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Walking and Biking in Pennsylvania: 

A MATTER OF NATIONAL SECURITY?

The retired admirals and generals of Mission: 
Readiness are concerned that 75 percent of young 
Americans are unable to join the military.1  

About a quarter of all young Americans cannot join 
because they are overweight.2 

Obesity rates among children have tripled within 
three decades, threatening not only the overall 
health of America, but also the future strength of our 
military.3 

The Centers for Disease Control and Prevention, 
using a wider definition of who is overweight than 
the military uses, concluded that four out of ten 
young adults in Pennsylvania are either overweight 
or obese. 

Within roughly one generation, two trends have gone 
in opposite, and dangerous directions:

A third as many 
children walk  or 
bike to school,4 
while                    

Childhood obesity 
has tripled.5 

Healthy lifestyles that include adequate physical 
activity are ultimately a matter of personal 
responsibility, however,  elected officials can help 
individuals bear this responsibility better by creating 
environments where the healthy choice is also the easy 
choice.

Investing wisely in infrastructure that promotes 
walking and biking can help more young Americans 
become fit again. 

For decades, transportation and community planning 
has often overlooked how our reliance on cars has 
impacted our health. Our communities are frequently 
disconnected without safe walking and biking routes 
between community recreational facilities, schools, 
residential neighborhoods and commercial corridors.  
Changes to the built environment, like bike and 
pedestrian lanes and trails with proper signage, as 
well as wider shoulders on roads, provide safe and 
active transportation options that can increase physical 
activity and will ultimately help prevent weight gain. 
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MISSION: READINESS is the national security organization of 
more than 300 retired generals, admirals and other senior 
military leaders who call for policies and investments that 
will help young Americans succeed in school and later in 
life, thus enabling more young adults to join the military if 
they choose to do so. 

Who We Are
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Physical Inactivity is Unhealthy and 
Harms our Military:

The Lancet recently reported that physical inactivity, by 
itself, is the fourth leading cause of death worldwide, “on 
par with both smoking and obesity.”6

The American Heart Association reports that, “Nearly 50 
percent of U.S. adults and 65 percent of adolescents do 
not currently get the recommended amount of physical 
activity each day.7 And only 5 percent report any kind of 
vigorous activity.”8 Pennsylvania teenagers are not getting 
enough exercise. Only two out of ten 
Pennsylvania high school students attend 
physical education classes daily and 
too few children and youth are now 
walking or biking to school.9 That needs 
to change.

The military will need to have more fit young men and 
women if it is going to keep finding enough recruits with the 
excellent qualifications needed for a modern military. Poor 
nutrition and too much body fat not only limits who can get 
into the military, lack of physical fitness also impacts those 
who do get in. In one study, 14 percent of new Army male 
recruits said they had not exercised or done any sports in 
a typical week prior to joining.10 Of recruits who could not 
do 11 pushups upon entry, 45 percent did not complete 
boot camp.11 We also know from military research that less 
fit recruits are more prone to leg and ankle injury.12 More 
soldiers were evacuated from Iraq or Afghanistan for serious 
sprains and fractures than for combat injuries.13

To keep children and young people from gaining weight and 
to improve their physical fitness, it is important to provide 
safe active transportation options that can facilitate walking 
and biking more when they go to school, to the store, to a 
friend’s house or to the park. 

Communities are transforming 
themselves:

Community planning that accounts for active transportation 
is happening. Philadelphia is investing in bicycle and 
walking infrastructure such as over 200 miles of bicycle 
lanes, pedestrian and bicycle 
access on the 40th Street Bridge, 
and the Schuylkill River Parks 
Connector Bridge. The number 
of adults who bike to work in 
Philadelphia has more than 
tripled: from 0.6 percent in 
1990 to 2.2 percent in 2009. The 
increase in walking and biking 
among adults and children may 
be one of the reasons why Philadelphia experienced an 
impressive 5 percent decline in the obesity rates among its 
K-12 students.14 

During the same years that Philadelphia saw its bicycle 
use triple, Portland, Oregon actively promoted bicycle 

The military’s TRICARE health 
insurance system serves active duty 

personnel, their dependents and veterans.  It 
spends well over $1 billion a year on treating 
weight-related diseases such as diabetes 
and heart disease. Many of those costs can 
be eliminated once America becomes more 
proactive in helping all its citizens to routinely 
become more active and consume less 
calories. 

– Dall, et.al., American Journal of 
Health Promotion

Schuylkill River Parks Connector Bridge, Philadelphia.
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Biking in Philadelphia

“Physical activity has 
been engineered out of 
our world.”

–Tom Farley, author of 
Prescription for a Healthy Nation 
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use and the percentage of people who biked to work 
in that city rose from 1 percent to almost 6 percent. 
Bicycle use on Portland’s four bicycle-friendly bridges 
has grown 322 percent since 1991, while automotive 
trips have not increased at all. The city’s planning goal is 
to have a quarter of all trips made by bicycle in 2030.15 
Portland already reports that 39 percent of its students 
now bike to school.16 

Cities like Philadelphia and Portland are ahead of the 
curve in exapnding biking and walking infrastructure. But 
these efforts pale in comparison to the infrastructure found 
in European cities.17 To see a short video about a trip that 
transportation planners from Chicago, Washington, D.C. 
and Miami made to the Netherlands, see: http://bit.ly/
ABMF1d. One city in the video, Utrecht, reported that 85 
percent of its children now travel to school by bike.

Time to make 
decisions:

As Pennsylvania 
policy makers debate 
a comprehensive 
transportation funding 
solution for the 

Commonwealth that accounts for all modes of transportation, 
the admirals and generals of Mission: Readiness are urging 
investments in active modes of transportation - biking and 
walking. Specifically MISSION: READINESS supports a substantial 

portion of the proposed multi-modal fund being dedicated 
to bicycle and pedestrian projects. Additionally, Mission: 
Readiness supports equipping the Pennsylvania Department 
of Transportation with a Bicycle and Pedestrian Office and 
Coordinator to plan and implement such projects through 
the relevant PennDOT 
offices and bureaus; i.e. 
multi-modal, highway 
and design.  These efforts 
would proactively assist 
municipalities and 
counties in the planning, 
design and construction 
of off- and on-street biking 
and walking facilities 

The author of Prescription 
for a Healthy Nation, Tom 
Farley, has it right when he 
says, “Physical activity has been engineered out of our world.” 
We need to engineer it back in. People do not need to run 
marathons or even have a gym membership to be healthy, but 
they certainly have to build routine physical activity into their 
lives just like brushing their teeth.18

By supporting safe and active transportation options such 
as biking and walking, Pennsylvania’s policy makers can 
improve public health and help ensure our future national 
security.

 Pedestrians are more than twice as likely 
to be struck by a vehicle in locations 
without sidewalks.19

Streets with bike lanes had injury rates 
50 percent lower than roads with no bike 
infrastructure.20 

Roadways with shoulders at least 4 foot 
wide experienced 71% reduction in struck 
pedestrian crashes with automobiles.21 

Quick Facts Regarding Biking and Walking: 

Transportation enhancements that promote safety are key to 
increasing walking and biking in our communities.

Bike parking at a German train 
station. One parking facility in the 
Netherlands holds 10,000 bikes.
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