration. Figure 7 showcases the number of participants from each city, 

Nanaimo (21), St. Albert (14), Peterborough (71), and Dartmouth (35). Eight participants did not 

select a city so their responses were removed from the analysis (N=101). Information was 

categorized based on city later in the analysis. Participant age groups are displayed in Figure 9, 

18 – 32 (93),  

Figure 7 - Participants by City 
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33 – 47 (25), 48 – 60 (14), 61+ (12), total participation was (N=98). Collecting age ranges 

provided an overview of participants demographics, indicating that respondents for this study 

were skewed towards the younger demographic. Participants provided their estimated daily 

amount of time spent using active transportation (see Figure 8). Participation in active 

transportation varied from 0 – 15 minutes (13), 16 – 30 minutes (16), 31 – 45 minutes (24), 46 – 

Figure 9 - Participants daily 
active transportation use 

Figure 8 - Survey Participants by Age 

Figure 8 – Estimated daily time 
spent participating in active 

transportation 
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60 minutes (31), and more than 60 minutes (20) which suggests that there was a wide variety of 

active transportation users among the participants based on their participation time and 

experience as a user.  

Survey participants were then asked about their level of agreement or disagreement with a 

series of statements using a scale of one to five with one indicating ‘Strongly Disagree’ and five 

indicating ‘Strongly Agree’.  

Survey Participant Perceptions 

This section categorizes survey responses into rating questions and short answer. With 

short answer responses separated by city to better understand the perceptions and experiences of 

users within each city.  

Rating Question Responses  

In total, participants were asked to rate 23 statements in terms of their level of agreement 

or disagreement. Figure 10 showcases the statements made and participants' responses to each 

statement. Total participation in this section of the survey was (N=97) however participation 

varied from question to question with not all 97 participants answering all of the rating questions.  
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Figure 10 - Rating Question Responses 

This table reflects the general perceptions of active transportation user survey respondents 

regarding statements made about their experiences. Noticeable trends in the table show that users 

strongly agreed that active transportation improves their mental and physical health, their overall 

quality of life, and generally, agreed that it improved their happiness. Participants strongly agreed 

that if they perceived their routes as safer and had access to additional safe routes that they would 

use active transportation more often for commuting or increase use overall.  

Participants strongly disagreed that they do not worry about vehicles while using active 

transportation, which is supported by a number of negative comments specifically related to 

interactions with cars as part of their active transportation experiences. Participants generally 
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disagreed that they have to rely on active transportation, suggesting that they have access to 

either a private automobile or could utilize other forms of transportation such as public transit or 

car-sharing programs. When it came to views about their city supporting active transportation 

users, participants generally disagreed indicating that active transportation users are not perceived 

as a priority by the city. 

Participants indicated that they choose to use active transportation rather than have to rely 

on it. This means that participants were either in a high enough socioeconomic class that they 

either own a vehicle, have access to a vehicle, or were fortunate enough to live in their city that 

offers more than one reliable mode of transportation to choose. However, this is may not be the 

case for those users who indicated that they must rely on active transportation, which might 

suggest that it is the only form of transportation they could afford or can participate in. Generally, 

an indication that users can choose more than one form of transportation suggests that users are in 

a good enough financial position or live in an area that has prioritized access to alternative 

transportation to have the privilege to choose more than one mode based on their needs.   

Short Answer Responses 

The survey asked six short answer questions to better understand participant experiences 

and perceptions as active transportation users. Upon analysis of the short answer questions, there 

were four common themes across all cities which include 1) connectivity, infrastructure, and 

amenities, 2) prioritizing vulnerable road users, 3) health and safety, and 4) education and 

engagement. The following section will share the perceptions of users categorized into the city 

and the four themes.  
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Nanaimo, BC 

Connectivity, Infrastructure, & Amenities 

 Users in Nanaimo felt that connectivity was a significant issue, with many responses 

pointing to bicycle lanes that lead to nowhere or simply disappear and difficulty completing trips 

to desired destinations on safe, accessible routes. Many participants shared this opinion calling 

for more and improved infrastructure, with a couple of participants emphasizing the disparities in 

spending allocated to supporting automobiles compared to active transportation users. Users felt 

that while upgrades were very encouraging, the pace at which they were occurring was severely 

inadequate, considering that active transportation users are the more vulnerable road users. When 

asked what users disliked about their experiences, most participants pointed to poor connectivity, 

slow infrastructure maintenance and upgrades, and a lack of amenities offered by the city. One 

frustrated user pointed to connectivity issues stating that “Tiny 500 metre sections of bike lanes 

kilometers apart does not encourage people to ride their bikes. These are token initiatives that do 

not lead to a change of behaviour we want to see in a modern city.” Specific amenities included 

lighting during the evening, shaded routes for use in the summer months, secure bicycle parking, 

and wayfinding signage. Another participant offered an amenity idea for improving the user 

experience at intersections. “Improve intersection usability for cyclists - like installing easier to 

access crossing buttons and increase the rate that lights change so pedestrians and cyclists don't 

have to wait too long to cross”. Another user suggested that the city could “Provide safe 

overnight bike lockers in the downtown core. Our neighborhood is on an island in the inner 

harbour and to ride bikes, we need to boat them over each day. This isn’t practical with a family 

of 4 who try to paddle many days. The foot ferry can accommodate 3 bikes at a time. Downtown 

bike lockers are used in many cities and there is no reason we could not accommodate this as 
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well. I am willing to pay”. Such comments reinforce the perceived necessity of much needed 

amenities within the city.  

Prioritizing Vulnerable Road Users 

 Based on perceptions shared in the previous section, attitudes about the prioritization of 

road users were clear. Users felt that automobiles were being prioritized over more vulnerable 

road users, highlighting issues such as accessibility for all ages and abilities, excessive 

opportunities for vehicles to travel over speed limits, and inconvenient route options for active 

transportation users. When asked what they liked least about active transportation, one participant 

mentioned that it is “Not very safe as some drivers are not very aware or respectful of cyclists 

and pedestrians.” Participants also felt that the marginal allocation of funds represented the city's 

commitment to supporting active transportation users and were frustrated with the city's lack of 

implementation of mobility plans.  

Health and Safety 

 Participants overwhelmingly commented on their mental and physical health and 

appreciation for the fresh air, beautiful scenery, and the natural environment as benefits to their 

active transportation use. Some participants shared that their active transportation use fostered a 

sense of environmental stewardship in reducing their ecological footprint by using active 

transportation. One participant offered that “I am proud to be able to look after my environment 

in small ways and to support my family’s health. We use bike, boat, skateboard, walking and a 

car most days as a family. I love that.” Unfortunately, participants also strongly suggested that 

the positives were being impacted by navigating interactions with drivers who seemed to lack 

appreciation or empathy for the users. Often associating poor connectivity to being forced into 

dangerous situations with automobile users, creating frustrated users in the city. One participant 

said, “The City of Nanaimo walking and biking infrastructure is unsafe, unconnected and 
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uninviting.” Some users identified perceptions of safety risks in multi-use trail environments, 

particularly following the increase of users due to the Covid-19 pandemic as the use of active 

transportation and recreation facilities increased, resulting in active transportation user congestion 

and inconvenience.  

Education and Engagement   

Some participants noted that education on road priority and rules and regulations seemed 

to be lacking as they experienced both automobile users and people who ride bicycles lacking 

understanding of road safety. One participant shared that the city should “Provide better 

education campaigns for all transportation users.” Participants also touched on the necessity of 

city staff and decision-makers to utilize and understand the mobility and transportation plans 

when making investment and development decisions. Participants noted that communication 

from the city was inconsistent and resulted in inaccurate comments on social media and public 

newspapers, which contributed to negative attitudes towards, and poor understanding of, attempts 

to support active transportation users made by the city. 

General Perceptions 

 Overall, participants seemed frustrated with the slow pace of the city's progress but 

appreciated the new active transportation upgrades. Participants seem optimistic that active 

transportation users will continue to grow while skeptical about the city’s ability to support the 

pace and commitment to growth in users.  

St. Albert, AB 

Connectivity, Infrastructure, & Amenities  

 While participants emphasized that the multi-use trail system in the city supported leisure 

activities, poor connectivity and infrastructure to key amenities and desired locations restricted 

the access for active transportation users. Specifically, a lack of active transportation routes in the 
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form of bicycle lanes on major roadways with heavy vehicle traffic resulted in congestion on the 

multi-use corridors and conflicts between users. One user emphasized this point saying, “Bike 

lanes. St. Albert does have some great paths for walking and biking but there should be more 

bike lanes to encourage active transportation.” The point was made in several responses that 

active transportation users desired either specific designation of routes to one mode or additional 

routes that would separate modes as congestion was negatively impacting the user experience. 

Participants who primarily walked seemed very pleased with the initiatives taken to support 

pedestrians, compared to the lack thereof to support people who primarily bicycled. One 

participant said, “It can be difficult to find direct paths and the major roadways do not support 

bike users.” Participants felt that improvements to route options would aid in active 

transportation becoming more of a viable option for actual travel rather than primarily a leisurely 

activity.  

Prioritizing Vulnerable Road Users  

 Participants felt that the city generally did a good job of prioritizing pedestrians. 

However, this feeling did not extend to all active transportation users, with one participant 

sharing, “We've lived in some cities that rightfully claim to be biker friendly. St. Albert is not one 

of them.” Notable comments were put forward with a lack of maintenance from the city in 

sweeping rocks off the shoulders of roads where cyclists are encouraged to ride, and inconsistent 

snow clearance reinforced the prioritization of automobile users over more vulnerable road users. 

As mentioned previously, congestion on the trail suggested that residents using the trail systems 

are abundant in the city. The current systems are becoming inadequate in supporting all users. 

Health and Safety 

 Participants highlighted that active transportation contributes to their mental and physical 

health, particularly during the Covid-19 pandemic lockdowns. One participant mentioned that 
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“Because gyms were closed [due to lockdowns], I ended up riding my bike to work more in an 

attempt to stay physically fit.” With fewer people driving, some participants felt that their active 

transportation trips felt safer, while others noted a decrease in use. One consistent message 

participants shared was that increased use on multi-use trails resulted in congestion issues, 

putting both people who walked and bicycled at risk. However, some participants suggested that 

the unplanned social interactions while using active transportation contributed to a stronger sense 

of community and mental health during times of isolation. One participant outlined factors that 

they liked about using active transportation as “The health factor, paired with being outside, the 

fresh air, and social factor”. 

Education and Engagement  

 Participants proposed more education for drivers, not only in the form of road safety, but 

to inform them and the public on the benefits of separated mode corridors. Participants 

recognized that more support for active transportation users could provide opportunities to 

mitigate congestion on multi-use trails and roadways alike. Some participants suggested the city 

take on initiatives to educate residents as to the potential benefits of active transportation within 

the multi-use trail systems rather than focus only on promoting leisure activities. One participant 

mentioned that “I think that as a city we prioritize pedestrians, we encourage leisure activities and 

promote living an active lifestyle but we don't recognize that active transportation is different 

than a leisure activity.” Although they did appreciate that infrastructure, connectivity 

improvements would be necessary if the city was pushing for more use within the already 

congested systems.  

General Perceptions 

 General perceptions of users in the city were positive, noting the city's commitment to 

supporting pedestrians. One participant mentioned, “My city is off to a good start, but there is 
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much they could improve.” However, users felt that there were opportunities to support users 

further, especially considering the high user participation in active transportation and leisure 

activities. 

Peterborough, ON  

Connectivity, Infrastructure, & Amenities  

 An overwhelming number of participants from the city identified that improvements to 

connectivity and infrastructure are their main concerns, emphasizing a lack of safe access routes 

for active transportation users to key amenities and public transit. Participants suggested that due 

to the city's sprawled nature, some areas provided quality routes while others seemed to be 

neglected, creating disparities in road users’ convenience. Most participants suggested that the 

city could implement street calming initiatives, particularly in the downtown area where active 

transportation infrastructure is scarce. One participant points to, “I don't like how some of the 

busiest streets don't have bike lanes. For instance, Lansdowne Street should have bike lanes and 

Water street should also have bike lanes. I find vehicles drive very close to you when you ride on 

the road." Essential amenities were also a common point of comment, with many participants 

calling for improved lighting along active transportation routes, increased waste disposal bins 

along routes to support the city's cleanliness, and wayfinding signage to improve convenience for 

users. 

Prioritizing Vulnerable Road Users  

  Many participants put forward that while the city does have multi-use corridors that 

support them, the corridors fail to connect them to vital areas in the city. This results in users 

having to navigate congested streets that are often in significant need of maintenance. One 

participant expressed that the city should “Create more infrastructure for active transportation 

instead of focusing all efforts on making more roads and space for cars. Creating more roads just 
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means more of the population will feel the need [to rely on] a car, making roads more congested.” 

Participants highlight that accessibility for all users; access to public transit stops; and 

prioritization of automobiles over active transportation users guide their perceptions towards a 

lack of care for more vulnerable users like themselves. Some participants even noted that a lack 

of social support for the unhoused population had impacted their perceptions and experiences. 

They suggested that the unhoused tend to find refuge along active transportation routes with 

nowhere else to go. Some participants noted their reliance on active transportation in their lives 

as the only form of transportation they could afford. Therefore, having to accept unsafe 

transportation conditions because of inequities in the city's transportation systems. 

Health and Safety  

 Several participants commented on feeling unsafe while participating in active 

transportation due to a lack of lighting; having to battle with automobiles for road space; and 

poor road quality which seemed to influence user mode decisions. One participant shared, “I was 

actually hit twice from people coming out of parking lots when I was biking on the sidewalks in 

Peterborough.” Many participants expressed this fear of being hit by an automobile, which is not 

uncommon for active transportation users. However, many participants did recognize the mental 

and physical health benefits of active transportation. They appreciated the corridors provided to 

them by the city being in beautiful natural environments. One user pointed specifically at the 

social aspect of active transportation saying, “As a walker though, there are lots more things I 

love about active transportation in the city, the people are friendly and because lots of folks go 

for walks, there are opportunities to socialize with the residents. There are also a lot of quiet, 

nature areas to enjoy that are easy to access and relatively safe”. Unfortunately, not all users 

share that sense of safety as some participants expressed the danger and discomfort they perceive 

while using active transportation. One participant said, “There isn’t much lighting infrastructure 
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on these trails so as a small female, I refrain from walking at night because there is no ample 

lighting at night to enhance safety.” Another participant supported this statement saying, “I feel 

very unsafe in the dark.” With others sharing that same feeling. Participants recognized the city's 

potential in supporting users but suggested that the current transportation systems fail to do so 

adequately. Additionally, some participants appreciated the reduction in their ecological footprint 

due to having active transportation systems to commute on, which they had not experienced in 

other cities. 

Education and Engagement  

  Some participants voiced concerns surrounding road safety education and enforcement 

for people who ride bicycles and drive automobiles. One participant suggested the city “Educate 

the public better on safe cycling.” The city should aim to make road priority clear to all users. 

Participants also emphasized that more and better communication initiatives with city planners 

and residents is vital as participants alluded to their voices not being heard despite their attempts 

to share valuable feedback with the city. One participant stated that they hoped that the city 

would “Listen to the input from people who live here and implement that, a lot of people have 

issues with the systems being put in place are not being heard.” It was clear that some 

participants were eager to share their opinions and perceptions but shared that they felt the city's 

outreach was not extending to them.  

General Perceptions 

 Overall, participants emphasized a reallocation of funding to support active transportation 

users and for the city to prioritize more vulnerable road users rather than cater to the automobile. 

While some participants were satisfied with the current systems, not all participants share that 

appreciation due to missing amenities and infrastructure that could significantly improve users' 

perceptions of safety, such as lighting along corridors and bicycle infrastructure on high traffic 
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roads. One participant said, “A city built around the automobile is not a city I want to live in.” 

Another participant suggested that “There are options where infrastructure can be retrofitted with 

new safety features and increase aesthetics that would increase safety and resident perception of 

the city. The long-term benefits [of active transportation] are likely to outweigh the negatives, 

and I think that this should be taken seriously and considered by the municipality.” However, the 

beautiful environment within the city seems to be allowing current users to reap the benefits of 

their participation.  

Dartmouth, NS  

Connectivity, Infrastructure, & Amenities  

  Participants emphasized a lack of connectivity between active transportation routes, 

which results in users experiencing aggressive behaviour from automobiles users. Several 

participants commented on the need for street calming infrastructure or separation of modes as 

the current system is unsafe for more vulnerable road users. One participant called on the city to 

“Acknowledge that we need to move people, not vehicles, which means walking/biking/transit 

are much MORE quick and efficient in terms of use of space, but we don't take advantage of 

them enough.” While another expressed that “The infrastructure we have is very disconnected 

which makes it hard to plan routes, and I often feel unsafe as an experienced adult cyclist.” 

Additionally, several participants expressed the necessity of amenity improvements such as 

secure bicycle parking, lighting, and wayfinding signage for the city to support users. Some users 

suggested that due to the high congestion of automobiles in the city, the available safe routes 

have significantly improved their experiences, which is why they are strongly advocating for 

further improvements and connectivity of routes. 
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Prioritizing Vulnerable Road Users  

 Participants essentially feel that automobile user needs take priority over their own based 

on the investments and initiatives taken by the city. While participants recognize the work the 

city has put into mobility plans, many suggest that delays in plan implementation result in 

systems that continue to be inaccessible to many road users. One participant expressed their 

frustration saying, “In this city more and more pedestrians have become 2nd class citizens. Lip 

service is paid to walking as a healthy thing to do but is really discouraged by car users being 

treated as prime users of streets.” Due to the city's highly congested nature, some participants feel 

that features like the ‘beg buttons’ at intersections for pedestrians should be replaced with 

automatic pedestrian crossings to further support the convenience of active transportation. 

Another participant expressed frustration regarding the inequities in the city’s transportation 

systems saying, “The active transportation infrastructure we do have is limited in connectivity 

and is often non-existing in the lower income neighbourhoods, which is both classist and poor 

planning as people from those communities are more likely to walk, bike or use public transit 

than to drive personal vehicles.” highlighting the key point that lower-income individuals tend to 

be more reliant on alternative forms of transportation due to the high costs associated with 

driving.   

Health and Safety 

  As mentioned, many participants appreciate the freedom and convenience of using active 

transportation systems in the highly congested city and recognize the mental and physical health 

benefits. Some participants commented on their appreciation for unplanned social interactions 

that active transportation offers and the reduction of their ecological footprint. However, several 

participants emphasized the danger imposed on them by the current system, which lacks 

infrastructure and connectivity, and its automobile users. One participant shared their perceptions 
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and opinions, saying, “I hate how scared I feel. I was struck by a car in a roundabout (in Halifax, 

not Dartmouth) 2 years ago and I feel so scared every time I get on my bike. Every day I have a 

near miss with a driver. I hate having to be hypervigilant and I know the danger cars pose to 

cyclists is the number one deterrent to my friends using active transportation.” many survey 

participants shared these feelings of negative perceptions and experiences regarding safety. 

Another participant shared that they “would LOVE to take my kids to school and daycare by bike 

but it’s just not safe to do so.” This further emphasizes how the city's current system is forcing 

people into automobile dependency because of safety issues.  

Education and Engagement  

 Education and engagement seem to be a significant issue in the city, with several 

participants referencing the aggression and abuse they receive from automobile users. This seems 

to be exacerbated by radio stations that belittle the efforts of the city to support active 

transportation users and contribute to the perceptions that automobile users should only use 

roads. Some participants shared that the perceptions of active transportation users in the city are 

relatively poor. The city should be pushing to educate residents on the benefits of active 

transportation for all road users. One participant says, “Riding a bike in Dartmouth can be scary. 

Parked cars everywhere. Drivers want you off the road, intimidate you and confront you all for 

just riding a bike. Drivers need to be better educated and understand that they can't treat city 

streets as racetracks and put people’s lives in danger.” Another aspect of education that 

participants noted was a lack of enforcement in traffic violations and road safety. Specifically, 

participants shared behaviours such as drivers parking in active transportation corridors and 

aggressive behaviour that goes unreprimanded, which negatively impacts their perceptions and 

experiences of users. This has led to more than a few participants calling for the city to  “Increase 
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driver education.” to create safer transportation environments. One participant suggested the city 

should “Listen to pedestrians, cyclists, and people with special mobility needs and act on that 

information. Also, either hire people who use active transportation, or require city planners, 

decision makers, bylaw enforcement, law enforcement, etc. to spend time using various forms of 

active transportation so that they can see the very obvious issues for themselves.” Finally, 

participants called for improvements to the planning processes to move projects forward more 

quickly and support users during construction times. Noting that often routes will be closed with 

no safe option provided for active transportation users, further reinforcing how those users are a 

low priority for the city.  

General Perceptions 

 Overall, participants appreciated the initiatives by the city to support active transportation 

but recognized that the pace is not keeping up with the demand. Further, general survey 

perceptions support active transportation, however, media outlets not supporting users have 

contributed to the social perception that they should not have equitable access to transportation 

systems. There also seems to be very negative perceptions towards active transportation users in 

forms of aggression which create hazardous environments and lead to interactions that can have a 

lasting impression on active transportation users. Users in Dartmouth seem very aware and 

educated on the issues they face and provided a high number of insightful responses to how the 

city could better support them. This provides hope that the city will be able to leverage these 

thoughtful individuals' experiences and ideas when developing a more comprehensive overall 

transportation system.  
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Semi-Structured Interview Results  

A total of nine interviews took place: two planners from Nanaimo and Dartmouth and seven 

active transportation users consisting of two from Nanaimo, two from St. Albert, two from Peterborough, 

and one from Dartmouth. To maintain the confidentiality of the participants pseudonyms will be used.  

Nanaimo, BC  

Active Transportation Users 

Interviews began by trying to better understand the participants views towards active 

transportation and how the city influences their transportation use. Sam described active 

transportation as “incredibly positive” going on to list the benefits it offers. Unfortunately, Sam 

conveyed that the city “influences me to use my car continually, because I'm essentially being 

pushed to use my car” due to the convenience and priority that the automobile is given in the city. 

Charlie had similar feelings of support for active transportation use but experienced a similar 

compulsion to rely on a vehicle saying that “When I first moved here, I didn't want to have to buy 

a car.”  

When asked what they liked about using active transportation in the city,  Sam expressed 

that active transportation allowed them to experience the city in “a fundamentally different way 

than experiencing it going 60 kilometers per hour in a car”. They appreciated the ability to slow 

down and create a stronger connection to and sense of people. Charlie who primarily walks for 

their active transportation voiced an appreciation for the routes that are separated from the road, 

such as the harbourfront walkway, expressing that the separation improved their perception of 

safety while participating in the activity. They also drew attention to the fact that separated 

corridors are typically located in areas that offer better views, therefore offering more of an 

enjoyable experience.  
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When asked what they did not like about using active transportation in their city, Sam 

voiced disappointment with some of the road design decisions made by the city and the lack of 

infrastructure supporting active transportation users. An example offered by Sam was that bicycle 

lanes were located on the outside of parked cars closer to traffic rather than the vehicles acting as 

a buffer between the bicycle lane and the road. They suggested this type of design as evidence 

that the city prioritizes automobiles over active transportation users. Charlie expressed similar 

displeasure with a lack of infrastructure to support users and pointed to missing amenities as 

influencing their decisions to participate in active transportation. These included inadequate 

bicycle storage facilities at the end of trips and insufficient shade along the E&N trail which is a 

major active transportation route in the city.  

When asked how their city supports active transportation users and allows them to feel 

safe while participating in active transportation, participants expressed that the city is taking steps 

in the right direction. At the same time, the transportation system is inconsistent with providing a 

feeling of safety for these users. Charlie shared that having routes that are well lit with access to 

amenities in areas that were not isolated was very important for safety. Whereas Sam emphasized 

the need for a cohesive network of infrastructure to improve safety rather than the “spreading out 

and sprinkling bikeability everywhere” approach that they city has adopted.  

Participants were asked about barriers they might experience while trying to participate in 

active transportation identifying connectivity to desired locations as a significant barrier to use, 

pointing to the fact that being forced to negotiate with vehicles created a hostile environment for 

active transportation users. Sam voiced that “making it [active transportation] comfortable 

throughout the entire trip would be the thing that would encourage me.” While Charlie reinforced 

the barrier or poor amenities voicing “that concerns me the most because I'm sure like I could get 

more comfortable with cycling on the road, but like, it's still the issue of storage.” Emphasizing 
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the lack of secure bicycle storage facilities. Charlie also shared that a lack of amenities such as 

benches along the route may be a barrier to older users such as their parents.  

Both Charlie and Sam were then asked about their perceptions of vehicles and the 

perceptions they believed vehicles had of them as active transportation users. Sam expressed that 

both perceptions were quite negative as they felt that vehicles negatively impact the city and that, 

as a driver, it is easy to become anxious seeing someone riding a bicycle on the road due to the 

potential danger associated with the two modes interacting. Charlie perceived that drivers 

experience a sense of ownership over road space, which may be a result of the structured rules 

and regulations that suggest that automobiles are entitled to the road more than other users. They 

expressed that in other countries where they have lived, drivers must expect other modes to be on 

the roads because things like jaywalking are not illegal. This sense of awareness from drivers 

does not seem to be as prominent in Canada. However, participants expressed that from a drivers 

perspective, infrastructure is not always designed to makes it easy to see more vulnerable road 

users. Pair that previous point with poor clarity in road priority and negligent behaviours by both 

drivers and active transportation users, roads become very dangerous environments to exist in. 

Especially when compared to other countries where social norm are set to prioritize pedestrians 

and traffic design requires complete attention from road users.  

Each participant was then given the opportunity to share what they would like to see the 

city change most. For Charlie it was improved infrastructure such as sidewalks, protected bicycle 

lanes, and stronger enforcement for vehicles that do not respect pedestrian crossings while people 

are waiting. Sam’s answer focused more on densifying neighbourhoods and providing land uses 

that better support active transportation, creating dedicated infrastructure to active transportation 

users, and allocating funding to support initiatives outlines in the Official Community Plan 

saying that both the budget and plans need to align in order to become a reality.  
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Planners 

Fortunately, the researcher was able to interview a planner working within the City of 

Nanaimo to share some of the insights towards the city's approach to active transportation users 

and some of the challenges associated with advancing support for users. Again, a pseudonym was 

used to protect the participant's identity. 

The primary form of transportation in the city, accounting for about 80 percent of the 

mode share, is automobiles. However, when asked about the future of transportation in the city, 

Jan was optimistic that with the implementation of the Nanaimo Transportation Master Plan, the 

future would look more multi-modal due to the emphasis on shifting towards more frequent 

transit along the Island Highway. These increases in support for public transit would inherently 

create more opportunities for active transportation users and create transportation hubs, which are 

necessary due to the linear layout of the city. The idea is that transportation hubs throughout the 

city will create better opportunities to activate better mobility for walkers and cyclists. Regarding 

how the city supports active transportation users, Jan informed the researcher that compared to 

previous city councils, the current council had allocated significantly more funding to support 

active transportation initiatives. This provides opportunities for staff to better analyze and 

prioritize high-need areas within the city. The city has also adopted higher road standards for 

complete streets anytime there are new developments or infrastructure upgrades. This means that 

the city will be able to begin connecting more of the active transportation infrastructure.  

Jan empathized with active transportation users and expressed that some of the 

challenges, from a planning perspective, are that planners have to retrofit existing infrastructure 

which was designed for the movement of automobiles above all else. This creates a costly and 

time-consuming process that, when paired with a lack of financial and staff resources, becomes 

very difficult to implement at the pace they would like. Jan mentioned that politics always plays a 
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role in planning initiatives. While they are very fortunate to have a council that supports many of 

the initiatives, the political processes requiring elections, potential council turnover, and varying 

interests tend to stall projects. According to Jan, public perception around active transportation 

seems to be a combination of frustration from users surrounding connectivity and a lack of 

infrastructure and amenities. While also getting very positive feedback on new routes, such as 

Metral Drive, Jan mentioned that perceptions towards active transportation based on social media 

and online newspaper comments seem hostile towards users. Yet, survey data collected by the 

city reflected that residents agree that active transportation infrastructure is a good use of funds. 

Jan suggests that the negative comments towards upgrades that support those who walk and 

bicycle tend to not reflect the majority, despite their persistence.    

Jan expressed that the city's active transportation user experience could be improved by 

identifying tactical urbanism opportunities that support users but cost a fraction of sidewalk or 

bicycle lane upgrades. This acknowledges the limitations in resources that do not allow the city to 

take the “build it and they will come approach” that users might want to see. Jan proceeds to say 

that educating residents on how to utilize the current system safely through active school travel 

programs and other initiatives is essential to show users that there are ways to navigate the city in 

ways that mitigate risks. Jan also mentioned that the Reimagine Nanaimo planning initiative has 

collected feedback from residents on what they would like to see, which is being analyzed and 

used to develop the plans that will guide the future of the city. Therefore, Jan feels that support 

for active transportation users will continue to increase and become more of a priority. Jan added 

that implementing the plans will aid the city. The city is currently working to identify short, 

medium, and long-term opportunities to support users that ensure that the overall transportation 

system can continue to become more resilient. Jan ended by emphasizing the importance of 

strong relationships between all organizations that shape transportation systems, such as the city, 
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the Regional District of Nanaimo (RDN), British Columbia transit, and the Ministry of 

Transportation and Infrastructure (MOTI).  

St. Albert, AB  

Active Transportation Users 

Interviews started by trying to understand better the participants' views towards active 

transportation and how the city influences their transportation use. Bab and Mike both expressed 

that active transportation has been a large part of their lives. For Bab, it is something that the 

family takes part in because they recognize the health benefits and ability to influence healthy 

lifestyles for their children. Bab started by expressing that although St. Albert is not the best city 

they have lived in when it comes to active transportation use, the city does provide good options 

that influence their walking, especially when compared to surrounding cities. Bab said that the 

routes available are beautiful and that “Everywhere on the trails, it's either forested in with 

beautiful trails, or you're out seeing the lake, or there's wildlife going by.” expressing their 

appreciation for them. Bab adds that the trails do go along locations such as sports facilities and a 

botanical garden, which attracts many users to the trails and supports younger users that utilize 

the sports facilities. Mike speaks to what it was like growing up in the city and reinforces that the 

system supports youth, especially as they become more familiar and can find the most effective 

route to get to where they need to go. Mike says that those who do have a good understanding of 

the pathway systems can leverage them to reach just about any community in the city. However, 

Mike acknowledges that it may be more challenging to navigate the systems without that intuitive 

knowledge of where to go.  

To contrast what participants liked about the systems, they offered what they disliked. For 

Bab, the trails' multi-use intent seemed to cause issues between users. Bab expressed that the 

number of users on the trails paired with the narrowness of the trails meant that supporting a 
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variety of modes creates a dangerous environment for those riding bicycles or skateboards. Bab 

goes on to express that connections to specific destinations outside of the trail systems are 

challenging to reach and may require navigating across a highway or on roads through residential 

streets. Bab felt that separating modes and widening corridors would be effective because of the 

congestion on the trail systems, which creates a potential for conflict between users. Bab shared 

that when bicyclists are required to ride on the road, sewage grates run parallel to the road. This 

creates the opportunity for a bicycle tire to get stuck in them, which has the potential to seriously 

injure a user if that were to occur. Mike reinforced that wayfinding while on the system is 

challenging and that the corridors are limited to the city. Mike would like to see more 

connections being made between surrounding cities to provide the opportunity to travel beyond 

just the St. Albert community along safe active transportation routes. Mike also voiced some 

concern over congestion within the trail systems, especially on weekends “on a hot Sunday, 

you're probably not going to be able to just cruise down that on a bike, you're going to be ringing 

that bell a ton.” Both Bab and Mike agree that those riding bicycles would have challenges due to 

congestion on the trail systems, and without bicycle lanes on roads, this could influence use.  

When asked about how the city supports users and allows them to feel safe while 

participating in active transportation, Mike said that the decision to separate the routes from the 

roads has allowed them to feel safe while participating in active transportation. Mike also feels 

that the city does an excellent job of prioritizing pedestrians. Bab shares Mike's appreciation for 

the trail systems and the pivotal role in influencing residents to feel safe while participating in 

active transportation and recreational activities. Concerning barriers that each participant faces, 

Bab points back to the congestion of the trail systems stating that “there are certain times of the 

day, on the weekends, or during the summer that I'm not going to go because I know what's going 

to be super busy.” However, Bab recognizes that the business of the trails is a good thing for the 
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community. They want to see improvements to accommodate all users as the current system 

seems to have reached its capacity. Mike has experienced barriers, including connectivity outside 

of the trail systems and a lack of support for people who ride bicycles, as riding on the roads is a 

daunting task. One barrier shared by both was that the winters in Albert are harsher than most, 

and while some may be daring enough to brave the conditions, it influences users’ ability to 

engage in active transportation.  

The researcher asked participants about their perceptions of vehicles and how they think 

vehicles perceive them. Bab said, “my perceptions of the vehicles, I find they lack education on 

how to share the road. I must be hyper vigilant at any corner, whether I'm running, walking, 

riding, whatever I'm doing because at corners, as people pull up, they're looking left, and they're 

not looking right. So I have been so close to being hit.” Bab feels that distracted driving seems to 

be much more common in today’s society. Whereas Mike shared a similar feeling of vehicles 

saying that “When I'm in one, I feel great, but I am terrified of getting hit by car riding a bike and 

that's something that once I leave the St. Albert border, yeah, it really bothers me”. In terms of 

how Bab thinks vehicles perceive them as a user, is that Bab will always give the right of way to 

vehicles and that based on Bab’s experiences riding on roadways, drivers must believe that they 

are unphased by wind and being passed to closely. However, Bab recognizes and appreciates that 

drivers will often give a wide berth when passing.  

When asking Bab and Mike what they would change about their city to support active 

transportation users better, Mike immediately reinforces that St. Albert is doing a lot to support 

users already and recognize and appreciate the work the city has done. However, Mike hopes that 

the city will continue to improve and that eventually they can look back and say, “I can't believe 

that's where we were 20 years ago”. Mike hopes that with improvements to active transportation, 

the residents in the city will buy into active transportation and healthier lifestyle habits, which 
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would further improve the City of St. Albert. Bab’s improvements come back to comments made 

earlier on the width of the corridors to allow for more effective use by all modes. As well as more 

educational opportunities to reinforce the benefits of engaging in active transportation and living 

a healthy lifestyle paired with education surrounding road and trail etiquette to ensure that all 

users interact in a respectful, safe environment.  

Peterborough, ON 

Active Transportation Users 

Interviews started by trying to understand better the participants' views towards active 

transportation and how the city influences their transportation use. Jessie began by expressing 

that “I think it's [active transportation] a great mode of transportation, which doesn't get as much 

attention as it should”. Jessie recognized that active transportation offers physical and mental 

health benefits and that those aspects of the activity do not get talked about enough. Carey, a 

relatively new active transportation user, voiced that active transportation is very important to 

them and that it has provided a sense of community with friends as they ride their longboards and 

bicycles together. When asked what they like most about using active transportation in their city, 

Jessie pointed to the greenway corridors that offer scenic views, whereas Carey said, “I ended up 

going way farther than I expected to go. Like I saw a lot more of the city”. Showing their 

appreciation for the increased radius, they felt they had to travel while using a longboard or 

bicycle, which allowed them more freedom to explore the city, especially in a way that driving 

cannot provide.  

In contrast to what they liked about using active transportation, Jessie and Carey shared 

what they disliked about using active transportation in their city. Jessie aimed explicitly at the 

lack of connectivity between different bicycle lanes and recreational trails. While they did 

recognize that this is an issue in several cities they have lived in, it was their main issue with 
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Peterborough. Carey pointed at the condition of the roads as a longboard user, specifically 

London Street, identifying that potholes along that street and others are very common in the city. 

Carey also expressed that riding a bicycle on the roads “I also don't always feel super safe on 

roads, especially with cars, a lot of the roads don't have curbs or bike lanes.”  

Regarding how the city supports active transportation users and allows them to feel safe 

while participating in active transportation, Jessie mentioned that the city has done some 

infrastructure upgrades and has added some bicycle lanes. While they are not protected lanes, 

Jessie does hope to see more of them as it reflects support for users. Jessie also added that in the 

winter, the city plowed the main active transportation routes “I was happy to see that the 

recreational path close to where I live had been plowed.”  Expressing that it shows support for 

users of the paths and allows them to maintain their travel routines throughout the winter. Carey 

also pointed to the greenway corridors that support users, specifically the Green Rotary Trail, 

which acts as a vital route that spans throughout the city. Carey also mentioned the road upgrades 

with painted bike lanes but pointed to the lanes not being protected. This leads to the next 

question, which covers any barriers Jessie or Carey might experience. While Jessie did not list 

any barriers to themselves, they did share that there are some obvious barriers to users who might 

not be as capable as they are. Such as sidewalks not offering accessible curbs to get onto them, 

which could be a significant barrier to several users and a lack of bicycle parking which Jessie 

said “makes you feel ignored and unimportant. Riding your bike to a location only to realize there 

is nowhere to park your bike." Carey's primary barrier was negotiating road space with vehicles, 

which would often result in them opting for walking rather than longboarding or riding a bicycle. 

Carey also expressed that interactions at intersections seem to be very dangerous for active 

transportation users because of drivers' unpredictable nature.  
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Jessie and Carey shared how they perceived vehicles and how they think vehicles 

perceive them as active transportation users. Jessie voiced that due to the high number of people 

who ride bicycles in the city, drivers seem accustomed to interacting with them, which provides a 

sense of safety as most drivers are respectful and alert. Whereas Carey's perceptions were that 

they felt in the way of drivers and that drivers probably feel like Carey does not deserve to be on 

the road. However, Carey did express that drivers recognize that active transportation users are 

just trying to be safe and are not trying to get in the way of their vehicles.  

Both Jessie and Carey shared what they would change about their city if they could do 

anything they wanted. Jessie pointed back to connectivity as their main improvement, followed 

by the addition of lighting along the routes. Jessie mentioned that they had been using the active 

transportation routes in the evenings and noticed significantly fewer people on the trails, 

wondering if additional lighting would increase their use. Carey expressed that road surfacing 

would be their main improvement, along with infrastructure upgrades such as curbs or bicycle 

lanes, to support a wider variety of users on the road space. However, Carey did mention that 

implementing bicycle lanes, especially downtown, would be challenging with the narrow streets 

in that area. Carey also mentioned that increasing signage for active transportation users would be 

a worthwhile investment.  

Dartmouth, NS  

Active Transportation Users 

Interviews started by better understanding the participants' views towards active 

transportation and how the city influences their transportation use. Tom began by expressing that 

“I like active transportation if I'm able to walk or bike somewhere as my number one choice. I 

would like to be able to choose that always but it's not always an option.” Suggesting that the city 

influences Tom's mode choices. When asking Tom what they liked about using active 
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transportation in their city, they said, “I find it good for my mental health to get around under my 

own steam. Given the option, I prefer to walk or bike over driving a car. I can drive, but I don't 

love it. I think it's a nice to get out in the fresh air and get around places without getting in a car.” 

Tom recognized the personal benefits that active transportation offered. However, to contract 

what Tom likes about using it, they expressed their dislikes as poor infrastructure throughout the 

city. Fortunately, Tom lives in a neighbourhood with direct access to good infrastructure but 

mentioned that they have to navigate some car-oriented areas during their usual walk to work. 

Tom also added that newer areas of the city tended to lack infrastructure for walking and riding a 

bicycle.  

Regarding how the city supports active transportation users, Tom mentioned that in 2018 

the Halifax Regional Municipality, which governs Dartmouth, had adopted an Integrated 

Mobility Plan which represents support for all transportation users. Tom expressed that the city 

has begun implementing plans with a complete streets’ lens focusing on all users rather than just 

the movement of automobiles. In terms of Tom's perceived safety, they said that they mostly feel 

safe, attributing those feelings to their knowledge of the city and identifying routes that offer a 

safer experience. Tom shared that they do not experience any significant barriers to participating 

in active transportation but did mention that one thing they do experience is impatient drivers 

while crossing the street or walking through a parking lot. This leads to how Tom thinks drivers 

perceive them and how they perceive vehicles while participating in active transportation. Tom 

reinforced that drivers seem very impatient and think that pedestrians are just jumping in front of 

them, based on some of the comments Tom has seen on social media platforms. Tom feels that 

they are in the way of vehicles and shared that they feel very nervous around vehicles, especially 

larger ones, as they have larger blind spots.  
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When asked what improvements they would like to see, if the city could do anything, 

Tom again referred to changing behaviours of drivers within the city, saying, “I think if there was 

some magic way to make drivers just generally more patient and courteous, that would go a long 

way.” Tom then acknowledged the challenges that planners face with implementing 

infrastructure, with their second point being “just infinite money and resources to build a lot more 

infrastructure more quickly.” Recognizing that the planning process takes a lot of time and 

resources, which tends to delay the implementation of plans.  

Planners 

Fortunately, the researcher collected an interview with a planner working within the City 

of Dartmouth to share some of the insights towards the city's approach to active transportation 

users and some of the challenges associated with advancing support for users. The interview 

began by asking Rene what the main form of transportation used in the city was, to which they 

replied “single occupancy vehicle” which makes up about 68 to 73 percent of the modal share. 

Rene then shared how the city supports active transportation users. Rene mentioned that 

municipal planning documents target growth in people walking and bicycling for commuting and 

everyday transportation purposes, which include more general municipal plans, active 

transportation focused plans, and the Integrated Mobility Plan, which acts as a transportation 

master plan for the HRM. Rene emphasized that each of those plans recommends increasing 

facilities for active transportation users, addressing more of the infrastructure side of planning. 

Another approach that the city has taken is education promotion initiatives that support things 

like land-use guidelines around bicycle parking and affirmed that the planning policy focused on 

increasing modal share for walking and bicycling. Transitioning to the implementation, Rene 

mentioned that capital budgets are allocated every year for expanding the sidewalk, bicycle 

facility, and multi-use pathway networks. There is also an initiative called Toward Zero, which 
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outlines clear timelines and objectives for reductions in injuries and fatalities for active 

transportation users. To support active transportation users' implementation of traffic calming and 

intersection improvements are a priority in the city. As well as community initiatives such as 

grant programs for communities to offer safety and education programs. Rene says that “within 

the municipality, we have support for capacity building for staff, for example for the design 

engineers, not all of them learned how to design bike facilities when they're in engineering 

school, so we support professional learning that way. Also, for the operations staff, supporting 

professional learning for them on things like how to plow a bike way and how do you sweep 

leaves from a bike way.” Which reinforces the efforts by the city to ensure support for users. 

The participant then shared what the future of transportation might look like for 

Dartmouth. Rene expressed that many of the goals aim to be achieved by 2030 with a significant 

focus on multi-modal transportation systems, which means improving and increasing public and 

active transportation systems. Rene also mentioned that historically indicators of success within 

the realm of transportation planning were vehicles' movement, whereas that is beginning to shift 

to road safety. Another aspect Rene mentioned, which has been historically neglected and is now 

getting much more focused on, is the area of accessibility and social equity within transportation. 

Rene mentions that the surge of new mobilities such as e-bikes and e-scooters, which the city 

acknowledges is not going away, puts pressure on the planning department to adopt policy and 

implement plans to support them. Rene recognized the potential that these new modes could 

create in the city. Rene also touched on how future land-use decisions will impact the future of 

transportation in the city.  

The following question focused on the challenges that planners face in supporting active 

transportation users. Rene began by expressing that much of the current work is planning to 

retrofit the limited space that is available. So, when designing bicycle infrastructure, for example, 
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many precedents assume a blank slate to work with, which is not the case, especially in a city like 

Dartmouth, where a lot of the streets tend to be narrow compared to more recently developed 

roads. Rene highlights that “you're dealing with utility poles, you're dealing with the space for 

cars, you're dealing with parking, you're dealing with transit stops, sometimes you're dealing with 

private property owners. So, there's a lot of pressure on our public right of ways for space and 

demand and cars are a huge hog of that space just because of their size.” Rene explains that the 

unfortunate reality is that there have to be trade-offs due to limited road space. Another 

significant challenge Rene touches on is the rapidly ever-changing nature of planning, 

mentioning how drastically and quickly design guidelines change in designating what is 

acceptable. Rene also expressed that with the planning process, there will be a lot of public buy-

in, and people will get excited, expecting things to happen very rapidly. In reality, legislation and 

regulations that dictate the planning processes do not support rapid change. This creates another 

barrier for planners because even if plans are accepted, the community supports it, and 

construction is ready to happen, there can still be delays that significantly slow down 

implementation. One final challenge that Rene offered is the media pushing back against city 

initiatives to support active transportation users for clickbait-type stories that evoke and support 

negative perceptions of active transportation users. Therefore, Rene believes that public discourse 

is critical in maintaining more neutrality in reporting rather than reinforcing car culture, which is 

prominent in the city's radio stations and news outlets.  

Rene then offers ways that the city could improve the active transportation user 

experience. Expressing that the city is prioritizing separation from interactions with vehicles, 

trying to mitigate barriers to all potential users, and implementing initiatives that consider the 

aesthetics such as placemaking or using natural materials. The city is also emphasizing safety for 

users, especially at crosswalks where accidents are more likely to occur. Regarding how the city 
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could create more resilient, healthier transportation systems, Rene is optimistic that prioritizing 

modes that will rival private automobile use is essential as a multi-modal system is inherently 

more resilient.  

Concerning public perceptions of active transportation users in the city, Rene points to a 

survey that takes place every few years that reflects that residents in the city generally support 

initiatives that improve quality of life for everyone in the city, such as “This year, the number one 

thing that they chose was [more] bicycle and trail facilities. Number two was better public transit. 

Number three was more parks land.” Rene ends the interview by mentioning that “the plan is the 

first step and then there's this sort of cascading set of changes that need to happen in the 

transportation system to really embed it.” emphasizing that there is significant work for the city 

to do. Reinforcing that the process takes time and with the rapidly changing nature of the 

planning profession, often planners are trying to catch up to new regulations, procedures, 

policies, design guidelines, etc., to ensure that the city is doing its best to support residents.  

The following section will offer some of the common trends noticed across all the cities 

involved in this research process, attempts to create connections between the literature review 

and data collected to aid in the development of recommendations, provide a summary of the 

research study, and share the limitations of this research.  

Chapter 7: Discussion 

Introduction 

This section offers insights into the trends noticed throughout this research as they are 

consistent in each of the four cities analyzed. Active transportation users face significantly more 

barriers and challenges when participating in transportation than other transportation users due to 

the exposed nature of the activity. This section discusses the common trends across four small, 

sprawled cities, including connectivity and infrastructure, health and safety, education, and 
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hierarchy of transportation. A summary of the research study findings and limitations concludes 

this section.  

Connectivity and Infrastructure  

Participants shared that they have experienced connectivity and infrastructure issues such 

as segmented sections of trails, a lack of amenities along routes, and a lack of maintenance for 

active transportation routes. These all significantly impact user perceptions and experiences on 

the corridors, contributing to residents' willingness to participate in active transportation. 

Therefore, residents more often perceive active transportation as a leisure activity rather than a 

viable transportation option. While sprawl does play a role in which mode of transportation users 

choose, it is essential to recognize that individuals who live in small, sprawled cities are often not 

given a choice due to the inefficiency of alternative transportation modes.  

Connectivity is one of the top issues in supporting active transportation use across each of 

the cities, with study participants mentioning that there are no connecting routes between 

greenway corridors and key amenities such as stores, restaurants, and entertainment facilities. 

This suggests that active transportation routes do not support users in meeting their basic needs. 

Each city's transportation master plan identified this issue within their plans, suggesting that each 

city is working towards improving the user experience. However, the slow pace for implementing 

these plans contributes to users having to rely on existing routes which put their safety at risk. 

With roads primarily being allocated for automobiles, drivers experience a sense of entitlement 

over road space and forcing active transportation users into space may put them in dangerous 

situations. Ultimately if the space is too dangerous, active transportation users may choose not to 

participate in the activity anymore and will opt for a transportation mode that is perceived as 

safer, which only further exacerbates the idea that roads are only for automobiles. Similar 
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situations occur when active transportation users experience poor infrastructure, such as painted 

bicycle lanes or poor trail conditions, which contribute to a negative user experience. 

Both planners and active transportation participants agreed that infrastructure upgrades 

were necessary for improving the user experience. Unfortunately, participants look towards city 

departments such as planning for these upgrades, while planners expressed a lack of resources as 

a significant barrier to implementation. Each planner expressed that their city is working towards 

improving connectivity and providing upgrades to infrastructure, but due to the slow-moving 

nature of the planning processes, upgrades cannot keep up with the demand. Planners and 

decision-makers need to better communicate implementation processes and timelines which 

include communicating adaptations to the plans and approval requirements to the public to offer 

transparency and set realistic expectations. There also needs to be partnerships between different 

levels of government and across departments of local governments to implement projects that 

prioritize connectivity and improve active transportation infrastructure. As small cities become 

denser, planning departments will grapple with increased congestion on major roadways, 

reinforcing the need for alternative forms of transportation to create more resilient and equitable 

transportation systems. Each of these cities needs to be prioritizing connectivity and 

infrastructure upgrades if they hope to move towards a more multi-modal transportation system.  

Health and Safety  

The second key trend identified throughout this thesis relates to active transportation's 

impacts on health and the safety of users while participating in these activities. Both planners and 

active transportation participants recognize the health benefits of active transportation which 

research strongly supports as shown in the literature review. Each city's plans also identified 

community health as an essential outcome of their city, reinforcing the opportunities that active 
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transportation could provide, should it become a viable option through improved land uses, 

connectivity, and infrastructure. Regarding safety, user perceptions varied but there was 

consensus that active transportation users are more vulnerable road users than any other 

transportation users; therefore, city designs should reflect that. There was some consistency 

among participants as to the value of interventions such as improving lighting along trail 

corridors, separating active transportation from automobile users, and separating faster active 

transportation modes from slower ones in terms of perceptions of safety. While it is difficult to 

determine the legitimacy of safety perceptions, perceptions alone influence user experiences and 

therefore are essential when considering implementation options for active transportation users. 

This is why public engagement is vital throughout the planning process to ensure that plans 

include a variety of user experiences and perceptions.  

 In addition, active transportation contributes not only to human health but also to 

environmental health. Active transportation routes can act as a catalyst to preserving the natural 

environment through greenway corridors and nature trails. Another aspect supporting 

environmental health is the low impact, sustainable nature of active transportation use compared 

to automobile or public transit. Generally, users recognized and appreciated the opportunities that 

active transportation provides toward shrinking their ecological footprints, and many participants 

pointed to this as a reason they enjoy active transportation.  

Equity for All Transportation Users  

 Each cities transportation plans identified the current transportation realities and alluded 

to how they would like that to shift. Unsurprisingly, each city shared that the private automobile 

was the primary form of transportation due to the last 70+ years of prioritizing the automobile. 

Fortunately, they all emphasized that active transportation users should be at the top of the 
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hierarchy pyramid, often followed by public transit users. However, this is not reflected 

accurately by how cities allocate their funds towards transportation or have designed their cities. 

This can lead to automobile users feeling that roads are for only vehicles and everyone else is a 

secondary road user. Therefore, the final trend identified is the need for better education and 

traffic monitoring when it comes to the transportation hierarchy. Being that active transportation 

users are much more vulnerable road users when compared to any other mode, they should be 

prioritized through infrastructure design in road space and supported by municipal, provincial, 

and federal levels of government to ensure that their experience is comparable to the less 

vulnerable modes.  

 Educational opportunities are equally important for active transportation users to 

understand better how to safely coexist in the infrastructure provided to them. When users are 

unaware of regulations and how to behave on the designated active transportation infrastructure, 

it could lead to negative encounters with other transportation users. This can contribute to 

negative experiences for and negative perceptions of active transportation users. Being educated 

on their rights and expectations as active transportation users can also instill confidence in users 

that improves their perceptions of safety.  

Overall, it seems as though each city's planning department is well prepared to implement 

plans that will further support active transportation users. The issue exists in the pace of 

implementation as creating plans is only a small step in the right direction for influencing the 

active transportation user experience. The inefficient processes that follow the planning process 

and delay innovation result in plans being outdated by the time they are ready to break ground. 

Planning departments that lack financial resources and the human capital to implement the plans 

can result in a lack of trust from the public and contribute to further transportation inequities. 

Planner also struggle to reallocate and retrofit limited spaces, particularly in downtown cores. 



   
 

 86 
 
 

Reviewing each transportation plan revealed that planners and their departments are aware of the 

necessary changes but grapple with processes that do not support good planning.  

Conclusion 

This section separated the results into three themes that influence the active transportation 

user experience that were consistent throughout this thesis process: connectivity and 

infrastructure; health and safety; and transportation equity. From a planning perspective, one 

significant gap identified is the inability of these communities to implement their transportation 

plans at a fast enough pace to support shifting society trends. Planners that participated in this 

research were able to identify the main points shared within this section, affirming that they are 

aware of the challenges and inequities that active transportation users face, however, the city’s 

lack the resources to implement plans and policies that will better support active transportation 

users means that users will continue to experience issues within the three identified themes.  

Planners play an important role in educating decision makers within the city on the 

connectivity and infrastructure, and health and safety issues that residents face in their cities in 

order to create more equitable transportation systems. However, planners are limited in their 

abilities to influence change when they experience inadequate funding, slow planning processes, 

a lack of political will, and when the public does not understand the long-term implications of 

changes being made. Creating change is time consuming, expensive, and difficult, which is why 

shifting towards more multi-modal transportation systems that enhance social equity, city 

healthy, and users experiences and perceptions requires strong leaders. Planners must educate the 

decision makers in their cities on the implications of car dependency and suburban sprawl to push 

forward plans that will improve transportation systems in the long term. This includes advising 

elected officials on the implications of their transportation related decisions, emphasizing that 

long term benefits need to be prioritized over short term gain.   
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Summary of Research Study  

This research analyzed the active transportation user experience in four small, sprawled  

Canadian cities to better understand their users experiences and perceptions and how planners 

could further support users. The researcher reviewed relevant literature to offer an understanding 

of current research regarding the benefits and opportunities of active transportation. The 

researcher conducted an experiential analysis of the City of Nanaimo to offer their perceptions 

and experiences which set the context for this thesis and offered a glimpse into some of the 

interactions that active transportation users experience. While research participants offered a 

variety experiences and perceptions when participating in or trying to support active 

transportation. Over 100 online surveys were collected representing four small, sprawled 

Canadian cities. Nine interviews, 7 from active transportation users and 2 from planners, also 

took place that explored the realities of the planning profession and experiences and perceptions 

of active transportation users. The following sections offer recommendations for small, sprawled 

cities that could assist them in improving their active transportation user experience. There needs 

to be more research to understand better how the planners aid their cities in better supporting 

users. Cities will struggle with automobile dependency and transportation inequities until 

alternative and active transportation becomes a viable option for residents.  

Limitations of Research  

 Limitations of this research include that the researcher aimed to survey and interview 

primarily active transportation users on their perceptions and experiences of active transportation 

rather than general community members. Therefore, there is an inherent bias towards active 

transportation throughout the research. Specifically, in chapter three, the researcher shares 

experiences as an active transportation user, biases exist because the researcher has specific 

opinions about active transportation as an active transportation user, a planning student, and 
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Nanaimo resident, which might vary for different users. The researcher was unable to conduct 

interviews with planners from each of the four cities, therefore limiting the ability to draw 

connections between active transportation users and planners in each city. Other limitations 

include that participant age demographic was primarily between 18 – 32 years old, therefore, 

leaning toward perceptions of a younger demographic. The sample sizes, particularly in two of 

the four cities were small:  Nanaimo (n=21) and St. Albert (n=14). Recruitment was not random 

but rather a convenience sample therefore results may not accurately represent active 

transportation user perceptions and experiences in the cities.  

Chapter 8: Recommendations & Conclusion 

This section offers four recommendations that can could be implemented in small, 

sprawled Canadian cities to improve the active transportation user experience.  

Recommendation #1  

Improve connectivity within existing infrastructure and adopt policies that support the 

development of future active transportation routes during development, infill, and transportation 

and infrastructure upgrade projects.   

Connectivity throughout each city had the most significant impact on the active 

transportation user experience. Therefore, it should be the top priority for planning departments 

when thinking about active transportation users and how infrastructure influences user 

perceptions and experiences. When developing transportation plans and bicycle or trail maps, 

planners should be looking for ways that greenway corridors and multi-use trails could connect 

users to grocery stores, local amenities, restaurants, and entertainment separate from major 

roadways. By leveraging local and residential streets, planners can identify better connectivity 

options for users. However, these streets will need to offer active transportation specific 

wayfinding signage to prevent users from getting locked into a cul-de-sac-type street. Having 
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alleyways through residential areas is a great way to create more connectivity in suburban areas. 

Often mapping technologies do not recognize active transportation infrastructure, reinforcing the 

need for signage that indicates whether or not a street that says “No Exit” for vehicle users offers 

an active transportation route. Implementing signage to highlight these routes allows users to 

understand their cities better and puts them on streets that have reduced traffic which should 

improve their perceptions of safety. Additionally, it could create more direct routes for active 

transportation users, thus making the user experience more convenient than travelling on busy 

roadways explicitly designed for vehicles.  

The second component of this recommendation includes adopting policies that require 

new and infill developments and transportation upgrades to include a connectivity component 

that supports active transportation users. This would require transportation planning departments 

to identify where and which types of upgrades are necessary for specific areas. This could be 

adding bicycle lanes to a busy roadway in an amenity dense area following road infrastructure 

upgrades, identifying neighbourhoods with poor connectivity and requiring new developments in 

that area to offer a public connectivity corridor, or identifying existing public spaces that are 

underutilized that could benefit from the addition of an active transportation corridor. Identifying 

and designating specific upgrades to different neighbourhoods or areas would be relatively easy 

to complete for planners. Then when it is time for new development, infill projects, or 

transportation upgrades, the planning department can refer back to which upgrades are the most 

necessary. The city could also offer incentives to developers or allocate funding to support the 

costs associated with the additional routes to support their implementation.  

Ultimately adopting this recommendation would support new and experienced active 

transportation user perceptions of connectivity in each city and reinforce that the city is working 

towards a healthier and more resilient transportation system.  
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Recommendation #2  

Offer amenities along active transportation routes. 

Adding lights to multi-use paths, waste disposal bins, benches, bicycle maintenance 

stations, wayfinding signage, and trail etiquette signage along active transportation routes is a 

cost-effective way to improve user perceptions significantly. As mentioned in the last 

recommendation, wayfinding signage allows all users to better understand where they are within 

proximity to local amenities and key destinations. It may also improve user perceptions of 

connectivity, especially for new users unfamiliar with the city. Adding lighting along greenways 

and multi-use trail corridors would allow users to use the routes earlier in the morning and later 

in the evening without the same perceived fear that using routes with no lighting brings. It could 

also influence users to feel more comfortable using routes during darker times of the day 

increasing transportation equity within the community. The addition of waste disposal bins along 

routes could reduce the amount of trash left along the routes reported as an issue, specifically in 

the City of Peterborough which likely influences user perceptions of the trail. Another critical 

amenity that supports more vulnerable users is offering benches and shaded or covered areas so 

that users can take rests along the route, especially in intense weather situations. This also 

provides users with an area to wait in case of an emergency, which could influence user 

perceptions of safety. To further support users in emergencies, the presence of direct emergency 

line support poles, common on university campuses, in areas where users have expressed 

negative perceptions and experiences of safety may be merited. Most of the amenity upgrades 

mentioned so far would be relatively cost-effective and go a long way toward improving user 

perceptions and experience. Providing washrooms along routes would be a more expensive 

amenity upgrade but would likely improve user experience.  
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Planning departments can play a similar role here as in the last recommendation which 

would be to identify the existing routes and then strategically identify where amenity upgrades 

are needed most. Then the amenity upgrades plan could be used to apply for funding for smaller 

initiatives that could be added as routes are maintained. Ultimately, this recommendation is a 

relatively low effort and cost approach that could significantly improve the user perceptions and 

experience while participating in active transportation and would likely mitigate many negative 

comments.   

Recommendation #3  

Prioritize new and infill developments and land uses that support active transportation use.  

For active transportation to become a viable transportation option that rivals automobile 

use, there needs to be mixed land uses that support the convenience of active transportation. This 

recommendation suggests that each of the cities prioritize mixed-use development, increase 

density through infill developments, and utilize development to provide linkages between their 

current active transportation infrastructure. By prioritizing these initiatives, cities are aiding in the 

housing crisis by offering more mixed commercial and residential housing units, creating 

communities where active transportation can be a viable transportation option, and creating more 

amenity-dense areas. This would mean moving away from the sprawled and separated land uses 

and require shifts in zoning regulations. Each city could support this process by upzoning land to 

the city's desired use and creating zoning regulations that support mixed-use developments rather 

than single use zones. An example of this would be upzoning a previously light industrial lot into 

a community corridor zone which would allow mixed-use developments. While the language 

may be different, the idea is that the planning department would zone the land for the use that 

they would like to see, which removes that responsibility of and costs associated with, rezoning 

applications from the developer. This mechanism could support land acquisition to develop 
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active transportation connectivity routes that ultimately entice developers to negotiate with the 

city regarding connectors. Making the development process marginally easier for developers 

would result in more development and developer willingness to work with the city. Ultimately, 

active transportation cannot become a viable transportation mode in many small Canadian cities 

until the cities have amenity-dense land uses that do not prioritize automobile use.  

Recommendation #4  

Make decisions that will move cities towards having a multi-modal transportation system.  

Transportation planning departments can conduct transportation needs assessments that 

identify the community’s needs when it comes to transportation. However, because the design of 

each of these cities prioritizes automobile use, the ‘needs’ of residents will consist of things like 

parking and more infrastructure in the form of additional lanes, which is well known to contribute 

to further automobile dependency. Therefore, cities need to shift their transportation systems to 

prioritize use of public and active transportation modes if they are to become viable options to 

rival automobile use. Multi-modal transportation systems mean that the prioritization of 

transportation modes in the city is dispersed evenly to various uses, typically active 

transportation, public transit, and automobile use. By creating multi-modal transportation 

systems, residents have the freedom to choose which mode they would like to use, rather than 

having to accept the high costs associated with owning and driving a private automobile. This 

would mitigate social inequities within each city's transportation system for those who cannot 

afford the costs associated with private automobile use. Over the past two years, the pandemic 

and climate emergencies have revealed the fragility of current transportation systems in Canadian 

communities.  Multi-modal transportation systems create more resiliency against climate change 

emergencies and global pandemics because they ensure the movement of people is not dependent 

on one specific mode or route.  A couple of examples to support this point would be highways 
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getting washed out in British Columbia in 2021 and the impacts on commuters and supply chains. 

Another example would be the early impacts of the COVID-19 pandemic on public transit use in 

2020 and 2021, where people felt that using public transit was not an option but did not have 

access to alternatives and were forced into relying on a vehicle. If active transportation was a 

viable option in all cities, then dependency on automobiles for daily tasks could have been 

mitigated, particularly when using public transit does not seem viable.  

Conclusion 

The shift for small, sprawled Canadian cities to move away from automobile dependency 

will be no small feat. This research revealed that cities are currently working towards improving 

the active transportation experience; however, the pace of change is occurring too slowly to 

support the existing users. Ideally, these recommendations will assist small, sprawled cities as 

they continue to move towards more multi-modal transportation systems. Cities need to maintain 

the momentum they have and capitalize on the opportunity that the Covid-19 pandemic provided, 

which is to improve the human experience in their cities and encourage residents to utilize active 

transportation as a viable mode of choice. While resources are a challenge that many planning 

departments experience, transportation planners should be advocating for multi-modal 

transportation and emphasizing the necessity of allocating resources toward creating more 

resilient systems. Federal and Provincial governments have already begun allocating funding for 

active transportation. Perhaps more of this support could assist municipal governments in 

addressing issues of inadequate resources to advance the shift towards multi-modal transportation 

more rapidly. Transportation planners and their cities should seek partnerships to increase 

momentum toward multi-modal transportation systems. Partnerships could include working with 

Indigenous organizations, surrounding municipalities, and other private and intergovernmental 

organizations to advance plans. Planners play an essential role in promoting and educating both 
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the public and decision-makers on the goals and objectives of transportation master plans. 

Community consultation is a component of engagement that can guide planning processes to 

ensure that the implementation of alternative and active transportation improvements aligns with 

what residents want. However, it is crucial to convey the foundational aspects of transportation 

plans that will offer positive long-term benefits to each of the small, sprawled cities. Ultimately, 

understanding the active transportation user experience in small, sprawled Canadian cities helps 

transportation planning professionals, city decision-makers, and the public understand the 

necessity of fostering a spirit of inclusivity within transportation systems. Transportation users 

are all trying to coexist in the systems provided to them. Hence, planners play a critical role in 

improving the user experience through analysis and equitable consideration to create resilient, 

healthy transportation systems that allow residents to live a high quality of life.  

Future Research 

While this thesis analyzes the active transportation user experience in small, sprawled 

Canadian cities, there needs to be more research done that is specifically focused on a Canadian 

context. Addressing topic areas such as the general public’s perception of active transportation 

use in their city, the differences experiences based on gender and ethnicity while using active 

transportation, and analyzing the barriers that planners face when trying to support active 

transportation users. More research will aid small to midsized communities as they will face 

implications of automobile dependency and try to shift towards more multi-modal transportation 

systems.  
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Appendix A  

City of Nanaimo Bicycle Map 
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Appendix B  

City of St. Albert Recreational Trails Map 
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Appendix C  

City of Peterborough Trails and Bikeways Map 
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Appendix D  

Halifax Regional Municipality (City of Dartmouth) Active Transportation Map 
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Appendix E 

Online Survey Questionnaire  
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Appendix G 

Recruitment Email for Planners 
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Appendix H 

Recruitment Email for Active Transportation Users 
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Appendix I 

Interview Questions asked to Planners 
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Appendix J 

Interview Questions asked to Active Transportation Users 

 

 




