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Existing Transportation System Needs and Challenges 
 
Existing Conditions and the Need for Alternatives: 

Providence is currently a car dominated city.  Currently, residents who do not or cannot 
drive are able to use the bus transit system operated by the Rhode Island Public Transit Authority 
(RIPTA), but this system is limited in its resources and relies on a hub and spoke system without 
cross town connections that does not always make it the most appealing choice for Providence 
residents.  The city would benefit from strengthening other modes of mobility beside single-
occupancy vehicles through a lessening of road congestion and improvements in air quality 
(Providence is a non attainment area under CMAQ regulations). The city is dominated by two 
interstate highways and until recently has not given equal attention to those who because of need 
or preference use walking, biking or transit to move around the city.  The City of Providence is 
committed to decreasing this reliance.  The primary means of transportation in Providence is a 
single occupancy vehicle.  According to Providence 2006 American Community Survey 
conducted by the Census Bureau, in Providence 63% of commuters drive alone to work, 16% 
carpool, 8% use public transportation, 6% walk, and less than 1% use other means.   

 
With improved pedestrian and bicycle facilities, Providence has the rare opportunity to 

create significant mode shifts from single occupancy cars to biking and walking with increased 
connections to transit as well.  RIPTA currently operates a ferry between Providence and 
Newport and with better bicycle and pedestrian connections to the ferry terminal; an increase in 
ridership is inevitable given the rising cost of gas and diesel fuel.  RITPA’s hub is currently 
located in Kennedy Plaza, in the heart of downtown Providence.  Through increased bicycle and 
pedestrian facilities in the downtown and neighborhoods surrounding downtown, we can create 
more readily accessible connections to Kennedy Plaza and other transit stops around the city, 
making it easier for residents to access transit.  The City aims to transition to a multi-hub system 
using a metro area transit improvement study to identify possible hub locations. 
 
Mobility Needs of Those Who Cannot Drive: 

Thirty-one percent of Providence’s population is under the age of 19 and Providence has 
the third highest child poverty rate in the country. Our children need easy and safe access to their 
schools and local resources such as community and recreation centers in order to access a variety 
of programming.  The Providence Public School District classifies elementary school students as 
walkers or bus riders based on the distance the student lives from their school.  In all but one or 
two of the elementary schools over 50% of the students classified as walkers are driven to and 
picked up from school.  Improving pedestrian facilities around our schools could significantly 
decrease the number of students being driven to school.  The school district does partner with 
RIPTA to purchase bus passes for its high school students who live two or more miles from their 
high school.  However, given the compact size of the city, there are more students who could and 
would use the transit system if given the opportunity but who cannot afford a bus pass on their 
own.  These students relay on other options such as being driven by parents or guardians to and 
from school.  With improved pedestrian walkways and bike facilities, more students and parents 
would likely feel comfortable with the idea of walking or biking to school.   

Approximately 11% of Providence’s population is over the age of 62 and our senior 
population needs access to safe pedestrian routes as well.  Many low income seniors rely on 
walking and transit as their main form of mobility.  In several neighborhoods with senior housing 
developments the local intersections are treacherous for seniors to cross given the high volume of 
traffic and lack of adequate pedestrian facilities.   
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Active Transportation Track Record and Assets 
Current Mode Shares: 

According to the 2006 Providence American Community Survey, approximately 8% of 
Providence workers utilize transit, 6% of walk to work and less than 1% uses other 
alternative modes of transportation, such as bike commuting.  Specific mode share 
numbers for non work related trips are not available at this time.  As part of the Active 
Transportation Project we will work with RIPTA and ProvStat to gather mode shift data 
over the course of the project’s implementation period. 

 
Past Accomplishments: 

The Providence Bicycle Network:   
This plan was written in the late 1990’s and is just being implemented (see Figure 
1 for signing and striping details).  In July 2008, Blackstone Blvd, a major city 
throughway was striped with bike lanes.  In Fall 2008, Broadway will be striped 
with bike lanes and in Spring 2009 Kinsley Ave and Promenade St will be 
restriped with new bike lanes.  The restriping of Kinsley and Promenade will 
restore bike lanes that were originally striped many years ago but that have since 
deteriorated.  Providence also has a bike lane on Allen’s Avenue (maintained by 
RIDOT) but due to construction for the relocation of Interstate 195 and due to old 
railroad infrastructure in the road, Allen’s can be a struggle for riders to traverse.   
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Figure 1: The Providence Bike Network (Source: VHB) 
 
 



 7

Existing Bikeways: 
Providence is currently home to one off-road bike path as part of the Fred Lippitt 
Woonasquatucket River Bikeway.  (See Figure 2)  This bike path starts at the 
Providence/Johnston city line, travels off road through several parks, has an on-road 
section in the Olneyville neighborhood and travels off-road through the Valley 
neighborhood of Providence.   

Figure 2: The Fred Lippitt Woonasquatucket River Bikeway (in green).  Source: RIDOT 
 

Additionally, Providence is the termination point for several state rail trail bike paths, the 
East Bay Bike Path ends at the Providence River, currently the Blackstone River 
Bikeway ends at the Providence/Pawtucket city line.  The Washington Secondary 
Bikeway ends at the Providence/Cranston city line. Through the Active Transportation 
project, the city will be able to invest in bicycle and pedestrian facilities that link to these 
existing trail systems.  

 
The Providence Department of Planning and Development (DPD) will be the lead agency 
for the Providence Active Transportation program.  In addition to DPD, the Mayor’s 
Office, the Department of Public Works and the Rhode Island Public Transit Authority 
have expressed their support and offered their assistance in implementing the Active 
Transportation project.   Furthermore, Rhode Island’s Congressional Delegation has 
expressed their support for the Active Transportation project.   

 
Most of the rail corridors within the city limits are still used by Amtrak, Massachusetts 
Bay Transit Authority (MBTA) and by freight rail operators.  There may be opportunities 
for rails with trails, but it is unlikely that any of the rail corridors in the city would be 
converted in the near future.  The State of Rhode Island Department of Transportation is 
in the process of relocating Interstate 195 through Providence.  The demolition of the 
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existing interstate will open up a sizable portion of the city for redevelopment.  This 
provides Providence with the opportunity to work with RIDOT to ensure the inclusion of 
superior bicycle and pedestrian facilities as the cities historic street grid is reconnected. 

 
The city is committed to moving forward on the Active Transportation project as soon as 
funding is authorized by Congress.  The city realizes that this is a rare opportunity to 
truly improve the active transportation system within its boundaries and places a high 
level of importance on making Providence a more pedestrian and bicycle friendly city. 

 
Active Transportation Plan 
 
Active Transportation in Redevelopment Areas: 

As stated above, Providence is currently in the midst of a major infrastructure relocation 
project.  As part of reconnecting the city street grid, we have the opportunity to include new 
bicycle and pedestrian facilities throughout several city neighborhoods.  These new facilities will 
include sidewalks on all new city streets and also include the potential for new on-street and off-
street bike lanes.  Additionally, the Providence waterfront along Allen’s Avenue and the Seekonk 
River is currently the subject of a major economic and land use study.  Allen’s Avenue is home to 
an underutilized bike lane.  However, through the potential for redevelopment along the corridor 
combined with the Coastal Resources Management Councils Urban Coastal Greenway 
Regulations, the waterfront areas of Providence along the Seekonk River and Narragansett Bay 
could become a major pedestrian and bicycle asset for the city. 
 
The Providence Bike Network: 

Providence’s current bike plan, The Providence Bike Network, was written in late 1990s. 
The bike lane striping and signage recommended in the plan will be installed in 2008. Active 
Transportation funding will allow us to update and upgrade the bike plan beyond the limited 
impact it currently has on the city.  By updating and expanding upon The Providence Bike 
Network, we will create a whole new bike plan for the city.  Part of this new bike plan will look 
at the feasibility of creating bike boulevards in the fashion of Portland, Or as well as assessing 
which streets in the city can safely support bike lanes.  The new Providence Bike Plan will also 
have a strong education component, for cyclists, pedestrians and drivers to make the road a safer 
place for all who travel on them.  Projects which will likely be included in the new bike plan 
include but are not limited to the following:  1) Creating an on-road connection between the Fred 
Lippitt Woonasquatucket River Bikeway and Neutaconkanut Park in the Silver Lake 
neighborhood.  2) Creating an on-road connection between the termination point of the 
Washington Secondary Bike Path at Garfield Street to Olneyville Square and the Fred Lippitt 
Woonasquatucket Bikeway.  3) Striping bike lanes on Providence’s historic street car streets 
(Broad St, Cranston St, Reservoir Ave, Elmwood Ave, Westminster St as well as along other 
suitable roads such as Smith St and Pleasant Valley Parkway.   

Funding could go to a feasibility study on converting an abandoned train tunnel that cuts 
under the city’s East Side. The tunnel has been shut for years and has the potential to become a 
pedestrian and bike connector between downtown and the Wayland Square area.   

The AT2010 funding could also go to help expand Recycle-a-Bike, a volunteer-run 
community bike center that teaches classes in bike safety and bike maintenance, provides 
community workshops, and distributes bikes throughout the city.   
 
Pedestrian Facility Improvements: 

As part of the Active Transportation project, we will be able to upgrade and complete the 
entire Providence sidewalk network. The city has approximately 600 miles of sidewalk, a 
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significant number for a city this compact.  However, much of the existing sidewalk network is in 
need of upgrades and there are areas of the city where it was never completed, particularly in the 
Hartford, Silver Lake and Manton neighborhoods.  In addition to sidewalk improvements, Active 
Transportation funding will allow us to upgrade our crosswalks throughout the city, making 
pedestrian movement safer and more convenient.  Some of our crosswalks have not been 
repainted in years, however from August 2007 to the present; approximately 50,000 linear feet of 
crosswalks have been painted.  We will incorporate new pedestrian safety measures such as 
beeping pedestrian signals and high visibility crosswalks as part of the program. We will first 
focus on intersections that are particularly dangerous for bicyclists and pedestrians and carry out 
spot improvements at those sites. Improved sidewalks and pedestrian facilities will also help 
connect pedestrians to our transit system.   

As part of the pedestrian upgrades, we will create comprehensive design standards for 
sidewalks and bike lanes, which will be implemented on all future street repairs.  

 
Community Outreach and Education: 
 With funding from AT2010, Providence will be able to launch a marketing and education 
campaign designed to raise awareness about the health benefits of active transportation and its 
environmental necessity. The program will be branded (IE: “Get Moving Providence”) and 
include maps and marketing materials. Part of the marketing will include the development of 
branded routes, discussed further below. The campaign will include a focus on reaching out to 
immigrant families and non-native English speakers. The City will hire The League of American 
Bicyclists to run bike education classes. The League offers courses in general road safety and 
bike maintenance, bike commuting, cycling with kids, safe routes to school, and a class for 
motorists on sharing the road.  
  
Potential to Create Interconnected Active Transportation Systems: 

Providence is currently the end point for several state rail trails. With sufficient funding, 
we will be able to create connections within the city to these existing rail trails.  Currently the 
Blackstone Bikeway that connects to Worcester, Massachusetts ends at the Pawtucket/Providence 
city line, the East Bay Bike Path terminates at the Washington Bridge and the Washington 
Secondary Bikeway ends at the Providence/Cranston border.  The first and most obvious 
connection to be made would be connecting the Blackstone Bikeway to the East Bay Bike Path.   
The Blackstone Bikeway will travel down Blackstone Blvd, Irving Avenue and River Road.  
There are plans to continue the bikeway off-road to connect to India Point Park and the East Bay 
Bike Path, but funding the design and construction continues to be an issue.  The Blackstone 
Bikeway is also part of the East Coast Greenway project and when complete will be signed as 
such.  Through the expansion of our on-road bicycle facilities and improved pedestrian facilities, 
Providence will be able to become the center of a statewide interconnected trail system.  
Additionally, through our wide streets on the west side of the city (due to our historic street car 
network); we can create bicycle facilities that connect directly with the downtown and other parts 
of the city. 
 
 Providence is also in the process of proposing a Bike Share program to start in downtown 
and spread outwards through the city over time.  Active Transportation funding will go a long 
way to ensuring the success of this program.  Additionally, Providence is looking at our existing 
bike network and examining the possibilities of branding certain bike routes to encourage cycling 
among those who might not otherwise use active transportation.  Possibilities for these branded 
bicycle routes include connections between local historic districts, connections between family 
friendly destinations such as our parks and children’s museum.   
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 Additionally, Providence will use funding to make it easier for employees to bike to 
work. The City will encourage businesses to give incentives to employees to walk or bike to work 
($10 per monthly pledge). The City will work with existing businesses and developers to create 
partnerships whereby the City would cover the cost of including a bike station (showers, lockers, 
and bike racks) in buildings to encourage those who work there to bike to work. We also plan to 
expand the annual Bike to Work Day to a monthly event on the last Friday from April to 
September.  
 
 
Revenue Streams: 

As a non-attainment area under the EPA’s CMAQ program, Providence receives funding 
to alleviate road congestion and air pollution that can be used to leverage a portion of the funding 
received under the Active Transportation program.  Due to the current fiscal environment of the 
city, it is unlikely that Providence will be able to match Active Transportation dollars received 
with dollars from our budget, however, as with many other projects over the years, the city is 
more than willing to provide match funds through the In-Kind Contribution of city staff on the 
planning and implementation of the Active Transportation project.  Furthermore, the City 
guarantees that whatever money is spent on roads, sidewalks, and signs will align with the goals 
of improving Active Transportation in the city. 
 
 Active Transportation Plan Benefits 
 
Transportation: 

Through pedestrian and bicycle infrastructure improvements, Providence will be able to 
implement and document a mode shift for residents throughout the city, encouraging people to 
walk or bike for many of their daily trips, in addition to creating a mode shift for commuters to 
walk or bike to work or a nearby transit connection.  Additionally, Providence will be able to 
document the improvements in traffic safety that occurs as a result of having a more robust active 
transportation system in the City.  As part of this study we will analyze current bicycle/pedestrian 
crash data versus the crash rates after completion of the infrastructure upgrades.  We will also be 
able to use the baseline mode data from the 2006 American Community Survey and compare it to 
mode share levels upon completion of the Active Transportation project.  Providence is fortunate 
to have ProvStat, the City’s in-house data management team, to document these changes over 
time. 
 
Public Health: 

Over the past four years, many Providence residents have participated in a program 
knows as Shape Up RI.  Shape Up RI is a statewide exercise and weight loss initiative that 
challenges teams to lose the greatest percentage of collective team weight, log the most hours of 
physical activity, and walk the highest number of pedometer steps over a twelve-week period. In 
the first year, the program welcomed 7,000 participants. This response demonstrates Providence 
and Rhode Island’s eagerness for daily exercise opportunities based around pedestrian needs.  In 
addition, many Providence residents will also be participating in Millions of Minutes, a new 
weight loss and exercise initiative being implemented by the Rhode Island Governor’s office.  
These two programs show that Providence residents are looking for motivation to increase their 
daily exercise levels. With improved pedestrian and bicycle infrastructure throughout the city, 
Providence residents will be able to build upon the gains they have made through these programs. 

Providence is a participant in the Safe Routes to Schools program.  Two of our 
elementary schools have received over $250,000 to improve pedestrian and bicycle infrastructure 
in the immediate vicinity of the schools in order to effect mode shift from children being driven 
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to school back to walking or biking.  Given the childhood obesity crisis in Rhode Island and the 
nation as a whole, Active Transportation funding will allow the city to improve pedestrian and 
bicycle infrastructure around all of our schools, which will help get more kids out of cars and 
back to walking and biking to school. 

 
Environmental Benefits: 

Aside from the increased mobility and opportunities for daily exercise, Providence will 
benefit from inclusion in Active Transportation by building on its commitment to take climate 
action.  The City’s recently adopted Comprehensive Plan, Providence Tomorrow: The Interim 
Comprehensive Plan includes an entirely new chapter on sustainability. It offers goals, objectives 
and strategies on preserving the natural environment in Providence and decreasing energy 
consumption and pollution.  In 2005, Mayor Cicilline signed the US Mayors’ Climate Protection 
Agreement, making Providence a “Cool City” and committing Providence to: meet or beat the 
Kyoto Protocol targets; urge state and federal government to meet or beat the Kyoto reduction 
target; and urge the U.S. Congress to pass the bipartisan greenhouse gas reduction legislation. 
Providence is a member of ICLEI’s Cities for Climate Protection Campaign; an association that 
assists local governments in creating environmental solutions. Providence is also a part of the 
New England Cities Project, a coalition of nine New England cities that will curb greenhouse gas 
emissions.  As mentioned earlier, Providence is a non-attainment area under federal CMAQ 
regulations.  An improved Active Transportation system will help reduce the number of Ozone 
alert days that the city experiences each summer by removing cars from the roads.   
 
Economic Development: 

Providence has gained national recognition for its successful revitalization efforts over 
the past twenty years. Building off of these successes, the city’s pedestrian and bicycle 
infrastructure improvements will promote intra-city development, connecting residents to 
increased amenities and an overall rise in quality of life.  The City aims to use Active 
Transportation funds to connect the West Side of Providence to downtown by strengthening 
pedestrian and bicycle connections. 
 

Providence is a quintessential example of an old, New England, post-industrial, highly-
built, economically and racially diverse city. By including Providence in Active Transportation, 
the city will serve as an example for other similar cities, proving that increasing pedestrian and 
bicycle facilities is possible in these circumstances. Furthermore, with the redevelopment of 
Interstate 195 lands, Providence has the opportunity to serve as an example of the possible 
synergy between federal projects and increased pedestrian and bicycle access. It is the City’s 
priority to ensure space for pedestrians and cyclists in the redevelopment of the former I-195 
lands. Providence’s success will demonstrate that even large-scale federal projects can make 
space for improvements in city life. 
 
Contextual Factors:   

Weather: Providence’s climate is considered “humid continental,” with warm summers 
and cool winters. The influence of the Atlantic Ocean keeps Providence, and the rest of the state 
of Rhode Island, warmer than many inland locales in New England.  Although our winters can be 
cold, we rarely if ever have snow cover for more than a few days a time, certainly not in amounts 
that would limit bicyclists and pedestrians access to new facilities. 
 

Bikeable Geography: The vast majority of Providence’s terrain is flat. There is one 
steep hill to the east of the Providence River, but once a cyclist has climbed the hill, the land 
flattens out again. The infrastructure that once supported a vibrant streetcar system now offers 
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Providence wide, convenient avenues. Four major roads on the West Side, (Broad, Broadway, 
Elmwood, and Westminster) connect directly to downtown Providence and are wide enough to fit 
bike lanes. Though Providence seeks to redevelop its streetcar system at some point, the streets 
could be transformed into bicycle connections quickly and fairly easily.  
 

Density: Providence is a highly developed city (approximately 176,000 residents in a 21 
square mile area) with well-established infrastructure and only a small amount of vacant 
developable land. This density lends itself well to pedestrian and bicycle infrastructure 
improvements with strong connections to local transit. 
 

Land Use Planning: The historic mixed-use character of the city poses a challenge with 
conventional land use designations and regulations. The mixed-use aspect of the city's character 
is one of its most prized assets. Providence is a living testament to the fact that with good design, 
diverse uses can coexist to create special places that are universally valued. The city's mixed-use 
pattern encourages walking, a goal that the Mobility Chapter of Providence Tomorrow: The 
Interim Comprehensive Plan promotes.  
  

Existing Bike Culture: Bike Providence and the Greenways Alliance have advocated for 
bicycling as a healthy, efficient, and environmentally friendly mode of transportation. Providence 
hosts a friendly, vibrant community of cyclists who have responded positively to the City’s 
interest in increasing bike connections.  Each year, a significant number of commuters in the 
Providence metro area have participated in Bike to Work Day.  The Mayor, RIDOT, and the City 
Council have lent their support by offering speeches and even biking to work themselves.   
 

Support for the Plan: Attached to this case statement is a Providence City Council 
resolution of support for the Active Transportation program.  We have also included letters of 
support from Mayor Cicilline, and our Congressional delegation.  The Providence Bicycle 
Coalition, the East Coast Greenway Alliance, the Narragansett Bay Wheelman, Bike to Brown, 
the Providence Chamber of Commerce, The Sierra Club (RI Chapter), and the Apeiron Institute 
have also provided letters of support for our campaign. 
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Resolution to Support Participation in Rails-to-Trails Conservancy’s 2010 
Campaign for Active Transportation 

 
WHEREAS, nearly half of all trips in the United States are three miles or less1 and that with 
significant investment in pedestrian and bicycle infrastructure, there is an opportunity to 
demonstrate a substantial shift to healthy, non-motorized transportation modes; and 
 
WHEREAS, bicyclists and pedestrians represent 14 percent of all traffic fatalities in the United 
States, yet receive less than one percent of all federal road spending2; and 
 
WHEREAS, four communities (Columbia, Missouri; Marin County, California; Minneapolis-St. 
Paul, Minnesota; and Sheboygan County, Wisconsin) were selected to reach receive grants of 
$6,250,000 per fiscal year for four years to participate in the Non-motorized Transportation Pilot 
Program; and 
 
WHEREAS, Rails-to-Trails Conservancy seeks to expand this program in the next federal 
transportation reauthorization to include at least 40 communities, with $50 million per 
community over six years to promote and develop facilities and programs for active 
transportation (trails, biking, and walking) for mobility; and 
 
WHEREAS, Rails-to-Trails Conservancy has identified Providence as an excellent candidate for 
the expanded program, called the 2010 Campaign for Active Transportation; and 
 
WHEREAS, the City of Providence has organized a steering committee to guide the development 
of a position paper presenting the case for Providence’s inclusion in the expanded program; and 
 
WHEREAS, improvements in active transportation infrastructure are recommended in all of the 
following long-range planning documents: 

o Transit 2020 – Spring, 2007 
o Providence Tomorrow: The Interim Comprehensive Plan – December, 2007 
o Greenprint: Providence – Summer, 2008 

 
NOW, THEREFORE LET IT BE RESOLVED, that we, the undersigned parties, strongly support 
the participation of Providence in the 2010 Campaign for Active Transportation for the 
significant non-motorized transportation opportunities it will provide. 
Adopted this ____ day of ____ 2008 by: 
 
_______________________     
David N. Cicilline, Mayor 

                                                 
1 FHWA. 2006. Federal Highway Administration University Course on Bicycle and Pedestrian 
Transportation: Student Workbook (Second Addition). Report No. HRT-05-133. 
2 STPP. 2003. The $300 Billion Question: Are We Buying a Better Transportation System? 
www.transact.org/library/300B/Executive_Summary.pdf.  
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