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The purpose of this study was to examine an area along 
the American Tobacco Trail (ATT) in Durham, North 
Carolina that experienced an increase in crime in 2011. 
The study analyzed the relationship between crime data, 
built environment characteristics in adjacent neighbor-
hoods, and the perception of crime along the ATT.  The 
study was initiated in response to the impact a 2011 
crime increase on the ATT had on the overall perception 
of the trail and adjacent neighborhoods. Use of the ATT 
and the perceived safety of the study area is connected 
to the trail’s ability to serve as an economic, social, and 
cultural resource and is a social justice issue. To date, 
ATT partners and residents from adjacent communities 
have had few opportunities to impact trail research and 
trail design decision-making. Engaging the community 
in the analysis of trail safety, as well as potential trail 
improvements, was a priority of this study.

Is the ATT safe? Is it perceived to be safe? Researchers 
conducted a literature review focusing on the history 
of the study area, and factors impacting real and per-
ceived crime in greenways, trails, and other urban open 

spaces. Findings informed the methods used to analyze 
the ATT. Researchers used three methods; 1) geospa-
tial analysis, 2) surveys, and 3) interactive workshops. 
Geospatial analysis to compare reported crime incidents 
with a range of built environmental characteristics that 
impact trail use and perceptions of safety. Researchers 
developed a survey to elicit perceptions of safety of the 
ATT from trail users and neighbors living near the ATT. 
Researchers developed workshops to engage stakehold-
ers and residents in activities to elicit their perceptions 
of safety on the trail, and their preferences for physical 
changes to improve safety on the trail.

Between 2012 and 2014, over 3550 violent crimes in 14 
categories were committed within a 10 minute walk of the 
trail. However, only 14 crimes occurred on the trail. Less 
than ½ percent of all area crimes occurred on the trail. 
The ATT is not crime free, but it is safe and much safer 
than the surrounding community.

Over 86% of survey respondents perceive the ATT as 
safe. The trail has few reported crimes (14 crimes com-

mitted between 2012 and 2014) and is safer than the 
adjacent community within the study area with one ex-
ception; the Fayeteville Street/Pilot Street intersection. 
The highest number of reported crimes were in or near 
this intersection, the area was identified as a safety 
concern in community workshops, and survey results 
revealed that the area’s built environment character-
istics were perceived as the least comfortable of all 
environments in the study area. These characteristics 
included poorly defined boundaries between public and 
private spaces, spaces that lack “eyes on the street” 
and natural surveillance, and the perception of people 
on the street engaged in uncivil behaviors. 

Workshop participants expressed an interest in mod-
ifying the built environment of the Fayetteville Street/ 
Pilot Street intersection to improve safety. Their recom-
mendations included lighting, seating, and landscape 
elements to enhance the image of the area. Research-
ers translated these findings into visualizations that 
also incorporated research emphasizing the role of 
cultural landscape references as well as programming 
to improve the use and safety of the intersection. Study 
findings recommend continuing and extending commu-
nity engaged strategies to enhance ATT use and safe-
ty. This includes leveraging partnerships with nearby 
institutions like NC Central University, local schools and 
churches, and local businesses. Additionally, coordi-
nating trail improvements with the Downtown Durham 
Open Space Master Plan, and transportation planning 
can engage local agency partners.

Executive Summary

Top left: Analysis image showing range of design and planning challenges
impacting perceived safety of the Fayetteville street/ Pilot street intersection.

Bottom left: Artist’s rendering of potential design and planning improvements that could
enhance safety at the Fayetteville street/Pilot street intersection. 

Above: Community workshops were essential to defining challeng-
es and identifying opportunities to enhance trail safety.

Top right: Analysis image showing the study area and highlighting 
informal/undocumented trail access points (red dots). This image 

was used in community workshops to identify areas that were per-
ceived to be unsafe.

Bottom right: Artists rendering showing potential “Hayti Loop”; coor-
dinated on-street pedestrian and bicycle improvements that would 

connect the trail more effectively to local landmarks and institutions.


