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A world-class city should 
have world-class streets

Since her appointment as transport 
commissioner four years ago, JANETTE 
SADIK-KHAN has overseen a dramatic 
transformation of New York streets, to the 

extent that the city now has a third of the carbon 
footprint of the average city in the USA. She has 
facilitated the construction of more than 400km 
of bicycle lanes and the creation of multiple 
pedestrian plazas, and has taken hundreds of 
parking bays o! the streets. Innovative, courageous 
and comfortable with both notoriety and fame, 
she is an example of a rare city o"cial who is a 
leader at the same time, unafraid to make decisions 
and take responsibility for their outcomes. She 
talked to MOBILITY Magazine about the role 
of paint, planters, and public seating in taking back 
Manhattan’s streets. 

On the importance of engagement  

and a long-term vision

We have learned that setting a vision is a key part of 
making progress in the work towards change. In 2007 
the mayor of New York City announced the city’s 
sustainability initiative, PlaNYC, which set out a long-
range plan to ensure that NYC would continue to grow 
and thrive between now and 2030. 

We have 8,4 million people in NYC today, and  
we have added more than 100 000 in the last year 
alone, so we’ve had a lot of growth in the last 20 years. 
The challenge was to see how we would make a  
9 million-person NYC work better than an 8,4 million-
person NYC.  

PlanNYC started out as a long-term planning 
exercise and it morphed into the sustainability plan.  
It started with a lot of discussions with small groups  
of people at small tables who all came together to  
ask: ‘When we open a window in 2025, will we like 
what we see?’‘

We then went through a two-year discussion 
period to gather input, which is why the plan enjoyed 
the widespread support that it did. It had this essential 
grassroots angle to it all.

‘PlaNYC started with a lot of discussions with small 

groups  who all came together to ask: ‘When we 

open a window in 2025, will we like what we see?’’

Janette Sadik-Khan, 
Andrew Boraine (CEO 
of the Cape Town 
Partnership and facilitator 
of Cape Town’s own 
streets revolution), and 
Amanda Burden, chair 
of the New York City 
Planning Commission, 
visit Church Square in 
central Cape Town.  
Once full of the shimmer 
of parked vehicles, the 
square is now a public 
place, particularly popular 
during lunch hours.
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On using what we have

One of the key !ndings of our group work for PlaNYC 
was that our city could do a much better job of 
leveraging its natural assets, both in terms of its density 
and in terms of its extensive bus system. 

Since 1996, virtually all the growth in the city has 
been absorbed by our transit system – in fact, NYC has a 
third of the carbon footprint of the average American City. 

For city streets, then, this meant a signi!cant 
change in policy. It meant that we needed to prioritise 
sustainable modes of transportation, such as BRT and 
cycling, and also validate our public ground di"erently – 
treating our 6 000 miles of streets as the valuable public 
space that they are. 

On Manhatten’s cycling revolution

Over the last three years or so, we have had a 68% 
increase in the number of cyclists [transport, not sport], 
and it’s because we are working very hard on developing 
a viable cycling network, there’s no other explanation.

54% of all trips in NYC are under two miles and are 
essentially #at, so are ideal for a cycling network (39% of 
all of the car trips in the city are also under two miles). 

We need protected lanes before we will be able to 
get people onto bicycles and out of the cars. We have 
built 250 miles of on-street bike lanes in the last three 
years, many of which have bike-protected parking (in 
other words, the bike lanes are protected to a large 
extent from vehicles encroaching into them).

But we are really focusing on connecting the 
network, so it gets you where you need to go and 
doesn’t just drop you o". The new designs help with 
people feeling protected and safe – we are starting to 
see kids and families coming out there, which really 
measures the health of the bike lanes. We have seen 
that there is safety in numbers – the more cyclists that 
are out there, the safer the streets. We are now looking 
at a public bike share programme similar to what you’ve 
seen in Paris and London.

Turning policy in action

We translated the policy goals of PlaNYC into an action 
plan at the NYC Department of Transportation, and all 
these goals reinforce the notion that NYC is a transit-
oriented, pedestrian-oriented city. 

It’s key to understand that sustainable transportation 
means safe streets, because you can’t get more people 
to bike or walk unless they feel safe to do so.

So that’s been a key goal for us. A major project 
that embodies all of these themes is, of course, the 

New bicycle lanes in Cape 
Town’s Bree St: unlike the 
bicycle lanes installed 
in Manhattan, Cape 
Town’s new lanes are not 
‘parking protected’ and 
in e!ect  give more room 
to motorists for illegal 
parking (where they can 
now double park without 
obstructing the tra"c 
#ow) and for delivery 
vehicles to o$oad. There 
are no signs (yet) warning 
motorists or delivery 
vehicles not to encroach 
on the cycle lanes, and to 
some extent this makes 
inner-city cycling  even 
more dangerous.
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transformation of Broadway, where we turned the heart 
of Midtown into a green corridor.

One of the key !ndings of our studies is that NYC 
is largely a city without seats, and we needed to do 
something about it. In pictures we used to see people of all 
ages sitting on !re hydrants as they had nowhere to sit. 

We’ve done a lot of work to try and change that –  
and we made changes overnight, over weekends, 
transforming a parking lot into a public space by just 
painting the kerbs and putting in the tables  
and chairs.

We now have new public pedestrian plazas, with 
tables and chairs and bike lanes, for example on 42nd 
Street at Times Square: 354 000 pedestrians now go 
through Times Square each and every day, and yet until 

this project 90% of the street was allocated to cars and 
only 10% to pedestrians. 

And we did all this with paint, with planters, and 
with public seating. The only major work we did was 
moving tra$c signals, everything else we did with paint. 
There was no heavy construction involved.

One of the things I learned a couple of months ago 
was that a robber was running through one of these 
‘pop-up’ plazas, and one of the people sitting in the plaza 
picked up a chair and banged it over the robber – so I 
added this to my list of bene!ts of quality public spaces. 

The simple step of providing seating can be one of 
the most important things that you can do to transform 
life in the city, and people appear as soon as you put up 
the space. 

On the impact on pedestrian safety

We’ve had really good success in terms of safety – 
pedestrian injuries are down and we’ve made more 
space for people to walk. There’s a lot of competition on 
the streets on NY for that very important space. People 
used to trade the safety of the sidewalk for the street, 
because New Yorkers are an incredibly impatient lot, you 
know – if somebody in front of us is walking a little too 
slowly it’s ‘Uh, get out of the way!’ 

There was a public art project done a couple of 
months ago, where artists painted the sidewalk on 5th 
Ave with ‘visitors’ on one side and ‘residents’ on the 
other side, and people actually followed it! 

And, not surprisingly, when you create space for 
people, they use it. 

On the impact on business

Pedestrian volumes have gone way up, which has had 
a major impact on businesses. It’s a really important 
point to understand that higher pedestrian foot tra$c 
translates into higher retail. Many studies show that the 
spending per person as a pedestrian is much higher 
than as a bus or car user. 

We’ve certainly seen signi!cant economic bene!t –  
in the last six months there has been a 71% increase in 

retail rents in this area since we pedestrianised Times 
Square. Businesses are starting to sit up and recognise 
that this is an important economic development 
strategy as much as anything else. For example, we have 
had !ve new #agship stores as well as stores oriented 
towards kids.

I think that is why we are starting to enjoy the 
support we have.

Now we’re in the middle of doing permanent 
construction, so the temporary materials will be 
replaced – we’re in the middle of the !nal design, so this 
will be part of the permanent landscape – part of the 
DNA of New York City for evermore. 

On signage

One of our next projects is to improve the way-!nding 
system for New Yorkers, a state-of-the-art information 
system for residents and visitors.

Guiding people is just as important as guiding cars, 
and when you think about it, about a third of all trips 
made in NYC are made by walking. So it makes sense 
that we have an information system for pedestrians that 
is on a par with what we have for vehicles. 

Here we were inspired by the work done by Legible 
London, and we hope to have some test projects out  
by 2012. 

Streets are for people

Another dimension to creating inviting and attractive 
streets is using our streets di"erently at di"erent times 
of the day. 

We started a weekend walks programme in 
24 neighbourhoods in NYC – all neighbourhood-
driven events where neighbourhood artists and local 
restaurants came together to create di"erent events, all 
unique to these di"erent neighbourhoods.

And then we closed Park Avenue for 7 miles for 
three Saturdays in August – it’s a 7-mile walk from 
Brooklyn Bridge to Central Park. Fifty thousand people 
can come out to walk, play, dance, kick box …

Attention to visual detail and public art is important 
if you want to create places for people to enjoy, rather 
than just hurry through as quickly as possible. NYC has 
an Assistant Commissioner for Art in Urban Design in the 
City – it’s the !rst time there has been this position, and 
we are doing as much as we can to use these spaces 
di"erently. 

And the city has a great many canvases to work 
with – such as our bridges – where we have had lighting 
installations, for example … Our streets don’t need to 
look like construction zones all the time. 

Using our network

Creating additional choices for New Yorkers is key to 
running a liveable city. You can’t just project our current 
transportation system onto the future and hope that it’s 
going to work. 

That is why we invested a lot in getting more out 
of our bus network. We have the largest bus network 
in North America … and the slowest bus speeds. My 
assistant commissioner for tra$c says that the only way 
to get across town these days is to be born there. We 
can certainly do a bit better than that, and we need to 

There is safety in numbers – the more cyclists that 

are out there, the safer the streets.
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keep competitive in the global market place – so we 
have introduced a BRT-type service, which is a step in 
the right direction.

Designing safer streets

Our road safety work has targeted the vulnerable 
pedestrians, who are seniors and kids.

Last year was the second-safest year in the City’s 
history – 2009 was the safest – with the lowest number 
of tra$c fatalities ever in the 100 years since the City 
started keeping records.

How we did it was by looking at where, why, when 
and how pedestrian fatalities and injuries occurred; this 
is what’s driving the investment decisions that we’re 
making right now on the safety side. 

So much of what we do is really simple, such as 
making it easier for seniors to cross the street, and using 
pedestrian refuge islands. When you think about it, 
premature deaths devastate families – and they cost the 
City of NY $4 billion a year, so there are lots of reasons to 
focus on this. 

We’ve launched a major round of public education 
campaigns, some of them are very harsh, very arresting, 
some of them funny. But our attention to safety 
design and green rules of transportation is paying big 
dividends, not only today, but will continue to pay into 
the future.                                                                              

Janette Sadik-Khan and colleague Amanda Burden, chair of the New 
York City Planning Commission, also visited Rea Vaya (Johannesburg) 
while in South Africa, and were awed by the way in which Rea Vaya 
has transformed transport in Johannesburg.

‘Rea Vaya is an extraordinary example of good planning and e!ective 
implementation,’ said Amanda Burden. ‘It is amazing how the system 
can move people quickly to their destination as e"ciently as possible.’

They were escorted on their trip by the member of the Joburg 
mayoral committee for transport, Rehana Moosajee. The tour was 
part of an international travelling exhibition entitled Our Cities 
Ourselves funded by ITDP and hosted together with several partners, 
among them Rea Vaya, the Johannesburg Development Agency and 
the South African Cities Network.

Describing her experiences of Rea Vaya after the tour, Burden said 
it was a thrill riding on the Rea Vaya bus. ‘You have incredible 
leadership that managed to pull o! something like that,’ she said. 
‘This is quite tremendous and inspiring.’

The success of Rea Vaya epitomised the strategies that cities around 
the world should follow, she added.

Janette Sadik-Khan was particularly impressed that Rea Vaya had 
incorporated facilities for people with disabilities and had involved 
local communities in the project. 

PlaNYC’S 16 TRANSPORTATION INITIATIVES

1. Increase capacity on key congested routes

Seek to fund #ve projects that eliminate capacity constraints

2. Provide new commuter rail access to Manhattan

Seek to expand options for rail commuters

3. Expand transit access to underserved areas

Seek to provide transit to new neighborhoods

4. Improve and expand bus service

Initiate and expand Bus Rapid Transit
Dedicate bus/High Occupancy Vehicle (HOV) lanes on the East  

River bridges
Explore other improvements to bus service

5. Improve local commuter rail service

Seek to make better local use of Metro-North and Long Island Rail  
Road (LIRR) stations

6. Improve access to existing transport

Facilitate access to subways and bus stops citywide

7. Address congested areas around the city

Develop congestion management plans for outer-borough  
growth corridors

8. Expand ferry service

Seek to expand service and better integrate it with the city’s existing 
mass transit system

9. Promote cycling

Complete the City’s 1 800-mile bike master plan
Facilitate cycling

10. Pilot congestion pricing

Seek to use pricing to manage tra"c in the central business district (CBD)

11. Manage roads more e!ciently

Expand the use of Muni Meters
Create an integrated tra"c management system

12. Strengthen enforcement of tra!c violations

Expand the force of Tra"c Enforcement Agents (TEAs)
Enable all TEAs to issue blocking-the-box tickets
Expand the use of tra"c enforcement cameras

13. Facilitate freight movements

Improve access to John F. Kennedy International Airport (JFK)
Explore High Occupancy Truck Toll (HOTT) lanes

14. Close the Metropolitan Transit Authority’s state of good 
repair gap

Seek a grant from the Sustainable Mobility and Regional Transportation 
(SMART) Authority to cover the MTA’s funding gap

15. Close the City’s road and bridge state of good repair gap

Seek a grant from the SMART authority to cover the City Department of 
Transportation funding gap

Invest in bridge and tunnel upgrades

16. Establish a new regional transit "nancing authority

Seek to create a SMART Financing Authority to advance new projects 
and achieve a state of good repair

JANETTE SADIK%KHAN, 

TRANSPORT COMMISSIONER FOR 

NEW YORK CITY, VISITED CAPE 

TOWN AS THE GUEST OF UCT’S 

AFRICAN CENTRE FOR CITIES, 

THE CAPE TOWN PARTNERSHIP, 

THE CITY OF CAPE TOWN AND 

THE NEW YORK%BASED INSTITUTE 

OF TRANSPORTATION AND 

DEVELOPMENT POLICY.


