
OBSERVATIONS FROM SEPTEMBER 10 WALK-ABOUT 
(DRAFT) 

 
On September 10, 2015, the Pedestrian, Bicycle and Traffic Safety Advisory 

Committee (PBTSAC) hosted a “Walk-About” in Gaithersburg to highlight challenges 
faced by people with mobility issues and visual impairment as they navigate Montgomery 
County as pedestrians. Joining committee members were: people with disabilities; 
County Council members; County and City Department of Transportation staff; a 
member of the Gaithersburg City Council; representatives of the Commissions on Aging 
and People with Disabilities; and others. Splitting into two groups, the thirty-nine 
participants explored sidewalks, crosswalks, driveways and the ease of accessing 
pedestrian signals. After the walk, they discussed what they learned and what needs to 
change to make the community safer and more accessible for all residents. 
 

The Americans with Disabilities Act, which celebrates its twenty-fifth anniversary 
this year, is designed to enable full inclusion of people with disabilities in community 
life. Most ADA-related architectural guidelines to date deal with facilities on sites. 
However, new guidelines are pending which will address pedestrian access to sidewalks 
and streets, including crosswalks, curb ramps, street furnishings, pedestrian signals, 
parking, and other components of public rights-of-way.  
 

Lessons learned about maximizing the safety and accessibility of pedestrian 
environments because of this event and related work include the following: 

 
Sidewalk Width: Research shows that 36 inch sidewalks are not wide enough (Mid-
Atlantic ADA Conference, 2015). Proposed guidelines for public right of way increase 
that width to 60 inches, so people can move next to each other or pass each other. 
 
Grass “parkways” between sidewalks and roads create a buffer zone that helps keep 
people safe from stepping or rolling into traffic. 
 
“Cross slope” can cause people in wheelchairs to tip over into the street. Slopes should 
never exceed 2%. When travelling uphill, slopes impede progress by placing unequal 
forces on the wheels. On ice, severe slopes can cause a sideways slide. With downhill 
travel, unequal forces (braking) on wheels can cause loss of balance and control; also can 
cause slides on ice. 
 
Falls and stubbed toes can result from improperly aligned cement. Vertical differences 
should not exceed ¼ inch. When individuals with mobility problems have to focus on 
these types of barriers in the environment, they are less able to concentrate on traffic 
hazards. 
 
Without clearly defined joints, concrete finishing can result in surfaces that are not 
planar and/or exceed 2% slop because of blending with adjacent ramp. Driveway profiles 
are invaluable. 
 



It is important that pedestrian signals are located in predictable/consistent locations, esp. 
for people with visual impairments (to the right, on a pedestal). Pushbuttons should be 
within reach (2-10 inches is the standard).  
 
Trees overhanging sidewalks are hazards, especially to walkers who cannot see or are 
distracted. Persons using white canes cannot detect big objects hanging down. ADA 
requires 80-inch vertical clearance. 
 
Every corner is different and affects the construction of the safest ramp. Landings at the 
end of ramps/curb cuts should be at least 5 ft. x 5 ft. 
 
Skewed, diagonal, or apex crosswalks increase the length of the crossing, requiring 
longer time for pedestrians to cross. Also, skewed crossings make orientation difficult or 
impossible to for people with vision impairments. According to the Mid-Atlantic ADA 
Update 2015, pending rules will recommend against diagonal (“apex”) crosswalks. 
Rather, crosswalks and ramps should line with the receiving ramp on the other side of the 
street. 
 
Human behavior: Decisions to jay walk may result from desire to avoid busy, 
intimidating corners or a need to minimize number of steps. Some pedestrians live in pain 
with invisible disabilities or have limited stamina and need to conserve energy for other 
activities. 
 
Observations of Walk-About Participants 

• Rte. 355 near entrance to Gaithersburg Square: 
Dedicated right turn lane can pose a hazard to pedestrians; it seems to 
encourage drivers to accelerate. In this same vicinity, going north on the left 
side of roadway, there is a walkway that ends—a person with a white cane 
took it to the end, landing her in the turning lane mentioned above. 

 
• Sidewalks are often narrow, sometimes made narrower by fire hydrants, utility 

poles, newspaper stands. This made navigating with a wheelchair or alongside a 
companion difficult. A telephone pole in the middle of the sidewalk left a blind 
individual wondering if she were indeed on a sidewalk. 

 
• Curb cuts (also known as curb “ramps”) and approaches to 

driveways/entranceways are often dangerously steep, making it difficult for 
people to roll wheelchairs and people with balance issues to remain upright. One 
person almost tipped over while trying to navigate in a wheelchair for the first 
time. 
	  

• People using white canes could not detect branches hanging over the sidewalk; 
one person walked into one. 

 
• We observed dangerous Apex (diagonal) curb cuts, skewed to channel pedestrians 

into roadways. 
 



• Availability of auditory push button signals was sparse or too far away to reach or 
notice. For example, sighted participants did not notice that there is a pedestrian 
signal at Odenhal/Russell that enables one to cross Odenhal—it was behind them 
and down a slope from the crosswalk. One participant stated that crosswalk 
locator button tone was too quiet-he could not hear it and had trouble finding the 
button. 

 
• Landings near ramps are not always big enough to turn safely. 

 
• Construction materials from an ADA sidewalk improvement project remain on 

the crosswalk along Perry Parkway at Rte. 355. 
 

• Pedestrians, some with disabilities, were seen trying to cross six lanes of roadway 
and having to stop to wait mid-way through. 

 
• There is no concrete pad at bus stop on Russell. 
 

What to do/follow up on 
 

• Rte. 355 near entrance to Gaithersburg Square: Change the confusing, two-ramp 
sidewalk to avoid people walking into turning lane. Add crosswalk lines. 

 
• Get PEPCO to move utility poles and guide wires away from pedestrian right of 

way; set the example for other communities with same problems. Invite PEPCO 
representative to future meeting and/or mail a letter outlining concerns. 

 
• Odenhal and Russell auditory pushbutton is far from crosswalk. Can County 

move to a better place? 
 

• Where driveways meet sidewalks: Can City, County or State create better 
landings to minimize slope/danger and minimize changes in plane? 

 
• Follow up with Gaithersburg about idea to move bus stops and add a crosswalk on 

Odenhal up the road a bit to enable safer/easier crossing for residents of Forest 
Oak. 

 
• Re-do concrete and clean up construction materials at Perry Parkway/355. 

 
• Create safe haven of some kind for pedestrians trying to cross long area without 

painted crosswalks on 355 between Chestnut and Odenhal. 
 

• Driver Education and Interaction: Idea for State advocacy? 
Perhaps watching a video should be required at driver re-licensing. Get reminders 
about laws, learn about recent changes. Understand white cane law. 

 



• Consider advocating for a law that requires drivers to stop if pedestrians are 
looking to cross the street, not in crosswalk as it is now. 

 
• Advocate for more resources for improvement and enforcement’ 

 
• Continue to seek more diversity on committee. 

	  

• Encourage residents to call 311 when they confront a problem that needs 
addressing, and to follow up periodically (2-3 weeks later) with service request 
number as reference. 
	  

• Establish a way to prioritize problems identified by people with disabilities. 
	  

• Monitor budgets pertaining to 311, ADA improvements, sidewalks, and 
signalization. 

 


