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Traffic at UT Among Pedestrians, Bicyclists, Buses, and Cars


The concept of "traffic" is nothing new to University of Texas students, whether it is that of cars, buses, bikes, or people. In their desire for less traffic, students and residents of Austin must first realize that "whenever we complain about it, we do so because we're part of the traffic." (Vanderbilt, 7) To help alleviate the issue, we must first observe the sources of it. In a survey of about 100 students conducted by a UT design course, many identified three large causes of their traffic woes: population density on the roads, infrastructure, and lack of choices for getting from one place to another. Infrastructure has not yet become capable of keeping up to speed with newer transportation methods or rapidly increasing population densities. Adapting Austin for more consistent movement within the current grid system, along with building a metro line and denser multi-level living may be solutions for contemporary congestion problems.

Overall, one hundred and five students expressed similar difficulties with each method of transportation. Beginning with walking, pedestrians were concerned with difficult weather conditions, dangerous road crossings, and their lengthy commute time to campus. Bicyclists largely complained about sharing the road with incompetent or fast drivers due to rough, narrow, or a lack of bike lanes. Bus riders faced high crowds to the point of buses reaching passenger capacity after a few stops, slow and time-consuming routes, inconsistent timetables, and few to no buses available after 5pm. Drivers with personal vehicles disliked congested roads, few and expensive parking space on campus, watching for cyclists and pedestrians, and confusing roads with unclear signage.


Transit troubles such as these are nothing new. In his study, “Traffic”, Tom Vanderbilt is quick to point out that unexpected transportation problems have existed since people began moving. This may be true because societies are incapable of adapting infrastructure quickly enough to meet the needs of a constantly changing society. Modes of transportation advance faster than we are able to alter our roads and necessary space for movement cannot be obtained for drastic increases in population. Therefore, a city’s inability to adapt in a timely manner is surely a major cause of traffic. 


It is clear that a new way of thinking in American cities is required. Student users desire an easier flow when commuting to school and around the city, but how might this be acquired? Rather than creating constant “band-aid” solutions on our current roads with little scrutiny, like squeezing a one-foot bike lane onto a busy automobile street, the entire system needs reexamination. Two priorities to consider are implementing more separation between different transportation methods in areas with less or faster traffic and taking up as little space as possible in the process. Because pedestrians, bicyclists, buses, and cars travel at such different speeds while sharing similar boundaries, finding a balance for how much they should or shouldn’t interact seems critical to increasing individual flows and decrease the time of travel. The creation of practical bus and bike lanes where space permits would reduce the amount of cars merging to pass them and allow both buses and bikes to travel more safely alongside automobile traffic. Cars, buses, and bikes would all have their designated space of movement on fast-paced roads. Nearly all bicyclists surveyed expressed concern for their safety due to bumpy roads, narrow bike lanes, or none at all. It seems a simple solution to set aside four feet for cyclists to the right of traffic and not have lanes suddenly end without warning at particular intersections. But due to little or decreased area on the road, motored vehicles are given spatial priority. Using easily distinguishable colored lines or lanes would help prevent drivers from using bike lanes as their own driving or loitering space, as is often an issue. A few students suggested that education about bicyclists be implemented into driving courses in the city because cars often meander among bike lanes and sideswipe bikes without caution. Solving these issues would also alleviate the burden of drivers having to deal with unpredictable bicyclists going in and out of fast moving car lanes.

The lack of bicycle lanes often pushes cyclists to the sidewalk also, where pedestrians are then placed in harm’s way. On top of avoiding bikes, walkers complained about the weather and dangerous road crossings. While trees may be planted and walkway roofs built to help reduce the stress of hot temperatures or rain, weather is ultimately a factor of walking. However, hazardous crossings might be addressed with slower vehicle speeds in busy pedestrian areas and walk signs with countdowns so pedestrians know how much time remains to navigate the intersection. In the case that drivers could keep consistent speeds with one another, albeit a lower one, the flow of cars would not be hindered in concept. Alternatively, some cars would avoid the area because of the slow movement, creating a safer environment for pedestrians altogether as studied by traffic engineer Hans Monderman. All travelers would be forced to be aware of one another. Developing these simple alterations for walkers would give them more time and information to react to the environment of wheeled travelers around them. Along with clearly marked bike and possibly bus lanes, such modifications could significantly reduce the chances for dangerous interaction between modes of transportation and also be cost effective for the city.

Among UT students, buses are the most popular mode of commute but displease riders at the same time. An overcrowded bus was easily the most common complaint in the totality of the survey. Sending more frequent buses at peak afternoon hours and developing consistency with arrival times were widely suggested by participants. Like many cities in Europe, Austin would benefit from considering digital, GPS time updates at each stop to let passengers know when the bus will arrive; otherwise, they are left wondering and waiting. Some students requested buses that continue to run in the evenings and on Saturdays because they otherwise have no feasible way of traveling the city and campus.

Along with cars, buses would find advantages with a more predictable grid system for Austin roads. Knowing which streets are one way proves to be problematic, particularly in areas around campus. Particular roads end without warning and begin again farther down a perpendicular street; sometimes two roads directly after one another will travel the same direction. Such discrepancies cause confusion and chaos. With the already tight atmosphere of Austin streets, a direct solution for this is not easily discussed past suggesting clearer signs and recognizable patterns for one-way streets.

More long-term and expensive solutions suggested by students included a metro rail system and bountiful housing near campus. Being streamlined, rail travel would create abundantly less traffic on busy roads, be fast, convenient, punctual, far-reaching, and cheap for riders. Cities are confronted with weighing benefits and price tags, however, because metro lines cost many years and billions of dollars to propose, plan, and build. Finding the space to lay down railing is also an issue. 
Multi-level apartment living near campus, including building them above stores and restaurants, would overall decrease the number of students needing to travel far and therefore traffic would be lessened. For concepts like these we can look at New Urbanism, a powerful movement that emerged at the end of the 20th century. It promotes compact, walkable, and mixed-use spaces for living, which lessens the need for motorized transportation and maintains a feeling of community. These are two important future adaptations capable of dealing with an increasing population, but not as readily available for execution as the aforementioned bike lanes, slower speeds in busy pedestrian areas, and more frequent buses at peak hours. All the while, in combination with those more immediate solutions, they would serve to reduce the need for motorized transportation, improve infrastructure, and better distribute the population to multiple modes of travel. As suggested by the student survey, Austinites desire such changes for a more pleasing experience in their daily journeys around the city.
By Corey Leamon
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