
 

Meeting Safety Goals in California  

with Safe Routes to School 

 

 

 

HSIP and Safe Routes to School 

The Federal Highway Safety Improvement Program (HSIP) sets out a system whereby states identify 

safety hazards and projects that will improve those hazards. To fund projects under HSIP, a state must 

first have a Strategic Highway Safety Plan (SHSP) that identifies and analyzes highway safety problems 

and opportunities and lists a program of projects and strategies to reduce those identified safety 

problems. The SHSP must align with the performance measures for safety forthcoming in the next 18 

months from FHWA, but which will be focused on serious injuries and fatalities (number and rate per 

vehicle-mile traveled). 

The infrastructure and non-infrastructure initiatives undertaken through Safe Routes to School fit into 

this framework. The California SHSP also distinctly calls out Safe Routes to School as a strategic action 

item under three key challenge areas: Reduce Young Driver Fatalities (Challenge Area 6), Make Walking 

and Street Crossing Safer (Challenge Area 8), and Improve Bicycling Safety(Challenge Area 13). Per the 

HSIP guidance from FHWA, several types of HSIP projects warrant additional consideration. The 

guidance specifically calls out non-infrastructure projects as one of those warranting special 

consideration. It indicates that non-infrastructure projects intended to correct or improve a hazardous 

location or feature or that address a highway safety problem are eligible, as long as consistent with the 

SHSP and contribute to a reduction in fatalities and serious injuries.1   

California’s Safety Problem 

Californians walk and bicycle at much higher rates than the rest of the country, especially Californians 

between 5 and 15 years of age. Higher exposure coupled with unsafe road conditions result in a much 

greater risk of serious injuries and fatalities to pedestrians and bicyclists.  

Fatal crashes involving bicyclists and pedestrians are significantly higher than their share of 

transportation modes, and the statistics involving children are even more disproportionate: 

 Fifteen percent of all trips in California are already made by bicycling or walking, according to 

the 2009 National Household Travel Survey. 

 Based on a three-year average from 2008-2010, 23.2 percent of serious injuries and fatalities 

due to motor-vehicle crashes in California involve a bicyclist or pedestrian of any age. 

 Between 26-31 percent of Californian children walk and bicycle to school, more than twice the 

national average.2 



 In 2010, 40 percent of children (ages 5-15) killed and 27 percent of children injured in motor-

vehicle crashes were walking or bicycling (see graph below for rates since 2001).3 
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There is significant opportunity to increase rates of walking and bicycling even more in California, if 

safety hazards can be addressed: 

 According to the 2009 American Community Survey, approximately 18 percent of California 

households do not have a driver’s license.4   

 In 2012, California had 6,207,064 students in K-12 (representing approximately 16 percent of 

the State’s population), most of whom cannot drive and need mobility options.5  

 Approximately 62.4 percent of children in CA live within two miles of school, yet 51 percent of 

these children are driven to school in a private vehicle.6 

 Approximately 50 percent of all trips in California are under 3 miles7 and 60 percent of trips 

under one mile are currently taken by automobile.8  These trips can easily be accomplished by 

walking or bicycling.  

 

How Safe Routes to School has Improved Safety 

 

In 1999, California became the first state in the nation to pass legislation funding a new Safe Routes to 

School program. The program redirected one-third of federal safety funds to Safe Routes to School, and 

began providing more than $20 million per year for new bike lanes, pathways, crossings and sidewalks 

to help kids walk and bicycle to and from schools throughout the state. When the federal Safe Routes to 

School program was created through 2005 Congressional legislation, California elected to spend 70 

percent of federal program funds on infrastructure and 30 percent on non-infrastructure safety 

initiatives. The federal program doubled funding available for Safe Routes to School to approximately 

$48 million/year. 
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The types of infrastructure built with Safe Routes to School dollars have proven safety benefits for all 

residents in the community surrounding a school:  

 

 Traffic calming improvements can reduce pedestrian-vehicle crashes by up to 25 percent.9 

 Pedestrians are more than twice as likely to be struck by a vehicle in locations without 

sidewalks.10 

 Refuge islands in crosswalks can reduce the likelihood of pedestrian-vehicle crashes by 66 

percent.11 

 Increasing street lighting can reduce pedestrian-vehicle crashes by 59 percent.12 

 

Safe Routes to School non-infrastructure programs such as safety education and enforcement activities 

also have significant proven safety benefits: 

 

 Teaching children bicycle and pedestrian safety can improve children’s knowledge of safety 

when walking and crossing roads.13 

 Enforcing speed limits in school zones can reduce the risk of death significantly:  a pedestrian hit 

by a vehicle traveling 20 miles per hour (mph) has a 95 percent of surviving; at 30 mph the 

chance of survival is 55 percent, and at 40 mph the chance of survival decreases to only 15 

percent.14   

 

Implementing Safe Routes to School in California over the last 12 years has had dramatic positive safety 

benefits for children walking and bicycling to school in the state. A safety analysis by the California 

Department of Transportation estimated that the safety benefit of Safe Routes to School was up to a 49 

percent decrease in child pedestrian and bicycle collision rates.15 In addition, the last ten years of 

California Highway Patrol records in the Statewide Integrated Traffic Records System (SWITRS) reveals a 

steady decline in injuries and fatalities for walking and bicycling children aged 5-15 (see figures below) 

which shows that California’s Safe Routes to School programs are working. 

 

    
Statewide Integrated Traffic Records System (SWITRS) http://www.chp.ca.gov/switrs/ 

http://www.chp.ca.gov/switrs/


 

A cornerstone to developing livability and sustainability in California will be creating safe communities 

where people can walk and bicycle. An important indicator of a livable, safe community is whether our 

children can safely walk or bicycle to schools. Numerous polls and surveys point to the fact that people 

want to ride bicycles and walk more often, but they are afraid to do so without safer places to ride and 

walk. Safer streets and communities can be achieved with Safe Routes to School.  And, the evidence is 

there to support funding this important safety program out of the federal allocation for California’s 

Highway Safety Improvement Program. 
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