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It’s every teen’s fantasy to drive past a friend’s

house honking the car horn, waving and grin-

ning, celebrating a new-found “freedom” —

the driver’s license. Teens talk about it, dream

about it, and count the days until they sit alone

behind the wheel. It’s true, I know, because I was

one of them. Annoyed at the hassle of riding a

bicycle home from school and arranging my own

carpool rides, I was ten going on sixteen. 

In junior high and the early years of high

school, I rode my bike home from school every

day because my parents’ work schedule made it

impossible for them to pick me up. Although I

lived only two miles from campus, the journey

home was always challenging. Many roads in

Orangevale are not built for bikers and pedestri-

ans, and a number lack any real sidewalk or

shoulder. I often struggled to stay in the designat-

ed “bike lane,” a strip of asphalt barely wider

than my handlebars. Trash day was often the

most traumatic day of the week, as I took a risk

each time I was forced into the road to avoid hit-

ting a can. 

Because the roads were so unsafe, I was one of

the few students at my school who commuted by

bike. The majority of students stood in front of

the school at the end of the day, waiting for par-

ents to make their way through the traffic jam in

the school parking lot. While about a thousand

cars moved in and out of the parking lot daily, the

bike racks and school buses were nearly empty.

Every time I rode my bike to school I was

wishing I could drive instead. At the end of my

junior year, a few months after I turned 16 and

got my driver’s license, my parents gave me a car

as a gift. I drove home from school the day I got

it, and my biking days were temporarily over. I

drove my car to and from work that summer, and

I was able to make shopping trips on my own. I

felt so liberated.

But now that I’ve had a license for almost two

years, my perspective on driving is entirely differ-

ent. Gas is increasingly expensive, traffic is never

fun and accidents are always waiting to happen.

Driving has come to seem anything but liberating.

I first started to realize this during that first

summer after I got my car. I spent a lot of time

in traffic jams on the way to work, and I was

spending a lot of money on gas. Although I still

felt liberated, I learned quickly that driving is not

much fun. 

I’ve also become more aware of the negative

effects driving is having on the health and atti-

tudes of children and teens. In my job as a camp

A State of Mind
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counselor last summer, I worked every day with

kids who would rather perfect their Nintendo

skills than practice a new sport, and I began to

realize that our society’s focus on car travel is

contributing to an epidemic of laziness and

dependence among children. 

Many kids I know would rather sit around and

wait for a ride than to expend the energy to walk.

This lack of physical activity, combined with the

poor nutrition many kids get, is causing more

and more children to be overweight and out of

shape.

Children would be better off if they traveled

by car less and could walk or bike to more of

their destinations. But before this happens, our

society will have to change its car-focused state of

mind. Kids will continue to rely on cars to get

around until traffic engineers make pedestrian

safety a higher priority and streets become safer

to travel by foot or bike. And kids will remain

reluctant to walk until communities start control-

ling the sprawl which often makes trip distances

too long to walk.  

If streets and communities are designed with

pedestrians and bicyclists in mind, many more

kids will choose to walk and bike - in part because

they want to. If that happens, teens could do

something more meaningful and productive than

fantasize about becoming a licensed driver.

BY AMANDA JOHNSON

Eighteen-year-old Amanda Johnson grew up and

attended school in Orangevale, a Sacramento suburb.

She graduated from high school in June 2002 and

now attends Stanford University.
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Ask any old-time Californian about his or

her childhood, and you’ll most likely hear

stories about walking to school, running

to a corner grocery store or bicycling over to a

friend’s house. Walking and biking were a part of

everyday life, he or she will tell you, and kids

were able to get around on their own most of the

time. 

How times have changed. Unlike the children

of earlier generations, who as recently as the

1960s still traveled to school by foot or bike in

majority numbers, today’s kids depend on rides

from mom or dad to get almost everywhere they

need or want to go. Survey data from the

California Department of Transportation — pub-

lished for the first time in this report — show

that California children now make about three-

quarters of all their trips in automobiles, while

walking and bicycling now account for just 16

percent of children’s trips. National surveys con-

firm that driving has become the dominant mode

of travel for children, even when trip distances

are short.  

Sprawl Reduces Children’s Mobility
Much of the decline in walking and biking

can be attributed to changes in land use and

community design. Many of California’s children

now live in sprawling, automobile-oriented

neighborhoods, built in recent decades, where it

is neither safe nor convenient to travel by foot or

bicycle. Not only does the housing-only zoning

so often found in these places separate children’s

homes from schools and commercial areas, but

the cul-de-sacs and curvy streets that characterize

many suburban and exurban communities stretch

the distances of many trips beyond easy walking

range. 

The low-density layout of many newer com-

munities also limits the efficiency and appeal of

public transit, one of the few sources of inde-

pendent mobility available to children other than

walking and riding a bike. 

Moreover, the landscape of subdivisions, park-

ing lots, strip malls and wide streets that typifies

California’s newer communities often contains

few of the amenities — such as sidewalks, cross-

walks and bike lanes — that make it safer and eas-

ier to walk or ride a bike. Indeed, this design bet-

ter suits the type of high-speed vehicular traffic

that is most lethal for pedestrians and bicyclists.

Statistics collected by the California Highway

Patrol show that, in areas characterized by rapid,

sprawling growth, a disproportionately high

number of child pedestrians are killed and injured

in traffic accidents.

Traffic Hazards Curtail Walking and
Biking  

Although children are taught to “look both

ways” before crossing the street almost as soon as

they can walk, that instruction fails to protect

E X E C U T I V E  S U M M A R Y
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them from the dangers posed by fast-moving traf-

fic, busy streets and aggressive drivers. This report

finds that California’s children are disproportion-

ately represented as victims of pedestrian-vehicle

crashes, largely because they still rely more heavi-

ly than adults on walking and biking to get

around and are therefore exposed more frequent-

ly to the dangers of the street. 

In 2001, children were involved in more

than one-third of all pedestrian-vehicle colli-

sions in California, though they accounted for

just over one-quarter of the state’s total popula-

tion. As a result, pedestrian collisions now rank

among the leading causes of death and hospital-

ized injury for children. Particularly vulnerable

are minority children and children from low-

income households, who make a higher per-

centage of their trips on foot and are more like-

ly than other children to be hurt in pedestrian-

vehicle accidents.

Faced with these numbers, many of today’s

parents feel compelled to chauffeur their kids to

almost all their activities, even when distances are

short. Indeed, so many parents now drive their

kids to school that home-to-school trips account

for as much as 21 percent of all trips during the

morning peak commute period in some

California communities. 

However, this increase in child shuttling has

boosted traffic levels around schools, making it

even more perilous for kids to travel to class by

foot or bike. In many cases, the children who still

walk or bike to school come from low-income

households and do not have access to car rides. 

Fear of Abduction and Other Barriers
Further limiting children’s independent mobil-

ity is the fear of violent crime, which has been

heightened in recent years by a series of highly

publicized child abductions. As a result, many

parents would rather play chauffeur than permit

their children to travel around by themselves and

risk the possibility that they could be abducted by

strangers. But this response has its own safety

drawbacks: while a total of 364 children are

known to have been abducted by strangers in

California between 1995 and 2000, more than

17,000 California children were killed or badly

injured while riding in automobiles. 

At the same time, children’s reliance on cars

has been intensified by cutbacks in school bus

service. Facing chronic budget shortages, school

districts throughout the state have been trimming

routes and raising or imposing fees for bus serv-

ice. These moves help explain why California

now has the nation’s lowest school bus ridership

rate.

When school bus service is unavailable, some

parents are left with no alternative but to drive

their kids to school, particularly when schools are

located far from children’s homes. And this is

increasingly the case. Due largely to school siting

guidelines adopted by the California Department

of Education and state funding policies that dis-

courage construction or rehabilitation of schools

in existing neighborhoods, new schools are

increasingly being built on undeveloped lands far

from the neighborhoods where students live. 

All this child-shuttling places a heavy financial

burden on families, especially low-income house-

holds whose average wages have not kept up in

real terms with rises in transportation expenses.

In metropolitan regions of the American West,

two-parent families now spend more than twice

as much on children’s transportation as they do

on children’s health care. Moreover, the rise of

the taxi-parent has coincided with a diminished

quality of life for many families, as parents and

children both spend more time in cars and less

time at more rewarding activities. 

ix
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Lack of Transportation Options Harms
Children’s Health

Although traveling on foot can be deadly, not

walking contributes to another type of health

hazard for children. The percentage of children

who are overweight and out-of-shape has reached

epidemic levels in recent decades, as the amount

of walking and other physical activity children

engage in has tailed off. Recent surveys have

found that between one-quarter and one-third of

California’s children are either overweight or at

risk of becoming so. At the same time, the preva-

lence of type 2 diabetes, high blood pressure and

other debilitating weight- and fitness-related dis-

eases is soaring among the state’s children. 

The decline in transportation alternatives has

also contributed to a dramatic rise in childhood

asthma, a disease aggravated by air pollutants

such as ozone and particulate matter that are

largely generated by motor vehicle emissions. The

number of children diagnosed with asthma has

jumped 160 percent in California since 1980, and

asthma attacks are now the number one cause of

children’s emergency hospital visits. 

Policy Recommendations
Presented with this evidence, it is apparent

that, as currently designed, California’s trans-

portation network is failing the state’s youngest

and most dependent residents. Exacerbated by

recent trends in land use and neighborhood

design, the dwindling availability of transporta-

tion choices has not only robbed children of the

independence and mobility that previous genera-

tions enjoyed, but has also contributed to an epi-

demic of life-threatening health problems.

Making matters worse, transportation planners

and elected officials have largely overlooked the

needs of children, as evidenced by the fact that

there is little available data from state officials,

transit agencies and metropolitan planning

organizations regarding the travel patterns and

mobility needs of children. 

In conclusion, this report suggests new poli-

cies and investments that can make California’s

cities, towns and suburbs safer and more conven-

ient for walking, bicycling and transit — changes

that would benefit both the health and mobility

of children. The report’s recommendations, which

are covered in more detail in Chapter Five,

include:  

• Prioritizing Safe Walking and Bicycling

Routes for Kids

• Promoting and Funding Safe Routes to

Schools Programs

• Building Child-Friendly Neighborhoods

• Removing Regulatory Barriers that

Discourage Neighborhood Schools

• Making School Bus Service a Higher Priority 

• Prioritizing Funding for Transportation

Projects that Improve Air Quality

• Collecting Better Data on Children’s Travel

Patterns

• Involving Youth in Transportation Decision-

Making

• Providing Free and Discounted Public Transit

Passes For Children

x
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Like many children growing up in California

today, 15-year-old Scott feels trapped and

isolated when his parents aren’t available,

or aren’t willing, to drive him places. “I feel

enclosed in my own neighborhood. It’s very frus-

trating,” says Scott, who lives in the rural out-

skirts of Salinas. Most of the places Scott likes to

go during his free time are too far apart or too far

from his home to get there on foot or by riding a

bicycle, and he seldom uses public buses to get

around because service is limited and inconven-

ient in his low-density neighborhood. “I have to

get my parents to give me a ride,” he says. “I

can’t wait until I’m old enough to drive because

then I’ll be able to go wherever I want.” 

Daniel, a 15-year-old from Fresno, also equates

freedom with having a driver’s license. “I’m sick

of having to wait for my mom to give me a ride

and waiting to get picked up after school,” he

says. Ever since his parents divorced and his

mother moved with him to a new subdivision

that forms part of the city’s northward sprawl,

Daniel has relied on his mother to drive him

almost everywhere — to school, afterschool activ-

ities and weekend destinations. “Walking is really

difficult around here because things are so spread

out,” he says. “Plus my mother doesn’t really

want me walking around much because the

streets are full of traffic.”

Today’s Kids Depend Heavily on Cars
You can hear similar stories almost everywhere

you go in California. Unlike the children of earli-

er generations who regularly commuted to

school, ran errands or visited friends’ homes by

foot or bicycle, today’s children rely on other

people to drive them almost everywhere they

need or want to go. According to a recent survey

by the California Department of Transportation

(Caltrans),* children under the age of 18 now

make almost three-quarters (74 percent) of all

their trips in private vehicles, either as passengers

or drivers.1

Caltrans survey data also show that walking

How California’s Children 
Get Around

C H A P T E R  1

2

* The California Department of Transportation’s 2000-2001 California Statewide Household Travel Survey was conducted
between October 2000 and December 2001. The survey reflects responses from 17,040 households with a total of 8,582
children under the age of 18. Households and children from each of the state’s 58 counties participated in the survey. All
Caltrans children’s data included in this report refers to “unlinked” trips. The 2000-2001 California Statewide Household
Travel Survey is available online at http://www.dot.ca.gov/hq/tsip/TSIPPDF/2000_Household_Survey.pdf. For more informa-
tion on the Caltrans survey data used in this report, please see this report’s methodology section.



and biking, the least expensive and most inde-

pendent modes of travel for children, together

make up just 16 percent of children’s trips, while

public transportation accounts for less than 2 per-

cent of the total trips made by California’s chil-

dren. This report marks the first time that

statewide Caltrans survey data specific to children

and youth has been isolated from other data col-

lected during household travel surveys.

Similarly, a new analysis of data collected for

the 1999 California Children’s Eating and

Exercise Practices Survey (CalCHEEPS) shows that

California children aged nine to 11 made nearly

two-thirds (63%) of their school commute trips in

private vehicles, while walking and bicycling

accounted for a combined 21 percent of their

school trips.2

But kids weren’t always so dependent on cars.

As anyone who has lived in California for a few

decades can attest, there was a time not so long

ago when a majority of children got to school on

foot and kids routinely walked or biked to stores,

friends’ homes and other places they needed or

wanted to go. In the nine-county Bay Area, for

example, one study found a 100 percent jump in

the percentage of children traveling to school by

private vehicle from 1965 to 1990, while walking

and biking in the same region plunged 50 per-

cent.3

National studies also show hefty increases in

driving, as well as steep declines in walking and

bicycling, in recent decades. The National

Personal Transportation Survey (NPTS)* found, for

example, that walking trips made by U.S. children

dropped 37 percent between 1977 and 1995.4

More recently, the 2001 National Household

Transportation Survey found that American chil-

dren use private vehicles for nearly four out of

every five trips (78.4%) they make, while walking

and biking combine for less than 10 percent

(9.3%) of children’s total trips. 

These trends are further illustrated by a

national survey conducted by Belden Russonello

& Stewart for the Surface Transportation Policy

Project in 2002. Seven in 10 responding adults

(71%) said they regularly walked or rode a bike to

3
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Table 1: How Children Get Around 
in California (Ages 0-17)

Car .........................................................74.3%

Walk .......................................................15.2%

Bicycle .....................................................1.0%

School Bus ...............................................7.5%

Transit......................................................1.5%

Other .......................................................0.5%

Source: California Department of Transportation, 2000-2001
California Statewide Household Travel Survey 

“We go to the skatepark only when

someone can drive us there, 

which isn’t very often.”

— Ramone, 10, Oceano (San Luis Obispos County)

*The National Household Transportation Survey (NHTS), formerly called the National Personal Transportation Survey
(NPTS), is one of the most comprehensive efforts undertaken by the U.S. Department of Transportation to identify changes
in American travel patterns over time. The household telephone survey documents mode, time, length and destinations of
trips.  The most recent survey, conducted in 2001, includes data from 25,721 households. The previous survey, conducted
in 1995, includes data from 42,633 households. The 2001 NHTS can be found on the Web at http://nhts.ornl.gov. For more
information on the NPTS and NHTS data used in this report, please see this report’s methodology section.



school when they were children, but just 22 per-

cent of the poll’s respondents said their children

walk or bike to class even occasionally.5

Indeed, so many parents now shuttle their

children to school that traffic jams have become

a common sight around schools, and in many

regions the home-to-school commute accounts

for a sizeable share of morning rush-hour traffic.

In the San Francisco Bay Area, one study found

the school commute is now responsible for about

10 percent of all vehicle trips on weekday morn-

ings.6 Even more striking, the Marin County

Congestion Management District recently report-

ed that “school trips account for 21 percent of all

trips in the morning commute, creating much of

the peak period congestion” in Marin County.7

All this driving has, in fact, contributed to the

declines in walking and bicycling. As more and

more parents chauffeur their children to school,

the volume of traffic near schools has risen dra-

matically and school environments have become

increasingly dangerous for the dwindling number

of children who still walk or bike to class.8 In

Santa Ana, a low-income community in Orange

County where many children have no choice but

to walk or bike to school, a recent study found

that two-thirds of all local traffic accidents

involving pedestrians occur within a quarter-mile

of schools, and half of all the victims are chil-

dren.9

Who Walks and Who Drives
Children from low-income families are more

likely to walk or ride a bicycle than children from

more affluent families. In California, Caltrans

data show that walking and biking combine for

nearly one-third (29.5 percent) of the trips made

by children from households with annual

incomes under $25,000, while 53 percent of their

trips are made in private vehicles.10 In compari-

son, children from households with annual

incomes above $75,000 walk or bike for about 10

percent of their trips, and drive or are driven

more than 85 percent of the time. Children from

lower income families also use public transit in

greater numbers.

4
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Table 2: How Children of Different Racial & Ethnic Groups Get Around in California (Ages 0-17)

“I’ve learned that you’ve got to watch

out for yourself because cars don’t stop

when they’re supposed to.”

— Stephanie, 16, Stockton

Car Walk Bicycle School Bus Transit Other

Caucasian 82.1%...............9.8%..............1.1% ..............6.1%.............0.5%............0.4%
Latino 58.6%.............26.3%..............1.3% ............12.3%.............1.2%............0.3%
African American 61.0%.............14.1%..............1.9% ............12.1 ................8.4%............2.6%
Asian and Pacific Islander 79.8%.............12.2%..............0.5% ..............7.1%.............0.2%............0.1%
Native American 74.5%...............8.2%..............0.5% ............16.0%.............0.8%............0.0%
Other 72.6%.............11.7%..............1.1% ..............6.5%.............7.5%............0.5%

Source: California Dept. of Transportation, 2000-2001 California Statewide Household Travel Survey



Studies also show that Latino and African

American children are more likely to get around

by walking or riding a bicycle, and are less likely

to be driven, than Caucasian and Asian/Pacific

Islander children. Caltrans survey data show, for

example, that in California, Latino children make

more than twice as many of their trips on foot

compared to Caucasian children.11

These disparities are explained, at least in part,

by correlations between race, ethnicity and

socioeconomic status. Latino and African

American children are more likely than

Caucasians and Asians/Pacific Islanders to walk,

bicycle or ride public transit because their families

are less likely to own a car.12 Additionally, Latino

and African American children often live in older,

densely populated neighborhoods where trip dis-

tances are more likely to be walkable and public

transit service is more extensive and frequent

than in suburban and rural areas. 

As a result, low-income and minority children

have greater exposure to traffic dangers, and they

are disproportionately impacted as victims of

pedestrian-vehicle collisions. Some Latino groups

have, in fact, begun to organize around school

safety issues in Los Angeles and other parts of

California, and there are likely to be more efforts

in the future.

It is worth noting, however, that even the

state’s poorest children rely on car rides for the

majority of their trips. Caltrans survey data show,

for example, that children from the lowest-

income households (those earning less than

$25,000 per year) still make 53 percent of their

overall trips in private vehicles. This is an indica-

tion that, despite the higher cost, many low-

income children in California often find it neces-

sary or more convenient to travel in automobiles. 

5
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Why are today’s children so dependent

on driving? The answer lies, to a large

extent, in the physical design of

many suburban neighborhoods and communities

built since World War II, where many of

California’s children now live.13 

Sprawling Neighborhoods Make
Walking Difficult

The scattered, automobile-tailored develop-

ment and shortage of pedestrian infrastructure

that characterize many of the state’s modern

neighborhoods — in booming suburban and

exurban communities as well as in newer sections

of Los Angeles, San Diego, Sacramento and other

cities — deter walking and bicycling, limit the

efficiency of public transit and thereby hinder

children’s ability to get around on their own.

In many newer communities, restrictive zon-

ing codes and ordinances separate residential

neighborhoods from schools and commercial

areas, making trip distances too long to travel on

foot. Zoning codes that require businesses to be

fronted by enormous parking lots further length-

en travel distances and impede walking by forcing

pedestrians to thread their way through a maze of

parked cars to reach their destination. Moreover,

the cul-de-sacs, T-intersections and curvilinear

street layouts that typify newer communities

minimize “connectivity” and often stretch dis-

tances between trip origins and destinations

beyond the quarter- to half-mile radius that is

most convenient for foot travel.14

Numerous studies have shown that average

trip distances are longer in recently developed

places than in traditional urban settings, where

grid-like street networks tend to support a mix of

homes and businesses. A recent study comparing

travel distances in two Sacramento subdivisions

found, for example, that people living in an

“infill” subdivision traveled substantially shorter

distances to supermarkets, parks, schools and

other destinations than residents of a “greenfield”

subdivision built on undeveloped land.15

Although relationships between community

design, trip length and travel behavior are not

fully understood and are not consistent across all

regions, many studies do suggest that people are

more likely to walk, bike or ride public transit in

traditional urban neighborhoods than in neigh-

borhoods with low-density suburban design char-

acteristics. One Bay Area study found that pedes-

trian activity was 50 percent higher in compact

communities with grid-like street networks than

Factors Behind Children’s Growing
Dependence on Driving

C H A P T E R  2

6



in suburban ones.16 As California’s nonpartisan

State Legislative Analyst’s Office put it in 1998,

low-density development “makes pedestrian,

bicycle and transit impractical” and “increases

trip length and vehicle miles traveled.”17

One indication that community design affects

children’s travel patterns is provided by studies

that show teenagers living in suburban and rural

areas are more likely to have a driver’s license

than those living in urban areas — where trip dis-

tances tend to be shorter and more transportation

alternatives exist. In rural Alpine and Placer coun-

ties, for example, more than 60 percent of youths

aged 16 and 17 are licensed to drive; in compari-

son, less than 16 percent of San Francisco’s 16-

and 17-year-olds hold a driver’s license.18 (See

Table 19 in Appendices).  

Further evidence is provided by the national

HealthStyles Survey, which found in 1999 that

long commute distances are the number one bar-

rier that prevents children from walking or biking

to school.19

Pedestrian Safety Neglected
The physical design of many newer neighbor-

hoods and communities makes walking and bicy-

cling not only unpleasant and inconvenient but

downright hazardous, especially for children.

Pedestrians traveling in residential and commer-

cial areas built to facilitate automobile traffic are

often forced to walk along wide, high-speed arteri-

al streets with no sidewalks and few safe crossing

points. Crosswalks in these places are sometimes

spaced as much as a half-mile apart, leaving

pedestrians little choice but to cross these streets

unprotected, and bike lanes are often nonexistent.

One recent Seattle study found, for example, that

sidewalks are present along only half of the public

streets in suburban communities on average.20

In many cases, street design is a byproduct of

the attitudes toward traffic safety in the minds of

traffic engineers who see their chief priority as

improving “levels of service” on streets so that

more traffic can be accommodated with fewer

delays and higher speeds. That typically means

designing roads with wide lanes, large turning

radii at intersections, ample passing and turning

lanes — and little consideration of the impact

this might have on those not driving.

Neighborhoods featuring high-speed traffic

and little pedestrian infrastructure are the most

lethal places for walkers and bicyclists. Numerous

studies have demonstrated a strong correlation

between higher vehicle speeds and both a greater

likelihood of pedestrian collisions and more seri-

ous injuries. The National Highway Traffic Safety

Administration has found, for example, that

while only 5 percent of pedestrians die when

struck by a vehicle traveling at 20 mph or less,

the fatality rate rises to 40 percent at a speed of

30 mph, 80 percent at 40 mph and nearly 100

percent at a speed of 50 mph.21

School Sprawl Limits Kids’ Ability to
Walk or Bike to Class

The location of many newer schools further
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Barrier Percent of 
Respondents Naming Barrier

Long distances .............................................55%

Traffic danger...............................................40%

Adverse weather conditions ........................24%

Crime danger ...............................................18%

School policy ..................................................7%

Other ............................................................26%

Table 3: Barriers to Walking & Biking to School
(1999 HealthStyles Survey)



reduces children’s ability to get around without a

car. Schools in California are being constructed

with increasing regularity on undeveloped or

underutilized lands far from the residential neigh-

borhoods where students live. This trend is large-

ly the result of school size and design guidelines,

developed by the Council of Educational Facilities

Planners International (CEFPI), which recom-

mend that new school campuses have at least one

acre for every 100 students plus 10 acres for an

elementary school, 20 acres for a middle school

and 30 acres for a high school.

Like its counterparts in many other states, the

California Department of Education (CDE) has

made these guidelines the regulating standard for

all new schools. Because the minimum acreage

guidelines call for campuses the size of shopping

malls22 — a 2,000-student high school built

according to the CEFPI’s formula requires at least

50 acres — school districts are often obliged to

build new schools on undeveloped lands at the

edge of communities, as existing neighborhoods

in California rarely have enough land available. 

The construction of new schools on communi-

ty fringes — a trend in many other states as well

— is one reason the average distance between

home and school now exceeds four miles nation-

wide.23 In comparison, more than half of all

American schoolchildren lived within two miles

of school as recently as the late 1960s.24

When schools are situated beyond a conven-

ient walking or biking distance from residential

neighborhoods, students have no choice but to

use motor vehicles — automobiles, school buses

or public transit — to get to class. Even when

newer schools are located closer to children’s

homes, they are frequently separated from resi-

dential neighborhoods by wide, busy streets, mak-

ing it dangerous for students to reach them on

foot. A recent study of South Carolina’s coastal

8
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“I usually just stay close to home. If my

neighborhood weren’t so spread out,

maybe I could go somewhere.” 

— Brian, 15, Salinas, CA
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counties found that students living within 1.5

miles of school are over three times more likely to

use “hazard bus” transportation to get to schools

built after 1971 than to those built before 1971.25

Exceptions to the Rule

The CDE recognizes, however, that not all

school districts can meet its minimum-size specifi-

cations,26 and the rules have been relaxed in some

cases — usually in urban school districts that have

requested a waiver from the CDE’s construction

regulations for new schools.27 For example: 

• In Los Angeles, where the costs of acquiring 20-

to 40-acre parcels of land are prohibitive, the

Los Angeles Unified School District plans to

build dozens of new schools over the next few

years that will be substantially smaller than the

sizes recommended by the CDE.28 Many of

these schools will be situated in or near residen-

tial neighborhoods, increasing their students’

ability to walk and bicycle to class. 

• Elsewhere in Southern California, districts in

Long Beach and Pomona have received permis-

sion from the CDE in recent years to build ele-

mentary schools in converted shopping malls

and parking lots.29

As Jim Bush, Assistant Director of the CDE’s

School Facilities Planning Division explains: “We

try to hold districts to the averages [in school

size] if at all possible, but we understand there are

circumstances that don’t allow it. It’s mainly the

suburban communities that are able to build to

the sizes we recommend.”30

Funding Formulas Favor Sprawling New Schools

The trend toward construction of mega-

schools in outlying areas can also be chalked up

to state funding formulas that favor the construc-

tion of new schools over upgrading older schools,

and to funding policies that often fail to provide

incentives to keep existing schools in good condi-

tion.31 For example:

• California law stipulates that local school dis-

tricts cannot receive state funding to renovate

an existing school if the rehabilitation cost

exceeds 50 percent of the cost of building a new

school.32

• The state tends to provide school construction

funding to school districts that prepare their

applications quickly. This system has incen-

tivized districts to build on undeveloped lands

that are less expensive to acquire and less

fraught with obstacles to development than

urbanized lands. In Elk Grove, a fast-growing

suburb of Sacramento, the construction of more

than 20 new schools — including several built

on farmland located miles outside of existing

communities — has been largely funded by

state bond money, in part because district offi-

cials have been able to complete applications

quickly.33

State regulations that impede the conversion

of existing commercial buildings into school facil-

ities have also contributed to school sprawl. For

example:

• The Field Act of 1933 requires all school build-

ings to meet exceptionally stringent seismic

9
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The term “hazard busing” refers to the use of

school buses to transport children short distances

from home to school to avoid unsafe street cross-

ings. Children using “hazard busing” generally

live too close to school to qualify for school bus

service, but an exception is made for these stu-

dents because of the traffic dangers they face on

their way to school. Unfortunately, there is little

statewide information about the prevalence of

hazard busing in California.



safety specifications, and upgrading commercial

buildings to meet these requirements is often

cost-prohibitive for school districts.

• State law now prohibits schools that are 25

years or older from applying more than once for

modernization grants. In an effort to encourage

the renovation of older neighborhood schools,

and strike a blow against school sprawl, mem-

bers of California’s Legislature introduced a bill

(AB 1244) in 2003 that would allow school dis-

tricts to apply for modernization grants every

25 years for existing schools.35

Meanwhile, class size reduction efforts and

minimum classroom size requirements have also

contributed to the increasing size of California’s

schools. Additionally, California school districts,

like those in many other states, are considered a

“state agency” function and therefore are techni-

cally exempt from local zoning and planning reg-

ulations, meaning they can ignore city or county

growth policies and build mega-schools in outly-

ing areas.36

Low-Density Neighborhood Design
Makes Transit Inconvenient

California’s children make less than 2 percent

of their overall trips (1.5%) on public transporta-

tion, according to Caltrans survey.37 This number

— which is astonishingly low, given that bus and

rail systems provide one of the only ways for chil-

dren under the legal driving age to get around by

themselves — is explained, at least in part, by the

fact that transit is difficult and inconvenient to

use in many California neighborhoods. 

Numerous studies have demonstrated that the

efficiency of transit is diminished by the curvy

street networks and scattered destinations that

characterize the suburban communities where

most of California’s children now live.38 Ride

times are generally longer and transit service

tends to be less frequent and less extensive in

these places than in traditional urban settings,

and suburban transit users often have to walk

longer distances between transit stops and trip

origins or destinations.

“The fact that so many kids live in suburban

areas that favor using a car over transit helps

explain why overall transit usage is so low in

California,” explains a spokeswoman for the

Santa Clara Valley Transportation Authority.

“Many [children] are growing up in households

where driving everywhere is the norm and

they’ve become conditioned to driving. It’s hard

to get these kids to think about using transit.”39

Because automobiles provide a more conven-

ient way to get around in many modern neigh-

borhoods, transit is frequently shunned by chil-

dren with access to a car. As a result, transit

usage is highest among low-income and minori-

ty children, who tend to have less access to cars

than Caucasian and more affluent children, and

who are concentrated in urban areas where

buses and trains are easier to use.40
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Caltrans survey data show that bus and rail

systems account for nearly 5 percent of the trips

made by children from households with annual

incomes under $25,000, a rate roughly 10 times

higher than children from wealthier families.41

And while African American and Latino children

ride transit for 8.4 percent and 1.2 percent of

their trips, respectively, Caucasian and

Asian/Pacific Islander children both use transit for

less than one-half of one percent of their trips.

Transit Fares Are a Barrier for Some Children

Although a small percentage of children rely

on transit, for those that do bus and rail systems

provide a critical lifeline for getting to school and

other destinations. Included in this group are well

over a hundred thousand California children

from low-income households who do not have

access to cars, and for whom transit fares can

sometimes be a barrier to ridership. 

In 2001 and 2002, for example, dozens of

high school students from Oakland, Richmond,

El Cerrito and other San Francisco Bay communi-

ties with large minority populations testified,

during meetings with officials from the Bay

Area’s Metropolitan Transportation Commission

and AC Transit, that without access to public

transportation they would not attend school,

and that they needed free transit passes because

they sometimes had to choose between buying

lunch or bus fare.42

In response, AC Transit (which serves Alameda

and Contra Costa counties) began offering free

bus passes in 2002 to kids who qualify for school

lunch vouchers. During the 2002-2003 school

year, the program served more than 25,000 low-

income youths and has provided much-needed

financial relief for many low-income families. But

faced with a $50 million deficit in its operating

budget, AC Transit decided in August 2003 to sus-

pend the free pass program and replace it with a

program that provides a steep 75 percent discount

to all youth.43

Peer Pressure Curtails Transit Use Among

Children

The low rate of transit usage among children

cannot be attributed entirely to their dissatisfac-

tion with transit service, or to the relative con-

11
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Table 4A: California Children’s Transit Usage 
by Race & Ethnicity (Ages 0-17)

Table 4B: California Children’s Transit Usage 
by Household Income (Ages 0-17)

Race/Ethnicity Percentage of Trips by Public Transit

Caucasian 0.5%

Latino 1.2%

African American 8.4%

Asian and Pacific Islander 0.2%

Native American 0.8%

Other 7.5%

Annual Percentage of
Household Income Trips by Public Transit

<$25,000 4.7%

$25,001-34,999 0.6%

$35,000-49,999 0.6%

$50,000-74,999 0.7%

>$75,000 0.4%

No response 2.3%

Source: California Department of Transportation, 2000-2001
California Statewide Household Travel Survey



venience of automobile travel. The fact that tran-

sit accounts for less than 5 percent of total trips

even the state’s poorest kids suggests that other

barriers are also causing children to keep away

from transit.44

Indeed, youths aged 13 to 26 who participated

in a recent national survey by the Federal Transit

Administration45 named the following as reasons

they avoid using transit:

• Peer pressure — transit isn’t “cool” and there’s

a social stigma associated with using transit.

• Car culture — automobiles have a positive

image and persuasive marketing.

• System condition — buses are unreliable, dirty

and unsafe (from crime).

• Parental concern — Their parents won’t allow

them to use transit, due to concerns about safe-

ty and security.

• Incentives to drive — for example, their

schools provide free parking.

• They don’t have to — they have a car or their

parents drive them.

In other words, youth ridership is curtailed, to

at least some extent, by obstacles beyond the con-

trol of transit agencies.46

School Bus Service Cuts Boost 
Car-Dependence 

Children’s dependence on automobiles has

been exacerbated by the fact that many public

school districts in California have scaled back

their school bus programs. The result is that a

growing number of students simply don’t have

the option of riding a school bus — and when

school bus service isn’t available, and routes to

school are too long or too hazardous to travel by

foot or bicycle, parents have little choice but to

chauffeur their kids to school.

Although few California school districts have

entirely eliminated bus programs, many have

reduced the scope of their programs in recent

years, and many districts have raised or begun

charging fees for school bus service. Districts have

cut back on service by running fewer buses, trim-

ming routes and by extending the minimum

walking distance children must travel between

home and school to qualify for bus service.47

“Most districts have been forced to make at

least some service cuts” in recent years, says Bob

Austin, coordinator of the California Department

of Education’s Office of School Transportation.48

Examples include:

• The William S. Hart Unified School District in

Los Angeles County

• The Encinitas Union School District and San

Dieguito Union High School District in San

Diego County. 

• In Riverside County, the Romoland School

District eliminated bus service in the mid-1990s

for all except special needs students

• The Capistrano Unified School District in

Orange County has proposed eliminating bus-

ing in 2003 because of budget problems.
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“I can’t do anything unless someone

drives me there so I don’t feel like I have

many options. I’d like to be able to go 

to the movies easily on weekends, but

I’d have to ask my parents and they

don’t like going out after work. 

They’re too tired. My friends all live

really far away from my house.”

— Andrew, 16, rural Monterey County



The shrinking availability and rising cost of

bus service help explain why California now ranks

dead last among all 50 states in the percentage of

children who ride school buses (see Table 20 in

Appendices). Just over 16 percent of California’s

public school students rode school buses in 2001,

down from 23 percent in 1985.49 In contrast, the

percentage of public school students

transported to and from school in

school buses increased nationally

from 51 percent in 1985 to 54 percent

in 2001 (see Figure 1).50

The following factors have con-

tributed to California’s declining

school bus ridership:

• Bus service is not required: The

state does not require school dis-

tricts to provide bus service for all

students, so they don’t. Under fed-

eral law, school districts are only

obligated to provide free bus service

for special needs students, so California’s dis-

tricts are free to curtail — or even eliminate —

bus programs serving “regular” students when-

ever they need to cut costs.51

• Rising fees: California school districts are also

free to charge or increase student fees for bus

service, and many are doing so. For example,

districts in Orange County are considering

increasing bus fees, which now total about $225

per child annually, and the Pajaro Valley Unified

School District in Watsonville may impose a

$270 bus fee.52 Redwood City has also consid-

ered charging full-pay students up to $600 per

year for school bus services.53 About one-third of

California’s 1,048 school districts now charge

bus fees.

• Demographics: Demographic trends have con-

tributed to the percentage decline in school bus

ridership. Although the number of school bus

riders in California has actually increased slight-

ly in recent years (annual public school K-12

ridership rose by about 8,000 students statewide

between 1985 and 2001), the state’s overall stu-

dent population has grown at a much faster rate

(annual public school K-12 enrollment grew by

nearly 2 million students over the same span).54

• Financial constraints: In addition to bus serv-

ice, California school districts use general funds

to pay for textbooks, teacher salaries, facilities

maintenance and many other items. Many

cash-strapped school districts have opted to

shrink or freeze bus service, which is often

viewed as a lower priority than teachers and

textbooks, when faced with budget shortages.

“School districts are faced with the choice of

either taking teachers out of the classroom or

taking buses off the road,” says Bob Austin of

the CDE’s Office of School Transportation. 

• Insufficient reimbursements: California school

districts are now forced to cover a major portion

of their transportation expenses with general

funds, largely because state reimbursements for

home-to-school transportation and school bus

replacement have shrunk (as a percentage) since

the late 1970s, when the state capped spending
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Figure 1: U.S. and California School 
Bus Ridership (1985-2001)
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on school transportation programs following

the passage of Proposition 13. The state now

reimburses most school districts for less than

half of their home-to-school transportation

costs — districts are reimbursed for 40 to 50 per-

cent of their transportation costs, on average,

but many districts receive an even smaller sub-

sidy.55 Several legislative efforts to require the

state to review its current school transportation

funding formula have failed in recent years.56

In contrast to California, most states either

require or tacitly mandate that school districts

provide school bus service for all students, and

most states reimburse school districts for a much

larger percentage of their transportation costs.

“No one even questions the necessity of provid-

ing school bus service in other states...and

because most states make universal bus service a

priority, they are willing to subsidize it at a higher

level” than California, explains Ron Kinney,

Director of Business and Government Relations in

California for Laidlaw Education Services, the

largest private contractor of student transporta-

tion in North America.57

As a result, California ranks last amongst all 50

states in school bus ridership (see Table 20 in

Appendices). In New York, for example, where

spending on school transportation accounts for

nearly 5 percent of the state’s overall K-12 educa-

tion budget, 69 percent of all K-12 public school

students ride school buses — a rate four times

higher than in California, where about 3 percent

of the state’s overall K-12 education expenditures

go to school transportation.58 New York also has

more than twice as many school buses in opera-

tion than California, despite the fact that

California’s K-12 student population is twice the

size of New York’s. 

The inadequate funding for school bus pro-

grams in California also helps explain why the

state has the oldest and dirtiest bus fleet in the

nation. The average age of California school buses

is more than 14 years, and about 10 percent of the

state’s school buses — the highest number in the

country — were purchased before 1977 and do

not meet federal safety standards.59 Additionally,

about 30 percent of California’s school buses fail

to meet diesel school bus pollution standards set

by the state’s Air Resources Board.60

School Buses Are The Safest Way To Travel To

School

The low ridership rates in California are unfor-

tunate from a safety standpoint, as statistics show

school buses are by far the safest travel mode for

children. A recent study by the Transportation

Research Board (TRB) shows that while school buses

accounted for 25 percent of all trips made by U.S.

children during normal school commute hours

between 1991 and 1999, they accounted for just 2

percent of the deaths and 4 percent of the injuries

sustained by children traveling to school.61 In com-

parison, roughly 74 percent of the accidental

deaths and 84 percent of the injuries suffered by

students on commuting to school occurred in pas-

senger vehicles. In California, no school bus riders

died or suffered incapacitating injuries in 2000,

while 21 students were killed and 17 suffered inca-

pacitating injuries while riding to or from school in

passenger vehicles.62

Ironically, a new state law intended to increase

the safety of school buses could further strain dis-

tricts’ transportation budgets and further reduce

the capacity of school bus programs — meaning

fewer children will have access to what is already

the safest travel mode.63 The law, which takes

effect in January 2004, will require all new school

buses to be equipped with lap/shoulder belts,

which means new buses will likely seat fewer chil-

dren. This requirement — which couldn’t come at
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a worse time for school districts given the state’s

enormous budget deficit and the cuts in educa-

tion funding that will likely result — could lead

school districts to delay new bus purchases and to

augment bus fleets with older buses. 

Additional Factors That Discourage
Walking and Biking 

Pedestrian-unfriendly community design and

the inconvenience of public transportation are

not the only reasons children have become so

reliant on automobiles. Other factors limiting the

ability of today’s kids to get around on their own

include:

• Busy parents: Increased time pressures have left

parents with less time to walk their children to

school and other destinations, and many par-

ents don’t want their children walking around

unaccompanied by an adult.64 One study found

that the average middle-income, two-parent

American family now works 660 more hours per

year than in 1979.65

• Fear of abduction and other crime: Concerns

that their children will be abducted or otherwise

harmed by strangers while walking or biking

prompts many parents to drive their children

around, even when trip distances are short. This

barrier to children’s independent mobility is dis-

cussed in greater depth in the next chapter.

The Costs of Car-Dependence
Children’s growing reliance on car rides has

added substantially to families’ transportation

expenses, which have risen by more than 10 per-

cent on average since 1990. In 2001, transporta-

tion costs accounted for nearly one-fifth (19.3%)

of every dollar spent by the average American

household,66 and transportation is now the sec-

ond biggest expense category after housing in

most families’ budgets. 

Moreover, motor vehicle-related costs make up

the lion’s share of families’ transportation spend-

ing. According to a survey by the U.S. Bureau of

Labor Statistics, the purchase, fueling, insurance
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Table 5: U.S. Deaths & Injuries Sustained During School Commute Trips (1991-1999)

Travel Mode Percent of Total Trips(1) Fatalities (% of Total)(2) Non-Fatal Injuries (% of Total)(2)

School Bus 25% .......................................2% .......................................4%
All other buses* 2% .....................................<1% .....................................<1%
Passenger vehicles** 45% .....................................20% .....................................33%
with drivers age 19 and older
Passenger vehicles** 14% .....................................54% .....................................51%
with drivers below age 19
Bicycles 2% .......................................6% .......................................5%
Walking*** 12% .....................................16% .......................................6%

(1) 1995 National Personal Transportation Survey; (2) Fatality Analysis Reporting System (FARS), General Estimates System (GES)
*Includes transit, paratransit and motorcoach service
**Includes all motor vehicles except school buses and other buses with drivers at least 19 years old
***Includes scooters, skateboarding and rollerblading
(Source: Transportation Research Board, "The Relative Risks of School Travel: A National Perspective and Guidance for Local Community Risk
Assessment," 2002. Data pertains to children aged 5-18.)



and maintenance of vehicles

account for roughly 95 percent of

the money spent by the average

household on transportation.67

In urban regions of California

and other Western states, two-

parent families spent more than

$13 billion on children’s trans-

portation in 2001 — more than

twice as much as they spent on

children’s health care.68

According to a new data analysis

by the U.S. Department of

Agriculture (USDA), the increase

in child-shuttling has contributed

(along with other factors such as

the increased use of larger, more

expensive vehicles) to an infla-

tion-adjusted 14 percent rise in

annual per-child transportation

costs since 1980 among families

in the urban West.69

The rise in transportation

costs places an especially heavy

burden on the poorest families,

whose real annual incomes

declined by an average 5.5 per-

cent in California between the

late 1970s and the late 1990s,

according to U.S. Census data.70

In 2001, the lowest-income fami-

lies included in the USDA’s new

data analysis — those earning

less than $39,600 per year in the

urban West — spent a larger

chunk of their average household

budget on children’s transporta-

tion than they spent on health

care, child care and education

combined (see Table 6).71
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Figure 2: How American Families Spend Each Dollar (2001)

Figure 3: Transportation Expenditures by Families
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As transportation costs consume a growing

share of family budgets, families across the eco-

nomic spectrum have less money to invest or

spend on important items. But high transporta-

tion costs make it especially difficult for low-

income families to save for a down payment on a

house, pay for education or afford other invest-

ments that build equity and give them a better

chance of moving into the middle class.

To be sure, the increased driving of children is

not solely responsible for the run-up in house-

hold transportation expenses. Another significant

cause is the population shift toward sprawling,

suburban and exurban communities.72 One Bay

Area study from the mid-1990s found, for exam-

ple, that residents of low-density suburbs spend

far more money on driving-related expenses than

people living in denser urban areas.73 According

to the study, people living in northeast San

Francisco spent an estimated average of $4,200

per year on car-related costs, compared to

$17,800 per year for residents of suburban

Danville and San Ramon.

Costs Beyond the Pocket Book

Families with children who rely on car rides

for most of their trips also pay a price in dimin-

ished quality of life. As more and more of their

time is spent in cars, parents and children have

less time for other activities like family dinners,

homework and relaxation. Working parents, in

particular, struggle to maintain a balanced life.

Those who drive their kids to school often have

longer commutes, and often must plan their
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Table 6: Expenditures on Children (Ages 0-17) by Families in the Urban West (2002)

Two-parent families’ Health Child care
before-tax income Housing Food Transportation Clothing care & education Other Total

Less Than $40,300

Average cost per childA $3,055 $1,538 $1,047 $463 $463 $585 $833 $7,984

$40,300-$67,800

Average cost per childA $3,965 $1,822 $1,443 $548 $623 $1,032 $1,193 $10,626

More than $67,800

Average cost per childA $5,935 $2,213 $1,912 $700 $730 $1,662 $1,845 $14,997

Average cost per child

for all income levels 

in the Urban WestA $4,318 $1,858 $1,467 $570 $605 $1,093 $1,290 $11,202

Total cost for children   

of all income levels $39.8 $17.1 $13.6 $5.3 $5.6 $10.1 $11.9 $103.6 

in CaliforniaB billion billion billion billion billion billion billion billion

Sources: 
A U.S. Department of Agriculture, Expenditures on Children by Families, 2002 Annual Report. Table 2.
B 2000 U.S. Census. The total number of children living in California was used as a multiplier to obtain the total costs. 



weekday schedules around their children’s school

schedules and extracurricular activities. Many of

today’s parents also spend a substantial share of

their weekends ferrying children to birthday par-

ties, soccer games, friends’ houses and other

activities. As one San Francisco mother with an

eight-year-old daughter puts it, “Some of the

other mothers I know spend four hours in their

car per day. They have no time for themselves

after that.”74

Indeed, mothers with school-aged children,

who make more car trips per day than any other

population group, spend so much time shuttling

kids to and from school and other activities that

the term “soccer mom” was coined to describe

the phenomenon. In California, married mothers

with school-aged children now average more

than 87 minutes each day behind the wheel,

while single mothers with school-aged children

average even more time (94 minutes) driving, an

amount that is slightly higher than the national

average.75 Additionally, national research by the

Surface Transportation Policy Project has found

that mothers with school-aged children drive 20

percent more than other women.76

All this driving also takes a toll on kids.

Nationwide, children under the age of 18 spend

an average of more than 45 minutes a day in

cars.77 Even young children are spending large

chunks of time in cars, as “mobile child care” has

become a way of life for working parents who

bring their children along in the car because

other child-care options are expensive or unavail-

able.78 In an effort to distract children from their

long commutes, some parents have turned their

vehicles into rolling entertainment centers. A

recent Wall Street Journal article reports that sales

of in-car DVD players and VCRs are running 50

percent higher in 2003 than a year earlier.79

Furthermore, while automobiles provide many

children with access to afterschool and weekend

activities, and to destinations they otherwise

might not be able to reach, dependence on car

rides is also a source of stress for many children

— especially teenagers who want to be able to get

around on their own. Many of the teenagers

interviewed for this report said their inability to

go places without assistance from their parents

made them feel frustrated and isolated.80
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One of the major reasons California’s chil-

dren are walking and riding bicycles less

often than in the past is that today’s

children are often not allowed to roam around on

their own. Concerned about crime and motor

vehicle traffic, many parents would rather drive

their kids to school and other destinations than

expose them to the dangers of the street.  

Child Pedestrians Face Heightened Risk
from Traffic Dangers

From the windows of her home in Santa

Barbara, 16-year-old Meehan can see part of her

high school campus. Unlike many of her class-

mates, she lives just a few blocks from school and

walks to class almost every day. But Meehan’s

windows also look out on the busy, six-lane street

she must cross to get to school. “There is so much

traffic in the mornings that it looks like an L.A.

freeway,” she says. “And people are in such a

hurry to get to work they don’t even want to slow

down when people are in the crosswalk.” 

Her worst fears about this street were realized

one day in 2001, while she was walking home for

lunch with two friends. The driver of an

approaching car didn’t see the three girls as they

entered the crosswalk, and narrowly missed col-

liding with Meehan. But the speeding vehicle did

hit one of her friends in the leg, sending her to

the hospital with serious injuries. “It was a trau-

matizing experience,” Meehan recalls. “It’s really

scary to see a car coming at you and then to see

one of your best friends lying in the street.”

Frightening as it sounds, Meehan’s experience

isn’t unusual in California. Fast-moving traffic,

aggressive drivers and high traffic volumes have

turned many streets and crosswalks into danger

zones for child pedestrians and bicyclists. 

Nearly 5,000 children are reported injured

each year in California while walking on public

roads.81 And that’s probably an understatement,

as it’s been estimated that pedestrian injuries are

underreported by as much as 56 percent.82 Police

often do not report collisions that result in emer-

gency room treatment but not hospitalization,

and don’t report collisions that occur on private

property or in alleys or driveways, locations

where many accidents involving the youngest

children occur. 

Throughout the state, statistics show children

are disproportionately represented as victims of

pedestrian-vehicle accidents, in part because they

depend on walking and bicycling to get around

more than any other segment of the population

These Streets Weren’t 
Made for Walking

C H A P T E R  3
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and therefore have relatively high exposure to the

dangers of the street. Young children are especial-

ly vulnerable to traffic dangers, largely because

they are smaller and more difficult for drivers to

see, and because they lack the necessary develop-

mental skills to determine when cars are a

danger.83

In 2001, more than one-third (34.3%) of all

pedestrian-vehicle collisions in California

involved children under the age of 18, although

children in this age bracket made up just over 27

percent of the state’s population.84

The public health consequences of this dispar-

ity are alarming: statistics from the state’s

Department of Health Services show that vehicle-

pedestrian collisions are the third-leading cause of

fatal injury, and the sixth-leading cause of hospi-

talized injury, among California children under

the age of 18.85 Traffic accidents involving bicy-

clists have also made getting around on two

wheels one of the leading causes of death for chil-

dren (see Table 7). 

Worried Parents Restrict Walking and Biking 

Not surprisingly, the high rate of injury and

death among child pedestrians has led many par-

ents to curtail the amount of walking and bicy-

cling their children are allowed to do. Indeed,

many parents regularly shuttle their kids around

even when trip destinations are within easy walk-

ing or biking distance.

In one indication that concerns about traffic

safety are affecting children’s travel patterns, 40

percent of the parents who responded to the

national HealthStyles Survey in 1999 said traffic

dangers prevent their children from walking or

biking to school.86 Long trip distances were the

only barrier cited more often by parents.

Additionally, nearly 60 percent of the parents and

children surveyed by the National Safe Kids

Campaign said they encountered at least one seri-

ous hazard — such as lack of a sidewalk or cross-

walk, wide roads, complicated traffic conditions,

improper parking and speeding drivers — along

their routes to school.87
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Table 7: Top 10 Causes of Accidental Death and Injury Among Children 
Aged 0-17 in California (1995-2000)

Accidental Deaths Hospitalized Injuries from Accidents

Motor Vehicle Accident (Occupant) ............1,523 Falls ..........................................................49,967
Drowning ......................................................866 Motor Vehicle Accident (Occupant)..........15,730
Motor Vehicle Accident (Pedestrian) ..............572 Other .......................................................10,699
Suffocation ....................................................335 Poisoning .................................................10,654
Motor Vehicle Accident (Unspecified) ............246 Struck By Object.......................................10,189
Burn...............................................................219 Motor Vehicle Accident (Pedestrian) ...........9,646
Pedestrian (Non-Motor Vehicle Accident) ......201 Bicyclist (Non-Motor Vehicle Accident) .......7,074
Other Transportation Accident .......................201 Natural/Environmental ...............................5,625
Motor Vehicle Accident (Bicyclist) ..................131 Burn ...........................................................4,827
Poisoning.......................................................113 Cut/Pierce ..................................................4,752

Source: California Department of Health Services, Epidemiology and Prevention for Injury Control Branch (EPIC)



These findings help explain why, across the

United States, less than one-third (31%) of school

trips made from one mile away or less are made

on foot, while bicycles were used for just 2 per-

cent of school trips made from within two

miles.88

But parents who try to protect their children

from traffic dangers by limiting their walking and

biking have increased their exposure to another

type of danger — the health risks associated with

physical inactivity. Decreases in walking, biking

and other exercise among children have con-

tributed to a rising prevalence of diabetes and

other weight-related health problems among

California’s children, as discussed in Chapter Four

in greater depth. Additionally, keeping children

indoors or strapped into the back seat of a car can

prevent them from acquiring the traffic skills they

need to be able to walk or bike safely along road-

ways.

Another unintended consequence of this pro-

tectiveness is that it has helped make the streets

even less safe for child pedestrians. As the

amount of child-driving has increased, traffic vol-

umes around schools and other places frequented

by children have risen, making streets more dan-

gerous for those children who still walk or bicycle

and causing still more parents to play chauffeur.

Illustrating the perils faced by students who

walk to school is a recent study by the Santa Ana

Unified School District, which found that more

than half of the city’s 72 pedestrian accidents

during the first six months of 1998 involved chil-

dren walking near schools.89 Both students and

residents reported that motorists regularly sped

by them, running stop signs and

ignoring children in crosswalks.

Furthermore, the shrinking per-

centage of children who get

around by foot or bike has helped

shift public attention away from

pedestrian safety issues, making it

more difficult for supporters of

improved pedestrian and bicycling

infrastructure to capture the atten-

tion of engineers, planners and

political leaders.

It is interesting to see what can

happen, however, when pedestrian

safety does become a priority, and

planners and political leaders look
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“I get scared sometimes when I’m

walking to school. The streets around

here are really busy in the mornings.

Sometimes I have to walk in the street

because the sidewalk is blocked with

garbage cans, and the cars aren’t

watching for people who are walking.”

—Yelena, 9, Sacramento
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for ways to make walking and bicycling both

safer and easier. California’s Safe Routes to School

efforts, which combine education and outreach to

children with funding for bicycle and pedestrian

safety projects, has achieved remarkable results

since the late 1990s. In Marin County, for exam-

ple, the program has helped boost the percentage

of children who walk to public schools participat-

ing in a local Safe Routes to School program from

14 percent in 2000 to 23 percent in 2002, and has

doubled the percentage of children biking to

these schools from 7 percent to 15 percent.90

Sprawl Heightens Traffic Dangers

While children suffer a disproportionately

large share of all pedestrian injuries and fatalities

across California, child pedestrians appear to be

especially endangered in places marked by low-

density, automobile-oriented development. In

Yolo and Merced counties, for example, child

pedestrians were involved in more than half of all

pedestrian-vehicle collisions in 2001 (for a com-

plete list of counties, see Table 21 in Appendices).

In both of these largely agricultural counties,

farmland is rapidly being replaced by residential

subdivisions and other sprawling, pedestrian-

unfriendly development. In contrast, children

were involved in less than 12 percent of pedestri-

an accidents in high-density San Francisco

County.91

Minority Children Hardest Hit

While one might assume that traffic dangers

affect all children equally, statistics show that

minority children are far more likely than other

children to be killed or injured in pedestrian acci-

dents. Between 1995 and 2000, African American

children accounted for 14.5 percent of all deaths

and hospitalized injuries suffered by child pedes-

trians in California, more than twice their per-

centage of the state’s overall child population.

Meanwhile, Latino children suffered more than

47 percent of all fatalities and hospitalized pedes-

trian injuries, though they comprised less than 42

percent of California’s child population.92

Other studies have produced similar findings

at the local level. Researchers at U.C. Irvine93 and

the Santa Ana Unified School District in Orange

County94 have found that Latino children are

twice as likely as Caucasian children to be injured

or killed in pedestrian-vehicle accidents. Other

studies have found that African American chil-

dren face a significantly higher risk of pedestrian

injury compared to other children.95

Additionally, a recent analysis by the Los Angeles

Times found that fatal pedestrian accidents,

including hit-and-run deaths, are heaviest in

communities with large African American and

Latino populations, such as South and Southeast

Los Angeles.96

The disproportionate rate of pedestrian injury

and death among children of color is explained,

at least in part, by correlations between ethnicity

and household income. As mentioned earlier,

Latino, African American and Native American
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Table 8: California Counties with the 
Highest Percentage of Traffic Accidents 

Involving Child Pedestrians (2001)

County Percentage of Total Pedestrian
Incidents Involving Children

Aged 0-17

1. Yolo ........................................................56.1%

2. Merced ...................................................54.2%

3. Contra Costa..........................................42.9%

4. Kern .......................................................47.8%

5. San Joaquin............................................45.3%

Sources: 2001 Provisional numbers from the California Highway
Patrol's Statewide Integrated Traffic Records System (SWITRS)



children tend to have less access to a car than

Caucasian children and are therefore more likely

to walk, bike and use public transportation, ele-

vating their risk of injury and death in traffic

accidents.97

These disparities are further explained by the

fact that affordable housing is often located along

high-speed, high-volume arterial streets, and the

fact that minority children often live in urban

neighborhoods that lack parks, playgrounds and

other safe places to play, which causes them to

play in the street in greater numbers than chil-

dren living in communities with more recreation-

al amenities.98

Blaming the Victim

As difficult as it may be to understand, the

high number of pedestrian injuries and deaths in

California was largely overlooked by traffic engi-

neers, planners and political leaders for several

decades. Rather than taking steps to make walk-

ing safer and easier, state and local governments

have largely left pedestrians to fend for them-

selves, focusing transportation policy and invest-

ments on accommodating more traffic by widen-

ing streets, increasing speed limits, removing

crosswalks, installing pedestrian barricades at

intersections and enacting laws that ultimately

encouraged speeding and discouraged walking

and bicycling.99

The institutional bias in favor of motorists is

also evidenced by the fact that pedestrians, even

if they are very young children, are often found

to be at fault in traffic accidents, obscuring the

fact that speed limits may be set too high or that

there may be a lack of crosswalks and safe places

for kids to play. Statewide, police blamed pedestri-

ans for 59 percent of all serious pedestrian acci-

dents between 1994 and 1998.100 And, according

to the Los Angeles Times, police in Santa Ana have

blamed hundreds of accidents over the last

decade on children as young as age two years old,

and assigned fault to pedestrians in dozens of hit-

and-run accidents.101
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Table 9: Deaths & Injuries Among Child Pedestrians in California by Race/Ethnicity (1995-2000)

Race Fatal Hospitalized Percentage Percentage of
Pedestrian Pedestrian of Total Accidents California’s Total

Injuries among Injuries among Sustained by Child (Age 0-17)
Children Aged 0-17 Children Aged 0-17 Child Pedestrians Population in

1995-2000 (1) 1995-2000 (1) Aged 0-17 (1) 200 (2)

African American 83.............................1,395.............................14.5 .............................7.0

Asian/Pacific Islander 37 ..............................583 ...............................6.1 .............................11.8

Latino 269............................4,576.............................47.4 ............................41.6

Native American 4 ................................29 ................................0.3 ..............................0.6

Caucasian 179............................2,661.............................27.8 ............................38.5

Unknown/Other — ..............................402 ...............................3.9............................... —

Total 572............................9,646 .............................100 .............................100

Sources: (1) California Department of Health Services, Epidemiology and Prevention for Injury Control Branch (EPIC); (2) California Department of
Finance, www.dof.ca.gov/html/demograp/race.htm



Furthermore, police reports are often designed

to describe pedestrian-vehicle collisions in terms

of what the pedestrian did wrong,102 and seldom

note the actions of the driver or the speed of the

vehicle — despite the fact that drivers are often at

fault in pedestrian-vehicle collisions. A 2003

analysis by the San Francisco Chronicle found, for

example, that nearly 8 percent of all fatal crashes

in California involved hit-and-run drivers in

2001, a higher rate than any other state.104 And

UCLA researchers found in 1997 that 25 percent

of all pediatric pedestrian injuries involved hit-

and-run drivers.104

Speeding is a particular problem around

schools. One national survey found that two-thirds

of drivers in school zones exceeded the posted

speed limit during the before- and after-school

hours, despite the fact that 85 percent of these

zones had one or more safety measures, such as

crosswalks, flashing lights or a crossing guard in

place.105 The survey also found that one-third of

drivers in school zones were traveling at speeds of

30 mph or more, an issue of concern given that

pedestrians are eight times more likely to die if

struck by a vehicle moving at 30 mph than they

are if the vehicle is traveling at 20 mph or less.106

The Cost of Pedestrian Accidents
Although spending on pedestrian safety proj-

ects remains a low priority in most local, regional

and state transportation funding programs,

health providers, private companies and families

are spending billions of dollars as a result of

pedestrian injuries and deaths. In California, hos-

pital and physician charges, drug prescriptions,

physical rehabilitation and other medical expens-

es for injuries and fatalities sustained in motor

vehicle accidents by child pedestrians and bicy-

clists under the age of 18 topped $138 million in

2001 — a cost only partially covered by health

insurance providers (see Tables 10A and 10B).107

Yet these initial costs do not factor in property

damage, missed school, lost work wages or such

“quality of life” costs as pain and suffering. When

these costs are factored in, motor vehicle accidents

involving child pedestrians and bicyclists cost

California more than $1.2 billion in 2001, accord-

ing to estimates by the Pacific Institute for

Research & Evaluation’s Children’s Safety Network:

Economics and Data Analysis Resource Center.108

The burden of paying any out of pocket

expenses not covered by insurance carriers falls

heaviest on low-income and minority families —

those who, in many instances, can least afford it

— as their children are disproportionately repre-

sented as victims of pedestrian-vehicle collisions.

More Kids Injured in Cars Than by Cars

Even more astounding than the cost of acci-

dents involving child pedestrians and bicyclists,

however, is the amount of money lost as a result

of injuries and deaths sustained by children rid-

ing inside private vehicles. Although statistics

show that walking and biking are the most dan-

gerous ways for children to get around on a per-

mile-traveled basis, far more children are injured

or killed as passengers in motor vehicles.109 One

national study found, for example, that walking

and bicycling together accounted for 11 percent

of the injuries sustained by children commuting
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“We live less than a mile from Patrick’s

school, but we choose to drive rather walk

to school. It’s a narrow sidewalk, and

there’s a busy street we have to cross.”

— Mother of 7-year-old Patrick, San Diego County



to school between 1991 and 1999, while students

riding to class in passenger vehicles made up 84

percent of total injuries (see Table 5 above).110

Given these numbers, it comes as little sur-

prise to find that California pays far more for

injuries and deaths sustained by child passengers

than it does for pedestrian and bicyclist injuries

and deaths. Injuries and deaths suffered by chil-

dren riding in private vehicles cost the state more

than $1.8 billion in 2001, when medical treat-

ment, work loss and quality of life expenses are

tallied (see Tables 10A and 10B).111 

25

CAN’T GET THERE FROM HERE The Declining Independent Mobility of California’s Children and Youth

Table 10A: Total Cost of Non-Fatal Injuries Sustained in Collisions by Persons Aged 0-17 in California
(2001) (Total Costs based on 2001 SWITRS Incidence; Costs in 2000 Dollars)

Mechanism Driver Passenger Pedestrian Bicyclist TOTAL Costs

Unit Cost $61,450 $35,060 $99,891 $108,131 $2,431,943,015

Medical $8,097 $5,218 $15,017 $16,256 $356,304,938

Victim Work Loss $13,405 $7,619 $20,650 $22,354 $519,159,960

Public  Services $136 $144 $164 $178 $6,957,982

Property Damage $4,498 $4,128 $4,676 $5,061 $203,188,399

(Subtotal Economic Costs) $26,136 $17,109 $40,507 $43,849 $1,085,611,279

Lost Quality of Life Costs $35,314 $17,951 $59,384 $64,282 $1,346,331,736

Number of Non-Fatal Injuries from Collisions 6,692 31,566 5,146 3,699 47,103 

Total Cost of Motor Vehicle

Traffic Non-Fatal Injuries $411,223,400 $1,106,703,960 $514,039,086 $399,976,569 $2,431,943,015

Table 10B: Total Cost of Fatal Injuries Sustained in Collisions by Persons Aged 0-17 in California (2001)
(Total Costs based on 2001 SWITRS Incidence; Costs in 2000 Dollars)

Mechanism Driver Passenger Pedestrian Bicyclist TOTAL Costs

Unit Cost $3,110,243 $3,002,896 $3,389,656 $3,133,438 $1,218,239,374

Medical $13,486 $13,486 $13,486 $13,486 $5,286,512

Victim Work Loss $704,630 $680,099 $768,481 $709,930 $275,991,888

Public Services $998 $998 $998 $998 $391,216

Property Damage $12,307 $12,307 $12,307 $12,307 $4,824,344

(Subtotal Economic Costs) $731,421 $706,890 $795,272 $736,721 $286,493,960 

Lost Quality of Life Costs $2,378,822 $2,296,006 $2,594,384 $2,396,717 $931,745,414

Number of Fatalities from Collisions 50 239 87 16 392 

Total Cost of Motor Vehicle 

Traffic Fatalities $155,512,150 $717,692,144 $294,900,072 $50,135,008 $1,218,239,374

Source: Pacific Institute for Research & Evaluation's Children's Safety Network: Economics and Data Analysis Resource Center. Incidence based on 2001
provisional numbers from the California Highway Patrol's Statewide Integrated Traffic Records System (SWITRS). The unit costs are based on the average
cost of a U.S. motor vehicle injury for drivers, passengers and non-occupants. Injuries are defined by police reporting as disabling, evident and possible.
(See methodology section for more info on how these numbers were calculated.)



Stranger Danger Limits Walking and
Biking

One of the greatest fears faced by today’s par-

ents is the prospect that their children could be

abducted or otherwise harmed by a stranger. One

study by a group of Mayo Clinic pediatricians

found, for instance, that 72 percent of parents

feared “that their child will be kidnapped by a

stranger,” and that “it is not uncommon for

mothers to report that fears about abduction

inhibit their ability to foster independence and

self-reliance in their children.”112 Similarly, a

1997 survey conducted by the Princeton Survey

Research Association Poll found that parents’ top

worry was the fear that their child might be kid-

napped or become the victim of a violent

crime.113

It is not surprising, then, that fear of “stranger

danger” has led many parents to curtail the

amount of walking and biking their children do.

A poll conducted for STPP in 2002 found, for

instance, that fear of abduction was the third-

leading reason parents don’t allow their children

to walk or bike to school.114

These concerns are certainly understandable,

given the string of child abductions that have

horrified the nation in recent years, and the sen-

sational media coverage they have received.

Indeed, it would be hard for any parent, follow-

ing the highly-publicized kidnappings of Polly

Klaas, Samantha Runnion, Xiana Fairchild,

Elizabeth Smart and other children, not to feel a

mounting dread of strangers, and of what might

happen to their children when they are left

alone. “There is a real culture of fear among par-

ents these days,” says Brad Marshland, a 38-year-

old father of two school-aged boys in Kensington,

California.115 “When I was a kid, almost all the

children in my neighborhood walked to school.

Now, in the same neighborhood, hardly any kids

walk to school. The main change is the media

and the resulting paranoia parents feel about let-

ting their kids out of their sight.”

But while newspapers and television some-

times make it seem as though children are being

abducted left and right by strangers, reports by

police and other law enforcement agencies indi-

cate the abduction of children by people outside

their families is a relatively rare occurrence. In

California, a state that now has more than 9 mil-

lion children under the age of 18, an annual aver-

age of 60 children were witnessed being abducted
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Figure 4: Reasons U.S. Children Do Not Walk to
School (2002 Survey Results)

School is too far away

Too much traffic and no safe
walking route

Fear of child being abducted

Not convenient for child to walk

Crime in the neighborhood

Your children do not want to walk

School policy against children
walking to school

None of the above (VOL.)

DK/Refuse

0% 20% 40% 60% 80% 100%

66%

17%

16%

15%

8%

6%

1%

8%

1%

Source: At STPP’s request, Belden Russonello & Stewart conducted a
national random sample telephone survey of 800 adults, age 18 and
older in October 2002. The margin of sampling error for the survey is
plus or minus 3.5 percentage points at the 95% level of tolerance.  For
this question (in which pollsters asked parents about reasons their
child does not walk to school) multiple responses were accepted. (Base:
N=166 whose children ages 7-17 do not walk or bike to school.) See
http://www.transact.org/library/reports_html/pedpoll/pedpoll.asp.



by non-family members — complete strangers as

well as neighbors and other acquaintances —

between 1995 and 2001 (see Table 11).116

An additional 852 children per year were

reported missing under suspicious circumstances,

on average, during the same seven-year span.

Although law enforcement officials do not know

how many of these kids were actually abduct-

ed,117 most experts believe the number is small.

According to Shirley Goins, Executive Director of

the National Center for Missing and Exploited

Children’s West Coast office in Tustin,

California,118 many kids reported missing under

suspicious circumstances are reported missing for

reasons unrelated to any crime (for example,

because they did not show up at school) and are

recovered shortly after they were reported miss-

ing. A number of children are also reported miss-

ing under suspicious circumstances after they

were taken by family members. 

Indeed, the abduction of children by family

members happens far more often than stranger

abductions, though it garners less media atten-

tion. In California, police reports show that an

annual average of 2,506 children were kidnapped

by family members between 1995 and 2001,

often as a result of custody disputes. Nationwide,

analysis of Federal Bureau of Investigation statis-
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Table 11: Reported Missing, Abducted & Runaway Children in California (1995-2001)

Report Type 1995 1996 1997 1998 1999 2000 2001

Runaway — missing child that has left 
home without the knowledge or 
permission of parents or guardian. 116,811 116,276 120,180 109,443 100,998 81,291 90,453

Lost — any person who has strayed 
away or whose whereabouts are unknown. 544 483 601 518 505 377 388

Catastrophe— any person who is 
missing after a catastrophe (i.e., plane 
crash, boating accident, fire, flood). 23 21 12 23 18 11 25

Stranger Abduction — any person taken 
(witnessed) by a stranger/non-family member. 54 56 81 58 64 51 57

Parental/Family Abduction —child taken 
by a parent/ family member 2,974 2,733 2,793 2,540 2,379 1,938 2,183

Suspicious Circumstances — missing 
under suspicious circumstances that 
may indicate a stranger abduction. 1,172 929 948 805 887 644 580

Unknown Circumstances — when 
circumstances surrounding MP’s 
disappearance are unknown. 4,941 5,153 5,990 5,391 5,471 4,489 4,902

Source: California Office of the Attorney General, Missing Persons Section. Data refers to children aged 0-17.



tics shows that kidnapping by a stranger accounts

for less than one-quarter (24%) of total child

abductions.119 National data also suggest that kid-

nappings of all types — by strangers as well as

family members — account for just 1.5 percent of

all violent crimes against juveniles.120

This is not to downplay parents’ fear of

stranger abductions, or to say parents should be

more concerned that their kids could be snatched

by other family members. For starters, stranger

abductions, though less prevalent, are more dan-

gerous than those committed by relatives.

Furthermore, the very nature of these crimes —

the violation of their children by an unknown

person — is enough to panic parents, no matter

how slim the chance that it will happen to their

child. 

“The bottom line is that fear of abductions

will remain a very real barrier [to walking and

biking by children] so long as there is even one of

these cases per year. Protecting the personal safety

of children is part of parents’ programming,” says

Shirley Goins of the National Center for Missing

and Exploited Children.121

Driving Children Doesn’t Necessarily Protect

Them

Although discouraging children from walking

around or playing outdoors, and opting instead

to drive them everywhere they need or want to

go, may reduce the likelihood of stranger abduc-

tion, it does little to improve children’s overall

safety.  Statistics show, for example, that children

are far more likely to be harmed while traveling

in a motor vehicle than they are to be abducted

by a stranger. While a total of 364 children under

the age of 18 were witnessed being abducted by

strangers in California between 1995 and 2000,

more than 17,000 were killed or injured badly

enough to require hospitalization while riding in

private vehicles (see Table 12).122

Moreover, preventing children from getting

around by foot or bicycle is not a surefire way to

protect them from abductions because these crimes

don’t happen only when children are on the street

journeying from point A to point B. Many stranger

abductions have occurred in homes, malls, video

arcades and other seemingly safe destinations.

Polly Klaas, for example, was kidnapped from her

bedroom in Petaluma in 1993, and nine-year-old

Jeanette Tamayo was taken from the garage of her

San Jose home in June 2003.

Additionally, increases in child-chauffeuring

may actually heighten the risk of abduction for

other children by reducing the overall number of

people on streets, trails, parks, playgrounds and

other public places. When streets and neighbor-

hoods have high levels of pedestrian activity,
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there are more “eyes on the street” and violent

crimes are less likely to occur. 

Recognizing that child pedestrians are less

likely to be harmed, by crime as well as automo-

bile traffic, when they travel in groups, neighbor-

hood groups and pedestrian advocates through-

out California are developing programs to encour-

age more children to walk to school. In

Sacramento’s Natomas Park neighborhood and in

several Marin County communities, parent

groups have organized “walking school buses” —

a kind of walking car pool, accompanied by at

least one adult, that follows a fixed route and

gathers students along the way. On a larger scale,

the California Department of Health Services

helps organize and support California’s Walk to

School Day, which annually involves thousands

of parents and children in communities across

the state and publicizes pedestrian safety issues.

Neighborhood groups are also organizing

“adopt a street corner” programs that put more

parents on streets during the times when children

are commuting to school. And, as mentioned ear-

lier, Safe Routes to School programs in Marin

County and elsewhere are encouraging more chil-

dren to walk.   
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Table 12: Motor Vehicle Accidents vs. Witnessed Stranger Abductions in California (1995-2000)

Number of Fatal Injuries Sustained by Child Passengers 
Aged 0-17 in Motor Vehicle Accidents (1) ................................................................................................1,523

Number of Hospitalized Non-Fatal Injuries Sustained 
by Child Passengers Aged 0-17 in Motor Vehicle Accidents (1) .............................................................15,730 

Number of Fatal Injuries Sustained by Child Pedestrians 
Aged 0-17 in Motor Vehicle Accidents (1) ...................................................................................................572

Number of Hospitalized Non-Fatal Injuries Sustained by 
Child Pedestrians Aged 0-17 in Motor Vehicle Accidents (1) ....................................................................9,646

Number of Children Aged 0-17 Witnessed Being Abducted 
by a Stranger or Other Non-Family Member (2) .........................................................................................364

Sources: (1) California Department of Health Services, Epidemiology and Prevention for Injury Control Branch (EPIC)
(http://www.applications.dhs.ca.gov/epicdata/TBfatal.html and http://www.applications.dhs.ca.gov/epicdata/TBnonfatal.html); (2) California
Office of the Attorney General, Missing Persons Section



The lack of transportation options is taking

a physical toll on California’s children, not

only by raising their exposure to traffic

dangers but also by contributing to a rising preva-

lence of asthma and weight-related health prob-

lems among children.

Less Physical Activity, More Overweight
Kids

Declines in physical activity among children

have been linked to rising prevalence of child-

hood overweight and related health problems

since at least the 1950s. “There is deep concern in

high places over the fitness of American youth,”

began one U.S. News & World Report article from

1957. “Parents are being warned that their chil-

dren — taken to school in buses, chauffeured to

activities, freed from muscle-building chores and

entertained in front of TV sets — are getting soft

and flabby.”123

Five decades later, these trends have become

cause for even greater concern. While the amount

of exercise children get has continued to wane

and their dependence on automobiles has intensi-

fied, the number of fat and out-of-shape children

has reached epidemic proportions. Nationwide,

the percentage of overweight* children between

the ages of six and 17 has more than tripled from

about 5 percent in the 1960s to more than 15

percent today.124 An additional 14 percent are at

risk of becoming overweight,125 meaning that

more than one in four American children are

now overweight or at risk. 

California is no exception. Recent surveys

have found that more than one in five (21%) of

the state’s teenagers,126 and more than one-third

(34%) of children aged nine to 11,127 are either at

risk or overweight. Another study, which calculat-

ed children’s weight categories based on height,

weight, gender and age, found that more than

one-quarter of California’s fifth-, seventh- and

ninth-grade schoolchildren (26.5%) are over-

weight.128 “The numbers vary from study to

study, but it’s clear that California’s kids are get-

ting bigger,” says Gail Woodward-Lopez, Associate

Director of U.C. Berkeley’s Center for Weight and

Health.129

A large number of California’s children are also

California’s Lack of    
Transportation Options Harms

the Health of Children

C H A P T E R  4
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* Children with a Body Mass Index (BMI) above the gender- and age-specific 95th percentile, based on the CDC’s Growth
Charts for the United States, are defined as  “overweight.” Children with a BMI between the 85th and 95th percentile are
considered “at risk” of becoming overweight. 



out of shape. In 2002, 76 percent of the fifth-, sev-

enth- and ninth graders who took it flunked the

California Physical Fitness Test, a series of aerobic,

strength and body fat tests given each year in pub-

lic schools to determine the physical fitness of the

state’s schoolchildren (see Table 24 in

Appendices).130 One study that focused solely on

aerobic capacity — a good indicator of a child’s

ability to engage in strenuous exercise for a pro-

longed duration — found that 40 percent of the

state’s schoolchildren are physically unfit.131

Higher Prevalence of Overweight Among Low-

Income and Minority Children

The prevalence of overweight also appears to

be disproportionately high among minority chil-

dren. One California survey found, for instance,

that Latino teens were twice as likely as their

Caucasian peers to be overweight or at risk (see

Table 13).132 Another statewide survey of children

aged nine to 11 shows similar discrepancies, with

43 percent of African Americans, 37 percent of

Latinos and 29 percent of Caucasians either over-

weight or at risk.133

Correlations between race, ethnicity and

socioeconomic status help explain these differ-

ences. Studies have shown that lower household

income is associated with higher rates of over-

weight in children.134 In part this is because the

diets of poor families tend to feature low-cost

foods that are high in calories and low in nutri-

tional value.135 A 1998 survey by the U.S.

Department of Agriculture found that more than

8 percent of American households felt they could

not afford to feed their children balanced

meals.136 Additionally, access to healthy foods is

often limited in low-income neighborhoods.

Health Implications of Childhood Overweight

The medical implications of these trends are

staggering. The rise in childhood overweight has

been linked to the increasing prevalence among

children of:

• diabetes
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Children with a Body Mass Index (BMI) above

the 95th percentile are defined by the CDC as

“overweight.” The term “obese” is not used in ref-

erence to children, largely because there is no sci-

entifically recognized data linking height and

weight relationships among children to morbidity

and mortality. Furthermore, children are not labeled

obese — a term that suggests a permanent condi-

tion — because they are still growing, and some

overweight children move out of this category as

they grow and their body proportions change. The

impermanence of children’s height and weight rela-

tionships also explains why public health officials

define children with a BMI at or above the 85th

percentile as “at risk” of becoming overweight.

Additionally, health officials avoid describing over-

weight children as obese because of the social stig-

mas associated with the term. However, the word

obese is used with reference to adults, because they

are no longer gaining height and because relation-

ships between weight, morbidity and mortality

have been scientifically established among adults.
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• hypertension

• orthopedic problems

• gallbladder disease

• sleep apnea

• cardiovascular disease risk factors

• and other health problems that used to

occur primarily in adults.137

Overweight children also face an elevated risk

of chronic ailments later in life — an estimated

50 to 70 percent of overweight children go on to

become overweight or obese adults, who suffer far

higher levels of heart disease, diabetes, hyperten-

sion and certain forms of cancer than adults of

normal weight.138

In California, one recent study found that

while about 12,000 adolescents aged 12 to 17

have been diagnosed with diabetes, an additional

176,000 adolescents are at risk of developing dia-

betes because they do not participate in regular

physical activity and were overweight or at risk of

becoming so.139 Furthermore, it is estimated that

between 20 and 30 percent of all new childhood

and adolescent diabetes cases in California are

type 2,140 a disease that increases the like-

lihood that children will develop serious

complications later in life such as blind-

ness, kidney disease, heart disease and

limb amputation. 

Responding to the escalating problem,

Oakland’s public schools recently became

the first in the nation to hire a diabetes

nurse educator to train teachers to spot

symptoms and handle diabetic emergen-

cies.141 About 75 percent of the Oakland

school district’s students are African

American or Latino, groups whose risk of

getting the disease is often two to three

times higher than Caucasians — due in

part to their comparatively high rates of

overweight.142

Overweight children are also more prone than

those of normal weight to suffer psychological

and social problems, including low self-esteem,

poor body image, eating disorders and

depression.143

Moreover, in a society obsessed with thinness,

overweight children are often discriminated

against by their peers and excluded from such

activities as sports and dating. These psychosocial

problems frequently persist into adulthood. Studies

have shown that overweight adults tend to earn

less money and are less likely to marry than adults

of normal body weight.144

The mounting percentage of health problems

attributable in one way or another to being over-

weight places a growing economic burden on

states like California. The Surgeon General has

estimated the annual cost of obesity among peo-

ple of all ages in California — including direct

medical costs, lost productivity, disability and

premature death — at $14.2 billion.145 Another

study found that, among children aged six to 17,

hospital costs alone for overweight-related health
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Table 13: Overweight and At Risk Teenagers 
by Race/Ethnicity in California (2000)

Race/Ethnicity Percentage At Risk of Percentage 
Becoming Overweight* Overweight* 

Caucasian 10% 7%

African American 12% 17%

Latino 19% 15%

Asian/Other 12% 9%

Total 14% 10%

Source: 2000 California Teenage Eating, Exercise and Nutrition Survey (CalTEENS)
* Overweight is defined as having a Body Mass Index (BMI) — a measurement of
height, weight and age — above the 95th percentile. At risk is having a BMI in the
85th to 95th percentile.



problems more than tripled nationwide between

1979 and 1999, from $35 million to $127

million.146 And these numbers are probably an

understatement, as doctors often don’t record

weight problems on hospital discharge records

because insurance companies don’t pay to treat it

until a child is diagnosed with a formal illness. 

Why Is This Happening?

Numerous factors have contributed to the

alarming increase in childhood overweight. The

problem is largely related to:

• Children’s increasing consumption of foods that

are high in fat and sugar, such as fast food and

soft drinks, and the trend toward “super-size”

portions.147

• Fewer activities that could burn off all these

calories. Although it is recommended that chil-

dren and adolescents perform at least 60 min-

utes of vigorous physical activity per day, only

three of 10 teens in California meet this stan-

dard.148 Moreover, the 1997 Youth Risk

Behavior Study (YRBS) showed that just 51 per-

cent of California high school students had par-

ticipated in at least 20 minutes of vigorous

activity on at least four of the previous seven

days.149

Part of the problem is the fact that children

are getting less exercise at school. One recent sur-

vey found that 17 percent of nine- to 11-year-olds

in California don’t receive any physical education

(PE) or gym classes at school,150 while another

survey shows that nearly half (44%) of the state’s

high school students do not participate in PE

classes.151 Children are also increasingly seden-

tary when at home. One survey found that

California teens now spend twice as much time

watching television or playing video games than

they do at sports or other physical activities.152

But the marked decline in such everyday

sources of exercise as walking and bike riding has

also contributed substantially to weight- and fit-

ness-related health problems among children. 

Although such moderate forms of exercise

were once considered irrelevant to good health, a

number of recent studies have shown that walk-

ing or doing other moderate exercise for at least

30 minutes per day offers substantial health bene-

fits. Researchers at the University of Pittsburgh

School of Medicine have found, for example, that

“lifestyle” exercise such as walking to school have

an even greater impact on weight loss among

children than aerobic exercise.153

In a similar vein, researchers at the Harvard

School of Public Health have found that people

can reduce their risk of type 2 diabetes by as

much as 50 percent simply by accumulating one

hour per day of brisk walking or other moderate

exercise.154 “The activity can come from a variety

of sources throughout the day: walking to the bus

stop in the morning, taking the stairs at work or

running errands,” states the study’s lead author.

“It doesn’t have to mean going to the gym and

exercising furiously.”155

Research by the Surface Transportation Policy

Project also indicates strong relationships

between the amount of walking people do and
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“Regular physical activity is probably as

close to a magic bullet as we will come

in modern medicine...If everyone in the

U.S. were to walk briskly 30 minutes a

day, we could cut the incidence of many

chronic diseases 30% to 40%.”

— Dr. JoAnn Manson, Chief of Preventive Medicine at

Harvard’s Brigham and Women’s Hospital



the likelihood of overweight, finding that places

where people walk further each day tend to have

fewer people who are at risk of health problems

due to overweight. For every 10 percent increase

in the amount of walking, this research has found

a drop of almost 1 percent (0.7%) in the number

of people who are overweight. This relationship

remained the same when researchers controlled

for age, race and income.157

“Walking or bicycling to school is a great way

to build physical activity into children’s daily

lives,” says Dr. William Dietz, director of the

CDC’s Division of Nutrition and Physical

Activity.158 “Children who don’t get enough exer-

cise stand a greater chance of becoming over-

weight, and overweight children are at increased

risk for cardiovascular diseases, diabetes and other

serious health problems.” 

In addition to helping build muscles and

stamina, regular exercise has also been linked to

improved school performance by children. One

recent study by the California Department of

Education found a clear relationship between aca-

demic achievement and physical fitness among

the state’s public school students.159 “We now

have the proof we’ve been looking for; students

achieve best when they are physically fit,” State

Superintendent of Public Instruction Delaine

Eastin declared after the study was released.160

Asthma and Air Pollution On The Rise 
California has also witnessed a dramatic rise in

respiratory diseases, especially asthma, that are

exacerbated by air pollution. The number of

California children diagnosed with asthma has

soared 160 percent since 1980,161 and asthma

attacks are now the number one cause of emer-

gency hospital visits by California children. As a

consequence, the medical costs alone of treating

asthma in children under the age of 18 — includ-

ing physicians’ services, hospital care and drugs

— has soared to more than $296 million a year in

California,162 the country’s highest tally by far. 

Children are disproportionately affected by

asthma, a disease that can permanently damage

lung tissue, aggravate heart and lung illnesses,

stress the cardiovascular system and, in rare cases,

cause death.163 A survey by the UCLA Center for

Health Policy research (see Table 25 in

Appendices) estimates that 13.6 percent of

California children under the age of 18 — about

1.2 million kids — have been diagnosed with

asthma at some point in their lives (called “life-

time asthma prevalence”).164 In comparison, 11

percent of adults aged 25 years old and up have

been diagnosed with this disease.

Studies have also shown that minority chil-

dren are especially vulnerable to asthma. A recent
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“I can’t sleep, and I can’t go out 

and play with my friends anymore.

Most days, I can’t breathe right 

[due to asthma].” 

— Christian Cerpa, 9, Parlier (Fresno County)156
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California survey found that one in five (21.1%)

African American children, and more than one in

four (25.5%) Native American children, had been

diagnosed with asthma, rates that are far higher

than those for Caucasians and Asians (see Table

14).165 Although the lowest asthma rates were

found among Latino children, it is believed this

number may reflect the Latino community’s com-

paratively low rates of health insurance and

health care access, particularly among non-citizen

immigrants. 

In California, three out of eight Latinos are

uninsured, compared to one of eight non-Latino

whites, and one in three immigrant children have

not had a doctor visit during the past year, which

is twice the rate for other children.166 “If Latino

children aren’t seeing doctors as regularly as other

children, then the chances that their asthma will

be diagnosed or reported is also lower,” explains

Raquel F. Donoso, Deputy Director of the Latino

Issues Forum.167

The elevated prevalence of asthma among

minority children is linked, many health experts

agree, to the fact that air quality is frequently

poor in neighborhoods with high concentrations

of minority residents. Neighborhoods located

near urban highways, for example, tend to have

disproportionately high numbers of minority and

low-income residents.168 One California study

found that the air in predominately African

American and Latino communities is three times

more likely to contain unhealthy pollutant levels

than air inhaled by residents of predominantly

Caucasian communities.169 Differences in patient

education, income, medical care and exposure to

indoor allergens may also help explain the dispar-

ities in asthma prevalence. 

Asthma’s Links to Smog

Few experts doubt that air pollution is respon-

sible, at least in part, for the rising prevalence of

asthma across all segments of California’s popula-

tion. An abundance of scientific literature has

established that exposure to ground-level ozone

— better known as smog — can aggravate asthma

and other respiratory illnesses,170 and that chil-

dren are particularly sensitive to smog and other

airborne pollutants. Children are particularly sus-

ceptible to the damaging effects of air pollution

in part because their lungs are still developing.

Children also breathe more rapidly than adults,

and therefore inhale more pollutants relative to

their body weight. Additionally, irritation or

inflammation caused by inhaled air pollution is

more likely to obstruct children’s comparatively

narrow airway passages.171

Research also suggests that prolonged exposure

to smog may actually cause, rather than simply

aggravate, asthma in children. A recent Southern

California study found, for example, that children

who play sports in areas with high ozone concen-

trations — and therefore tend to be outdoors

more often breathing polluted air — face a greater
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Table 14: Lifetime Asthma Prevalence 
Among Children Aged 0-17 by 

Race/Ethnicity in California (2001)

Race/Ethnicity Percent

Caucasian .....................................................14.3%
Latino .............................................................9.7%
Asian .............................................................11.7%
African American..........................................21.1%
AIAN .............................................................25.5%
NHOPI ..........................................................22.3%
Others...........................................................15.6%
Total..............................................................13.6%

Source: 2001 California Health Interview Survey (CHIS) 
Note: AIAN = America Indian and Alaska Native; NHOPI = Native
Hawaiian and Other Pacific Islander



risk of developing asthma then children who play

no sports.172 Other research has shown that expo-

sure to smog and other air contaminants during

infancy or childhood can affect development of

the respiratory, nervous, endocrine and immune

systems.173

The connection between unhealthy concentra-

tions of air pollutants and asthma prevalence is

clear in places like the San Joaquin Valley, a

region that features some of California’s dirtiest

air as well as some of the state’s highest per capita

asthma rates. In Fresno, for example, reported

asthma cases among public school students

jumped 156 percent between 1990 and 1999, far

outpacing an 18 percent growth in student enroll-

ment.174 Childhood asthma has become such a

serious problem in the southern portion of the

valley, where ozone levels are generally highest,

that schools have equipped coaches and athletic

directors with beepers so they will know when to

order athletes indoors on dangerously smoggy

days.175

Particulate Matter: Another Asthma Trigger  

Although smog comes first to mind when

most people think of air pollution, a number of

recent studies have concluded that particulate

matter (PM) may be an even more harmful air

pollutant. Composed of soot, dust and other tiny

particles produced by such sources as diesel trucks

and buses, coal-fired power plants and fireplaces,

PM is capable of penetrating deep into the lungs,

where it can irritate respiratory tracts and trigger

asthma attacks.176 Studies have shown that pro-

longed exposure to PM can stunt the growth and

functioning of children’s developing lungs, and

researchers have linked PM exposure to increased

rates of lung cancer.177

One recent report found that breathing soot

released by diesel-powered trucks, buses and con-

struction and farm equipment greatly increases a

person’s risk of developing cancer.178 And a 2002

study by the California Air Resources Board (ARB)

found an increase in hospitalizations and emer-

gency room visits after periods of high PM

episodes in the San Joaquin Valley.179

It should be noted, however, that smog and

PM aren’t the only causes of California’s worsen-

ing asthma problem. The causes of asthma are

complex, and research indicates that a variety of

other outdoor and indoor allergens act as asthma

triggers, including dust mites, cockroaches, tobac-

co smoke, pollen and mold. Additionally, better

reporting and improved diagnosis have con-

tributed to the rise in reported asthma cases.  

Motor Vehicles Are a Major Source of California’s

Air Pollution

California’s persistent air pollution problems

are closely linked to its population’s heavy

reliance on automobiles. Motor vehicles are by far

the largest producer of nitrogen oxides and

volatile organic compounds (VOCs), chemicals

that combine in sunlight to form ozone. Cars,

trucks and other on-road motor vehicles account
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for more than half (52%) of all nitrogen oxides

and 40 percent of all VOCs spewed each day into

California’s air, according to the California Air

Resources Board.180

Although strict emissions standards, routine

vehicle inspections and clean technologies have

succeeded in cutting motor vehicle emissions per

mile driven, these measures have been largely off-

set by huge increases in driving and trip-making.

While California’s population grew 28 percent

between 1981 and 2000, annual motor vehicle

registrations increased by more than one third181

and the average number of vehicle miles traveled

daily in the state climbed 48 percent.182 

The Nation’s Dirtiest Air 

Whatever the causes, the result is that the

Golden State now has what is arguably America’s

worst air pollution. Nine of the nation’s 10 most

ozone-polluted counties — San Bernardino,

Fresno, Kern, Tulare, Riverside, Los Angeles, El

Dorado, Merced and Kings — are located in

California, according to a 2003 report by the

American Lung Association.183

California also leads the nation in ozone alert

days. A study by the U.S. Public Interest Research

Group (PIRG) found that the federal 8-hour

ozone standard was exceeded in at least one

California location on 130 days in 2001.184 This

is almost twice as many “smog days” as the next

closest state, Texas, which registered 72 “smog

days.” Just seven of California’s 15 air basins have

managed to attain federal ozone standards, and

just 10 of the state’s air basins have attained fed-

eral health-based standards for PM-10.185

Moreover, air pollution appears to be worsen-

ing in some of parts of the state. In the San

Joaquin Valley, for example, the air is now dirtier

than in Los Angeles, which for decades has been

the nation’s air pollution poster child. The val-

ley’s air basin exceeded the national 8-hour ozone

standard a combined 220 days in 2000 and 2001,

while the Los Angeles area’s South Coast Air Basin

violated the standard on 186 days.186

As a result of this deterioration, the valley’s air

quality management district is considering asking

the EPA to “bump up” the region’s ozone classifi-

cation from “severe” to “extreme” so that it will

have more time to figure out how to address the

problem before federal sanctions kick in. The

South Coast Air Basin is currently the only region

in the country now classified as “extreme.”

Emissions of PM-10 are also increasing in the San

Joaquin Valley,187 one of just eight U.S. air basins

classified as “serious” by the U.S. Environmental

Protection Agency (EPA).

Lack of Travel Options Slows Cognitive
Development 

In addition to helping control weight, reduce

fat and build muscle, regular exercise has been

shown to reduce feelings of depression, stress and

anxiety, in people of all ages. Available data also

suggest that physical activity improves the ability

to sleep, boosts self-esteem and increases atten-

tiveness and energy levels,188 which means exer-
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“There is a connection...between the

fact that the urban sprawl we live 

with daily makes no room for 

sidewalks or bike paths and the fact

that we are an overweight, heart

disease-ridden society.” 

— Dr. Richard J. Jackson, Director of the U.S. Centers for

Disease Control and Prevention’s National Center for

Environmental Health



cise may also increase learning capacity and

improve students’ academic performance. 

Some researchers also believe that kids who

regularly walk or bike to school and other desti-

nations have faster rates of cognitive develop-

ment and keener observational skills than chil-

dren who rarely walk or bike. Studies have shown

that children who are driven everywhere and

who aren’t permitted to play outdoors or walk

around their neighborhoods are often unable to

draw basic maps of their communities and devel-

op an understanding of spatial relationships,

while children who do walk and bike around

their neighborhoods are able to give directions to

their homes at a young age.189

In one study that looked at how schoolchild-

ren are affected by automobile traffic, U.C.

Berkeley urban design students asked nine- and

10-year-old children to draw maps of the route

between their homes and their schools. An

assessment of these “cognitive maps” showed

that children who live in neighborhoods with

higher traffic levels produced maps with far less

detail than children from neighborhoods with

less traffic and children who regularly walk or

bike to school. One child, who was often driven

to school, could only draw a straight line down

the middle of the paper when asked to depict the

route between his school’s playground and his

home, suggesting the child had virtually no asso-

ciation with the neighborhood in between these

two places.190
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Table 15: Ozone and PM-10 Pollution 
in California Air Basins (2000-2001) 

Air Basin Days Above National Calculated Days Above State
8-Hour Ozone Standard 24-Hour PM-10 Standard

2000 2001 2000 2001

Great Basin Valleys 1 0 19 90
Lake County 0 0 0 0
Lake Tahoe 0 0 0 19
Mojave Desert 72 65 63 84
Mountain Counties 65 56 60 57
North Central Coast 1 0 54 24
North Coast 0 0 9 42
Northeast Plateau 0 0 66 60
Sacramento Valley 43 35 144 81
Salton Sea 33 54 330 341
San Diego 16 17 144 146
San Francisco Bay Area 9 4 63 42
San Joaquin Valley 117 103 216 237
South Central Coast 24 30 108 135
South Coast 94 92 300 278

Source: California Air Resources Board



If California is to become a place where chil-

dren can get around on their own more of the

time — by walking, bicycling or riding public

transit — then we must take bold steps to make

streets less hazardous for pedestrians and bikers,

and to alter current community and school

design patterns that have contributed greatly to

the state’s lack of transportation options. The fol-

lowing recommendations, if implemented, could

go a long way toward improving the health, safe-

ty and independent mobility of California’s

youngest residents: 

(1) Prioritize Safe Walking and Bicycling

Routes for Kids: Walking and bicycling ought to

be a safe, convenient and reliable transportation

mode for children and youth. Yet the dangers

from traffic and the lack of design and funding

for bicyclists and pedestrians in modern streets

and residential developments has made it far

more difficult and dangerous for a new genera-

tion of children to walk or bike. New design poli-

cy guidelines issued by the Federal Highway

Administration and adopted by the California

Department of Transportation (Caltrans) recom-

mend that state and local planners and road

builders design all street and transportation facili-

ties from the start with pedestrians and bicyclists

in mind (see: Deputy Directive #64 on

Accommodating Non-Motorized Travel,

http://www.dot.ca.gov/hq/oppd/non-motor-trav-

el.pdf). Local cities and counties across California

should adopt similar design guidelines. 

Traffic speeds must also be reduced in new

communities by designing narrower, slower, safer

streets that accommodate pedestrians, bicyclists

and motor vehicles. In existing neighborhoods

with overly wide streets that encourage speeding

and discourage pedestrian use, “traffic calming”

techniques can be used to moderate vehicle

speeds and improve conditions for pedestrians.

The difference between a child pedestrian being

hit at 20 mph and 40 mph is literally a matter of

Policy Recommendations
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life and death. Communities throughout

California should adopt street design guidelines

for new development that balance the needs of

all users, and they should promote more flexible

street designs that use traffic circles, raised cross-

walks, sidewalk “bulb outs” and other traffic

calming measures to slow traffic speeds and

improve safety for both drivers and pedestrians.*  

(2) Promote and Fund Safe Routes to Schools

Programs: While the commute to school is by no

means the only trip made by children and youth,

it is nevertheless one of the most visible and pre-

dictable. Therefore, the trip to school has consis-

tently been the target of grassroots campaigns

around the world to get children back on their

feet and their bikes by educating parents and stu-

dents, improving safety by reducing risks associat-

ed with both crime and speeding traffic, and

building mile after mile of sidewalks, bike lanes

and trails. 

The California Department of Health Services

helped launch the Safe Routes to School effort in

this state by sponsoring a 2-year demonstration

project. This initiative helps mobilize community

members locally through California’s annual Walk

to School Day events, and through ongoing com-

munity education, engineering improvements, law

enforcement and community involvement efforts.

The project’s final report, published in 2002, docu-

ments best practices for achieving no- or low-cost

improvements immediately and for funding larger

construction projects over time. 

Every community and county in California

should follow the example of Marin County,

which has prioritized local efforts around Safe

Routes to Schools, mobilized community mem-

bers through a variety of outreach, education and

enforcement efforts, and set aside enough trans-

portation funding to make it happen. Caltrans

should make the state-level Safe Routes to School

funding program permanent, triple the size of the

program to $75 million a year, and allow addi-

tional education and outreach efforts to be fund-

ed through the program. 

The same is true for the state’s Bicycle

Transportation Account (BTA), a grant program

administered by Caltrans, which helps local gov-

ernments improve street and trail systems for bicy-

cling. Many BTA-funded projects have improved

access to schools and other key destinations for

children. Although recent legislative efforts have

increased the BTA’s annual allocation to $7.2 mil-

lion, cities and counties have consistently submit-

ted funding requests totaling three to six times this
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*The national Institute of Transportation Engineers (ITE) has begun to incorporate pedestrian-friendly concepts into its
guidelines, but local transportation engineers have not all embraced this new way of thinking. For more information on
traffic calming and pedestrian-friendly street design, see Dan Burden, et al., “Street Design Guidelines for Healthy
Neighborhoods,” Local Government Commission’s Center for Livable Communities, January 1999; Local Government
Commission’s Center for Livable Communities, “Why People Don’t Walk and What City Planners Can Do About It” avail-
able at www.lgc.org; Metro Regional Services, “Creating Livable Streets: Design Guidelines for 2040,” Portland, Oregon,
November 1997.
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amount. Caltrans should increase BTA funding

from $7.2 million to $20 million per year.

(3) Build Child-Friendly Neighborhoods:

Distance is often cited as one of the biggest obsta-

cles to children walking and bicycling more

often. Over the past 50 years, urban and subur-

ban development patterns in California have

increasingly segregated different uses and spread

them out over greater distances. New neighbor-

hoods in California should be built so that all res-

idents — in particular children, youth, seniors

and the disabled — are within a reasonable walk-

ing distance of shops, offices, schools, libraries

and transit stops. This means changing local zon-

ing codes to allow more “mixed-use” develop-

ment in place of the “single-use” zoning that is

now common in many communities. 

To achieve this goal, the State of California

should issue standards for such “mixed-use” zon-

ing and use state funding as incentives for their

adoption. An example of how the state should act

is provided by a 2002 bill (SB 1521) that would

have required the state’s Office of Planning and

Research to develop a statewide plan for land use

and growth. The bill, which failed to win

approval in the state Legislature, aimed to pro-

vide financial incentives for cities and counties

that preserve open space and encourage mixed-

use development around existing infrastructure

and public transit lines. 

It is important to remember that changing the

design of our neighborhoods may be the best way

to promote physical activity — as well as the use

of public transit — among children and youth.

Changes that improve the safety and convenience

of walking and bicycling will not only decrease

the number of deaths and injuries from accidents,

but will also help reduce the prevalence of

weight-related diseases and put more “eyes on the

street” to help alleviate parents’ concerns about

stranger danger.

(4) Remove Regulatory Barriers that Discourage

Neighborhood Schools: One of the main reasons

more children walked and bicycled to school in

the past is that schools were located much closer

to the neighborhoods where students lived.

Unfortunately, new schools in California are

often located far from where anyone lives due to

school siting guidelines, funding policies and

other regulations that discourage the renovation

of older neighborhood schools and instead favor

the construction of large new schools, which are

often built on undeveloped land. 

California should overhaul these guidelines

and policies so that the renovation of existing

neighborhood schools, or the construction of

smaller, community-based schools, becomes an

attractive alternative to sprawling, new “green-

field” campuses. Existing schools are often sited

close to or within residential neighborhoods, and

could be retrofitted or modernized at a fraction of

the cost of building new schools. 

When new schools are needed, they should be

constructed in or near residential neighborhoods,

where they will have an opportunity to serve as

centers of community activity. Siting schools clos-

er to existing neighborhoods would not only

encourage students to walk and bike to school
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* A series of bills that would go a long way toward removing barriers to the modernization and rehabilitation of existing
neighborhood schools, clearing the path for joint- and mixed-use projects, and streamlining the school construction
approval process have been introduced in the California Legislature in 2003. These bills include AB 225, AB 545, AB 560,
AB 1244, AB 1382 and AB 1550, all of which were sponsored by the Mexican American Legal Defense and Educational
Fund (MALDEF). For more information, contact Francisco Estrada, senior policy analyst for MALDEF.



more often, but would also reduce the need for

parents to drive their children to school and

diminish the cost of school bus programs.

(5) Make School Bus Service a Higher Priority:

Even if regulations that discourage neighborhood

schools are loosened and more funding is made

available for safety improvements on bicycle and

pedestrian routes, there will still be many children

who live beyond walking or biking distance from a

school. School buses have long played a vital trans-

portation role for these children. Yet California

today has the lowest school bus ridership rate in

the country, in large part because many cash-

strapped local school districts have reduced their

busing programs and/or increased the fees they

charge students for bus service. In many districts,

school bus programs are made to compete with

text books and teachers, and more often than not

end up with the short end of the stick. 

California should maintain and extend school

bus programs to ensure that all children have a

guaranteed, safe ride to school. Rather than

squeezing education budgets, school bus service

should be funded through traditional state and

local transportation funding sources, leaving

school districts with more money to spend on

educating our children. Additionally, school bus

services should be combined with mass transit in

more urban areas to eliminate redundant routes

and reduce costs. 

(6) Prioritize Funding for Transportation

Projects That Improve Air Quality: Emissions

from automobiles, trucks and other motor vehi-

cles are leading contributors to ground-level

ozone and particulate matter, air pollutants

linked to the rising prevalence of asthma and

other health problems among California’s chil-

dren. Heavily polluted regions, such as San

Joaquin Valley and the area around Los Angeles,

should be required to use a percentage of their

regional transportation improvement program

funds “off the top” for projects that improve air

quality. Project examples include diesel engine

retrofits, clean fuel buses and programs that pro-

mote walking and bicycling. Additionally, in

regions that have failed to attain state and federal

air quality standards, any local ballot measure

that would impose or increase sales taxes for

transportation purposes should dedicate at least

10 percent of its revenues to transportation proj-

ects that help reduce air pollution. 

(7) Collect Better Data: If Kids Count, Then

Count Kids: Another fundamental step toward
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“Before safe routes to school were

established, the volume of traffic in the

mornings was intense. People were going

too fast. It felt dangerous to go for a

walk. Now it is quiet and peaceful as if

we had returned to an earlier time. Kids

with moms walk past and say hello.

Little boys on bikes stop at each others

houses until they have their full group

together, then they cruise down the tree-

shaded lanes by the creek. The kids will

be healthier and less stressed because of

the exercise, moms more relaxed not

having to do that extra drive.” 

— Marin County mother, in response to the county’s

overwhelmingly successful Safe Routes to School program.



improving California’s transportation systems and

planning, so that they better meet children’s

needs, is to collect more information about how,

when, why and where kids travel. Most govern-

ment agencies only collect data about motor

vehicles, a fact that tends to focus discussions

among engineers, planners and politicians around

levels of service for traffic. As one transportation

official put it, “What gets counted counts.”

Currently, very few agencies collect data on

whether or not they are meeting the health,

mobility and safety goals of children and other

Californians who depend on walking, biking or

public transit for independent mobility. For

example, Caltrans does not routinely report

statewide household travel survey data for chil-

dren and youth. The Caltrans data cited in this

report was only made available after the Surface

Transportation Policy Project requested a special

data run. These data have never before been pub-

lished. Additionally, one reason for the low usage

of public transportation among children and

youth is that transit service providers often do

not track their ridership, and children are fre-

quently omitted from general surveys of transit

passengers.

In the future, Caltrans should report this data

according to age group, and treat children and

youth as specific subgroups. Additionally, regional

transportation agencies should collect and report

data regarding the travel patterns of children and

youth, acknowledging their place in the region’s

transportation system. Using these data, agencies

should begin developing strategies that will

improve the mobility options available to kids. 

(8) Involve Youth in Transportation Decision-

Making: For some time now it has been noted

that younger Americans are increasingly disen-

gaged from and disenchanted with civic issues

and politics in general. As this report demon-

strates, transportation decisions — which have a

profound impact on the health, independence

and safety of children and youth — are rarely

made in consultation with them. Indeed, some

transportation agencies don’t even consider peo-

ple under 18 years of age to be part of their cus-

tomer base, and routinely leave them out of cus-

tomer surveys. 

Instead of being ignored, children — youth in

particular — should be involved in the design of

projects that have an impact on their well-being.

This will be especially important in coming years

as the number of Californians under the age of 18

is projected to grow 37 percent by 2025. Safe

Routes to School projects and programs should

involve the children they are intended to help.

Citizen seats on local and regional transportation

agencies — though they rarely have voting powers

— should be opened up for youth delegates inter-

ested in having a say in the design and funding of

local transportation systems. Additionally, trans-

portation curricula should be taught in schools

throughout California, particularly in high school

civics classes. 

(9) Provide Free and Discounted Public Transit

Passes For Children: Local transit agencies

should work with the state to develop innovative

funding approaches that will enable transit agen-

cies, even those facing budget deficits, to provide

deeply discounted or free bus passes for children,

particularly those from poor families. Addition-

ally, local and regional transportation tax meas-

ures in California should consider setting aside a

portion of tax revenues for the purpose of provid-

ing free transit passes for kids. 
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Automobile: In this report, the term “automo-

bile,” is used interchangeably with “car,” “motor

vehicle” and all other types of privately owned

motorized passenger vehicles.

Children: In this report, the term “children”

refers to people aged 18 and younger, unless oth-

erwise specified. Although this age category

includes some people old enough to drive (i.e.,

those aged 16 and older), it enables the authors

to analyze the travel patterns of children through

high school, a time when many children leave

the family home and assume a more independent

lifestyle. The term “children” is used interchange-

ably with “kids,” while “youth” and “teenagers”

are used to describe people between the ages of

12 and 18.

Exurban: Exurban development refers to develop-

ment that occurs outside the central urbanized

area of a metropolitan region (even outside the

suburbs of central cities) but is still within com-

muting distance of the central urbanized area.

Greenfield: Farmland and other undeveloped

land where there has been no previous industrial,

commercial or residential development.

Household: Although households generally

describe all the occupants of a housing unit

(including people who are unrelated), the term is

used primarily to describe families in this report.

Infill: Development of vacant or underdeveloped

land within neighborhoods or communities that

are otherwise substantially developed, as opposed

to building on undeveloped land. 

Latino: The term “Latino” refers to people of any

race, heritage, nationality group, lineage or coun-

try of birth who classified themselves in one of

the specific Spanish, Hispanic or Latino categories

listed on the U.S. Census Bureau’s 2000 Census of

Population questionnaire. These categories

include “Mexican, Mexican American, Chicano,”

“Puerto Rican,” “Cuban” and “other

Spanish/Hispanic/Latino.” 

Mixed-Use Zoning: The term “mixed-use zoning”

is used to describe neighborhoods that contain a

mixture of homes, shops and businesses. In con-

trast, “single-use zoning” refers to neighborhoods

that are zoned for only one type of use. In many

new suburbs and exurbs, some neighborhoods are

zoned solely for homes, while in other neighbor-

hoods only shops and other commercial uses are

permitted.  

Social Equity: Equal opportunity and access for

all members of society to such things as nutri-

tious food and transportation access to jobs.

Traffic Calming: Traffic calming efforts are aimed

at reducing the speed of motor vehicles along

neighborhood streets and intersections to make

them more pedestrian- and bicyclist-friendly, and

to improve quality of life in these neighborhoods.

Traffic calming efforts generally focus on physical

Definition of Terms 
Used in This Report

44



design changes, such as adding traffic circles,

speed bumps, street trees and textured pavement.

For more information about traffic calming in

California, contact the Local Government

Commission at http://www.lgc.org.

Transit: Public transit systems convey people

from one place to another in multi-passenger

vehicles along fixed routes on a fixed schedule. In

this report, “transit” includes buses, trolleys,

light-rail, subways, trains and other forms of city-,

regional- or state-managed ground transportation.

Trip: The term “trip” is used to describe purposeful

or utilitarian travel between one place and anoth-

er, such as between home and school. Unpurposed

travel, such as “just walking around,” walking for

exercise or walking around inside one’s home, is

not counted as a “trip” in this report.  

Unlinked vs. Linked Trips: A “linked” trip refers

only to the dominant travel mode used for a trip.

For example, if a child walks 100 yards from his

or her home to a bus stop, then rides a bus two

miles to school, the child is said to have used

public transit for this trip. An “unlinked” trip can

be any mode segment of a trip. In the example

above, both the walk from home to bus stop and

the bus ride are counted as “trips.” The Caltrans

2000-2001 California Statewide Household Travel

Survey data included in this report measures

unlinked trips.

Urban Sprawl: Low-density, dispersed develop-

ment outside of compact urban centers.

Sprawling metro areas tend to segregate housing,

workplaces and stores from one another in single-

use districts. Trip distances in sprawling areas are

often too long for walking or bicycling to be con-

venient travel modes.

Walking Trips: The term “walking” includes trips

made by skateboard, rollerblade, scooter and

other non-motorized, non-pedicycle travel

modes.

Zoning: Zoning is a system of development that

divides communities by land use. Zoning deter-

mines the type of land use, lot size and restric-

tions for each piece of property or neighborhood.

For example, areas can be zoned for residential,

industrial, commercial or mixed uses.
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CDE’s School Facilities Planning Division, on November 5,
2002.

31 Constance E. Beaumont and Elizabeth G. Pianca,
“Historic Neighborhood Schools in the Age of Sprawl: Why
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also says that walking and other exercise benefits more
than children’s bones and muscles, and that “in very
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ment” (Chicago Daily Herald, September 30, 2002).

190 Bruce Appleyard, Marcus Diederich and Vijay
Jayachandran, “Effects of Traffic on Children’s Sense of
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Design Research Seminar Class Project, U.C. Berkeley, 1995.

Additionally: High traffic volumes and car-dependence not
only make children unfamiliar with their neighborhood,
but they can also isolate children socially. Studies have also
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TABLES 1, 2, 4A, 4B: The California

Department of Transportation’s 2000-2001

California Statewide Household Travel Survey was

conducted between October 2000 and December

2001. The survey reflects responses from 17,040

households with a total of 8,582 children under

the age of 18. Households and children from each

of the state’s 58 counties participated in the sur-

vey. It should be noted that all Caltrans children’s

data included in this report refers to “unlinked”

trips. The 2000-2001 California Statewide

Household Travel Survey is available online at

http://www.dot.ca.gov/hq/tsip/TSIPPDF/2000_Ho

usehold_Survey.pdf.

The children’s transportation data that appear in

this report were collected during the survey process,

but have never been reported or published until

now as a separate data set. Caltrans disaggregated

children’s survey data for the first time in 2002, fol-

lowing a request by the Surface Transportation

Policy Project, and this report marks the first time

that Caltrans survey data specific to children has

been broken out and published. 

Because Caltrans has never disaggregated chil-

dren’s data collected during the agency’s previous

statewide travel surveys, the authors of this report

have not been able to use Caltrans data to com-

pare children’s travel patterns in California over

time. This has limited the authors’ ability to show

historical changes in the way California’s children

get around, as Caltrans’ surveys are the most

comprehensive source of statewide travel data.

National Personal Transportation Survey

and National Household Transportation

Survey: The National Household Transportation

Survey (NHTS), formerly called the National

Personal Transportation Survey (NPTS), is one of

the most comprehensive efforts undertaken by

the U.S. Department of Transportation to identify

changes in American travel patterns over time.

The household telephone survey documents

mode, time, length and destinations of trips.  The

most recent survey, conducted in 2001, includes

data from 25,721 households. The previous sur-

vey, conducted in 1995, includes data from

42,633 households. The 2001 NHTS can be found

on the Web at http://nhts.ornl.gov. 

Due to differences in survey questioning and

methodology, direct comparisons of modeshare

data from the various NHTS and NPTS surveys are

often difficult or impossible. For example, the

2001 NHTS reports data for children aged 0-15

while the 1995 NPTS reports data for children

aged 5-15. Also, the 2001 NHTS shows an artifi-

cially large increase in walk and bike trips vs. the

1995 NPTS, due to more questionnaire prompts.

However, differences in survey questioning and

methodology for the 1977 and 1995 NPTS surveys

are small enough to permit direct modeshare data

comparisons. The 1977 vs. 1995 comparisons

contained in this report have been previously

cited and approved by researchers from the U.S.

Centers for Disease Control & Prevention and

Oak Ridge National Laboratory. 

TABLE 3: To analyze why the majority of

American children do not walk or bike to school,

the U.S. Centers for Disease Control & Prevention

(CDC) analyzed data from the national

HealthStyles Survey, an annual mail survey of

health related attitudes and behaviors. CDC pro-

vides technical assistance to Porter/Novelli

(Washington, D.C.) in conducting the

HealthStyles Survey. In 1999, a total of 2,636

households responded to the survey. The 749

households with children aged 5-18 were asked 1)

if their youngest child walked or biked to school

at least once a week during the preceding month,

and 2) whether any of six specified barriers made

M E T H O D O L O G Y

61



it difficult to do so: traffic danger, crime danger,

long distances, weather, opposing school policies

or other reasons. Multiple responses were accept-

ed. Respondents also had the option of stating

that their children had no barriers to walking or

biking to school.  Of the 611 respondents, 16%

reported no barriers to their children walking or

biking to school and 25% reported children walk-

ing or biking to school at least once a week dur-

ing the preceding month. Of the 16% who

reported no barriers, 85% reported children walk-

ing or biking to school at least once a week dur-

ing the preceding month. Children with no barri-

ers were six times more likely to walk or bike to

school than their peers aged 5-18 with one or

more barriers. For more information about the

methodology of this survey, see the CDC’s

Morbidity and Mortality Weekly Report (MMWR),

Vol. 51, No. 32, August 16, 2000.

TABLE 6: Data used to estimate expenditures

on children are from the 1990-92 Consumer

Expenditure Survey-Interview portion (CE).

Administered by the Bureau of Labor Statistics

(BLS), U.S. Department of Labor, this survey is the

most comprehensive source of information on

household expenditures available at the national

level. The sample consists of 12,850 husband-wife

households and 3,395 single-parent households

and was weighted to reflect the U.S. population

of interest, using BLS weighting methods. 

Multivariate analysis was used to estimate

household and child-specific expenditures, con-

trolling for income level, family size, and age of

the younger child so estimates could be made for

families with these varying characteristics (region-

al estimates were also derived by controlling for

region). Households with two children were

selected as the base since this was the average

number of children in two-parent families.

Estimated household and child-specific expen-

ditures were allocated among family members.

Since the estimated expenditures for clothing,

child care, and education only apply to children

(adult-related expenses for these items were exclud-

ed), allocations of these expenses were made by

dividing the estimates equally among the children.

TABLES 7, 9, 12: EPIC’s main data sets include

fatal and hospitalized nonfatal injuries. Fatal cases

are identified by searching the death certificates of

California residents for any record where the

underlying cause of death was an injury (defined

as cases where there was a nationally recognized

categorized external cause or “E-Code” listed as

the underlying cause of death). Similarly, nonfatal

injuries are identified by searching hospital dis-

charge data (HDD) for records where a California

resident was hospitalized for an injury (an E-Code

was present in the record). To ensure an injury

event is not recorded twice, cases that died in the

hospital are removed from the HDD data. Thus

fatal and nonfatal data sets should be mutually

exclusive. Injuries due to adverse effects of med-

ical encounters and drugs are also excluded.

TABLES 10A, 10B: As recommended by the

Panel on Cost-Effectiveness in Health and

Medicine, the Pacific Institute for Research &

Evaluation’s Children’s Safety Network:

Economics and Data Analysis Resource Center

reports the present value of future costs (comput-

ed at a 3% discount rate) and adopts a societal

perspective that includes all costs associated with

the injuries-costs to victims, families, govern-

ment, insurers, and taxpayers. Cost-of-injury esti-

mates were computed by multiplying the number

of victims from the 2001 CHP SWITRS incident

data times corresponding costs per victim (in

2000 dollars). Cost was estimated separately for
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fatal and non-fatal injuries, and for medical, work

loss, public service, property damage and quality-

of-life (QOL) costs. Medical includes spending on

hospital and professional services, rehabilitation,

prescriptions, home health care, medical equip-

ment, and funeral expenses (if necessary adjusted

by the health care index). Victim Work Loss

includes wages, fringe benefits and household

work for adults. It is the present value of a life-

time’s worth of wage and household work that

children will be unable to do as adults if they are

killed or permanently disabled, these earnings

include fringe benefits (if necessary adjusted by

the wage index). Public Services includes police,

fire, ambulance, and helicopter services. Property

Damage is the cost to repair or replace damaged

vehicles or property.  Quality of Life places a dol-

lar value on the pain, suffering, and lost quality

of life that children and their families experience

due to death ands injury.

2001 provisional numbers from the

California Highway Patrol’s Statewide

Integrated Traffic Records System (SWITRS)

(Tables 8, 10A, 10B): The Statewide Integrated

Traffic Records System (SWITRS) processes all

reported fatal and injury collisions which

occurred on California’s state highways and all

other roadways, excluding private property.  

Figure 4: At STPP’s request, Belden Russonello

& Stewart conducted a national random sample

telephone survey of 800 adults, age 18 and older

in October 2002. The margin of sampling error

for the survey is plus or minus 3.5 percentage

points at the 95% level of confidence.  For this

question (in which pollsters asked parents about

reasons their child do not walk to school) multi-

ple responses were accepted. (Base: N=166 whose

children ages 7-17 do not walk or bike to school.)

See http://www.transact.org/library/reports_

html/pedpoll/pedpoll.asp.

California Teenage Eating, Exercise and

Nutrition Survey (CalTEENS): Conducted in

1998 and 2000 by the Public Health Institute,

CalTEENS 2000 surveyed by telephone approxi-

mately 1,200 randomly selected teens aged 12-17,

with a margin of error of plus/minus 3%. This

unpublished data was provided to the Surface

Transportation Policy Project by Sharon

Sugerman of the California Department of Health

Services and is expected to be published in the

winter of 2003.  

California Children’s Eating and Exercise

Practices Survey (CalCHEEPS): Conducted in

1999 by Fleishman-Hilliard Research and the

Public Health Institute, CalCHEEPS surveyed via

mailings 814 children aged 9-11. The mailing was

sent to a demographically balanced sample of

California market research panel members from

throughout the state who have a 9- to 11-year old

child. The survey had a sampling error of 4-5 per-

centage points at the 95 percent confidence level.

California Health Interview Survey (CHIS):

The California Health Interview Survey (CHIS) is

conducted by the UCLA Center for Health Policy

Research, in collaboration with the California

Department of Health Services (DHS) and the

Public Health Institute (PHI). CHIS is the largest

state health survey in the United States. It is a

telephone survey conducted every two years on

public health topics and access to health care.
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County Total Population Percentage
of  Population 

Aged 0-17

Alameda  1,443,741 24.6%
Alpine  1,208 22.8%
Amador  35,100 20.6%
Butte  203,171 24.0%
Calaveras  40,554 22.8%
Colusa  18,804 31.6%
Contra Costa  948,816 26.5%
Del Norte  27,507 25.1%
El Dorado  156,299 26.1%
Fresno  799,407 32.1%
Glenn  26,453 30.8%
Humboldt  126,518 23.2%
Imperial  142,361 31.4%
Inyo  17,945 24.4%
Kern  661,645 31.9%
Kings  129,461 29.0%
Lake  58,309 24.1%
Lassen  33,828 21.8%
Los Angeles 9,519,338 28.0%
Madera  123,109 29.6%
Marin  247,289 20.3%
Mariposa  17,130 21.6%
Mendocino  86,265 25.5%
Merced  210,554 34.5%
Modoc  9,449 25.6%
Mono  12,853 23.0%
Monterey  401,762 28.4%
Napa  124,279 24.1%
Nevada  92,033 23.1%
Orange  2,846,289 27.0%

County Total Population Percentage
of Population 

Aged 0-17

Placer  248,399 26.5%
Plumas  20,824 22.7%
Riverside  1,545,387 30.3%
Sacramento  1,223,499 27.6%
San Benito 53,234 32.2%
San Bernardino 1,709,434 32.3%
San Diego 2,813,833 25.7%
San Francisco 776,733 14.5%
San Joaquin 563,598 31.0%
San Luis Obispo  246,681 21.7%
San Mateo 707,161 22.9%
Santa Barbara 399,347 24.9%
Santa Clara 1,682,585 24.7%
Santa Cruz 255,602 23.8%
Shasta  163,256 26.1%
Sierra  3,555 23.3%
Siskiyou  44,301 24.0%
Solano  394,54 28.3%
Sonoma  458,614 24.5%
Stanislaus  446,997 31.1%
Sutter  78,930 29.0%
Tehama  56,039 27.4%
Trinity  13,022 22.8%
Tulare  368,021 33.8%
Tuolumne  54,501 20.7%
Ventura  753,197 28.4%
Yolo  168,660 25.2%
Yuba  60,219 31.0%
California 33,871,648 27.3%

Source: U.S. Census 2000

Table 16: Children’s Demographics in California (2000)



Table 17: California Children Aged 0-17 by Race/Ethnicity (2002)
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Race/Ethnicity Number Percentage 

Asian/Pacific Islander .................................1,117,000 .........................11.3%

African American ..........................................663,000 ..........................6.7%

Latino .......................................................4,335,000 .........................43.9%

Caucasian .................................................3,577,000 .........................36.2%

Other (STPP Estimate) ..................................184,000 ..........................1.9%

Total ..........................................................9,876,000...........................100%

Source: California Department of Finance, Demographic Research Unit, Current Population Report, 
March 2002 (See: www.dof.ca.gov/HTML/DEMOGRAP/CPS-2002.pdf)

Number of California Children Aged 0-17 
Whose Household Income was Below 
the Federal Poverty Level in 1999 ..........................................................1,757,100

Percentage of California Children 
Aged 0-17 Whose Household Income 
was Below the Federal Poverty Level in 1999..................................................19%

Source: Counting California (See: http://countingcalifornia.cdlib.org). Universe: Population for whom poverty
status is determined. "Poverty" is defined by the Office of Management and Budget.

Table 18: Poverty Among California Children Aged 0-17 (1999)



28.6% ..........................................Alameda  
62.5%..............................................Alpine  
45.0% ...........................................Amador  
39.2% ...............................................Butte  
46.5% .........................................Calaveras  
34.1% .............................................Colusa  
38.1% ...................................Contra Costa  
19.6% ........................................Del Norte  
58.2% ........................................El Dorado  
24.5% .............................................Fresno  
42.5% ..............................................Glenn  
38.0%........................................Humboldt  
18.2% ...........................................Imperial  
44.5%.................................................Inyo  
31.1% ................................................Kern  
23.4% ...............................................Kings  
43.2%.................................................Lake  
40.0%..............................................Lassen  
19.8% .....................................Los Angeles 
26.7%............................................Madera  
56.2% ..............................................Marin  
44.5% .........................................Mariposa  
33.7%......................................Mendocino  
21.1%............................................Merced  
38.3%.............................................Modoc  
51.7% ..............................................Mono  
27.9%.........................................Monterey  
43.0% ...............................................Napa  
50.9%............................................Nevada  
35.0%............................................Orange  

65.6% ..............................................Placer  
42.6%.............................................Plumas  
32.5% ..........................................Riverside  
31.4% .....................................Sacramento  
24.1%.......................................San Benito 
26.7%................................San Bernardino 
32.4%........................................San Diego 
15.9%...................................San Francisco 
28.5% .....................................San Joaquin 
44.6%...............................San Luis Obispo  
37.5%.......................................San Mateo
33.9% ..................................Santa Barbara 
30.9%......................................Santa Clara
36.7%.......................................Santa Cruz 
48.1%..............................................Shasta  
25.9%...............................................Sierra  
41.1% ...........................................Siskiyou  
35.6% .............................................Solano  
45.0%...........................................Sonoma  
32.2%.........................................Stanislaus  
42.7% ..............................................Sutter  
31.6% ...........................................Tehama  
35.8%..............................................Trinity  
20.9% ..............................................Tulare  
32.8% ........................................Tuolumne  
38.6%............................................Ventura  
37.4%.................................................Yolo  
26.0%................................................Yuba  
29.2% .................................California   

Source: California Department of Motor Vehicles
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Percentage of Children 
Aged 16-17 With a California 
Driver’s License by County County

Percentage of Children 
Aged 16-17 With a California 
Driver’s License by County County

Table 19: Percentage of California Children Under Age 18 with a Driver’s License (2003)



State            Percentage of K-12 Students 
Bused at Public Expense

State            Percentage of K-12 Students 
Bused at Public Expense

Table 20: Percentage of Public K-12 Students Who Ride School Buses by State 
(1997-1998 School Year)*

Alabama ..........................................53.7% 

Alaska ..............................................32.8% 

Arizona ............................................79.9% 

Arkansas ..........................................70.3% 

California.........................................17.6% 

Colorado .........................................40.3% 

Connecticut.....................................74.7% 

Delaware .........................................84.4% 

District of Columbia ..........................3.4% 

Florida .............................................43.0% 

Georgia ...........................................75.5% 

Hawaii .............................................21.5% 

Idaho...............................................45.4% 

Illinois ..............................................69.2% 

Indiana ............................................74.5% 

Iowa ................................................51.4% 

Kansas .............................................43.8% 

Kentucky .........................................66.8% 

Louisiana .........................................74.0% 

Maine..............................................85.7% 

Maryland.........................................72.9% 

Massachusetts......................................N/A 

Michigan .............................................N/A 

Minnesota .......................................96.7% 

Mississippi .......................................79.3% 

Missouri...........................................61.7% 

Montana..........................................35.5% 

Nebraska .........................................30.1% 

Nevada .....................................43.5% est. 

New Hampshire...............................71.4% 

New Jersey ......................................55.6% 

New Mexico....................................50.5% 

New York.........................................68.8% 

North Carolina ................................57.5% 

North Dakota ..................................40.9% 

Ohio................................................66.7% 

Oklahoma........................................52.0% 

Oregon............................................41.5% 

Pennsylvania....................................81.5% 

Rhode Island....................................52.3% 

South Carolina.................................80.3% 

South Dakota ..................................32.9% 

Tennessee ........................................62.3% 

Texas ...............................................34.8% 

Utah ................................................35.4% 

Vermont ..............................................N/A 

Virginia ............................................80.1% 

Washington .....................................50.4% 

West Virginia ...................................78.6% 

Wisconsin ........................................59.6% 

Wyoming.........................................37.4% 
National Average .....................57.2%
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Source: School Transportation News (See: http://www.stnonline.com/stn/schoolbussafety/ridership/1997-98_enrollment.htm)

*Most recent available data for all states is from the 1997-1998 school year. School Transportation News relies on each state’s
transportation officials to provide these numbers. 



Table 21: Child Pedestrian-Vehicle Collisions by County (2001)

County Total Number of Percentage of Percentage of Differential
Child Pedestrian Total Pedestrian Children in

Accidents (Deaths Accidents County’s Overall
& Injuries) (1) Involving Children Population (2)

Aged 0-17 (1)

Alameda 245 30.7% 24.6% 6.1
Butte 21 33.3% 24.0% 9.3
Contra Costa 130 42.9% 26.5% 16.4
El Dorado 7 23.3% 26.1% -2.8
Fresno 80 36.0% 32.1% 3.9
Humboldt 17 28.8% 23.2% 5.6
Imperial 18 39.1% 31.4% 7.7
Kern 108 47.8% 31.9% 15.9
Kings 14 42.4% 29.0% 13.4
Los Angeles 2,026 34.2% 28.0% 6.2
Madera 10 27.0% 29.6% -2.6
Marin 18 20.0% 20.3% -0.3
Mendocino 8 34.8% 25.5% 9.3
Merced 45 54.2% 34.5% 19.7
Monterey 43 39.8% 28.4% 11.4
Napa 14 35.0% 24.1% 10.9
Nevada 7 25.9% 23.1% 2.8
Orange 363 38.4% 27.0% 11.4
Placer 17 36.2% 26.5% 9.7
Riverside 166 42.2% 30.3% 11.9
Sacramento 224 38.6% 27.6% 11.0
San Benito 6 42.9% 32.2% 10.7
San Bernardino 231 43.4% 32.3% 11.1
San Diego 362 30.9% 25.7% 5.2
San Francisco 112 11.9% 14.5% -2.6
San Joaquin 120 45.3% 31.0% 14.3
San Luis Obispo 11 30.6% 21.7% 8.9
San Mateo 72 25.2% 22.9% 2.3
Santa Barbara 57 35.8% 24.9% 10.9
Santa Clara 198 33.8% 24.7% 9.1
Santa Cruz 33 33.0% 23.8% 9.2
Shasta 12 28.6% 26.1% 2.5
Solano 60 41.4% 28.3% 13.1
Sonoma 51 34.5% 24.5% 10.0
Stanislaus 88 44.4% 31.1% 13.3
Sutter 18 64.3% 29.0% 35.3
Tulare 49 46.2% 33.8% 12.4
Ventura 105 41.5% 28.4% 13.1
Yolo 32 56.1% 25.2% 30.9
Yuba 10 50.0% 31.0% 19.0
California 5,233 34.3% 27.3% 7.0

Note: Data was unavailable for the counties not included in this table. Sources: (1) 2001 provisional numbers from the
California Highway Patrol's Statewide Integrated Traffic Records System (SWITRS); (2) U.S. Census 2000
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Table 22: Motor Vehicle Accident vs. Abductions in California by County (1995-2000)

County Number of Fatal Injuries Number of Hospitalized Number of Witnessed
Sustained by Children Non-Fatal Injuries Stranger Abductions of 
Aged 0-17 in Motor Sustained by Children Children Aged 0-17 (2)

Vehicle Accidents* (1)  Aged 0-17 in Motor
Vehicle Accidents* (1)

Alameda 72..........................................1,143............................................21

Alpine 0.................................................0............................................. 0

Amador 6...............................................44..............................................0

Butte 30.............................................188..............................................5

Calaveras 6...............................................42..............................................0

Colusa 5...............................................19..............................................0

Contra Costa 39.............................................620............................................13

Del Norte 3...............................................23..............................................1

El Dorado 11.............................................128..............................................0

Fresno 129.............................................931............................................14

Glenn 8 .............................................26..............................................0

Humboldt 16.............................................107..............................................1

Imperial 24.............................................164..............................................7

Inyo 1...............................................12..............................................0

Kern 76.............................................748............................................17

Kings 16.............................................105..............................................3 

Lake 6...............................................62..............................................0

Lassen 4 ...............................................8..............................................0

Los Angeles 572..........................................8,249............................................67

Madera 23.............................................134..............................................7

Marin 3...............................................68..............................................1

Mariposa 3...............................................20..............................................0

Mendocino 11...............................................65..............................................1

Merced 47.............................................188............................................11

Modoc 2.................................................8 .............................................0

Mono 2.................................................3..............................................0

Monterey 41.............................................228..............................................1

Napa 8...............................................61..............................................1

Nevada 9...............................................59..............................................0

Orange 135..........................................2,051............................................17

Placer 20 ...........................................202..............................................2

Continued on next page



Table 22: Motor Vehicle Accident vs. Abductions in California by County (1995-2000)
Continued

Plumas 7...............................................19..............................................0

Riverside 177..........................................1,465............................................17

Sacramento 103 ........................................ 1,456........................................... 27

San Benito 10...............................................52..............................................1

San Bernardino 199..........................................1,926............................................21

San Diego 153..........................................2,889............................................18

San Francisco 22.............................................378..............................................7

San Joaquin 61.............................................533............................................13

San Luis Obispo 18.............................................149..............................................2

San Mateo 16.............................................377..............................................4 

Santa Barbara 17.............................................256..............................................7

Santa Clara 74.............................................951............................................11

Santa Cruz 7.............................................134..............................................3 

Shasta 19 ........................................... 164..............................................2

Sierra 0.................................................0..............................................0

Siskiyou 9...............................................33..............................................0

Solano 25.............................................295..............................................6

Sonoma 32.............................................340..............................................6

Stanislaus 48.............................................443..............................................7

Sutter 5...............................................67..............................................1

Tehama 8...............................................53..............................................3

Trinity 16...............................................19..............................................0

Tulare 48.............................................343..............................................6

Tuolumne 15...............................................53..............................................0

Ventura 40.............................................502..............................................8

Yolo 8.............................................137..............................................2

Yuba 10...............................................77..............................................0

Sources: (1) California Department of Health Services, Epidemiology and Prevention for Injury Control Branch (EPIC) 
(See: http://www.applications.dhs.ca.gov/epicdata/TBfatal.html and
http://www.applications.dhs.ca.gov/epicdata/TBnonfatal.html); (2) California Office of the Attorney General, Missing
Persons Section (See: http://caag.state.ca.us/missing/content/01rpt_ch.htm)

*Includes injuries sustained by both child passengers and pedestrians.
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County Number of Fatal Injuries Number of Hospitalized Number of Witnessed
Sustained by Children Non-Fatal Injuries Stranger Abductions of 
Aged 0-17 in Motor Sustained by Children Children Aged 0-17 (2)

Vehicle Accidents* (1)  Aged 0-17 in Motor
Vehicle Accidents* (1)
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County Percentage of Surveyed Children 
Aged 12-17 Reported as Overweight 

County Percentage of Surveyed Children 
Aged 12-17 Reported as Overweight 

Table 23: Prevalence of Overweight Among California Teens Aged 12-17 by County (2001)

Alameda ......................................................9.6*

Alpine, Amador, Calaveras, Inyo, 

Mariposa, Mono, Tuolomme ......................10.8*

Butte  ........................................................17.6*

Colusa, Glenn, Tehama ..............................14.2*

Contra Costa  ..............................................4.0*

Del Norte, Humboldt .................................11.4*

El Dorado ....................................................8.5*

Fresno  ......................................................14.1

Imperial  ....................................................14.7

Kern  ...........................................................7.0*

Kings  ........................................................14.9

Lake, Mendocino .........................................5.5*

Lassen, Modoc, Siskiyou, Trinity .................10.5*

Los Angeles ...............................................12.5

Madera  .......................................................9.4*

Marin  .........................................................7.7*

Merced  .....................................................18.0* 

Monterey, San Benito ................................18.5

Napa  ........................................................14.5*

Nevada, Plumas, Sierra ..............................10.6*

Orange  .......................................................5.9*

Placer  .........................................................5.9*

Riverside  ...................................................14.8

Sacramento  ..............................................15.8

San Bernardino ..........................................15.1

San Diego ....................................................6.9

San Francisco ...............................................8.9

San Joaquin ...............................................17.2

San Luis Obispo .........................................12.9*

San Mateo .................................................15.6*

Santa Barbara ............................................10.8*

Santa Clara ................................................12.2

Santa Cruz .................................................16.6*

Shasta  .........................................................8.1* 

Solano  ......................................................12.6   

Sonoma  ......................................................8.8*

Stanislaus  ..................................................12.8*

Sutter, Yuba ...............................................11.6*

Tulare  .........................................................5.9*

Ventura  .......................................................8.4

Yolo  ..........................................................11.1

California ............................................11.4

Source: 2001 California Health Information Survey (CHIS). The CHIS is conducted by the UCLA Center for Health Policy Research,
in collaboration with the California Department of Health Services (DHS) and the Public Health Institute (PHI). Note: The 2001
CHIS found that 11.4% of California’s 12- to 17- year-olds are overweight (i.e., have a Body Mass Index (BMI) above the gender-
and age-specific 95th percentile), a higher rate of overweight than the 10% rate found by the 2000 California Teenage Eating,
Exercise and Nutrition Survey (CalTEENS) cited in Chapter Four, which is also a self-reported survey. The 2001 CHIS numbers are
cited here because they provide a county-by-county look at childhood overweight in California.    

*CHIS does not recommend using the portrayed estimate for policy or planning purposes, and provides it only for the sake of offer-
ing a complete table. In technical terms, the coefficient of variation exceeded 30% and/or the number of respondents was less
than five.



Table 24: Results of the 2002 California Physical Fitness Test by County 

Alameda 20.9% 21.7% 20.5%

Alpine N/A N/A N/A

Amador 17.9% 29.2% 38.0%

Butte 26.7% 32.7% 29.1%

Colusa 22.2% 31.2% 23.1%

Contra Costa 28.3% 32.2% 28.3%

Del Norte 14.2% 29.8% 26.8%

El Dorado 34.1% 34.5% 35.4%

Fresno 23.5% 33.4% 22.4%

Glenn 20.6% 31.2% 31.9%

Humboldt 17.8% 23.3% 18.6%

Imperial 14.0% 13.3% 22.1%

Inyo 29.1% 16.9% 30.5%

Kern 21.7% 27.8% 20.8%

Kings 15.7% 18.6% 14.6%

Lake 17.3% 17.3% 25.7%

Lassen 12.6% 18.5% 13.4%

Los Angeles 19.4% 21.2% 16.9%

Madera 18.8% 23.8% 21.8%

Marin 31.9% 40.2% 42.5%

Mariposa 27.4% 16.8% 38.1%

Mendocino 6.3% 28.4% 29.0%

Merced 13.9% 24.9% 16.6%

Modoc 20.5% 25.2% 20.9%

Mono 13.7% 23.8% 22.7%

Monterey 17.3% 15.4% 19.7%

Napa 21.4% 29.1% 34.2%

Nevada 27.1% 41.5% 34.0%

Orange 23.4% 28.3% 26.6%

Placer 35.6% 29.3% 32.2%

Plumas 20.5% 28.7% 21.5%
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County Percentage of 5th Percentage of 7th Percentage of 9th
Graders That Graders That Graders That

Passed * Passed * Passed *

Continued on next page



Table 24: Results of the 2002 California Physical Fitness Test by County (Continued) 

Riverside 24.6% 31.9% 23.6%

Sacramento 25.2% 24.5% 23.9%

San Benito 19.0% 27.0% 22.6%

San Bernardino 23.1% 23.6% 21.2%

San Diego 26.3% 30.9% 24.9%

San Francisco 14.4% 24.0% 21.1%

San Joaquin 16.7% 20.1% 17.1%

San Luis Obispo 26.8% 36.1% 31.6%

San Mateo 27.5% 29.8% 22.6%

Santa Barbara 27.6% 31.0% 28.2%

Santa Clara 21.9% 30.1% 29.9%

Santa Cruz 24.3% 27.7% 33.6%

Shasta 23.8% 26.9% 35.5%

Sierra 20.9% 41.1% 25.0%

Siskiyou 27.2% 23.5% 31.7%

Solano 25.2% 21.1% 22.8%

Sonoma 29.0% 31.6% 34.0%

Stanislaus 17.6% 26.2% 22.9%

Sutter 18.8% 24.5% 31.3%

Tehama 25.0% 27.0% 17.0%

Trinity 26.6% 40.3% 25.7%

Tulare 24.1% 26.2% 27.2%

Tuolumne 36.8% 28.9% 36.5%

Ventura 24.6% 31.1% 31.0%

Yolo 30.3% 27.5% 28.1%

Yuba 22.5% 28.5% 25.6%

California 22.3% 26.0% 22.8%

Source: California Department of Education’s Standards and Assessment Division (See:
http://data1.cde.ca.gov/dataquest/page2.asp?subject=FitTest&level=County&submit1=Submit)

*To pass, students must meet all six of the test’s fitness standards (aerobic capacity, body composition, abdominal strength, trunk
extension strength, upper body strength and flexibility). Of the 1,265,546 students who participated in this test in 2002, just
298,476 (or 23.6%) met all six standards.
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County Percentage of Children Aged 0-17
Diagnosed with Asthma

County Percentage of Children Aged 0-17
Diagnosed with Asthma

Table 25: Percentage of California Children Aged 0-17 Diagnosed with Asthma 
by County (2001)

Alameda ....................................................15.6

Alpine, Amador, Calaveras, Inyo, 

Mariposa, Mono, Tuolumne ......................11.8

Butte  .......................................................14.1

Colusa , Glenn, Tehama ...........................10.1

Contra Costa  ...........................................16.0

Del Norte, Humboldt  ..............................13.5

El Dorado  ................................................12.3

Fresno  .....................................................21.0

Imperial  ...................................................15.5

Kern  ........................................................14.5

Kings  .......................................................20.5

Lake, Mendocino ......................................13.4

Lassen, Modoc, Siskiyou, Trinity .................9.5

Los Angeles  .............................................12.0

Madera  ...................................................14.1

Marin  ......................................................18.5

Merced  ...................................................15.9

Monterey, San Benito ...............................12.2

Napa  .......................................................14.3

Nevada, Plumas, Sierra .............................11.5

Orange  ....................................................10.5

Placer  ......................................................16.6

Riverside  ..................................................12.0

Sacramento  .............................................16.8

San Bernardino  ........................................16.3

San Diego  ...............................................14.7

San Francisco  ..........................................13.4

San Joaquin  .............................................12.5

San Luis Obispo  ......................................19.3

San Mateo  ...............................................10.9

Santa Barbara  ..........................................10.0

Santa Clara  ..............................................14.1

Santa Cruz  ..............................................14.8

Shasta  .....................................................15.4

Solano  .....................................................21.3

Sonoma  ..................................................15.4

Stanislaus  ................................................13.6

Sutter, Yuba ..............................................13.9

Tulare  ......................................................13.6

Ventura  ...................................................12.3

Yolo  .........................................................16.6

California ...........................................13.6

Source: 2001 California Health Information Survey (CHIS)
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