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Introduction 
For generations, the transportation infrastructure in East Harlem has been equated with poor public and en-
vironmental health, as well as having been seen as a barrier to neighborhood cohesion. Air pollution from the 
126th Street bus depot, FDR Drive and through traffic along First and Second Avenues are believed to contribute 
to high asthma rates for residents of East Harlem. The Metro North viaduct and the FDR Drive act as both physi-
cal and mental barriers to reaching Central Park and the East River Esplanade.  The lack of safe and convenient 
access to these open spaces can exacerbate the health issues facing East Harlem.

Recent developments in promoting active transportation – transportation modes such as walking and bicycling 
combined with public transit use that promote physical activity through daily travel– throughout East Harlem 
are helping to undo some of the harm of the aforementioned obstacles. From cycletrack-style bicycle lanes to 
dedicated lanes for Select Bus Service, East Harlem transportation is at the forefront of New York City’s complete 
streets approach to transportation.  

This is in no small part due to local support from Community Board 11 and City Council Member Melissa Mark-Vi-
verito, both of whom have been enthusiastic supporters of improved transportation infrastructure.  The involve-
ment of advocacy groups like CIVITAS and Transportation Alternatives has helped to organize grassroots support 
as well.

This technical memo outlines what is currently being done to promote these healthier forms of transportation 
through review of current infrastructure, policies, programs and design standards that apply to the study area. It 
does so through the lens of increasing safety while also promoting modes that speak to the public and environ-
mental health focus our studio is tasked with addressing. While primarily focusing on the neighborhood streets 
of East Harlem, analysis and recommendations promote greater active transportation connectivity with the East 
River Esplanade, which, with improvements, could serve as a major transportation corridor for residents and visi-
tors who choose to walk or bike.  The memo concludes with discussion of remaining barriers to safe and conve-
nient active transportation. 
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Existing Conditions: Transit

Buses
Select Bus Service (SBS) is a version of bus rapid transit – a form of bus transit that of-
fers enhanced service features to provide a unique visual identity, increase bus travel 
speeds and improve quality of service to customers – implemented in 2008 by New 
York City Department of Transportation (NYCDOT) and New York City Transit (NYCT). 
SBS routes offer a combination of off-board fare payment, dedicated right-of-way, 
traffic signal prioritization, limited stops at SBS specific stations and visual branding 
differentiating select service from standard service. 

Launched in 2010, the M15 SBS route traverses the entirety of our study area as it runs 
along First and Second Avenues from South Ferry Terminal to the 126th Street Bus 
Depot. M15 SBS offers a compliment to local M15 service, stopping approximately 
every 10 blocks. Within the study area, SBS stops are located at 106th Street, 116th 
Street and 125th Street along both northbound First Avenue and southbound Second 
Avenue 

The 125th Street Corridor serves 32,000 bus riders daily  along the Bx15, M35, M60, 
M100 and M101 routes. The M60 – 125th Street’s most heavily used route – is currently 
being reconfigured into an SBS route with completion estimated for late 2013/early 
2014. The new service is estimated to be 10-15% faster across the entire route.  Though 
designs have not yet been made public, it is anticipated that curb extensions, pedes-
trian bulb-outs at intersections and other streetscape improvements will be incorpo-
rated into the route design, allowing for shorter and safer crossings at intersection as 
well as providing more clear space along the often congested sidewalks. 

Subways
Once completed, the Second Avenue Subway will carry an anticipated 200,000 rid-
ers,  with its first phase of construction scheduled for a December 2016 completion. 
Though it will only run outside of our study area – from 63rd Street to 96th Street – the 
service will be within reach of lower East Harlem residents and will ease overcrowding 
on the existing Lexington Avenue     lines that service the neighborhood.  Phase II – 
stretching from 96th Street to 125th Street –  has no estimated timeframe to begin or 
complete construction. A 2010-11 Hunter College UAP studio documented concerns 
around current Phase I construction and made recommendations for mitigation such 
as increased public outreach, incentives for commercial stabilization and requirements 
for ongoing street maintenance during construction in future phases.  

Ferries
Currently there is no ferry service that serves East Harlem.  If ferry service were to come 
to the neighborhood it would have to be competitive in price, convenience and speed 
with the area’s already rich transit options.  This means that pedestrian and transit 
access to the esplanade would have to be improved as a precondition to making ferry 
service viable.  Ferry service may make sense due to the high concentration of hous-
ing along the river.  However, much of this is NYCHA housing, meaning that if the ferry 
were priced any more expensively than the subways and buses it would not be very 
useful to those residents.  The ferry would also have to serve popular destinations, but 
is limited by the waterway.  There is occasional ferry service to Randall’s Island during 
the summer for events with the closest docking point located at E 90th Street.   During 
the summer 2012, the city contracted with NY Water Taxi to provide service to Randall’s 
Island every weekend. 

Existing Conditions: Pedestrian Elements
The physical infrastructure for pedestrians is fully built out. Sidewalks are available on all 
sides of the street within the upland portions of the study area, and crosswalks and ADA 
compliant curb cuts are used in almost all intersections. What remains to be done are 
enhancements to pedestrian comfort and safety through improved transit and bicycling 
infrastructure as well as vulnerable populations and wayfinding programming–each of 
which is detailed in other sections of this memo. 

Existing Conditions: Bicycle Network 
Community Board 11 approved separated bike lanes protected by a floating parking 
lane (not adjacent to the curb but rather between traffic and the bike line) for First 
and Second Avenues in March of 2012.  By the end of the summer, DOT had installed 
the lane on Second Avenue from 125th Street south to 100th Street. Construction 
on the Second Avenue Subway will prevent extension of this lane farther south until 
that project is completed in 2016.  The First Avenue separated lane is currently under 
construction. 

Traditional painted bike lanes currently exist on the crosstown routes of 119th and 
120th Streets.  Additional painted crosstown bike lanes are planned for 102nd, 110th 
and 111th Streets. 

The Esplanade forms an important 
piece of the Manhattan Waterfront 
Greenway, a 32-mile route that 
circumnavigates the entire island 
of Manhattan.   The Greenway is 
a vast effort to reconnect New 
Yorkers with their long-ignored 
and derelict waterfront, transform-
ing it into an attraction that can 
be used for both recreation and 
commuting.  Along the Esplanade 
there is a shared use path that is 
completely separated from ve-
hicular traffic. The greenway spans 
the entire length of the study area, 
however the limited access to the 
greenway makes integrating it 
into regular non-motorized trans-
portation patterns difficult.

Figure 1 Existing Bicycle Network
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Existing Conditions: Crash Data
In general, pedestrians are the most vulnerable street user, and this vulnerability is 
exacerbated at intersections, along major two-way corridors and is especially true for 
the elderly.   Between 2005 and 2009, 770 pedestrians died in the city as the result of a 
motor vehicle crash.   Mapping and analyzing crash data is an important tool in deter-
mining the locating and type needed improvements to the street.

In East Harlem, the most dangerous roads for pedestrians and cyclists are the major 
crosstown streets.  As can be seen in Figure 2, 106th, 116th and 125th Streets are hot-
spots for crashes.  The intersection of 125th Street and Lexington Avenue ranked the 
most dangerous intersection in the Community Board, and second most on the East 
Side.   

Perhaps more alarming is the disparity between the Upper East Side and East Harlem.  
Children under 18 make up about 30% of residents in both neighborhoods.  However, 
in East Harlem children account for 43% of crash victims between cars and pedestrians 
or cyclists, while Upper East Side children represent less than 15%.   The intersections 
where children were most likely to be struck are clustered around public housing.  This 
is not only an issue of traffic justice, but also of social justice and public health.  Future 
plans should pay special attention to this issue.

Existing Conditions: East River Esplanade
The East River Esplanade is a park that runs along the waterfront through the study area, 
terminating at the Triborough Bridge. It consists of  a mixed-use path that is approximate-
ly 12 feet wide and some sitting areas.  The path is popular among bikers and runners 
despite its lack of connectivity to the South Bronx and inadequate access to the upland 
neighborhoods, as well has having fallen in a state of disrepair [See Waterfront Technical 
Memo for further description and analysis of pathway].  

Within the study area, there are three pedestrian bridges over the FDR Drive connecting 
the neighborhood to the esplanade: at 102nd Street, 111th Street and 120th Street.  There 
are few signs that point to these access points on the neighborhood side of the highway 
and the esplanade itself is in a deteriorated condition.  There are many sink holes, indica-
tive of the wearing away of the bulk head and pilings.  Many of the trees and plants are 
dead, the railings are rusted, and the pavement is cracked.  

Pedestrian access to Randall’s Island from East Harlem is via the 103rd Street Footbridge, 
which can only be accessed from the esplanade.  As of the summer of 2012 the bridge is 
open year-round after undergoing a two-year, $16.8 million renovation.  The year round 
access is a welcome change to a neighborhood with few large outdoor spaces.  Prior to 
the work, the bridge was only open during daylight hours and only seven months of the 
year,  a product of high crime rates and the city’s fiscal crisis. 

Figure 2 CB11 Crashes, 1998-2008 
(source: Transportation Alternatives)
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Existing Conditions: FDR
The Franklin D. Roosevelt East River Drive represents the greatest physical and psy-
chological barrier to accessing the esplanade and Randall’s Island.  As a fully separated, 
6-lane, limited access highway that runs the length of the East Side, the Drive increases 
area noise and pollutants, making it out of context with its urban environment.  The 
section from 92nd Street to 125th Street was the first part of the Drive to be construct-
ed in 1934 by Robert Moses.  The roadway is not built to current highway standards 
and as a result is closed to commercial traffic and has a posted speed limit of 40 mph. 
The roadway is maintained by NYCDOT, the Department of Parks and Recreation 
(DPR) maintains the esplanade, and the New York State Department Of Transportation 
(NSDOT) is generally responsible for major construction projects for the Drive.  Accord-
ing to NYSDOT, the highway carries approximately 150,000 vehicles per day through 
Midtown.    Within the study area, automobile access points to the highway include 
a southbound entrance/exit at 106th and 116th Streets and the interchange for the 
Triborough Bridge at 125th Street.

In 2002, NYSDOT added safety improvements from 63rd Street north to the Triborough 
Bridge, which included reconstruction of the Drive at 116th Street.  In 2011, CIVITAS 
and Transportation Alternatives requested improved pedestrian crossings under the 
Drive at 96th Street (the highway is elevated at this location).  

An important example to consider when examining the FDR Drive is the West Side 
Highway, a scant two miles away on the other side of Manhattan.  The West Side High-
way was an elevated highway constructed in the 1930s and 40s that, due to neglect, 
was closed to traffic in 1973 after a section of it collapsed.  Many years were spent 
debating what to do with the highway, which was eventually turned into an urban 
boulevard, completed in 2001.  The current West Side Highway has regular traffic sig-
nals and pedestrian crossings and has been a boon to the area by reconnecting people 
with the waterfront and Hudson River Park.
 
The issue of highway removal as an alternative to continually upgrading current urban 
highways is getting more attention as cities grapple with what to do with aging 20th 
century transportation infrastructure.  The Institute for Transportation and Develop-
ment Policy and EMBARQ published the aptly named report, The Life and Death of 
Urban Highways, which explores several case studies from around the globe.   Any 
future plans should closely consider this issue. 

Existing Conditions: Wayfinding
Wayfinding uses the design of space and communication systems to help people 
locate where they are, where their destination is and how to get there.   In urban street 
settings, wayfinding primarily consists of signage, maps and visual cues that share a 
common visual language.  In East Harlem, wayfinding could encourage walking and di-
rect people to neighborhood attractions and especially to the esplanade access points.  
Improving wayfinding could be one of the fastest and cheapest ways to encourage 
people to use the esplanade and access Randall’s Island.   In 2011, the city issued an 
RFP for a single integrated wayfinding system that will eventually be used across the 
city.   The system is being piloted in four areas: Long Island City, Prospect Heights/
Crown Heights, Chinatown, and parts of Midtown. 

Programs 

Safe Routes For Seniors
From 2002-2006 senior citizens made up only 12% of New York City’s population, yet 
accounted for 39% of the city’s pedestrian fatalities.  To address this, NYCDOT imple-
mented Safe Routes for Seniors. The program identified the top 25 neighborhoods 
with senior resident density and high crash percentages to target with improvements 
such as street lighting, pavement conditions, motorists’ traffic signal and law compli-
ance, and pedestrian crossing signal timing . 

East Harlem was not identified as an initial priority area by the NYCDOT, and the agen-
cy does not make available recourse for having such programming brought into addi-
tional neighborhoods at this time. While recent NYCDOT projects in East Harlem have 
included improvements found in Safe Routes for Seniors activities, in order to further 
the active transportation promotion for our study area, the safety and convenience of 
senior pedestrians should be analyzed and incorporated into any recommendations to 
come out of our studio. 

Safe Routes To School
Safe Routes to School is a program of NYCDOT to improve safe access to and from 
the city’s schools while increasing physical activity through biking and walking. Since 
2003, NYCDOT has been working to provide safer crossings and neighborhood traffic 
calming at 135 priority schools throughout the city including P.S.7 and P.S.72 within 
our study area.  In addition to infrastructure improvements, the NYCDOT provides 
school safety maps, traffic control guides  and also provides curriculum guidelines to 
help teachers incorporate traffic safety instruction with general lesson planning. 
Crucial to the success of the Safe Routes to School efforts is quality programming to 
increase the amount of school children biking and walking to school. To this end, NYC-
DOT promotes these activities in conjunction with both private and public schools. 
NYCDOT’s Walk to School Project  offers a variety of tools such as participation in Inter-
national Walk to School Day and “walking school buses” to promote increased walking 
to and from school. NYCDOT’s Bike to School program offers a $500 stipend and three 
years of programming partnership to selected schools. Applications for the program 
were due Dec. 12, 2012 with no future application dates posted.

Safe Routes To Transit
The goal of the NYCDOT’s Safe Routes To Transit program is to improve safe and con-
venient access to subway entrances and bus stops throughout the city by means of im-
provement to the street and sidewalk spaces around these transit stops.  The NYCDOT 
is addressing these issues by focusing on three main areas: bus stops under elevated 
lines, subway and sidewalk interfaces and sidewalk to bus stops – only the latter two 
proving relevant to our study area. 

NYCDOT has  included pedestrian refuges (pedestrian waiting areas between moving 
traffic that lessen crossing distance and allow  slower pedestrians to cross wide av-
enues through multiple signal phases), bulb outs (curb extensions designed to shorten 
crossing distance as well as provide pedestrian waiting area out of the way of sidewalk 
thru-traffic)and increased use of countdown signals to notify pedestrians of remaining 
time to cross the street along First and Second Avenues.
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NYCDOT has also recently completeda sidewalk extension on 2nd Avenue at 106th 
Street to improve the pedestrian flow and better accommodate riders waiting for 
the southbound M15 SBS. Other opportunities may be identified along 1st and 2nd 
Avenues, as well as with bus improvements along 125th Street in conjunction with the 
M60 SBS service implementation. 

Play Streets
Play Streets are a collaboration between the NYC Departments of Transportation, 
Health & Mental Hygiene and Parks & Recreation in an effort to promote youth physi-
cal activity where open and/or recreational space my be limited.   Play Streets do this 
by closing off existing streets to automobile traffic for short periods during the sum-
mer (typically a consecutive afternoon from July-August) and programming the space 
for children’s activities and re-prioritizing the space for active transportation. Both 
community groups and neighborhood schools can apply to establish Play Streets.  In 
2012, East Harlem hosted two Play Streets at 113th Street between First and Second 
Avenues, and at 104th Street between Second and Third Avenues.

Transportation Alternatives (TA), a local active transportation advocacy organization, 
offers assistance to neighborhood groups with permitting and even mini-grants to 
promote and program neighborhood Play Streets.  Additionally, TA offers a resource 
guide  for those wishing to promote a Play Streets event, outlining process, types of 
partners and various forms of programming. Applications and checklists can be found 
at the Dept. of Health & Mental Hygiene website, and further Play Streets funding is 
available through the Citizens Committee for New York .

Bicycle Share
After years of anticipation, New York City will launch one of the largest public bike 
share systems in the United State in May of 2013.  Bicycle share utilizes a system of 
bicycles docked at specific stations strategically located throughout an area. Users 
can access a bike from a given station and return it to any within the system.  Fees are 
typically assessed by the amount of time a user has a bike unlocked from a station, 
with graduated fees in place to encourage use for short trips and adequate circulation 
of bikes throughout the network of stations. NYCDOT, in conjunction with vendor Alta 
Bicycle Share and sponsor Citibank, will launch CITIBike with an initial 5,500 bicycles 
at stations located throughout lower Manhattan (below 60th Street), western Queens 
and north Brooklyn.    While there are currently no plans to expand the system north 
to our study area, the NYCDOT has provided siting criteria should the community – or 
our studio -- seek to plan for sites in anticipation of the service. Stephanie Levinsky  at 
NYCDOT shared the following criteria:

• Locations must have unrestricted 24/7 access
• Locations should ensure maximum visibility with corners preferable to midblock
• Stations cannot impede access to existing facilities such as bus stops, fire hydrants, 

etc. 
• Stations can be placed on sidewalk, curb lane, NYCHA property, NYC Parks, and 

even privately-owned public spaces (POPS)
• Sidewalks with stations have to be a minimum of 16 feet wide so as not to inter-

fere with pedestrian flow
• Stations must observe normal street furniture clearances – 5 feet from crosswalk, 

15 feet from fire hydrant, etc. 
• Stations cannot be on top of utility manholes, grates, etc.; however bikes can be as 

they can be moved to provide access
• Traffic engineers must approve in-street station locations, with a minimal allow-

able curb lane width of 8 feet
• Curb lane stations cannot turn into turning or thru lanes during peak times

The NYCDOT used a crowd-sourced map to solicit initial input for site selection.  Staff 
also suggested creating a demand model based on land use, mode share, etc. to cre-
ate general potential station siting areas, while allowing the community to offer more 
specific sites within these areas based on their particular trip generators. 
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City Racks
City Racks is a program of NYCDOT to provide short-term 
bicycle parking throughout the city. Racks located on the 
sidewalk are provided free of charge to neighborhoods that 
request them.  While any citizen can request a rack, high de-
mand means priority has been given to community boards, 
business associations and other community groups that 
make bulk requests for an area or neighborhood located 
near transit stops or commercial activity. 
Request for bike racks can be made through the NYCDOT 
website, with the following recommended guidelines:

• Rack must be on City-owned property
• Rack must be on wide concrete sidewalks (minimum 

sidewalk width of 12 feet)
• Rack must be away from the natural flow of pedestrians, 

usually at the curb and always away from crosswalks
• Rack must be a minimum of 6 feet from street signs, 

mailboxes, benches or telephones
• Rack should be up to 13 feet away from fire hydrants, 

and 15 feet from bus stop shelters and newsstands
• City Racks cannot be installed on pavers, cobblestone, 

brick, stone/slate slabs, custom/patterned concrete or 
metal gratings.

Bike Corrals 
Where bike parking demand is high or sidewalk space is 
limited, bike parking should be moved off the sidewalk and 
into the curbside lane, as with automobile parking. Bike 
Corrals  are clusters of City Racks placed along the curbside 
lane to minimize hazards on the sidewalk, provide increased 
bike parking and even to “daylight” intersections that have 
limited sight lines for pedestrians and motorists when auto-
mobiles are parked in the same location. 

Bike Corrals require a maintenance partner – typically a Busi-
ness Improvement District, Community Center or even local 
business owner – to remove snow, trash and/or maintain 
any planters associated with the corral. Applications for Bike 
Corrals are available at the NYCDOT website. 

City Bench
The City Bench program is designed to increase the amount of public seating located along New York City streets. 
With the intention of primarily providing seating for seniors and those waiting for transit, benches are also being 
encouraged in commercial corridors and outside of community facilities.  Benches can be requested at NYCDOT 
website and must meet the agency’s following requirements: 

• Sidewalk width must be a minimum of 12 feet from building to curb
• Proposed location cannot be directly opposite a building entrance or cellar door
• Benches cannot be placed on granite or bluestone in an historic district. DOT also will not install benches on 

distinctive paving without a third party, such as a Business Improvement District, having poured concrete 
footings per DOT specifications.

• Benches cannot be installed within:
• 15 feet of the open end of subway exit or a newsstand
• 10 feet of a crosswalk or fire hydrant
• 8 feet of a bicycle rack
• 7 feet of a driveway
• 5 feet of the principal entrance to an individually landmarked building (lateral distance), a bicycle rack 

(with bicycles perpendicular to the curb), a sidewalk cafe, a tree, or a stand pipe
• 4 feet of a phone booth, mailbox, street light, parking meter, news rack or utility poles
• 3 feet of a pedestrian ramp, canopy, utility hole, grate, vent, sign pole, or tree pit

Raised Subway Vents
This Metropolitan Transit 
Authority (MTA) program 
combines efforts to increase 
needed street furniture with 
flood control measures. The 
agency has created a unique 
way to prevent flooding 
through raising the subway 
vents, and with it incorporate 
benches  and even bike park-
ing.  This innovative solution is 
an important tool for protect-
ing vulnerable transportation 
infrastructure and creating a 
more resilient city.  One con-
sideration is that though there 
are benefits of such dual-use 
infrastructure, these structures 
may limit the amount of avail-
able sidewalk space. 

Figure 3 CityRack (source: http://nycityracks.files.wordpress.com/2008/10/
winner_mahaffy_de-greeve.jpg)

Figure 4 Bike Corral (source: Streetsblog)

Figure 5 Raised subway grate with seating 
(source: MTA’s Facebook)
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Design Standards
There are several regulations and design standards that have application to the study 
area.  They range in scope from mandatory federal regulations to discretionary local 
design standards.  Streets make up over one-quarter of the city’s land area and are by 
far the most utilized public facility.  As such, their adherences with the law and to best 
practices in design are critical to a functioning, equitable and safe city.

Americans With Disabilities Act Of 1990
The ADA prohibits discrimination and ensures equal opportunity and access for persons 
with disabilities.  With regard to transportation, Title II of the Act requires the provision of 
paratransit services by public entities that provide fixed route services.  Title III prohibits 
discriminating against individuals on the basis of disability with regard to the full and 
equal enjoyment of any place of public accommodation,  including streets, and is the 
part of the law that requires curb ramps.  When street, sidewalks, or paths are recon-
structed or altered they must have ramps.   This requirement applies to the bridges over 
the FDR Drive to the esplanade as well as the esplanade itself. 

Manual On Uniform Traffic Control Devices (Mutcd)
The MUTCD defines the standards used by road managers nationwide to install and 
maintain traffic control devices on all public streets, highways, bikeways, and private 
roads open to public traffic and is published by the Federal Highway Administration.   
All traffic control devices must generally conform to these standards.  The manual is 
periodically updated to reflect changes in technology, traffic management tools and 
techniques, and changing transportation needs.  Chapter 9 of the manual covers bicycle 
facilities, including signage for cyclists and wayfinding, and warnings for motor vehicles. 

A Policy On Geometric Design Of Highways And Streets (Green Book)
The American Association of State Highway and Transportation Officials publish a Policy 
on Geometric Design of Highways and Streets, commonly referred to as the Green Book.  
The document provides guidance on current design and practices for highway and 
street geometry.  In addition to highways, the Green Book also covers surface streets and 
intersections, including the geometry of turn radii, lane widths, and intersection design.

Urban Street Design Guide
The National Association of City Transportation Officials (NACTO) is the AASHTO equiva-
lent for large, central cities.  They promote the exchange of transportation ideas and 
practices that are specific to cities and cooperate on key national transportation issues.  
NACTO’s Urban Street Design Guide lays out design principles and strategies to help 
cities adapt their streets to the transportation issues of the 21st century, recognizing 
that streets are not just arteries for vehicular traffic.   The guide contains robust examples 
and case studies for a myriad of street types and widths and also includes sections on 
speed and safety, intersections, crosswalks and crossings, parklets, stormwater manage-
ment, and sidewalk configuration.  An updated version of the original will be published 
in 2013.  

NACTO also publishes the Urban Bikeway Design Guide, which is a toolkit for design-
ing safer streets for bicyclists.  It was the first national guide to offer standards for cycle 
tracks or protected bike lanes, and includes detailed plan drawings and examples from 
across the country.  The guide is available online for free as an interactive document at 
http://www.c4cguide.org.

Nycdot Street Design Manual
In addition to following federal and state regulations, the NYC Department of Trans-
portation has adopted its own street design manual.  It is department policy that the 
manual’s goals and principles be adhered to when designing city streets.  The manual 
delineates design guidelines and policies for city agencies, design professionals, de-
velopers and community groups to improve streets throughout the city.  The manual 
includes chapters on street geometry, materials, lighting and furniture.  It builds upon 
the experience of innovative cities from around the world, emphasizing a balanced 
approach to transportation, community and the environment.  First released in May 
of 2009, and updated in July of 2010, the manual has been at the center of the remak-
ing of the city’s streets and plazas to create a 21st century street network.  The DOT 
reviews all projects for consistency with the manual.

Projects that fall under the purview of the manual include capital projects such as 
street reconstructions and resurfacings, non-capital projects such as operational and 
traffic control treatments, work associated with the construction of buildings, and any 
other projects that include roads, sidewalks or plazas.  While the manual is department 
policy, it does not supersede any federal, state or local laws, and all projects are still 
subject to zoning, environmental and landmarks review when applicable.

The Manual provides assistance in four major areas:
• Setting appropriate goals for each project
• Providing a framework for design decisions
• Establishing a clear and consistent design review process
• Serving as a central, comprehensive reference guide

The manual emphasizes that New York is a varied and complex urban environment, 
and as such designs must be tailored for the particular challenges and needs of the 
local context.  The manual is set up as a flexible document that is regularly updated 
in order to respond to changing conditions.  The manual is available for free online at 
http://www.nyc.gov/html/dot/html/about/streetdesignmanual.shtml. 
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Funding and Regulations

MAP-21
After almost three years of extensions of Safe, Accountable, Flexible, Efficient Trans-
portation Equity Act: A Legacy for Users  SAFETEA-LU, Congress passed a new federal 
transportation authorization in the summer of 2012  with a short-term bill known as 
the Moving Ahead for Progress in the 21st Century Act (MAP-21), which is scheduled 
to expire in September 2014.  Advocates condemned the bill for deep cuts to active 
transportation funding.  In the end MAP-21, combined the popular bike and pedes-
trian programs Transportation Enhancements, Safe Routes to School and Recreational 
Trails under a singular program, Transportation Alternatives (TA),  and cut funding 
levels from a high of $1.2b in 2011 to $808m in 2013.

In addition to restructuring bike and pedestrian programs, Congress also changed the 
allocation of funds. The success or failure of these programmatic changes depends 
on the state’s interpretation of TA and allocation of these funds. Instead of all fund-
ing flowing through state departments of transportation, half now goes directly to 
communities through regional Metropolitan Planning Organizations (MPOs), with the 
remaining half distributed through the state dept. of transportation through competi-
tive grants, or redistributed into other highway programs—as  illustrated in Figure 6.

Complete Streets
In August of 2011 Governor Andrew Cuomo signed into law Complete Streets legisla-
tion,  which requires transportation projects that receive federal and state funding to 
give consideration to complete streets design features such as inclusion of bike, pedes-
trian, transit and ADA compliant facilities. The full text of the legislation can be found 
at http://open.nysenate.gov/legislation/bill/S5411A-2011/. 

Locally, New York City’s complete streets efforts are coordinated through the city’s Sus-
tainable Streets Strategic Plan  and Streets Design Manual.  Success is in turn measured 
through NYCDOT’s Sustainable Streets Index. 

Nymtc Priorities
The New York Metropolitan Transportation Council  (NYMTC) is the Metropolitan Plan-
ning Organization (MPO) for the greater New York City, Long Island and Lower Hudson 
region. The Council works to increase mobility, improve air quality and reduce conges-
tion throughout the region.  NYMTC’s goals  include increased access to safe walking, 
bicycling and public space as well as to mitigate the negative impacts of transporta-
tion design and operation.

Project funding priorities for the NYMTC region can be found in the Transportation 
Improvement Program (TIP). The TIP outlines specific projects that are assigned antici-
pated federal and state funding. Projects listed in the New York City Priority List  found 
within our study area include further funding for 1st and 2nd Avenue M15 SBS street 
upgrades and FDR Drive safety and operational improvements. However, the TIP high-
lights several greenway and other active transportation projects outside of our study 
area demonstrating a willingness of NYMTC to prioritize such projects. 

Figure 6 Allocation of Funding under MAP-21 
(source: America Bikes)
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Climate Resiliance
In the coming decades, extreme weather events and flooding will become in-

creasingly common as a result of global climate change.  The damage wrought 
by Tropical Storm Sandy in October of 2012 was a wake up call for New York 

City’s politicians, leaders and residents.  We can no longer take a “wait-and-
see” approach to issues of climate resilience, and transportation is no ex-

ception.  In the immediate aftermath of Sandy the region’s transportation 
networks were severely compromised.  It took weeks to restore mostly 

normal subway and train services, to reopen the East River tunnels, and 
for gasoline lines to subside.  

In stark contrast, active transportation proved to be the most resil-
ient mode after the storm.  Two days after the storm, with much 

of the city still without power and many businesses still closed, 
the DOT recorded a 130% increase in the number of bicyclists 

on the East River bridges.   The bus system proved to be the 
most resilient motorized mode, quickly coming back online 

and serving tens of thousands of otherwise stranded com-
muters.  

The East Harlem study area was less impacted by 
flooding, but it is still vulnerable.  Future rebuilding 

and emergency response plans need to recognize 
the value of active modes of transportation and in-

corporate them.  Plans need to address not only 
the bike lanes throughout the neighborhood, 

but also the esplanade, which is particularly 
prone to flooding.

Another mode that may prove to be resil-
ient is the ferry system.  Though there is 

currently no regular ferry service in East 
Harlem, future service could prove 

an important link, especially after a 
storm event.  The feasibility of ferry 

service in Upper Manhattan still 
needs to be studied.
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Conclusion
East Harlem benefits from a robust multi-modal transportation network that includes local, city and regional 
transportation options.  Recent efforts have made active transportation an attractive alternative to the de-
cades old road and rail infrastructure.  New bike lanes now stretch across the city, connecting East Harlem to its 
neighbors and beyond.  As crime drops and more businesses move to the area, walking is becoming increasingly 
common for all types of trips.  Despite these advancements, there still remain barriers to safe and convenient ac-
tive transportation.  One of the biggest opportunities for expanding active transportation modes is the East River 
Esplanade, which provides unparalleled views of the waterfront along with an uninterrupted north-south path 
and access to Randall’s Island.  Getting to the esplanade is inhibited by the FDR Drive and a lack of clear wayfind-
ing.  

Our future recommendations will focus primarily on this issue.  It is expected that our recommendations will 
include improving wayfinding to and around the esplanade, a step that can be quickly and inexpensively 
implemented.  More programming, such as Play Streets, could also encourage use of the esplanade and active 
transportation.  We will also analyze locations for possible new pedestrian bridges to the esplanade using GIS 
and community input.  Looking farther ahead, we will look at the possibility of turning the FDR into an at-grade 
boulevard as on the West Side.  Such a change would require a considerable investment from federal and state 
authorities but may have long-term benefits that outweigh short-term costs.  As noted earlier, highway conver-
sions of this type are becoming increasingly common.

Continuing to improve the active transportation options for East Harlem will not only strengthen mobility within 
and around the neighborhood, but will also improve community health.  The esplanade and Randall’s Island are 
important assets that, with careful planning and programming, could become easier and more enjoyable to use 
by residents and visitors alike.
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