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When Victor Breedveld moved to Atlanta 13 years 
ago, he was shocked at how unfriendly the city was 
for cycling. Atlantans were equally shocked by him. 

“You’re biking to work?” they would ask, incredulous. 
“Are you crazy?” 

But to Breedveld, a native of the Netherlands, cycling 
was the default mode of transportation. He and his 
wife didn’t want two cars, hence their choice of a 
house in Lake Claire was “totally driven” by its easy 
access to the PATH Foundation’s Stone Mountain 
Trail so that Breedveld could bike to his job at Georgia Tech, where he’s a professor of chemical 
engineering. 

These days, his 5.5-mile route to work includes the BeltLine’s 2.25-mile Eastside Trail, and his sanity is 
seldom called into question. Whether cycling, training—he’s a member of the Atlanta Track Club Elite 
masters team—or out with his roller-skating wife as they switch off pushing their 7-month-old daughter in 
the jogging stroller, Breedveld has plenty of company: One estimate puts the number of Eastside Trail 
users at 1.5 million last year, with more still on the completed portions of the Northside (1 mile), West End 
(2.4 miles), and the Southwest Connecter Spur (1.15 miles) trails. 

“Ten years ago, you could want it, but you were just an outlier,” said Breedveld of pedestrian- and bike-
friendly paths. “People laughed at you and said ‘it’s never going to happen.’ Here we are, 10 years later, 
and it’s a reality. It’s changed the city.” 

There’s plenty to love about the BeltLine, a 33-mile 
network of public parks, multi-use trails, and transit 
connecting 45 neighborhoods along a 22-mile rail 
corridor. Scheduled for completion in 2030 at a total cost 
of $4.8 billion, it is projected to generate up to $20 billion 
in economic development. One of the largest urban-
redevelopment projects in the U.S., the BeltLine takes 
inspiration from New York City’s beloved High Line (1.45 
miles) and Boston’s Emerald Necklace (7 miles) and 
Rose Kennedy Greenway (1.5 miles built over the 
infamous Big Dig), but then moves into a whole new 
realm, not just in scope but in societal impact: A city that 
for more than 150 years has been divided by rail lines is 
now being united by them. 

“Atlanta has historically been a fragmented and, honestly, segregated city economically and racially,” said 
Rob Brawner, deputy executive director of the Atlanta Beltline Partnership. “The BeltLine is connecting 
those communities in ways they never have been connected. Some of those neighborhoods are the 
wealthiest in the city and some of them are the poorest. Now there is a physical connection, but more 
importantly there is a social and cultural connection. Making those individual connections is, for me, 
what’s ultimately going to change the city.” 

Perhaps Brawner’s favorite BeltLine program is the bus tour that about 25,000 people have taken in the 
past eight years or so. The comment most often heard, he says, is “’Wow, I never knew this part of the 



city existed.’ It’s indicative of how in Atlanta people stay in their own area or get in a car and drive to work 
and drive home. The BeltLine opens people’s eyes to the cultural diversity we have and connects them 
with people they otherwise wouldn’t interact with. I don’t think there’s anything else in Atlanta doing that 
the way the BeltLine is.” 

An affordable-housing initiative that aims for 5,600 
units along the BeltLine will help facilitate that 
interaction. So does business development: the 
Krog Street Market is thriving, and the Ponce City 
Market recently added an entrance directly on the 
BeltLine that brings guests into the second floor, 
right above the Central Food Hall, and offers a bike 
valet. Programming such as free yoga classes, bike 
lessons, Play Days, Art on the BeltLine, the new 
Historic Fourth Ward Skatepark, a race series, and 
the annual Lantern Parade brings tens of 
thousands of people together. 

Atlanta Track Club has offered ElliptiGo lessons, 
half-marathon and full-marathon training programs, 
and a boot camp in conjunction with Mizuno on the BeltLine. Its Kilometer Kids program at Beecher Hills 
Elementary runs along the BeltLine, as do some Club group and long runs. 

According to the American College of Sports Medicine’s 2015 report on the Health and Community 
Fitness Status of the 50 largest metropolitan areas in the U.S., Atlanta ranked 30

th
 in the percentage of 

people meeting the Center for Disease Control’s aerobic activity guidelines. The BeltLine offers a literal 
path toward improvement. 

“We would love to do more Kilometer Kids programs there,” said Sue Payne, director of community 
outreach at Atlanta Track Club. “The BeltLine is going through neighborhoods that don’t have the 
resources and haven’t had access to a safe space to play and get kids comfortable to go outside. Now 
they have a great path system that gets people moving and gives them easy access to parks.” 

Even the new headquarters of Atlanta Track Club was chosen in part because the BeltLine will eventually 
extend right past it. “Our mission is to help create an active and healthy Atlanta for everyone, and the 
BeltLine provides just the kind of infrastructure and connectivity that will help us to fulfill it. A headquarters 
near the BeltLine is exactly the kind of statement we want to make,” said Rich Kenah, executive director. 

It’s more than Ryan Gravel imagined when he wrote his 1999 master’s thesis for Georgia Tech, “Belt 
Line—Atlanta: Design of Infrastructure as a Reflection of Public Policy.” After a year abroad in Paris, 
where he lost 15 pounds, he returned to Atlanta hoping to find ways to create a more walking-friendly city 
by focusing on the density and redevelopment that would be brought by improved transit, changing the 
way people live their lives in the city. Yet it has already become much more. 

“If the BeltLine were just ribbons of asphalt and concrete with nothing to do or nothing to see but other 
people, it would be cool,” says Mark Banta, president and CEO of the Piedmont Park Conservancy. 
(Already visited by 3 million people a year, the park is now accessible from the Eastside Trail.)  “But it 
wouldn’t be ultra-cool. It’s all of these playgrounds and pocket parks and coffee shops and bicycle shops 
… it becomes a journey. The destination is what you decide it’s going to be.” 

If the destination is a city that’s healthier in every way—physically, economically, and socially—the 
BeltLine is poised to help take us there. 

 


