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A SHORT STAIRCASE—PERHAPS FIVE STEPS LONG—leads pedestrians from Walthall 
Street to the Inman Park/Reynoldstown station of Atlanta’s rail transit line. It’s the 
only pedestrian connection from the south side of the tracks to the station, but 

residents and visitors unfamiliar with city transit routes would never know it. It was never 
marked on traditional maps of the city—until now.

Released at the end of 2018, SHIFT 
ATL (gis.atlantaga.gov/shiftatlanta), a 
new online GIS map from Atlanta’s plan-
ning department, aims to make it easier 
for people to navigate the city without a 
car. Users can toggle between layers that 
show pedestrian access to transit, grocery 
stores, and bike-sharing docks, as well as 
features like slope of land, high concentra-
tions of road intersections, and a variety 
of commercial destinations.

The map is an integral part of the 
planning department’s push to make 
Atlanta more pedestrian friendly. In 
2018, the INRIX Global Traffic Scorecard 
ranked Atlanta’s traffic congestion as the 
eighth worst in the world—for the second 
year in a row. With projections antici-
pating a tripled population by 2050, the 
problem is only expected to get worse.  

“We wanted something that would be a 
conversation starter, something that I think 
that people would maybe not necessarily 
expect to come out of the city of Atlanta, 
a place so famous for its congestion and 
traffic woes,” says Jordan Dowdy, an urban 
planner in Atlanta’s department of city 
planning and one of the map’s creators. 

Community-driven data
During the yearlong project, Dowdy did 
site visits and scoured satellite images 
to make sure the map included existing 
data and connections that the city wasn’t 
already tracking. That’s how the staircase 
at the Inman Park/Reynoldstown station 
made it onto the map.

“There is no objectively right answer 
as to what belongs in it,” Dowdy says. “We 
did our best to use our personal knowl-
edge of Atlanta, of transportation, of what 
we hear from residents are their personal 

Atlanta Cutting Car Use With New GIS Project transportation needs guided the map’s 
creation. Every city has different features, 
he says, and it’s important for planners to 
use community input and think creatively 
about data collection and use.

One idea that resulted from stakeholder 
conversations was the inclusion of layers 
that pull out pedestrian and bike access to 
different destinations like grocery stores. 
“It was missing some elements that speak 
to the more experiential nature of the 
urban fabric outside of just formal trans-
portation infrastructure,” Dowdy says.

Shifting transportation habits
In Atlanta, many people rely on solo 
car trips, which speaks to the need for 
more modal supply, says Catherine Ross, 
director of the Georgia Institute of Tech-
nology’s Center for Quality Growth and 
Regional Development. Like many cities, 
Atlanta continues to look at integrating 
walking and biking into its transportation 
infrastructure. She says SHIFT ATL is a 
step forward that has uses for planners, 
residents, and real estate developers.

“It ought to be embraced and really 
used as an information point that will 
inform—I think in a positive way—the 
ability for people to make better deci-
sions,” says Ross, Regents Professor in city 
planning and civil engineering. “Hearing 
about it isn’t enough. It needs to be made 
an interactive part of how people talk, 
plan, display, sell, inform. SHIFT ATL 
needs to be a ready part of how we intro-
duce people to the city.”

“If we remain as car dependent as we 
are, it’s really not going to work,” says 
Dowdy. “[The map] both highlights 
opportunities and shortcomings at the 
same time.” 

The city is currently working on gath-
ering feedback to release an updated 
iteration of the map. Until then, Dowdy 
says the map has already accomplished its 
main goal: to start a dialogue about land-
use planning and mobility. 

—By Adina Solomon

Solomon is a freelance journalist based in Atlanta. 
One of her specialties is urban planning and 

design, with bylines appearing in the Washington 
Post, CityLab, and Next City.

PLANNING NEWS

pain points in mobility in the city to 
inform our efforts.”

He spent time talking with represen-
tatives from stakeholders like the Metro-
politan Atlanta Rapid Transit Authority, 
neighborhood nonprofits, and Fulton 
County to make sure that residents’ 
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To score the accessibility of a 
neighborhood sans vehicle, the Atlanta 
planning department weighted the  
GIS layers. The most important asset? 
A nearby train station.
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