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Preface

ONE DAY IN THE EARLY 1990s, I was riding my bicycle in Atlanta
along wide, fast-moving Ponce de Leon Avenue. I was passing by
Ponce de Leon Plaza, Atlanta’s very first strip shopping center, sharing
one of the six lanes with cars speeding by, inches away.  began to imagine
a city with bike lanes everywhere. It turned out to be more than a fleeting
thought.

I had been helping organize an annual Bike to Work Day effort that
brought out a few stalwarts, but most people reacted to the suggestion
that they bike to work with skepticism or disbelief. If you could afford it,
driving was the default for almost all trips in Atlanta, even to reach tran-
sit. MARTA (Metropolitan Atlanta Rapid Transit Authority) rail stations
were surrounded with parking lots and ringed with fences to keep people
from walking straight into adjoining neighborhoods—if you were using
transit, you must be up to no good. Bicycling was assumed to require a
separate path, because the roads were clearly no place for anyone outside
of a car. [ knew that encouragement alone was not going to get Atlantans
to try bicycling. They needed the road network to give them some space.

This was at the time when Atlanta was just starting to understand the
downside of its explosive outward growth. Just a few years earlier, the
Georgia Department of Transportation had confidently launched a mas-
sive highway expansion project to “Free the Freeways”—and the inter-
states were again jammed. The region was threatened with losing control
of its federal transportation dollars due to its failure to come up with a
plan to reduce automobile emissions. I became fascinated by the struggle
to change the course of development and transportation investments.
Shortly thereafter, the Atlanta region did become the first and only metro
area in the nation to lose control of its federal gas tax money because of
Clean Air Act violations. The term sprawl was just coming into vogue,

Xi



xii Preface

and I realized these issues were not isolated to Atlanta. I was working as
a writer and producer at CNN, so I did what any journalist would do—I
started researching and reporting.

Not long after completing an hour-long special for CNN on transpor-
tation and development issues, I took a job at a Washington, DC, nonprof-
it, the Surface Transportation Policy Project (STPP), which worked to
defend and expand innovations in federal transportation funding to allow
more spending on motorized modes and public transportation. I wrote
widely publicized research reports about how transportation planning
decisions affect Americans’ quality of life, from endangering pedestrians
to forcing moms to become chauffeurs. And as I talked to reporters, plan-
ners, and local leaders, I realized how hard it was for people to envision
places where driving was not an everyday necessity, or roadways where
bicycles, public transportation, pedestrians, and cars could coexist.

New urbanism and smart growth were starting to present an alterna-
tive. The idea of traffic calming to slow cars was gaining ground, and a
few places were building bike lanes and light rail. But each project was still
a struggle, against attitudes, assumptions, and systems designed to deliver
auto-mobility.

People from the public health community visited STPP in 2000, hav-
ing come to the conclusion I had reached in Atlanta: asking people to
get out and walk or bicycle was hopeless until we could start building
places that were safe and inviting to walk and bike. They suspected the
growing obesity epidemic had something to do with Americans’ ability to
move around without actually moving their bodies. With funding from
the Robert Wood Johnson Foundation, I worked with transportation
researcher Reid Ewing on a study finding that people who live in more
sprawling places are more likely to be overweight or obese.' The study
was the first to use national health and land use data to make a connection
between sprawl and health. The companion report received extensive me-

dia coverage in 2003, setting up a conversation that has continued since.’

What This Book Does Not Do

The previous summary is the background that led to my creation of the
Complete Streets movement, and I tell it in part to explain what this book
doesn’t do. It doesn’t dwell on the problems of our automobile-oriented
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system. I explored those issues earlier in my career, and many others have
written articulate, well-researched books and articles on the topic. I en-
courage you to explore them, and I provide some resources in the bibliog-
raphy. This book will make only a limited case for why and how compact
communities with transportation choices create healthier, more vibrant,
and more sustainable communities. The National Complete Streets Co-
alition has developed (and keeps updated) an extensive list of fact sheets
and reports that are chock-full of statistics and information (see appendix
B for a guide to these resources). Island Press and many others have also
developed extensive resources that do this job.

This book also does not paint a vision of an ideal future or provide a
template for the “perfect complete street.” This book is not the cutting-
edge design manifesto that some people may expect. Plenty of others
have created beautiful, innovative templates for multimodal streets and
compact, walkable towns and neighborhoods. But I've found that those
finely crafted visions are not of much immediate use in the communities
I see as my baseline: Atlanta and the small towns across Georgia and the
suburban United States. These places, and so many more across the Unit-
ed States, have been shaped by sprawling development. It will be quite a
while before they reach any sort of smart growth ideal—if ever. But the
people who live there still need to be able to reach their neighborhood
schools safely and walk to and from the bus stop.

If I'm not focusing on the problem, or on the best solution, what on
earth will I be talking about? It turns out that many communities are
somewhere in the middle—grappling with current conditions as they
make their way to creating better, safer streets. This book tells their sto-
ries and explores how they have made change happen. It examines what
happens after a community has embraced a new vision but when the real-
ity it faces is still a sprawling, automobile-dominated street network with
a planning system geared to deliver more of the same. This book is about

what such communities do next.
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A well-maintained four-lane road in the Midwest alongside a school
for children with disabilities. (Photo by Barbara McCann.)



Introduction

As I wAS WORKING ON THIS BOOK, I took a break to make a presenta-
tion at a pedestrian safety meeting held at a branch of the Mont-
gomery County Public Library in Germantown, Maryland, just north
of Washington, DC. Two girls, children of one of the organizers, were
eagerly passing around “pedestrian” gingerbread cookies, as about fifty
people gathered on the cold winter afternoon. But despite the refresh-
ments, attendees found little to celebrate. The meeting had been called
soon after two residents, one a high school student, had been killed while
walking in what is known as the “upcounty,” the northern section of
Montgomery County where decades of agriculture are giving way to
spread-out, automobile-oriented development.

Much of the afternoon was spent discussing design solutions for an
unmarked crosswalk on Stringtown Road, a new four-lane road designed
to funnel interstate traffic to the new development in Clarksburg. A father
begged for a marked crosswalk to help his children and other kids living in
new homes reach Clarksburg Elementary School, which backed up to the
new road. He brought photographs of women and children crossing at a
T-intersection, marked only by curb cuts and a narrow median the county
had installed when the road was built. County officials said a signal and
a crosswalk must wait years, until completion of the cross street brings
more traffic. They fear that simply painting a crosswalk will give the kids
a false sense of security. One county official said she had good news for
attendees: in the future, the County will stop installing curb cuts that raise
expectations prematurely.

As attendees debated potential solutions, I couldn’t help thinking that
the issue was one of priorities. The school has been in this location since
1909. Planners should have been aware that children would move into
the new homes built within sight of the school. If their safety had been
given priority in the planning phase, the County could have left the traf-
fic heading to Interstate 270 on its original route, on Clarksburg Road on

B. McCann, Completing Our Streets: The Transition to Safe and Inclusive Transportation 1
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2 COMPLETING OUR STREETS

the far side of the school. The new road could have been smaller, with
fewer cars. If safe access had been prioritized during the design phase,
the County could have incorporated a safe crossing while building the
road. Now, the traffic-centered priorities that guided earlier decisions have
made it much harder to achieve pedestrian safety: the needs of a dozen
children are in direct conflict with the needs of hundreds of commuters—
commuters who have no choice but to drive.

This story is repeated all across the United States. Go to a multilane
road in a suburb in just about any state. One look tells you that people
who are not in cars shouldn’t be there. A second look tells you that they
are—because they’ve tramped a visible trail in the grass. It probably won't
be long before you spot people waiting by a bus stop or running across the
street during a break in traffic. You might even see someone riding a bike,
hugging the curb while passing drivers honk.

The Complete Streets movement arose to change the priorities of the
transportation system that produced these roads. A broad coalition of
bicycle riders, transportation practitioners, public health leaders, older
Americans, smart growth advocates, real estate agents, and more came
together to insist that we begin to build streets that are safe for everyone.
We formed the National Complete Streets Coalition in the early 2000s to
push for passage of complete streets policies. The policies—in the form of
laws, resolutions, or internal agency directives—commit states, cities, and
towns to building all future road projects to safely accommodate every-
one using them. The movement took off: since 2005, more than half the
states and close to five hundred local jurisdictions have adopted complete
streets policies." Many of the communities that have made this commit-
ment are going on to study the long-standing gaps in their transportation
network, rework their decision-making processes, write new guidance,
and educate transportation professionals and citizens alike in the new ap-
proach to making transportation investments. From the state of North
Carolina to the city of Chicago and from Edmonds, Washington, to Lee
County, Florida, they are beginning to routinely build their roads differ-
ently: they integrate carefully engineered sidewalks, safer crossings, bi-
cycle lanes, new types of intersections, traffic calming, and features that
speed buses to their destinations.?

The Complete Streets movement has helped bring about a tremendous
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burst of activity and change in the way roads are planned, funded, de-
signed, and built. But it is far from the first to point out that roads should
be safe for everyone traveling along them, or to argue for more trans-
portation choices. Road safety campaigns go back to the dawn of the au-
tomobile age; bicycle riders and transit boosters have been pushing for
multimodal accommodation since the 1970s. More recently, this move-
ment has been driven by changing American attitudes: a 2012 nationwide
public opinion poll found that 63 percent of Americans would like to ad-
dress traffic congestion by improving public transportation and designing
communities for easier walking and bicycling.? America’s supposed love
affair with the car is giving way to a romance with smart phones, which
are more easily operated on the bus or streetcar. In the United States and
around the world, young people are delaying getting their licenses and
are driving less. The growing ranks of older adults want greater access to
public transportation. Indeed, demographic trends show a certain inevi-
tability in the desire to transition to less car-dependent lifestyles.* More
citizens and their elected officials are using bicycles, public transportation,
and their feet to get around, and they are working for change.

The Complete Streets Change Model

These trends are helping fuel the Complete Streets movement. It also
continues to spread because it brings something new to the table, but not
what many people think. Sure, the catchy name is helpful. But beyond the
name, the movement has found three keys to unlocking change in trans-
portation practice—and none of them has much to do with safer road
design. In brief, the strategies aim (1) to reframe the conversation about
transportation in a simple and powerful way, (2) to build a broad base of
political support for completing the streets, and (3) to provide a clear path
to follow in transitioning to a multimodal process.

The lack of a design focus may surprise anyone who is following the
explosion of exciting new street design guidelines, manuals, books, and
individual projects that are getting deserved attention in transportation
circles these days. A new design paradigm is clearly taking shape, one
that envisions a more connected, inviting, and sustainable urban fabric.
Much of the discussion in transportation circles surrounds more clearly
defining this paradigm, arguing for shorter blocks, a clearer relationship
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between the street and the surrounding buildings, and innovative treat-
ments that slow traffic and better protect pedestrians and people on bikes
while giving priority to public transportation. Many people assume that
the Complete Streets movement is just another voice in this chorus—for
example, I've been asked many times to provide the ideal cross section for
a complete street.

But defining the problem as a design issue—in a field already tightly
bound by technical specifications—has obscured the other ingredients
necessary to move a system fixated on providing for a single mode. Engi-
neers and architects alike have been churning out innovative new design
ideas for several decades, but they have only recently begun to gain trac-
tion. And in too many cities, tremendous effort has been put into prom-
ising new design solutions that have been applied to road projects a few
times—and then have just sputtered and faded away.

The Complete Streets movement takes a step back and defines the prob-
lem differently. In our view, the primary problem is political and cultural. If
transportation agencies are hewing to outdated design standards and still
solving the problem of building roads for automobile speed and capacity,
then the solution is for community leaders to be very clear that they now
have a different problem for transportation professionals to solve. The day-
to-day decisions made by practitioners may seem technical, but they are
driven by an underlying political decision and by the priorities and values
of the community. A complete streets policy initiative provides the clear
direction to begin to change those decisions. The Complete Streets move-
ment is succeeding not because it lays out a compelling design paradigm
(it doesn’t have one), but because it uses the three key strategies to help
change the way transportation projects are chosen, planned, and built.
Most of this book elaborates on how practitioners all over the country are
successfully using these strategies to change their agencies, their roads,
and their communities. Only by following these actions can places truly

put new design ideas to use, persistently and consistently.

Map of the Book

This book tells a story of change and embeds tips, insights, and tools
about the process of converting a community’s transportation invest-

ments to ensure safe streets for everyone.



Introduction 5

In chapter 1, I'll examine the factors that explain why the US trans-
portation planning and construction system has been historically resis-
tant to changing its singular focus on providing for automobile travel—as
well as how those dynamics are now changing. Chapter 2 elaborates on
how the Complete Streets movement approached this intractable system
and found a way to change it, using the three key strategies. The chapter
tells the story of the initial success of the Complete Streets movement in
engaging thousands of people in the transportation policy process and
giving reformers a new point of leverage.

But it turns out that adopting a policy is not even half of the effort re-
quired. The rest of the book is devoted to what happens after a policy has
passed, and tells the stories of many professionals—planners, engineers,
landscape architects, and others—who have brought policies from paper
into practice.

This focus is necessary because in too many communities, after lead-
ers or elected officials have adopted a policy, nothing happens. The exact
nature of this gap between policy and implementation is the subject of
chapter 3. In some places, practitioners don’t view their jobs any different-
ly, and roads go on being built as before. In others, tremendous effort goes
into writing new street design standards, but they result in only minor
changes to a few projects—a sidewalk here, a bike lane there. This chapter
helps readers understand why communities get stuck—and goes on to
explain why the best strategy for getting them unstuck involves reframing
the way agencies view and approach the mission of making streets safe.

Lasting and fundamental change will come only if a policy inspires a
transportation agency to reorient its work to fully and consistently con-
sider the safety of all users. Changing the processes used inside agencies
is the topic of chapter 4. The chapter divides the task into four steps to
achieve full implementation: changing decision making, updating de-
sign guidance, providing training and education, and finding new ways
to measure success. It tells the stories of planners, engineers, landscape
architects, politicians, and other complete streets advocates who have suc-
cessfully gotten beyond project-by-project battles to lead their agencies
in changing their decision-making systems. The sum of their experiences
begins to provide a clear path for others to follow in converting their own
systems to complete streets.
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Chapter 5 explores the many and varied opportunities to begin chang-
ing systems to build complete streets. The application of these four steps
will differ in communities of different sizes and types. At a large state
agency, the challenge lies in getting the new approach down into the dis-
tricts; in a city, it may be in getting departments to talk to each other.
Growing cities will spend more time working with private developers,
while older communities can focus their work on changing their current
streets. Most of the chapter demonstrates that some of the most effective
implementation strategies lie not in big capital improvement projects but
in the most mundane repair projects and in the details of development
codes. It explains the advantages of bringing about change not through
big signature projects but through small, gradual improvements.

Many complete streets proponents have discovered that changing
their institutions is not a straightforward fix. They realize that making the
transformation requires political savvy, relationship-building skills, and
inspired communication among practitioners, elected officials, residents,
business leaders, and many other stakeholders—in short, the “building
support” strategy of the Complete Streets movement. In chapter 6, prac-
titioners tell stories of how they have used these skills to champion the
complete streets concept, to build new alliances, and to change practice.

Complete streets proponents need tools to help them answer the most
common but also the most loaded question about this initiative: how
much will it cost? Chapter 7 provides four answers to this question, clari-
fying that the first issue is dispelling many misconceptions about what a
complete streets commitment will mean. It includes examples of some of
the creative and convincing ways that jurisdictions have documented the
larger benefits they are gaining by building streets for everyone.

Chapter 8 is also aimed at providing tools for those who now find
themselves working every day to strike a new balance between automo-
biles and other modes. This balance means setting new priorities in the
allocation of space and resources. This chapter discusses the political and
practical ramifications of those decisions and shares techniques that some
communities are using to help them make those allocations in a fair way
that helps meet broader community goals. The final chapter looks at how
the Complete Streets movement intersects with other movements, and

it asks whether the concept needs to be expanded in light of the rapid



Introduction 7

evolution of thinking about how we build sustainable communities for
the next century.

This book uses many examples from places and people across the
country that are intended to illustrate the principles discussed. These
examples are not intended as prescriptions to follow or even necessarily
as best practices. I return to the same places several times to help read-
ers understand the variety of activities that are under way. Although the
book does not include full case studies, you can find a list of such profiles
in appendix A. That list includes places mentioned in the book as well
as some of the many communities that informed the conclusions in this
book but that I did not have the space to name. I'm sorry I was unable to
write about every place taking an innovative approach (but that’s a nice
problem to have).

Some places pursuing complete streets are taking baby steps while
others are striding toward a totally new approach—and there is some-
thing to learn at both ends of the spectrum. Most of the ideas I present
are not visionary. We already have plenty of visionary thinking to tap.
Instead, I am seeking to help practitioners and advocates move toward
completing their streets, and I hope I have conveyed the process of dis-
covery that I and others went through in unlocking the keys to change.
In Rochester, Minnesota, and Seattle, Washington, the discovery came as
practitioners read through every planning document they had—and then
systematically realigned them all to a complete streets vision. In Salt Lake
City, it was the revelation that the city could quickly install many miles of
bike lanes—if they worked with the right department at the right time.
For the State of New Jersey, it was realizing they needed to give engineers
the permission to put down their manuals and look at every street in a
new way. For me, it was listening to everyone’s stories—and understand-
ing the power of getting the right people in the room.

Complete streets policies won't instantly end needless pedestrian
deaths or create multimodal nirvana. But over time, they will transform
the systems that keep creating difficult safety problems like Stringtown
Road. My hope is that this book will help jurisdictions take the idea of safe

streets for all from paper into everyday practice.
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Many roads in the United States are built for one purpose.
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CHAPTER ONE

Why We Build Incomplete Streets

THE FUNDAMENTAL PHILOSOPHY behind the Complete Streets move-
ment can seem painfully obvious: roads should be safe for every-
one traveling along them. But the history, political standing, habits, and
orientation of the transportation industry in the United States have made
it extraordinarily difficult for any policy movement to shift the way trans-
portation projects are planned and built.

The United States is still living with the reverberations of the engi-
neering triumph of the interstate highway system—a network of forty-
seven thousand miles of limited-access freeways that knit the country to-
gether in the 1950s and 1960s." Solving the design and safety challenges
in creating this network set an orientation that persists to this day in US
transportation planning, construction, and management.

That orientation is focused on solving problems by building roads that
expanded the capacity for automobile travel. The interstate era did begin
with a policy, the Federal Aid Highway Act of 1956. But the policy was
driven by a project-focused vision: build a freeway network. The policy
simply lined up all the systems to do so.

One of the first ways it did this was to turn this massive project over
to the experts at the state departments of transportation (DOTs), and
ever since, state highway departments have wielded considerable influ-
ence in Washington, DC, as well as in their own state capitals and small
towns. They gained credibility with the spectacular success of the inter-
states they were building—and with the commonly held view that road

building is a technical pursuit, best left to engineers. When engineers talk
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10 COMPLETING OUR STREETS

about how to relieve congestion and improve safety, elected officials still
defer to their judgment. Their political independence has also been as-
sured by how much money they control. At the federal level and in most
states, gas taxes are dedicated to transportation, so the agencies have been
insulated from the annual budgetary push and pull in the state legislature.
The steady funding stream has also meant state and local departments
could make a big difference in elected officials’ districts, by filling potholes
and delivering favored road projects. Road construction companies some-
times enjoy cozy relationships with agency leaders and top politicians.
State agencies also tend to exert outsized influence on the politically frac-
tured Metropolitan Planning Organizations (MPOs) that help decide how
federal transportation dollars will be spent in urban areas.

Transportation industry leaders grew used to steady support from pol-
iticians for the clearly stated mission of tackling pavement maintenance,
traffic congestion, and motorist safety. For decades, politicians’ most pre-
dictable role was participation in the annual ritual affirming the release of
the Texas Transportation Institute’s congestion rankings, particularly its
calculation of the billions of dollars purportedly lost by Americans sitting
in traffic. The politicians usually made vows to keep building roads to
solve the problem.

The Modal Divide

Another factor at work is the habit of building projects that are specific to
a single method of travel. The transportation sector regards each mode
as a separate entity, requiring separate programming, funding, and facili-
ties. Administrative structures and funding are almost always divided by
mode. The federal structure in place today is a case in point and influenc-
es the organization of the state and local agencies that receive its money.
The US Department of Transportation is largely defined by the separate
modal agencies that were brought under its umbrella in 1967, including
the Federal Highway Administration (FHWA) and Federal Transit Ad-
ministration. They receive separate funding allocations and have separate
policies—and are even under the jurisdiction of separate Senate commit-
tees. The nonmotorized modes—bicycling and walking—have not been
important enough to rate their own administration or funding stream,
but they maintain a clearly separate identity. The FHWA houses a small
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Bicycle/Pedestrian Program, and designated bicycle/pedestrian coordi-
nator positions are required in each state DOT.

Follow the money, and you'll find a long history of clearly separat-
ed federal funding streams for highways, transit, and other uses. Until
recently, almost all federal surface transportation dollars came from the
gas tax, with revenues growing right alongside the steady increase in the
amount of driving. Highway proponents fought any “diversion” of these
Highway Trust Fund revenues for uses that did not directly benefit mo-
torists. And the “highway” money is structured in a way that ensures that
investments focus on moving cars. In order to access federal dollars, every
jurisdiction in the country must classify its roads by the “functional clas-
sification” system, which defines roads solely by the amount and type of
traffic they carry and divides them into arterial (major) streets, collector
streets, or local streets. This system sets up rigid expectations about how
high a “Level of Service” should be provided on different road types—
with high service defined as fast, free-flowing traffic. This requirement
has proven a barrier to places that would like to more finely tune their
road network to serve public transportation, nonmotorized users, and the
residences and businesses alongside the road.

After gas tax revenues soared in the 1960s, 1970s, and 1980s, Congress
made a policy change and transit began receiving about 20 percent of
these funds starting in the 1980s. Transit dollars pay for buses and rail
infrastructure (and a little bit for operations). Cities and advocates began
to push for an even more diverse transportation infrastructure, and the
federal transportation law passed in 1991 brought a measure of reform;
its name was, after all, the Intermodal Surface Transportation Efficiency
Act (commonly known as ISTEA, pronounced “iced tea”). Projects that
served other needs were allowed access to the ever-growing pie of High-
way Trust Fund revenues, although on a modest scale. Among other
changes, the authorization set aside funding for projects that could help
improve air quality, as well as a small set-aside for “Transportation En-
hancements,” with about half of those funds spent on bicycle or pedes-
trian projects.

But while ISTEA made changes to transportation funding that al-
lowed a more multimodal approach, it didn’t require any change in the

systems created to deliver new roads or to maintain old ones. Most states
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were able to add new programs without disturbing decades of tradition
and practice that treated highways, public transit, and nonmotorized
transportation as entirely separate programs. The bill was reauthorized
twice more under the same basic recipe: a bigger pie, but with the same
flavor. The short-term bill passed in 2012, called MAP-21, also did little to
challenge the separation of modes.

The extent of this separation can be seen in the varied funding pro-
grams that are brought together to finance a single transportation project.
A state-administered highway interchange can use one funding source and
ignore the presence of people on foot. A city may need to cobble together
several funding sources to build one multimodal boulevard. The separa-
tion also occurs at the state and local levels. A jurisdiction may use bond
measures for capital projects to increase automobile capacity; sales taxes,
to fund public transportation; and special state funding programs dedi-
cated to bicycle or pedestrian facilities. In many communities, sidewalk
construction and maintenance is paid for by the owner of the abutting
property.

The system of “silos” for transportation funding makes some sense

Curb ramp to nowhere in Jackson, Mississippi. (Photo by Judy McNeil.)
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when the modes are airplanes or ships or when the facilities are freight
rail or roads. But modal separation breaks down when it comes to bikes,
feet, personal automobiles, and public transportation. People cannot be
categorized neatly as cyclists, pedestrians, drivers, and transit users. Most
people use more than one way to get around—even if the pedestrian por-
tion of the trip is only a walk across a parking lot. In many cases, people
switch from one mode to another midtrip, or use different modes in the
course of a day. All four of these modes are part of a single network that
allows people to meet daily personal transportation needs. Bicycling and
walking serve as the “capillaries” of the transportation system, the small
but essential connectors for trips that include driving or taking transit.

Transportation planning within modal silos has produced quite a num-
ber of spectacularly incomplete streets, particularly in suburban areas
developed alongside the interstate system. Bicycle and pedestrian safety
problems seem impossible to solve, because everyone assumes the solu-
tion is to find funding and space to build a separate multiuse path. The
silos even extend to the type of pedestrian, as agencies trying to comply
with the Americans with Disabilities Act install “curb ramps to nowhere”
with no immediate plans to connect them with sidewalks.

These divisions reflect a system driven by projects and not policy. One
of my colleagues used to refer to the federal transportation bill as a “pol-
icy free zone,” designed to distribute road money to the states and little
more. Reformers have tried again and again to pass policies to expand the
universe of issues considered in transportation planning, but the system
has proved surprisingly resistant to change: all the money and all the sys-
tems are geared toward putting road projects on the ground.

The public health community provides a model that crystalizes
the problem and provides a road map to change. The Policy-Systems-
Environmental (PSE) change model is now promoted by public health
practitioners, including the Centers for Disease Control and Prevention,
as central to their fight against the obesity epidemic. Under this model,
lasting change in eating and activity patterns do not come about through
the traditional campaigns aimed at changing individual behavior. Instead,
they come about by changing the policies that influence the systems that
create the environments that influence whether people eat well and are

active.’



14 COMPLETING OUR STREETS

While the “PSE” theory posits that policies are the critical first phase
in any change, transportation has had it upside down: the engine behind
the industry starts with the environment, with road projects. The projects
have driven the creation of systems for project delivery, and until recently,
the policies have been no more than tweaks to help this project-driven sys-
tem run better. This is one primary reason why change has come so hard

to the transportation sector: policies simply have not driven the process.

Systems Designed for Mono-Modalism

With a clear project-driven mission, the surface transportation industry
spent decades creating the systems that would help them deliver smooth,
uncongested roads—and keep the ever-growing volume of traffic mov-
ing.* These systems have turned out to be a major barrier to creating a
multimodal transportation network. Yet, since they are part of the inner
workings of agencies, they have been largely out of the sight and reach
of policy makers.

While these systems are numerous, a couple deserve elaboration. The
most ubiquitous revolves around a tool used for measuring the success of
transportation projects: automobile Level of Service (LOS). LOS calcu-
lates volume-to-capacity ratios for corridors and intersections and assigns
a value-laden “A to F” score, with “"A” meaning free-flowing traffic, and
“E” a total backup. Many communities have made it a matter of policy or
even statute to keep LOS from going below “C” or “D” at intersections,
even at peak travel times. New transportation projects and new develop-
ments often have to predict and mitigate their impact on Level of Service.
But by calculating only automobile delay at peak travel times, LOS has
meant that commuter car trips are favored over every other potential use
of a roadway’ It is often the only method used to rank and make decisions
about projects—and it assumes that a community’s primary goal is to
minimize automobile delay. This gets in the way of providing more space
for transit, allowing more compact development, or even letting people
have enough time to walk across the street.

The most frequently cited system that stands in the way of complete
streets is the heavy reliance on uniform road construction standards codi-
fied into design manuals. Under this traditional approach to transporta-
tion planning, the design manual is the be-all and end-all when it comes to
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making transportation decisions. The national design guide, issued by the
Association of State Highway and Transportation Officials (AASHTO),
is such a force that it simply goes by the (now somewhat ironic) name
“The Green Book.” Many states use its most conservative provisions as
the basis for their own, formally adopted design standards. In many agen-
cies, engineers follow the manuals scrupulously, using their state highway
design manual and a suite of other manuals to look up specifications for
every project.

Many an engineer worried about multimodal safety has pointed a fin-
ger at restrictive design standards. The engineers say their manuals won't
allow the features needed to build roads that are safe for people on foot
and bicycles, let alone do a better job of serving children, or older adults,
or transit vehicles. And indeed, in many states, proponents of multimodal
streets are constantly forced to seek “variances,” or “design exceptions,”
to make space for transit patrons and people on foot or bicycle. This
means they must exert a tremendous amount of effort for each project.

Systems inside the agencies are also built around a safety mission—but
it, too, has had a narrow focus on preventing automobile crashes. Early
safety studies were conducted in sparsely populated areas and concentrat-
ed on how to make the new, higher speeds of automobiles safer, mainly
in the context of the new, controlled-access highways. They found that
fewer crashes occurred on highways that were “forgiving” of driver er-
ror, so most guidance on safer streets recommended building roads with
fewer things to crash into, with turns designed so they could be navigated
at high speeds. As a result, the “design speed” of a roadway (for example,
the highest safe speed to take a corner) would often be higher than the
posted speed limit. And many jurisdictions have adopted policies that
speed limits should be set according to the 85th percentile—the speed at
which 85 percent of the drivers travel. These practices prioritized helping
cars traveling at a high speed avoid crashes but did not address the effect
of speed itself on anyone or anything they might crash into. And higher
speeds lead to more serious injuries and fatalities. Pedestrians and bicy-
clists remain overrepresented in traffic fatalities, making up 15 percent of
deaths in 2010 (injuries are not tracked on a national level).

If safety issues arise after a road is built to the standard specifications,
a system of “warrants” guides many agencies in fixing them. This means
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they document crashes and use standardized thresholds for instituting
safety measures when they become “warranted” by crash data. Planners
and citizens committed to a vision for a multimodal future grind their
teeth at agencies’ insistence on counting crashes before so much as adding
a crossing signal or redesigning a turn.

Even the academic institutions devoted to transportation research
kept a narrow, project-oriented focus: for many years, research concen-
trated on seeking the best formula for hot-mix asphalt or creating quanti-
tative models to predict and measure traffic volumes. For decades, traffic
grew so steadily that the question was never whether it would grow but
always where, and how much. Traffic models continued to assume that
almost all trips would be by private automobile; data was not even col-
lected on the number of people walking, riding bicycles, or taking transit.
Little research explored how to manage travel demand by using a mix of
modes or land use patterns. Despite the common wisdom of the popular
phrase ‘build it and they will come,” studies confirming the phenomenon
of “induced demand” remained outside of mainstream transportation
thinking. This research challenges the effectiveness of relieving conges-
tion with increased capacity, because it shows that new roads induce ad-
ditional travel. Happily, transportation research has broadened consider-
ably in the last fifteen years, but bringing new results to the attention of

practitioners remains a slow process.

The Cultural Divide

The people who work inside these modally organized structures and sys-
tems tend to be divided as well. When I talk to complete streets propo-
nents about how it’s going, often at some point someone leans in, lower-
ing his or her voice to say, “There’s an engineer here who just doesn’t get
it. He blocks everything we try to do.” The person may joke that the best
course of action is an early retirement program.

Many complete streets efforts are led by planners or landscape ar-
chitects, whose training predisposes them to the movement’s inclusive,
policy-driven approach; engineers are more likely to stick with thinking
of their work in terms of delivering projects according to clearly defined
standards.

John LaPlante, a traffic engineer who is also a leading voice on com-

plete streets, acknowledges the cultural divide. He says: “People become
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planners for different reasons than they become engineers. Engineers are
uncomfortable with the touchy-feely, feel-good stuff. Engineers really like
certainty.” LaPlante may stand out a bit in engineering circles with his
goatee and direct sense of humor, but he has worked since the late 1980s
to change transportation engineering from the inside—by changing its
design manuals, and more importantly, how these are used.

LaPlante would argue that a bigger obstacle than the design manuals
themselves is the “cookbook” approach to their use. LaPlante is quick
to point out that the Green Book allows narrower automobile lanes and
other design elements that help create complete streets, and that the book
itself makes clear that the numbers it contains are guidelines—not hard
and fast standards. But LaPlante says some engineers are reluctant to use
their engineering judgment. He notes that when teaching a complete
streets training course to engineers in Massachusetts, he discussed the
need to weigh the merits of various options for accommodating differ-
ent road users. “Some really objected. They were upset with not having
a table [of specifications] to go to. I tried to tell them, ‘that’s why you go
to school, to learn engineering judgment. If you are just going to take
a number out of a table, all we need is to do is hire someone who has
learned how to read!”” A cookbook approach precludes the trade-offs and
judgments that need to be made when coming up with design solutions
that serve automobiles, public transportation, trucks, bicycles, and pedes-
trians of all ages and abilities. LaPlante partially blames the legal system
for fostering this attitude among engineers; lawyers filing lawsuits have
used deviation from guidance against transportation agencies.

But the bias remains. Often when planners or urban designers want
to provide more space for pedestrians or bicycles or trees, they draw up
the concept and hand it off to engineers for final design—who then align
the project with engineering standards, unraveling the multimodal intent.
For example, a tight turn, intended to slow cars, might be softened; a
proposed landscaped median might become a narrow ribbon median in
order to maintain a standard twelve-foot traffic lane.

Other practitioners confirm the cultural divide and note that it isn’t all
about personalities. Part of what is happening is that planners are making
decisions on projects that public works engineers will have to build—and
then maintain. The cultural divide is exacerbated in the structural divide
between planning and construction. Transportation planning is typically
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in a separate division or department from public works, which is responsi-
ble for constructing and maintaining the roads. So a fundamental tension
arises when the planning department is setting policy that has an impact
on the budget and activities of public works: the engineers are often jus-
tifiably concerned that new infrastructure will lead to new expectations
and new maintenance demands.

Forces Converging to Ease Change

All of these forces—funding and systems oriented toward project deliv-
ery and divided by modes, the political independence of agencies, and
the divisions among personnel—work against opening up transportation
planning to a more diverse and policy-driven orientation. But in many
places, the headwind of traditional practice that complete streets propo-
nents have faced has been easing for some time.

Broader trends are forcing transportation agencies to be more open
to complete streets and other reforms. After decades of steady to explo-
sive growth, the total miles driven per capita peaked in mid-2005 and has
been falling since. Car travel continued to drop for seven years despite
an improving economy and a stabilization of gas prices.® This decline in
driving, and the advent of more fuel-efficient vehicles, has led to falling
gas tax revenues—and has completely upended the politics of transporta-
tion budgeting. Attempts to raise the federal gas tax have gone nowhere.
The arguments that worked in the past to keep the money flowing, such
as a need to build roads to ease congestion, are not working so well. A
growing number of communities and states have realized that they can
no longer afford massive highway projects, and that the billions spent on
preventing delay have not delivered; people want new solutions. In short,
the transportation industry is being forced to become more responsive to
the political process, and to the policies that it produces.

With the bottom dropping out of the project-driven transportation
sector, policies are finally starting to assert some influence. This shift
provides an opening for the Complete Streets movement, with a change
model that holds that political leaders must set down a clear and simple
policy directive to make the streets safe for everyone; agencies must then
change the systems they use to make decisions on all upcoming road
projects, and this is what will ultimately result in a changed environment
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and more complete streets. These three phases of change fit neatly with
the Policy-Systems-Environmental change model of the public health
movement.

The opportunity for policy to begin to drive change applies to goals
beyond complete streets; big cities in particular are adopting policies to
make limited transportation investments serve multiple goals, including
driving economic development, lowering greenhouse gas emissions, and
providing healthier travel alternatives.

The modal divide remains firmly in place in federal and state law;,
spending, and bureaucracies, but the US DOT has taken many steps to
soften the boundaries, through spending programs, guidance, and cross
communication. As documented by the State Smart Transportation
Initiative, many state DOTs are becoming more innovative as well, in-
creasing efficiency, changing their internal processes, and paying more
attention to transportation options.”

A sea change is also under way in the design manuals. LaPlante is par-
tially responsible, as he helped write the first bicycle guide as a compan-
ion to the Green Book in the late 1990s, using an unprecedented process
that engaged a broad variety of practitioners. The book is a best seller;
pedestrian guidelines followed, and a separate process under the ADA has
resulted in the creation of disability design guidelines targeted specifically
for streets. LaPlante lists changes to other manuals as well—the Highway
Capacity Manual, and the Manual of Uniform Traffic Control Devices,
and the Green Book itself. New research that supports a more multimodal
approach to safety is starting to work its way into these official tomes.
But will engineers still try to use these guides as “cookbooks” to follow?
LaPlante is optimistic. “The cookbook now doesn’t say use a cup of flour
and a pinch of salt,” he says. “It says taste it, look at it, see how it works. It
grants flexibility.” And many engineers, who are problem solvers at heart,
are embracing the new set of problems they are being given.

These positive trends lay the groundwork. But the complex task of
transforming one-size-fits-all automobile-oriented transportation plan-
ning into a flexible, multimodal system has a long way to go. The Com-
plete Streets movement presents one model for cutting through the bar-
riers, pointing to the current condition of roads across the country to say,

everyone using these roads should be safe.
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Advocates in Honolulu, led by AARP volunteers, work to build support
for an upcoming vote on a county complete streets policy. It passed.
(Photo by Jackie Boland.)



CHAPTER TWO

How the Complete Streets
Movement Succeeds

MANY PEOPLE AND PUBLICATIONS have introduced the complete
streets concept by defining a complete street as a roadway that is
designed and operated for the safety of everyone using it—whether by car
or bike, foot or bus. This appealing definition tells only part of the story:
the Complete Streets movement is at its heart a policy initiative that seeks
to change the way all roads are built in the United States. The movement’s
success is rooted not in the simple definition of a complete street but
in three key strategies aimed at changing transportation practice. These
strategies focus on shifting a discussion centered on project design to in-
stead address values and policy, building a broad base of support for policy
change, and, finally, creating a clear path to transform everyday practice.

This chapter cites social science research that informed the develop-
ment of the movement’s strategies, but their development owes far more
to the contributions made by the many people who helped form the Na-
tional Complete Streets Coalition. Their sophisticated understanding of
the public policy process and of transportation practice helped craft an
initiative that would be widely accepted and would spark a lasting change
to the way roads are planned and built in towns, cities, and states across
the country. The movement has unlocked an intransigent transportation
planning and construction system by asserting a new, more inclusive view
of transportation; by developing a clear path from current practice toward
a multimodal future; and by recognizing that successfully negotiating this
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path requires not only technical savvy but an understanding of political
processes and the building of support and new alliances.

Spreading the Word: A New Frame

The name Complete Streets came out of an effort to help bicycle advocates
get past a technical term that was holding them back on Capitol Hill.
They wanted to include a directive in federal law that bicycle facilities
should be a routine part of planning for all road projects. But the term
they were using for this directive, “Routine Accommodation Policy,”
wasn't exactly grabbing attention—and it sounded like one of those tech-
nicalities best left to the transportation experts. Martha Roskowski, then
manager of the federal advocacy coalition America Bikes, asked me, as
media manager, to come up with a new name. In late 2003, I convened
a series of brainstorming sessions and invited some of the best minds I
knew who worked on communications in transportation, including David
Goldberg of Smart Growth America. Over three sessions, we discussed
many names and at some point David suggested “complete streets.” We
conducted our own informal market testing with friends and neighbors,
and gradually I realized that this was more than a new name—it might be
a way to reframe the discussion about transportation to include everyone
using the roads. I had followed the work of George Lakoff, the Berkeley
linguist who has written extensively about the power of metaphors in the
political arena. He became well-known for his discussion of the power of
creating a new “frame” for an issue. The framing of “complete streets”
may be most powerful in its implicit definition of its opposite. No one
wants to build incomplete streets.

This was the first of the insights that emerged to help transform com-
plete streets from a phrase used in a few inside-the-beltway policy docu-
ments to a genuine movement taken up by bicycle advocates and public
health officials, mayors and transportation commissioners, local senior
organizations and newspaper editorial boards.

While complete streets can be dismissed as a cute phrase, it repre-
sents a radically new view of transportation infrastructure—at least for
the transportation industry. As discussed in chapter 1, transportation
planning, funding, and design have always been separated by modes. A
complete streets approach requires transportation agencies to see the
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potential for all roads, and for all road projects and funding streams, to
contribute to the goal of safely serving people whether they are driving
their own cars, riding a bus, or using a bicycle or their feet. It clarifies that
the roads must be safe for a variety of people, including older adults, chil-
dren on their way to school, and people with disabilities. The degree of
the conceptual leap required is revealed when transportation profession-
als and policy makers try to fit the phrase into their framework of trans-
portation silos, talking about “complete streets elements,” and using the
term as a synonym for the bicycle and pedestrian features of a roadway.
This usage perpetuates the separation of modes; in many cases, those us-
ing this terminology also assume that special funding is required to add
these “amenities” to the road. In fact, complete streets require a holistic
look at how a street serves everyone using it—including drivers.

By reframing the transportation safety problem to include all people
traveling along a corridor, the problem itself shifts. As many as one third
of the population in the United States does not drive: children, older
adults, people with disabilities, and those without the financial resources
to own a car. The focus must expand from the vehicle lanes to include the
adjoining “goat trail” tramped by pedestrians—forcing the acknowledg-
ment that people who are not in cars are already using the roadway. In this
way, an existing safety problem becomes both more urgent and visible—
and clearly the responsibility of the transportation sector.

The Complete Streets movement widens the focus even further, mov-
ing out from the individual road corridor to a jurisdiction’s entire net-
work. It calls not for building individual complete streets but for adopting
federal, state, and local complete streets policies. A majority of the poli-
cies adopted across the country are resolutions passed by city councils,
but dozens of cities and counties have adopted local ordinances and their
agencies have written their own internal policies; a few policies have start-
ed out as executive orders. At the state level, legislatures have passed laws,
and DOTs have adopted formal internal directives. What all the policies
have in common is a simple declaration that all future projects undertaken
by a transportation agency will accommodate all users of the roadway.'
The policy may list these users, including people of all ages and abilities
who are walking, riding bicycles, and catching public transportation, as
well as covering operators of public transportation vehicles, automobiles,
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and freight. This policy solution has helped hundreds of communities
break out of a frustrating focus on individual technical fixes and take on
the task of building support for changing an entrenched transportation
paradigm.

The policy focus also puts fundamental transportation decision mak-
ing firmly into the wheelhouse of elected officials. This has several ramifi-
cations, but in terms of reframing it gives an edge to a movement seeking
to address transportation issues in a new way. Politicians are particularly
good at articulating visions that help their community reframe an issue.
It is powerful when a city alderman says, “I want to ensure that we de-
sign our streets to be safe, enhance quality of life, and allow people to
travel freely regardless of whether they walk, bike, take transit, or drive.””
When St. Louis alderman Shane Cohn said this upon passage of a city
complete streets bill, it carried weight—and it set a new standard for how
the city would approach street design.

This simple and powerful vision stands in stark contrast to the com-
plexity of many earlier attempts to turn around a transportation indus-
try driven more by projects than by policy. Take, for example, reforms
instituted in 1991 through the federal legislation ISTEA. The legislation
inserted policies that tried to broaden the mission of the transportation
industry, introducing fifteen “planning factors” that regions using federal
funding had to consider (states got twenty-three), such as “the overall so-
cial, economic, energy, and environmental effects of transportation deci-
sions” (and that’s a single factor).” But the planning factors were as vague
and ambitious as the existing agency practices were specific and targeted.
No one provided a way to apply these new policy goals in a system geared
to building roads to solve the simple and vital problem of traffic conges-
tion. Over time, it became clear that people inside the agencies were sim-
ply checking off boxes, indicating they had “considered” these detailed
and complex planning factors. While the complete streets concept re-
quires a conceptual shift, the policies don't ask for the moon; they merely
put transportation agencies and their employees on notice that they are
responsible for the safety of everyone using the road.

To the general public, the concept seems so simple that it can have
a “duh” quality. Of course roads should be safe for everyone; dozens of

newspaper editorial boards have said as much in articulate pieces that
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were an early boost to the movement. But it provides a powerful rejoin-
der to complaints that safety proposals will impede traffic, succinctly
challenging the assumption that the movement of automobiles always
takes priority. It raises awareness of road design as a factor in pedestrian
crashes, which are still too often blamed on the actions of the victim.

The name has limits. When used consistently as shorthand for “bi-
cycle/pedestrian infrastructure,” or as a rallying cry by a narrow constitu-
ency, it can take on a negative taint. People in a few communities have
found it doesn’t work for them. But many strong policies never use the
term. The name itself is far less important than pushing for a new ap-
proach to transportation planning, one that takes the safety of all users
into account.

The complete streets concept brings a simple and unified vision to a
field that has been divided by funding, standards, and details. But back
when the term was first coined, the leadership at America Bikes knew that
reframing alone would not be enough to advance the concept. We needed
to build broad support and to make clear the next actions that would help
achieve it.

Building the Coalition: Gathering Political Support

It turned out that it wasn’t too hard to find supporters. The Complete
Streets movement was started by bicycle advocates but was quickly taken
up and advanced by people working in public health, activists for old-
er adults, proponents of smart growth, public transportation agencies,
disability advocates, and even real estate agents. All of these groups can
make persuasive arguments about why they want a more diverse street
environment. Bicycle and pedestrian advocates want safer streets that will
encourage more people to walk and ride. Public health officials, driven
by the obesity crisis, point to research that shows that people who live in
places with sidewalks, bike lanes, and safe bus stops get more daily physi-
cal activity. Older adults want to be able to “age in place,” which means
designing streets to be safer for older drivers to navigate and for older
pedestrians who may need more time to cross the street safely. Smart
growth advocates see complete streets as an essential element in chang-
ing communities to be more compact and more sustainable. Public trans-
portation agencies use the streets to move a high volume of people and
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are starting to push for a higher priority for their vehicles and passengers.
Advocates for disabled people are tired of disconnected curb ramps and
a lack of audible signals. Real estate agents have come to understand that
the higher-quality street environments brought by complete streets raise
and sustain home values. And transportation professionals who want
better outcomes are also speaking up, via professional associations rep-
resenting engineers, planners, bicycle and pedestrian professionals, and
landscape architects.

The wide variety of constituents speaking on one issue moves elected
officials to act. In Spokane, Washington, city council member Jon Sny-
der, who had championed a policy for the city, described the dramatic
council meeting at which the policy was approved: “A lot of the testi-
mony last night focused on the health and safety aspects of Complete
Streets. We heard from disabled veterans, folks from Lighthouse for the
Blind, grade school teachers, physicians, neighborhood representatives,
and small business owners imploring us to help make our streets safer for
all users and to address the epidemics of obesity and diabetes that result
from inactivity. In all, more than forty people testified and [the state land
use advocacy group] Futurewise turned in a petition with an additional

500 names in support.”™

That 2011 city council meet-
ing was one local outcome of a

The original vision statement of the National
Complete Streets Coalition reads:

“Complete streets are designed and operated
to enable safe access for all users. Pedestrians,
bicyclists, motorists and transit riders of all ages
and abilities must be able to safely move along
and across a complete street. Creating complete
streets means changing the policies and prac-
tices of transportation agencies. A complete
streets policy ensures that the entire right of
way is routinely designed and operated to
enable safe access for all users. Transportation
agencies must ensure that all road projects result
in a complete street appropriate to local context
and needs"” [emphasis in original].

coalition-building strategy that
started years earlier at the nation-
al level. It started when I invited
groups to join a task force to get
a complete streets measure into
the federal transportation bill. Af-
ter the bill passed in 2005 without
a complete streets provision, the
task force became the National
Complete Streets Coalition. We
agreed on a definition of the
term complete streets and set a goal
of spreading policies not just at
the federal level but in states and



How the Complete Streets Movement Succeeds 27

localities: our first target was to achieve policies in five states and twenty-
five cities.

The Coalition is steered by a committee that includes bicycle and pe-
destrian advocacy groups (e.g., America Bikes), public interest groups
(e.g., AARP and the American Public Transportation Association), practi-
tioner organizations (e.g., the Institute of Transportation Engineers, the
American Planning Association, and the American Society of Landscape
Architects), and public health groups (e.g., Active Living by Design, Blue
Cross/Blue Shield of Minnesota), as well as the National Association of
Realtors. Smart Growth America, a group that supports more sustain-
able planning, hosted the Coalition in the early years (and now staffs it
as one of its programs).” Consulting firms that offer multimodal plan-
ning and design services are also important supporters of the Coalition,
and groups as diverse as the YMCA and the Natural Resources Defense
Council have worked to advance the complete streets concept.

From the beginning, this was not just a letterhead coalition. Mem-
ber groups of the steering committee, the bicycle industry association
Bikes Belong, consulting firms, and other interest groups made financial
commitments for the coordinating work, participated in clarifying the vi-
sion, and launched and staffed their own complete streets research and
advocacy projects. This was not some new, separate organization they
were supporting; it was a concept that each fully owned and embraced.
Under the advice of Randy Neufeld, the founder of the Chicago Active
Transportation Alliance and one of the strategic minds behind the na-
tional bicycle movement, I kept organizational structure to a minimum
so we could focus on spreading the concept. The Coalition’s purpose-
fully loose structure encouraged the widest possible ownership, and it
showed in the variety of products and initiatives it started to produce.
AARP launched the first major research project to develop a complete
streets manual, Planning Complete Streets for an Aging America. The Ameri-
can Planning Association issued a Planners Advisory Service report on
complete streets best practices. The Association of Bicycle and Pedestrian
Professionals worked with me to develop a workshop program and find
and train instructors to provide it.

I was a student of Everett Rogers’s diffusion innovation theory, which
holds that the development of a highly effective diffusion network is
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essential to the transmission of a new idea or practice.® Rogers’s diffu-
sion model stresses the importance of peer networks and champions;
the closer the champions are to the targeted adopters, the more effective
they will be. On our shoestring budget, the Coalition pursued a strategy
that depended on each member using its own communications networks
to promote the benefits of complete streets. Each group, from AARP to
YMCA, reached out to its constituency and engaged its strengths in work-
ing for policy adoption at the federal, state, and local levels. The strong
relationships between the messengers and those receiving the message
meant speedy dissemination. The complete streets concept has spread so
quickly and thoroughly in part because so many people first heard about
it from peers they respect.

As the diverse national Coalition members wrote reports and articles
and made presentations at their conferences, their state and local affili-
ates turned to leading policy adoption campaigns. AARP joined up with
health and bicycle groups in Hawaii and got to work on one of the first
legislative campaigns, and then followed it with more in several states;
bicycle advocates launched one in Illinois. In some smaller jurisdictions,
such as Colorado Springs, Colorado, transportation professionals helped
add complete streets provisions to master and strategic plans. The health
insurance firm Blue Cross/Blue Shield of Minnesota added complete
streets policies to their active living initiative, working with local transpor-
tation professionals toward policy adoption; their efforts culminated in a
successful state legislative campaign led by a local environmental group,
Fresh Energy. YMCA worked on policy campaigns as part of its Pioneer-
ing Healthy Communities initiative; the Safe Routes to School National
Partnership made the passage of complete streets policy a fundamental
part of its strategy.

All of this activity meant that the Coalition soon surpassed its early
target of five state and twenty-five local policies. You could theorize that
the complete streets concept took off because it clearly defined a prob-
lem, identified a good solution, and was therefore adopted—that would
be a rational view of the public policy process. But public policy research-
ers have found that this is not how change happens. Policy making is es-
sentially a political battle over what values will prevail, and ultimately

over the allocation of public resources.” Complete streets policy initiatives
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AARP volunteers conduct a walking audit during Complete Streets Week

in New York in 2010; the New York state legislature passed a complete streets
law the following year. (Photo courtesy William Stoner.)

make that discussion of values explicit, but more importantly, they build
strong coalitions—essentially political power—to support what is in the
end a cultural and institutional change.

The need to build a network of support extends into the transporta-
tion agencies and the transportation profession. The policies give sup-
port to the practitioners who are already trying to change old ways from
within—they need the backing of their leaders as they upend tradition
and create new ways of doing business. They need the clarity of the pol-
icy to help the community to understand, affirm, and support the new
approach. This is why the Complete Streets movement has been taken
up with such enthusiasm not only by the advocacy interests but also by
planners, engineers, landscape architects, public works directors, and the
myriad of professionals involved in transportation planning.

Getting It Right: A Clear Path

Malcolm Gladwell’s book about how change happens, The Tipping Point,
says that for a change to succeed, it must be “sticky”: it must be memorable
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(read: simple), and it must be actionable.® The complete streets concept
is simple and memorable. But what does Gladwell mean by “actionable™?
His book includes an account of a well-known study by Howard Levan-
thal that found the key to persuading college seniors to get a tetanus shot
was not a compelling or graphic account of the consequences of the
disease; rates of vaccination remained at the same low level (3 percent)
whether students received factual information or heard graphic stories
about the ravages of tetanus. The key to changing vaccination rates was
unrelated to tetanus itself. In each group, some students also got a map
showing where the health center was located on campus and its hours.
As Gladwell points out, these were seniors who surely knew where the
health center was. Yet the rate of vaccination among those who received
the maps shot up to 28 percent. What the map did was help them relate
the information about tetanus to their own lives so they could visualize
themselves taking action.

Shifting to a multimodal transportation system is far more complicat-
ed than getting a tetanus shot, but those who want to achieve it still need
a map. The Complete Streets movement provides a clear guide to help
communities make the shift. Once advocates or practitioners are clear
that they want complete streets, their first action is the writing and pas-
sage of a clear multimodal policy commitment, informed by the vision of
the community. In the second phase, the focus is on the process of chang-
ing the systems, culture, and practices inside of transportation agencies so
they can begin to build streets that are safe for all users. The technicalities
of building the streets themselves come only as part of the third phase:
building projects.’

The Coalition has focused on developing resources to guide advocates
and practitioners in the first two phases of the transformation. When it
first formed, the Complete Streets Task Force worked on developing a
policy for the next federal transportation authorization that would en-
sure that all future road projects receiving federal dollars would take into
account the needs of all road users, and we rooted it in existing policy
documents. The FHWA had written a clear bicycle and pedestrian accom-
modation policy in 2000 that called for establishing “bicycle and pedes-
trian ways” in new construction and reconstruction projects in urbanized
areas.'” I uncovered about a dozen examples of “proto-complete streets”
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policies, including Oregon’s 1971 “Bike Bill,” San Francisco’s “Transit
First” policy, and the “routine accommodation” policy passed by the re-
gional planning commission for Columbus, Ohio; several states had also
adapted the FHWA guidance."

The initial research into proto-complete streets policies to inform fed-
eral action expanded and became a guide for state and local jurisdictions
that wanted to make their own policy commitment ensuring that trans-
portation projects take into account the needs of all users. The research
was disseminated by task force member the Alliance for Biking and Walk-
ing, and this was the beginning of a core technique for the (then future)
Coalition: learning from innovative places and practitioners around the
country. Over time, the Coalition created a checklist of ten elements that
help a complete streets policy succeed. The National Complete Streets
Coalition now keeps track of policy adoption, sharing success stories and
recognizing those who adopt. It provides accessible resources on what
constitutes a good policy, issuing annual reports ranking the strength of
policies as well creating other resources to help communities write their
own policies.”” These activities support transportation agency leaders
who have a strong desire to excel among their peers, and the resources
developed provide guidance to the Coalition’s diverse set of champions
as they promote new policies and implementation campaigns without
personal intervention from the small Coalition staff. This created the
conditions that allowed extensive independent policy adoption activity to
bubble up quickly. All of the policy information from around the country
has also come back to inform the Coalition’s continued work to include
a complete streets provision in federal transportation law, via several ver-
sions of the Safe and Complete Streets Act, introduced into both houses
of Congress starting in 2008.

The Coalition also paid close attention to the second phase of the con-
version to complete streets: institutionalizing change inside of transporta-
tion agencies. The Coalition staff and partners collected and disseminated
field research on the implementation process; much of this research in-
forms the content of this book. The Coalition has been working on creat-
ing an implementation standard that will provide a clear view of what to
do next, and that will reward the communities that are leading the way.

The third phase, construction of projects, is being taken care of by



32 COMPLETING OUR STREETS

the dozens of new design manuals and books that make clear the many
options for building multimodal roadways. Indeed, many books and blogs
go even further, making a valuable contribution by grappling with solu-
tions to the long-neglected interface between buildings, people, and the
street. The Coalition shares information about design questions and in-
cludes design issues in its workshops, but frankly, project-oriented solu-
tions are already getting plenty of attention from others. The Coalition
remains focused on policy adoption and implementation.

Complete Streets Gains Traction . . . and Shows Results

Many transportation professionals and citizens have been trying to solve
the problem of incomplete streets for decades on a project-by-project ba-
sis, suggesting new street designs, fighting for inclusion of bicycle paths
and sidewalks, and finding funding and support to build a few beautiful
boulevards. The National Complete Streets Coalition’s change model
has given this work traction. The movement has been successful in re-
framing a critical piece of the transportation puzzle in part because the
frame itself is memorable—sticky, as Malcolm Gladwell would say—and
because it offered a clear path for taking action and building the network
of relationships necessary for rapid dissemination.” At steering commit-
tee meetings, Coalition members seemed to embrace my slightly quirky
titles for the programs we launched together implementing these three
strategies: “Spreading the Word,” “Building the Coalition,” and “Getting
It Right.”

With minimal Coalition structure and staff, Complete Streets policy
adoption rose, and then soared. Fewer than a dozen proto-policies existed
prior to 2003; in 2006, fifteen jurisdictions adopted new policies. In 2010,
eighty-five jurisdictions adopted new policies; in 2011, 140 new policies
were added to the list. By the time this book reaches print, well over five
hundred policies will be in place in the United States. In early 2013, policy
adoption was reported from Memphis, Tennessee, to the Las Vegas, Ne-
vada, region and from Maplewood, Minnesota, to Manatee County, Flor-
ida. Twenty-seven states, the District of Columbia, and Puerto Rico have
adopted policies, and a number of Canadian cities and provinces have as
well." When we started, I kept a file of each time I saw the term complete
streets appear in print—and I would forward each article to the steering
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committee. That became impossible long ago—and even tracking policy
adoption has become a burden for the Coalition’s small staff. As T hope is
made clear throughout this book, thousands of people have taken up the
complete streets approach and made it their own.

Some places are already demonstrating the benefits of orienting their
work toward safer streets. Cities using a complete streets approach are
seeing lower crash numbers on specific streets as well as citywide. Seattle
installed new crossings and bus plazas and redesigned busy Aurora Ave-
nue; total crashes dropped by 21 percent. A reconfiguration on Nickerson
Street showed similar results and reduced speeding by “top-end speed-
ers” (those going ten or more miles over the speed limit) by 90 percent.”
New York City reports injury reductions of up to 67 percent from dozens
of new treatments that narrow automobile lanes and add bicycle lanes,
medians, and safety islands.'® The city reports a 37 percent reduction in
traffic fatalities in the last decade, with deaths in 2009 dropping to their
lowest level in a century. Note that most of these statistics indicate safety
improvements are in store for all traffic crashes—not just for people on
foot and bicycle.

Safer streets are making possible the other goals that advocates want
streets to deliver, from improved health to sustainability to economic
vitality.

Public health advocates have been a primary supporter of the Com-
plete Streets movement; they want to get more people out on foot and
bicycle so they can reach the minimum requirement of thirty minutes a
day of moderate physical activity. But a lack of safe places to walk and fear
of traffic are a big barrier—for most people, getting hit by a car is a bigger
immediate health threat than eventual diabetes or heart disease. But the
potential is enormous: the last National Household Transportation Sur-
vey showed 41 percent of all trips in the United States are less than three
miles, an easy distance to walk or ride a bike or bus. Sixty-seven percent
of those trips are now taken in a car.”

Walkable streets can change that. Multiple studies have shown that
creating a safer street environment with sidewalks, bike lanes, redesigned
crossings, and the like results in higher rates of walking and bicycling.*®
Many places discussed in this book are proof of this; for example, in
Nashville, Tennessee, the city has grown its bicycle network from seven
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A traffic circle on La Jolla Boulevard in San Diego, shortly after construction.
(Photo by Dan Burden.)

miles to over one hundred miles, and has documented that the number
of people bicycling shot up 50 percent between 2009 and 2011. The city
is enhancing its transit stops, sidewalks, and crosswalks as well. Another
set of studies shows that people getting around by bike, foot, and transit
have lower obesity rates and chronic disease.”” No wonder the Centers
for Disease Control and Prevention lists complete streets as an effective
anti-obesity strategy.

Getting more people out walking, bicycling, and taking public trans-
portation means fewer car trips, and that means less greenhouse gas emis-
sions. International climate scientists at the Intergovernmental Panel on
Climate Change recommend shifting modes as a key long-term strategy
to mitigate the disruptions that are resulting from climate change. Again,
studies show that providing better facilities results in more people leaving
their cars behind. A study issued by the Washington State DOT found that
filling in a community’s sidewalk network so that 70 percent of streets
offer safe pedestrian space reduces vehicular travel by 3.4 percent and car-
bon emissions by 4.9 percent.” Changes to streets that speed buses can
also result in a shift that reduces carbon emissions: people flocked to Los
Angeles’s first Rapid Bus service; ridership shot up 30 to 40 percent, with
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one third of the patrons being new riders who had never used public trans-
portation—and who were likely leaving their own automobiles behind.*

A new transportation paradigm is likely to deliver both environmental
and health benefits, but its realization will depend on completing streets
for the safety of all users. A study of the impact of “active transportation”
on the San Francisco Bay Area finds that its potential to cut carbon emis-
sions rivals the reductions possible through greater use of low-emission
vehicles. The same study finds that the predicted increase in physical ac-
tivity would deliver a reduction in cardiovascular disease risk “rank[ing]
among the most notable public health achievements in the modern era.”
But the study, published in the American Journal of Public Health, also pre-
dicts a substantial increase in traffic injuries to bicyclists and pedestrians
and so calls for a focus on creating safer streets.”

Many cities and towns are pursuing complete streets policies for a
much more immediate, localized goal: bringing economic vitality to their
communities. Some of the most innovative cities working for complete
streets, such as Chicago and Washington, DC, see complete streets as a
primary part of a broader strategy to stoke their economic engines by
creating compact, walkable places. The San Diego region and city were
early adopters of a complete streets approach, and the city documented
the economic value of an extensive redesign of La Jolla Boulevard in the
business district known as Bird Rock by surveying tax receipts from the
ninety-five businesses along the corridor. They showed a 20 percent boost
in sales after the city installed traffic circles, safety features, and landscap-
ing. The strategy is not limited to big cities; small towns from Montclair,
New Jersey, to Tupelo, Mississippi, see complete streets as essential to re-
building main streets and attracting and retaining workers. As discussed in
more detail in chapter 7, New York and other places are documenting the
benefits of complete streets in terms of dollars and cents.

These examples of successes are from places that have taken the prin-
ciple of complete streets and put it into daily practice. But even with the
movement’s initial success, policy adoption is too often no more than an
empty promise. After an initial policy victory comes the most important

question: “Now what?”



Complete streets policies should end disconnects like this one.
(Photo by Judy McNeil.)



CHAPTER THREE

Closing the Gap between
Policy and Practice

C ITY COUNCIL MEMBERS may consider a complete streets policy pro-
posal during a hearing in their oak-paneled council chamber, as
they sit in a row at their curved dais.. Residents may line up to speak into
microphones about the safety of their children on the way to school and
the grandmother who has trouble crossing the street. Others may express
concern about the cost of new facilities or traffic congestion. Planners and
engineers from the city staff may be called upon to deliver a PowerPoint
presentation; they may contrast photos of barren, car-filled streetscapes
with images of inviting, leafy green boulevards filled with people on foot
and bicycle. The vote may be dramatic and close, with a raising of hands;
it may be no more than a clerk reading off the measure, quick unanimous
ayes, and a final gavel. Local TV, newspapers, and blogs will report on the
community’s new commitment to ensuring that future street projects are
built to be safe for everyone. Advocates will cheer and celebrate, seeing
the payoff from months of fact finding and coalition building.

But the next phase usually begins out of sight, back in the planning
and public works departments, in offices with unremarkable desks clut-
tered with maps, project development forms, citizen complaint letters,
and design directives from the state. The staff may gather in worn chairs
in a windowless conference room to contemplate how they can turn this
lofty goal into day-to-day practice. Or, they might just keep doing their
jobs as before, leaving the gap between vision and reality untouched.

While adoption of a complete streets policy is the first step on a clear
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path for changing transportation practice, the attempt to marshal political
and community support behind a new approach to transportation plan-
ning too often flounders once the policy is in place. This is particularly
true when the effort has been made primarily from the outside, when ad-
vocates or lawmakers have created and adopted a policy with resistance or
only lukewarm interest from the transportation agency that has to imple-
ment it. The advocates’ euphoria may wear off quickly, when absolutely
nothing happens inside the department after the policy passes. Or the
disillusionment may come more slowly, after many months of working
with the agency’s staff and leadership only to find that the changes made
are minor or have been blocked by midlevel management.

The advocates have discovered that lining up outside support is neces-
sary but not sufficient to achieve true, lasting change inside transporta-
tion agencies. This is not a problem limited to complete streets policies;
public policy scholars of all stripes have recognized that the weak link in
a policy initiative is frequently implementation, with a seamless march
from policy directive to practice being the exception rather than the rule.
During the policy adoption process, many people involved will have ex-
perienced a profound shift in their view of the purpose of transportation
projects; working together to write and pass the policy, they have built
new relationships with one another while building a new, multimodal vi-
sion. They have set a new agenda and given the transportation agency a
new problem to solve. The trouble is, this transformation has not fully en-
gaged the people who are now responsible for turning the vision into real-
ity, the people who work inside the government transportation agency, or
the consultants they hire. These people may not be motivated to change,
and as previously discussed, they may be oriented more to building proj-
ects than to following policy directives. And even if they are motivated, it
is easy to underestimate the extent of the changes being asked of them.

Once the policy is adopted, essentially a whole new effort must begin
in order to bring it into daily practice. Too often, it just doesn't happen.

Hawaii’s Experience

Hawaii became an early adopter of a state complete streets law pushed
by a diverse advocacy coalition that has been a hallmark of the Complete
Streets movement. The One Voice for a Livable Island Coalition (now
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the Hawaii Complete Streets Coalition) included the state AARP chap-
ter, the Hawaii Bicycle League, the Hawaii Public Health Association, and
the PATH trails alliance. This coalition launched a successful legislative
campaign, earning media coverage by focusing on the issue of pedestrian
safety and conducting surveys showing that safer roads were a top pri-
ority for older adults in Hawaii. It also brought in outside experts and
collaborated closely with state lawmakers on the wording of the legisla-
tion. The Hawaii Department of Transportation (HDOT) participated in
the discussions with lawmakers on the fashioning of the bill and did not
actively oppose it.

Act 054 was signed by Governor Linda Lingle in May 2009 and re-
quired HDOT and Hawaii’s counties to adopt complete streets policies to
go into effect for all projects begun after January 1, 2010. The law created
a six-month Complete Streets Task Force to review design standards and
propose changes to procedures and design manuals. HDOT was slow in
convening the task force, so the first meeting was not held until Febru-
ary 2010. The task force initially worked on recommendations for specific
design treatments but then concluded that it was “an overwhelming chal-
lenge to reach consensus on preferred design standards” before their final
report was due in December. Instead, the task force focused on drafting
a statewide policy and “providing guidance of when and where complete
streets should be considered and implemented.”" One advocate termed
the final report “very generic.” The recommendations in the report were
framed more as general suggestions than as specific action items for the
state and counties to take.

While the HDOT director who presided over the task force was sup-
portive, in November 2010 a new governor was elected who appointed a
new director to run HDO'T. Advocates say the new governor and director
have little interest in complete streets; HDO'T employees say the change
of administration, and the need to focus on project delivery, put complete
streets on a back burner. HDO'T did not adopt the required internal com-
plete streets policy until March 2012. This was days after the chair of the
Senate Committee on Transportation and International Affairs, Senator
Kalani English, held a briefing on the issue featuring walkability expert
Dan Burden. At the briefing, Senator English echoed language used by
the task force as he called for “a paradigm shift in our attitudes about road
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usage and solving our traffic problems.” We need to plan communities for
all road users and not just for cars.”

HDOT’s internal policy, which was not released publicly at the time,
lists general complete streets principles ranging from safety to energy ef-
ficiency. The only implementation step or tool mentioned is a Complete
Streets Evaluation Form, which is a yes/no checklist that echoes the gen-
eral principles stated in the policy and includes a brief space for indicating
applicable exceptions. The checklist makes no attempt to integrate the
general principles with the way the department currently classifies proj-
ects or structures project delivery. In August 2012, HDOT officials said
internal implementation meetings were beginning to take place—well
more than three years after passage of the law.

It is clear that the leadership in HDOT did not buy into complete
streets and that continued project delivery was more important. The po-
litical transition didn’t help, and Hawaiian proponents of complete streets
also attribute the resistance to change to a work culture in which civil
servants hold on to their jobs for their entire careers and know they can
“outwait the politicians.” One observer noted that county public works/
transportation directors had the attitude that “this is going to make my
job harder, so go away and leave me alone.” I suspect that the task force’s
emphasis on looking at specific design treatments only raised HDO'T’s
hackles further, by stepping directly into the engineers’ area of expertise.

Hawaii’s experience is not unique; all across the country, complete
streets policies end up lying dormant. Sometimes the policy intent gets
sidetracked. Oregon’s department of transportation, celebrated for its
proto-complete streets law dating to 1974, had focused for years only on
the law’s requirement that 1 percent of funds go to foot trails and bicycle
facilities. The state didn’t get serious about making its roads safe for ev-
eryone until after Portland was sued by advocates in the 1990s for failing
to comply with the Bike Bill, and internal champions began to push for
institutionalization. Connecticut’s more recent complete streets law has
the same 1 percent funding requirement, and it seemingly did not spark
immediate change. The law directs the state’s Bicycle and Pedestrian Ad-
visory Board to oversee implementation, but the board’s frustration with
the process was palpable from reading their 2011 annual report: “Despite

the success that has occurred over the past year, we are discouraged that
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the requirements of Section 13a-153f (b), after 3 years, have not been fully
implemented into the routine practices of would-be ‘implementers’ of
the law.”* The board, made up of citizen members appointed by the gov-
ernor and leaders of the state legislature, lists sixteen recommendations,
but it is very clear that the board is on the outside, looking in.

Not all complete streets policies are passed by legislative bodies; trans-
portation agencies have also adopted internal directives. These would
seem to have a better chance of resulting in changed practices, and many
have; as discussed later in this book, New Jersey and California have both
made strides with internal policies. But they can also lead nowhere, as in
the case of the Virginia policy, adopted in 2004.

How Policies Help with Implementation

The first question to ask about a lack of action is whether the policy itself
has not given enough direction or created enough accountability to result
in real change. The National Complete Streets Coalition recommends ten
elements of an “ideal” complete streets policy; all are intended to aid in
institutionalization.* The Coalition publishes a ranking of written policy
content; for example, New Jersey’s internal policy is one of the highest
scoring, getting the maximum 16 points for addressing implementation
planning, and a total score of 85 out of 100. In contrast, Virginia’s policy
received 4 implementation points, and a total score of 51.

Two of the scored policy elements are directed specifically at creating
accountability in the implementation process, by naming implementation
next steps and establishing new performance measures. Implementation
steps may include naming a responsible agency or person; creating an ad-
visory committee; or requiring a formal implementation plan and annual
progress reports. The measures of success can be quantitative or quali-
tative. For example, Indianapolis requires quantitative measures rang-
ing from crash rates to percentage of transit stops made accessible with
sidewalks and curb ramps. In New Hope, Minnesota, the policy suggests
qualitative measures, such as tracking the compliments and complaints
received from residents.*

It is also important that the core policy statement sets a very clear
intent that can help guide future action. For example, it can state, as Boze-
man, Montana’s policy does: “The City of Bozeman will plan for, design,
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construct, operate, and maintain appropriate facilities for pedestrians, bi-
cyclists, transit vehicles and riders, children, the elderly, and people with
disabilities in all new construction and retrofit or reconstruction projects
subject to the exceptions contained herein.” Such a clear statement can
be returned to again and again by the people working inside the agency,
setting a clear direction as decisions are made about new systems and
specific projects.

Policy writers also need to avoid sliding from setting a clear direction
into spelling everything out. The seemingly logical urge is to write or up-
date the policy so it will create a legally binding standard and “force” the
agency to change. Public health lawyers who cut their teeth in the tobac-
co wars have written model legislative policies that prescribe the addition
of “Complete Streets Infrastructure” to roadway projects, listing the spe-
cific items to be added. But changing street design is much more complex
than banning smoking. And taking legal action when a road design does
not meet expectations is difficult, expensive, relatively rare, and some-
times prohibited.” Directing an agency to take up the practice of building
complete streets means they will be making changes that get at the heart
of the professional training, attitudes, and orientation of transportation
practitioners. Elected officials can’t legislate that transformation, and they
shouldn't tread into the territory of prescriptive street design. The respon-
sibility of the elected officials is to redefine the problem and then direct

the transportation professionals to use their expertise to solve it.

Getting Beyond the Limits of a Written Policy

As the focus shifts from the political realm to agency practice, the policy
document itself can only do so much to assist with implementation. The
vision statement in the policy may even get in the way. Complete streets
vision statements typically list every possible benefit of getting more peo-
ple to walk, bike, and take transit, from economic growth to placemaking
to health. The potential for such outcomes may have played a big role in
initial policy adoption. This exciting vision helped bring on a broad range
of constituents and gave them an outlet for years of frustration with the
limitations of the transportation industry. However, the emphasis may be

lost on agency practitioners, who see those goals as extraneous or even
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irrelevant to their daily work. Their imperative is to provide transporta-
tion infrastructure that speeds automobile travel.

A recent survey of transportation planners and engineers in cities in
Oklahoma and Texas illustrates this disconnect. It found that more than
80 percent of these professionals reported that one of the biggest barri-
ers to complete streets policies is the public perception that “other modes
are irrelevant/ costly/ineffective”; more than 70 percent reported that their
colleagues feel that non-automobile modes don’t have value.® These per-
ceptions are showstoppers. Complete streets proponents add to the skepti-
cism if they frame the issue as one of creating a more sustainable, healthy,
livable community by convincing people to start to walk, bicycle, or take
the bus. When the agency employees hear about such seemingly unrealis-
tic goals, they may just roll their eyes and get back to work at hand.

The transportation professionals are more likely to be motivated if the
problem is framed as one they already care about: the safety of current us-
ers of the roadways. In every community, people are already walking, rid-
ing bicycles, and catching buses on unsafe streets. Many are those without
a choice. About 12 percent of traffic deaths are people on foot and bicycle,
and a disproportionate portion of them are older people. The streets are
not all that safe for people in cars: crashes kill around 30,000 Americans
every year, and traffic crashes are the leading cause of accidental death
among children from five to nineteen years old.’

The Hawaii DOT policy lists ten principles that “serve as a frame-
work” for implementing complete streets. The first on the list is safety,
but the rest range from flexible design to user comfort to energy effi-
ciency to health to green infrastructure. They are not prioritized. While
the advocacy campaign for passage of the state law focused on pedestrian
safety, a look at the meeting materials used by the Complete Streets Task
Force reveals that very little work was done during the meetings to more
clearly establish this safety problem, or to motivate the practitioners to
begin solving it. Liz Fischer of FHWA's division office in Hawaii, who
served on the task force, suggested that a more effective approach would
have been to “talk about safety—not community design. The engineers
will say, okay, we understand safety; that comes closer to home than ‘let’s

make it beautiful for people.” They can understand it more from a safety
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perspective than from these other things.” Safety is not only the most ur-
gent goal of complete streets; it is one of the few goals that all transporta-
tion professionals will agree is a primary part of their job. The complete
streets approach is simple and clear enough that practitioners can begin
to see the possibility that this is a problem within their capacity to solve.

Safety Is Subversive

Safety is a more subversive issue than you might think. To many tradition-
ally trained engineers, safety is a clear zone along the roadway (without
trees) that allows cars to drift off the road and then safely return to their
lane; it is guardrails and smooth curves and wide lanes that forgive the
humans who err while operating a multi-ton vehicle. But new research
shows that while this may be the way to achieve safety on limited-access
highways, it doesn’t work at all well in urban and suburban areas. Eric
Dumbaugh, an associate professor of planning at Florida Atlantic Univer-
sity, has written a series of fascinating papers on this topic. He contends
that the safety benefits that “forgiving” freeways deliver are derived not
so much from their forgiving design as from their elimination of con-
flict points—points at which two vehicles can run into each other. Ap-
plying the same forgiving techniques to arterial roads with many conflict
points—intersections, driveways, pedestrian crossings, and the like—en-
courages higher speeds and results in more serious automobile crashes.
These multilane roadways, lined with strip shopping centers and turnoffs
for subdivisions and office parks, are also where most pedestrians die.

A variety of intriguing research now shows that in the urban areas,
where most Americans live and travel, safety will improve with a different
approach. Per capita crashes are fewer and/or less severe in developed
areas with traffic calming measures, grid street networks, multimodal ac-
commodation, and narrower roadways with trees or other “obstacles.”"
The reasons for this safer environment are that, per capita, less driving is
taking place, which is associated with fewer crashes; people are driving at
lower speeds, which results in fewer and less severe crashes; and less for-
giving designs are providing drivers with more appropriate information
on safe speeds than do speed limit signs.”? Other research has found that
where more people are out on foot and bicycle, they are less likely to be
hit by cars; drivers literally begin to “see” them."
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A four- to three-lane road conversion with bike lanes in Bloomington, Minnesota.
(Photos by Steve Elkins.)

Individual techniques used in communities implementing complete
streets are also resulting in dramatic safety improvements. Two of these
eliminate conflict points. “Road diets,” also known as road conversions,
typically reduce undivided four-lane roads into two lanes with a center
turn lane and add bike lanes and pedestrian medians. Other communities
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A crew in Washington, DC, installs a HAWK (high-intensity activated crosswalk)

beacon on a busy arterial. These signals are now recommended by the FHWA as
a safety countermeasure. (Photo by Barbara McCann.)

call these reconfigurations “rechannelizations”™ or “right-sizing,” but
whatever the name, they have clear safety benefits. They reduce speed
and eliminate the sight-distance issues that often result in one car broad-
siding another, and they result in an overall reduction of crashes of be-

tween 19 and 47 percent.'* A second technique is the modern roundabout,
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which slashes the number of potential conflict points at an intersection
and eliminates the most dangerous, including head-on collisions. The
FHWA named roundabouts and road diets among nine new proven safety
countermeasures in 2012.” Two other new countermeasures named by
the FHWA are aimed specifically at pedestrian safety: pedestrian medians
or refuge islands, and HAWK signals, a new type of pedestrian-activated

signal for use at a midblock crossing.

Embracing the New Safety Paradigm

Despite the accumulation of evidence, it remains a challenge to crack
the old safety mind-set inside many agencies. Engineer Jack Broz, who
is teaching complete streets to engineers across the state of Minnesota,
says traditional engineers insist to him that they are focused on safety—
they just don’t see that their standards are vehicle based and don’t protect
nonmotorized road users. The key to adopting a new approach is creat-
ing an expanded definition of safety to include all road users. Once that
transition has been made, the transportation professionals will step up to
the task.

In Boston, where the Complete Streets movement embraces sustain-
ability, placemaking, and even “smart” roadways, the broad goals did not
stop the city from working closely with their engineers to allay their con-
cerns about safety for drivers as well as other users. A primary issue was
allowing narrower standard lane widths. The standard “safe” width for a
lane had long been deemed to be twelve feet—in Boston, for the state of
Massachusetts, and across the country. While official guidance changed
to a flexible ten- to twelve-foot range, the twelve-foot lane has persisted
as the most fundamental design parameter out there; in Minnesota, it is
even encoded in state law. The traffic engineers in Boston were opposed
to relaxing that standard, fearing it would result in less-safe streets. The
consultants working with the city created a report showing the existing
narrow lanes in Boston and gathering together the latest research on lane
widths. A landmark study from 2007 found no safety difference between
ten-, eleven-, and twelve-foot lanes in urban areas with a speed limit below
forty-five miles per hour.' The team also put together examples from oth-
er cities using narrower lane widths, showing how their bicycle networks



48 COMPLETING OUR STREETS

would not be possible if they did not have this flexibility. It became clear
that the rigid standard was not necessary and was holding back another
policy objective, that of creating a complete bicycle network.

The discussion took place at the same time that the city was battling
the state over narrowing automobile lanes in order to fit bicycle lanes
on Massachusetts Avenue. The meetings about the lane width issue were
tense, and the participants’ knowledge that the mayor backed a new ap-
proach was critical in making the final determination. In the end, elev-
en-foot lanes were allowed as standard in Boston’s new Complete Streets
Guidebook (and the state approved the design exception for Massachusetts
Avenue).

In Wisconsin, the safety argument convinced the state DOT to stop re-
quiring local jurisdictions to share the cost of installing sidewalks. Bicycle
and pedestrian coordinator Jill Mrotek Glenzinski had pointed out that
the state paid in full for other safety measures such as medians, so why
were sidewalks any different?

Safety is a compelling motivator for building complete streets, but
note that when the discussion takes place in the context of a specific
crash, it will likely veer off into a discussion of the behavior of the victim.
Our culture has a strongly established habit of blaming the pedestrian
(or bicycle rider) in a crash; just read a few newspaper stories to see the
bias. Many people will assume that anyone hit by a car was someplace
he or she shouldn’t have been (or at best was wearing dark clothing). It
usually takes extra effort to help policy makers, journalists, police, and
transportation agency officials see that road design may have played a di-
rect role in a crash. In Jackson, Mississippi, Dr. Scott Crawford, a longtime
advocate of complete streets, made this point following the deaths of his
friends Donna Williams and Powell Calhoun. They were hit in the street
on a frontage road; Donna used a wheelchair, and the sidewalk didn’t have
curb ramps. In an op-ed published in the Jackson Clarion-Ledger, Crawford
wrote: “Many may wonder: “‘Why were they in the street with a wheel-
chair?” The answer is simple. Our society hasn't yet decided to build and
maintain roadways that are safe for ALL its users, including vulnerable
ones like bicyclists and pedestrians, and especially those with disabili-
ties.”"” Note that Crawford hones in on the values inherent in transporta-
tion decision making even as he points to the deficiency of the roadway.
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Bill Deatherage, of the Kentucky Council of the Blind, walking along

Brownsboro Road before and after sidewalk installation.
(Photos courtesy Anne M. McMahon, Louisville, KY.)

Dirk Gowin, a transportation planning administrator for the Louis-
ville Metro Department of Public Works and Assets, says the experience
of working through a controversial road diet affirmed his belief that safe-
ty is at the core of complete streets success. He watched as people lined
up for and against a project on Brownsboro Road (US 42), a four-lane
commuter route butting up against a cliff on one side. The project was to
replace one travel lane with a sidewalk so residents of the adjacent Clif-
ton and Clifton Heights neighborhoods could walk to stores, restaurants,
apartments, and the Kentucky School for the Blind. Businesses and com-
muters who were worried about traffic congestion organized to oppose
the project and launched a website (save42.org). In response, Mayor Greg
Fischer delayed the project and opened a new public comment period.

Soon, local bicycle and pedestrian advocates, neighborhood residents,
and the Greater Louisville Council of the Blind launched their own cam-
paign and created their own website (safe42.org). Gowin zeroed in on
the safety message. He did an analysis of all the crashes on the corridor
using the FHWA data on proven safety countermeasures. He found that
if the changes had been in place at the time, they could have prevented up
to 60 percent of the recent crashes in the corridor—including pedestrian
deaths. He documented that the road diet would delay drivers by an aver-
age of just thirteen seconds. In the end, the mayor, in partnership with a
supportive local council member, issued a definitive order to proceed.’

Gowin plans to keep close track of the safety record on the segment and
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use it to push for additional road conversions—and he’s going to stop us-
ing the term road diet because, he says, “people don't like to diet.”

Once the commitment to accommodate all users is clear, a whole cas-
cade of changes begins to take place. Agencies can make some progress
by simply completing sidewalk networks. But they can’t fully address
nonmotorized safety without also addressing speed, and they can’t make
more room on the roadway for other users without confronting automo-
bile Level of Service standards. Pretty soon, many agencies find them-
selves changing fundamental agency practices. This is the topic of the

next chapter.
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The painting of a green bicycle lane in Washington, DC, came only after the

District Department of Transportation (DDOT) made changes to its internal
systems and decision-making processes to prioritize safety for all users.
(Photo courtesy DDOT-Adolfo Nino.)



CHAPTER FOUR

Process over Projects: Changing
How Decisions Are Made

ONCE A POLICY IS IN PLACE, citizens who worked for it may look
for complete streets success on the street: Have new bike lanes
been installed? Is there a new safe crossing for transit users? They may
be caught up in the same common misconception that trips up practi-
tioners—the view that a complete streets approach is “additive,” that the
main task is to simply add sidewalks, add bike lanes, or add curb ramps
and crosswalks. This view is often at the root of concerns about the ex-
pense of “adding complete streets components,” an issue that is discussed
further in chapter 7.

This view can also keep the discussion about change at the project
level. In some cases, advocacy groups, and sometimes advisory boards,
set themselves up as project watchdogs, challenging design decisions and
fighting to wrest some space from automobiles. But a focus on individual
projects can chew up a tremendous amount of time and effort—as advo-
cates quickly get caught in what San Diego advocates call an “entrenched
policy web [that] favors vehicle movement.”" While this web of internal
policies, rules, standards, and guidelines can be overcome for a single proj-
ect, it will keep catching future multimodal projects, forcing advocates
to struggle toward a more inclusive outcome again and again. Complete
streets policies are intended to end this project-by-project approach to
change, and they do so by focusing not on projects but on changing the
internal guidelines, policies, processes and systems that have been set up

to provide for a single mode.
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Changing these systems is the way to ensure that policy decisions are
brought into daily practice. The use of a “web” metaphor by the San Diego
advocates indicates just how sticky the old practices can be—and how thor-
oughly they can entangle a simple project that was intended to make the
street safer. Untangling this web within a department’s practices is the first
task of complete streets policy implementation. This untangling is achieved
by addressing four aspects of an agency’s work: its day-to-day decision-
making process, the design guidance it uses, how it communicates its mis-
sion internally and externally, and, finally, the way it measures success.

Charlotte, North Carolina, a midsized but rapidly growing city in the
South, has aligned its entire department of transportation (CDOT) and
city to light rail and complete streets, after decades of suburban, automo-
bile-oriented development in which not a single sidewalk was built. Under
director Danny Pleasant, CDOT recently produced a brochure entitled,
“We Can’t Keep Widening Our Roads, so We Have to Broaden Our Think-
ing.” Such broadened thinking is the key to the transformative power of
the Complete Streets movement. Places with successful complete streets
policies have reexamined their day-to-day procedures and included more
people in making decisions. They have educated everyone—citizens, lead-
ers, and practitioners alike—in how to achieve a balance for the mix of us-
ers on a particular street. They have broadened the scope of their design
manuals, and they are expanding the measures they use to define success.
These themes show up in complete streets transitions whether they are
taking place in state DOTs or in small towns, as illustrated through the

many examples that follow.?

Change the Way Projects Are Developed

The disconnected sidewalks, marooned bus stops, curb ramps to nowhere,
and other gaps in transportation infrastructure are usually a reflection of
gaps in the processes used for planning, design, and construction. In many
jurisdictions, no one has thought about how to balance the needs of more
than one mode, or how to get the details right on small-scale nonmotor-
ized infrastructure, or how to coordinate transportation planning with
the surrounding neighborhood. Another gap is human. The people navi-
gating that landscape by foot or wheelchair were likely not in the room
when the decisions were made.
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The first way to start filling in these gaps is to be more inclusive: ex-
pand the number and type of people involved in making decisions. The
next challenge is understanding the shortcomings of the current project
development process and creating an implementation plan that will ad-
dress them. This usually leads to actions that end biases that favor one
mode and one type of user and that create entirely new systems to help
make decisions.

Be Inclusive

The first and most revolutionary change brought about by most complete
streets policies is a meeting. People who work for the planning, public
works, and parks and recreation departments usually attend. Represen-
tatives from the health department, the development authority, and the
water and sewer authority take a seat. Sometimes the city manager’s or

Planners and engineers from seven Chicago-area towns plan their transition

to a complete streets approach. (Photo courtesy Michael Dannemiller.)
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mayor’s office sends a representative. In some communities, this meeting
includes community groups as well, perhaps from the disability commis-
sion, the bicycle advocacy group, or a residents’ association. The meeting
may begin with a review of the goals of the new policy; usually, the most
fundamental is improving safety for all users, but in some communities
the most-talked-about goal may be increasing physical activity and health,
providing a base for economic growth, or meeting sustainability targets.
But this meeting, and those that follow, isn’t about lofty goals; it is about
what needs to change in the way that people do their jobs.

That’s a touchy subject. Lines of responsibility are often clearly drawn.
Everyone respects the right of department directors to run their own
show. Departments, divisions, and even individual offices control well-
defined turf, and they sometimes do not want to relinquish control. One
bicycle-pedestrian coordinator told me the departments in his small city
operate as “fiefdoms,” with each department director working indepen-
dently on a narrow agenda. If one department, or even one individual in
a position of power, doesn’t buy into the vision, it can block progress. And
in transportation, the turf is viewed in highly technical terms; typically,
everyone defers to the expertise of the engineers. One consultant work-
ing on complete streets guidelines for a large city called this a “technical
shield” that engineers have used to protect themselves from questions as
they make decisions on everything from lane width to signal timing.

But once discussions start to take place in an open room, it becomes
clear that traditional practices are standing in the way of the new policy
objectives—and people can start challenging those traditions. Ryan Sny-
der, a California transportation consultant and a Complete Streets work-
shop instructor, says he tries to make these choices clear when he speaks at
a meeting that brings together different constituents in a city. If everyone
in the room “gets a vote,” different decisions start to get made. “Traffic
engineers are legitimate stakeholders at the table, but so is the planning
department, so is the city manager’s office, so are architects and planners,
and landscape architects, and of course people from outside [the agency]:
the merchants, homeowners, and residents,” says Snyder. “Other people
should have some say about what happens with their public space.”

A committee charged with implementing a policy becomes a driver of

change precisely because it provides a forum for different departments to
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work out problems—if it has the right people in the room. For example,
Deerfield Beach, a town in Broward County, Florida, established an in-
ternal committee made up of Planning, Engineering, Landscaping, Fire
and Rescue, and the City Manager’s Office. Many places have established
formal advisory boards made up mainly of citizens; they need to work
in concert with a staff committee or have strong staft participation and
leadership support to be successful in penetrating the agency bureaucra-
cy. Committees can derive energy and focus from zeroing in on a single
document or plan. However, communities with time-limited committees
or ad hoc groups convened to write a policy or guide find that once the
meetings stop, collaboration wanes and past practices may reassert them-
selves. Ongoing, officially sanctioned committee structures are the most
successful route for change.

Project-level teams are another forum for continuing collaboration
that can bring together every imaginable agency to weigh in at the begin-
ning of a new project. This has been a hallmark of Seattle’s approach to
complete streets. The inclusive foundation of Seattle’s work goes back to
the voters—who approved the nine-year, $365 million “Bridging the Gap”
levy in 2006, with an explicit focus on building infrastructure to serve
pedestrians, bicyclists, and public transportation. With that backing, the
city has not been shy to propose cutting-edge projects, such as road con-
versions, miniature bus plazas, and colored and buffered bike lanes. The
changes are all open to community feedback, and most projects get their
own web page, with maps, photos, specific timelines, project contacts,
and an opportunity to sign up for e-mail alerts.

An inclusive process also requires maintaining communication as indi-
vidual projects move forward. Many traditional agencies have rigid stove-
pipes between planning, engineering, construction, and maintenance:
projects are handed off from one to another without much communica-
tion. Washington, DC, has tried to break down those divisions in part by
ensuring that design drawings made by engineers come back to planning
and other concerned agencies as certain points in the process—for exam-
ple, when they are at 30, 60, or 90 percent completion. At this point, they
can be run through the policy sieve and adjusted accordingly—or at least
the process can spark a conversation about how to make adjustments.

Duluth, Minnesota, is implementing its complete streets resolution
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controlling automobile access to neighborhood streets.
(Photo by Barbara McCann; graphic courtesy SDOT.)

primarily through an internal, multidisciplinary complete streets work-
group meeting every month that encourages cross-departmental discus-
sion of each project through the lens of complete streets. The discussions
within this group have greatly influenced the transportation planning
process.

Many agencies are also becoming more sophisticated in making resi-
dents part of the decision-making process, and this can itself be a learning
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experience. For planners and engineers in Seattle, the realization that they
needed to take a different approach came when they gave each neighbor-
hood a small transportation fund of $8,000. Peter Lagerwey, a former Se-
attle city planner and Complete Streets workshop instructor, was enthu-
siastic as he told me the story. “Of all of those neighborhoods, every single
one chose bicycle and pedestrian improvements,” said Lagerwey. “Not
one chose Level of Service improvements or congestion relief—yet these
were the purported goals of our entire transportation program! That is
when the light bulb started to go on for some of the staff.”

Nashville, Tennessee, engages the public in its decisions via neigh-
borhood-level plans created in close collaboration with residents. The
planning process now includes a discussion of complete streets and an
emphasis on asking community members to prioritize the projects they
want finished to make it safer to walk, bicycle, and take transit. Nashville
is also breaking down walls between agencies—when the public works
department asked the Metropolitan Transit Agency for its input on the
new citywide sidewalk plan, the director of planning at the agency, James
McAteer, reached out to bus drivers to find out where on their routes the
riders were stepping off into the mud.

In Baldwin Park, California, a majority Latino community in the Los
Angeles region, the policy adoption process was directed by two active
committees, the Community Task Force and the Partners Task Force of
elected officials, practitioners, and representatives from the school dis-
trict. Members of both task forces took part in a community design char-
rette to create a plan for converting five major city corridors into more
complete streets. This set a good base for participation in the Complete
Streets Advisory Council, which now oversees policy implementation and
includes members of the very active Baldwin Park Residents Advisory
Council, a local health group, the school district, and representatives from
the city’s public works, planning, policy, and parks and recreation depart-
ments. The committee meets quarterly to review and provide recommen-
dations on all upcoming street projects and submits a quarterly report to
the city council evaluating progress. The city has also sought input from
the Baldwin Park Residents Advisory Council as it has worked to adopt
a new design manual based on the Model Design Manual for Living Streets,
produced by Los Angeles County.’
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Public health entities have been essential in getting residents engaged
and active. In Baldwin Park, the community has been motivated by a
health crisis: 39 percent of its children are overweight. The effort was
assisted by the long-term support of a grant from the health care consor-
tium Kaiser Permanente. In the Upper Peninsula of Michigan, support
from a public health grant allowed the Sault Ste. Marie Tribe of Chippe-
wa to become engaged in transportation planning, working for sidewalks
and transit access for youth and older adults who live in the region’s small
cities. Boston used a federal public health grant program to organize
neighborhood walking audits that helped educate residents and cement

the support of the mayor as they started their complete streets work.

Understand the Process

At Complete Streets Policy Implementation Workshops offered to juris-
dictions by the Coalition, often the first revelation of the day is the discov-
ery that no one in attendance has a clear picture of all the steps involved in
choosing, planning, and building transportation projects. But understand-
ing the current process is essential because, in most cases, the project de-
velopment system dictates how decisions are made. At the workshops,
the barriers to a complete streets approach sometimes become obvious,
as people from different departments learn about what their counterparts
do and then, together, discuss everything that stands in their way. Another
way agencies commonly discover these barriers is by launching a multi-
modal pilot project, but this approach is useful only if a commitment ex-
ists to using the experience to change the underlying system. Otherwise,
the rules may simply be waived without examination for this one special
project.

Advocates who work outside the system also find that understanding
it is critical. Ethan Fawley, of the environmental advocacy group Fresh
Energy, heads up the Minnesota Complete Streets Coalition, where he’s
learning about the complexity of the transportation project develop-
ment process both through the committee’s systemic work and through
his membership on the Complete Streets External Advisory Committee
working with Minnesota’s Department of Transportation (MNDOT).
“Every so often we peel apart a new rich vein of information,” he said as
he recounted his discovery that MNDO'T had separate sets of engineers,
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for new construction and for maintenance projects, who work in very
different ways. The maintenance engineers focused on putting contracts
out to bid and did not do much design work. The advocates figured out
that the engineers needed more information for a bike lane being in-
stalled as part of a maintenance project. Says Fawley: “They had no idea
of the complexity of this road profile; the only measurements they had
were done in the 1980s. This turned out to be the most design work these
engineers had ever done!” The advocates ended up giving them measure-
ments taken with Google Earth. Advocates and insiders who take the time
to understand the roles and responsibilities of the sometimes hundreds of
employees in a large agency can then get past the common resentment
that so-and-so, or such-and-such a department, “just doesn’t get it.” Such
a personalization of barriers leaves little room for working together to
find a solution.

Understanding can come about when people from different agencies,
departments, and interest groups meet as part of a committee or an ad-
visory board charged with implementing the policy. In Kauai, Hawai,
the Built Environment Task Force of the public health initiative Get Fit
Kauai was directed to oversee complete streets policy implementation for
Kauai County, made up of Hawaii’s westernmost islands. The task force
includes representatives from several county departments, including plan-
ning, parks and recreation, health, public works, engineering, and hous-
ing, as well as several elected officials. Some members of the task force
were unsure if the county’s resolution, which lacked teeth, would pro-
vide enough impetus to really change practice, and they knew they would
need to work hard for implementation. Bev Brody, the facilitator of Get
Fit Kauai, is a public health educator, not a transportation professional. So
she sought outside help, sponsoring a Complete Streets Implementation
Workshop for the practitioners in the county while also seeking out other
nationally known experts to provide more detailed advice.

The Built Environment Task Force used their monthly meetings to
systematically address changes needed to design standards, subdivision
regulations, and performance measures to bring them in line with the
complete streets intent. Brody attributes strong support from mayor Ber-
nard Carvalho, but she also notes that when two new engineers came on
board at the public works department in 2011, “I glommed onto them. I
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thought, T'm not going to let anyone else warp or wreck their thoughts,

335

they are going to be Complete Streets from the start.”” Brody says the
mayor, county engineer Larry Dill, and deputy county engineer Lyle Ta-
bata have all been very clear that Complete Streets and Safe Routes to
School are top priorities for the county. Over time, as practitioners inside
the county became more knowledgeable, Brody was able to pull back
from her hands-on work.

Kauai’s experience shows how the policy itself can help point to suc-
cess if it designates a person or committee to lead implementation—and
in Kauai County’s case, the policy also created accountability by requiring
a report back to the mayor and city council in eighteen months. In some
places without a clear lead or plan, departments with different viewpoints
have no motivation to work with one another nor any avenue to negoti-
ate their way to new procedures. Each department may take the small
steps they can manage on their own, but otherwise they may end up in a

stalemate.

Plan for Implementation

Complete streets policy presents such a straightforward goal—safely ac-
commodating all users—that agency officials sometimes assume that
they face a design challenge that they can solve in a straightforward way,
perhaps by simply writing and distributing a single checklist to ensure
planners and designers are aware of the needs of all modes. But such an
approach is unable to address that “web” of internal policies and rules
that advocates discovered in San Diego. A conscious implementation
planning process can help identify all the systems, routines, silos, and as-
sumptions that, together, have created the current transportation project
delivery system.

Creating an implementation plan can keep up the momentum begun
with policy adoption, and it can help keep partners who were active in pol-
icy adoption engaged as the focus shifts to implementation. An implemen-
tation plan provides the opportunity to assess current practices, to assign
responsibility for making specific changes, and to create estimated time-
lines for accomplishing those tasks. Doing so creates a tool that the leaders
of a complete streets conversion can use to communicate clearly with dif-

ferent departments, outside agencies, community leaders, and advocates.
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Minnesota DOT began creating its implementation plan even before
the new state law passed in 2010. The plan is divided into nine sections
and is set up in a chart format that assigns responsibility and deadlines for
each step. The plan covers project development and also addresses plan-
ning, funding, communications, and performance measures.*

Saint Paul is one of the few cities nationwide that has adopted a for-
mal complete streets implementation plan. The Saint Paul Planning and
Economic Development and Public Works Department, working with
other city departments as appropriate, created a three-step implementa-
tion process, funded in part by a grant from the US Department of Trans-
portation. The process includes three elements: (1) an assessment of the
street design process, transportation infrastructure, and network gaps; (2)
the writing of a street design manual that will include local and state stan-
dards, best practices, and an evaluation of how well street users are served
by different design elements; and (3) the design of pilot projects using the
new design manual to test and revise the manual as needed.’

End the Tilt

At some point in that first meeting after a policy is passed, people will
start talking about the potential to put in bike lanes or to reconfigure
an intersection. Someone who works for the agency is bound to say,
“We can’t do that.” A key to changing processes is to ask, “Why not?”
Dig deeper to discover and change what is tilting the process so that it is
difficult to achieve a multimodal balance.

I learned this lesson when researching how regional governments use
a particular federal funding program to support bicycling and walking.
At the time, about 45 percent of bicycle/pedestrian projects in the Sac-
ramento, California, region were supported by the Congestion Mitiga-
tion and Air Quality (CMAQ) program. The Sacramento planner work-
ing with the program was enthusiastic, telling me that CMAQ “almost
earmarks money for bike/pedestrian” projects, recognizing that they are
beneficial to air quality, inexpensive, and easy to implement. In contrast,
in the Baltimore MPO, zero CMAQ dollars were used for bicycle/pedes-
trian projects. In Baltimore, the planner I spoke with said that since it
is difficult to show air quality impacts with such projects, they are not
competitive for CMAQ funding.
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How could both planners be right in their assessment of the potential
uses for this program? The answer: each state sets its own rules for spend-
ing CMAQ money. California had made a point to write rules that help
regions quantify the difficult-to-calculate benefits of nonmotorized proj-
ects and to give favorable weight to their much lower cost—and the state
provided local control over the program.® Maryland’s rules used more tra-
ditional measures, and regions competed for CMAQ funding at the state
level; small localized projects couldn’t compete with big projects intended
to reduce diesel emissions or improve traffic flow.” While the regional
planners in both places talked as if the opportunities or limitations of the
CMAQ program were set in stone, in fact they were written on paper by
agencies—and the bias that the agencies had “baked in” to their program
rules had a dramatic impact on the programs’ ultimate outcomes.

Jurisdictions large and small can easily discover the programmatic, de-
sign, and habitual biases that tilt decisions toward one mode—and then
work to change them. Some communities are doing this systematically,
by reviewing all documents that might affect transportation—for exam-
ple, the Seattle complete streets ordinance called for a review of “the De-
partment’s Transportation Strategic Plan; Seattle Transit Plan; Pedestrian
and Bicycle Master Plans; Intelligent Transportation System Strategic
Plan; and other SDOT plans, manuals, rules, regulations and programs
as appropriate.”® A document review should go beyond transportation
plans; many communities are revising their zoning codes and subdivi-
sion regulations, and more. (For more information about changing the
rules that govern roads built by private developers, and those governing
maintenance projects, see chapter 5.)

Most commonly, bicycle, pedestrian, and public transportation facili-
ties and considerations for users of different abilities have simply been left
out of consideration in the transportation planning process. They can be
added in, but the most basic piece of pedestrian infrastructure—the side-
walk—remains at a distinct disadvantage because of rules that commonly
separate its funding and maintenance from the rest of the roadway. The
practice reaches back to English common law and has often meant that
states require local governments to help pay for sidewalks, and that local
governments put the cost on property owners.” Missoula, Montana, was
typical: it had always required residents pay for installation of sidewalks.
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The city’s complete streets policy prompted the city council to create a
subcommittee to grapple with the issue. After months of wrangling over
many proposals, the city will now pay the first $1,000 of the installation,
will split expenses up to $7,000 with the homeowner, and will cover the
rest, up to $15,000. Councilman Jason Wiener told the local newspaper,
the Missoulian: “It was a heavily deliberative process, but you know, I'm
pretty proud of the result. We've done our best to respond to a consistent
criticism of the system that we’ve been using, and hopefully, people will
judge this one to be more fair.”"* A few cities have simply taken on all
responsibility for building sidewalks. A few northern cities now clear side-
walks of snow on designated routes because a reluctance to shovel has led
to resistance to sidewalk installation.

As discussed in chapter 1, one of the most common practices that tilts
the transportation system toward providing for automobiles is the use
of automobile Level of Service ratings as a primary method of choosing
and designing transportation projects. Some places are making relatively
small adjustments to the system, such as reconfiguring LOS to measure
and set standards for off-peak travel, instead of focusing only on rush
hour; relaxing L.OS standards and accepting higher levels of congestion
at certain intersections or in certain areas; or exempting projects from
having to meet LOS standards. Some places are using different types of
LOS that give a service ranking for nonmotorized users; these new LOS
standards are usually qualitative evaluations of the bicycle, pedestrian,
and transit environment and are often used alongside of traditional vol-
ume-based automobile LOS. But some experts reject these new Level of
Service models and suggest ditching the whole system. San Francisco is
experimenting with a new citywide system of estimated auto trips gen-
erated to measure the impact developments will have on traffic.’' Some
places, notably New York City, now use a calculation of “person delay”
rather than vehicle delay, which takes into account the dozens of people
who may be in a single vehicle—such as a city bus."”

Maintenance and operations projects almost by definition are about
maintaining the status quo—and that status quo is too often an incom-
plete street. Commonly, the only criterion for selecting and designing
these projects is pavement condition and keeping costs low; there is no
time or money devoted to redirecting these projects to help retrofit a
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more multimodal design. But these projects, usually carried out by the
public works department, can be the best opportunity to quickly create
change within communities. In some places, they will be the primary op-
portunity for change because each year they affect much more of the
road network than new capital improvement projects. Their incremental
nature is also an important asset in the transition to a complete streets ap-
proach. Chapter 5 explores this opportunity in more detail.

In addition to being tilted toward automobiles, transportation plan-
ning and design have been tilted toward the driver and the able-bodied—
even in communities with significant numbers of children, older people,
and households without cars. A well-known national bias was recently
corrected when the Manual of Uniform Traffic Control Devices changed its
guidelines for estimating how fast pedestrians can walk across the street
by lowering the standard—the old standard had been based on briskly
moving college students.

Create New Systems

The process of ending a systemic bias toward cars usually means develop-
ing new systems that are more inclusive. Here, too, communities respond
with a continuum of change. Sometimes the new systems are narrowly
defined and laid over current processes. Other jurisdictions have decided
that the most effective thing to do may be to start from scratch—to invent
new systems that do a better job of taking into account the needs of all

users.

CHECKLISTS: A common first technique used by many jurisdictions is the
creation of checklists that remind or require planners and engineers to
consider the needs of all users as they go about their work, and particularly
as they scope and propose projects. A checklist approach can help provide
appropriate solutions based on transportation and land use needs and can
also help collect and share information. Checklists can ensure that at each
stage of a project, from scoping to construction, the needs of all users are
accounted for and appropriately accommodated.

The regional planning agency in Columbus, Ohio, the Mid-Ohio Re-
gional Planning Commiission, established a comprehensive questionnaire
that walks local jurisdictions through all the factors they should consider
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in planning a road system for all users. While called a checklist, it also
asks project sponsors to fill in data about the existing roadway, the goals
for improving it, and the types and numbers of people and vehicles travel-
ing. The checklist covers everything from scoping to public input and has
functioned as a teaching tool for the region. As is common with check-
lists, it asks for an explanation when safe facilities for all users are not part
of the project.

Hennepin County, Minnesota, has developed a checklist that is now
being used on all projects. The checklist covers existing and proposed fea-
tures of the roadway; intersections; utilities; bicycle and pedestrian facili-
ties; and presence of transit. It also asks about features along the roadway,
such as schools, fire stations, and parks. Project managers use the checklist
at the beginning of the design process on street reconstruction projects
and update it as the project evolves. The county’s diversity of roads—350
of which are classified as urban and 223 as rural—demands a context-spe-
cific approach. The extensive checklist helps provide this needed measure
of flexibility. It continues to evolve, as it is tested with each new project.

While checklists can by themselves be a central feature of basic com-
plete streets policies, increasingly they are being used as guides that sum-
marize or organize complex new systems detailed in new design manuals,
such as those being developed in Philadelphia, Dallas, and Chicago, as
well as in New Jersey and North Carolina.

ExcepTIONS: Most complete streets policies spell out specific exceptions
to the policy—cases in which streets will be built or (more commonly)
rehabilitated without safety features for bicyclists, pedestrians, or
transit users. (Federal guidance on bicycle and pedestrian travel suggest
exceptions on roads where nonmotorized users are prohibited; where
agencies can document a lack of need now and in the future; and in
projects in which costs are excessively disproportionate to need.) Usually,
a system is needed to determine when and how exceptions to the policy
are made. In many cases, the parameters of the exceptions are spelled
out in the policy document, but not the process by which they are sought
and approved. This process can be explicitly political: while the conflict
may begin with a technical problem (such as not enough right-of-way),
its resolution usually involves a judgment call. People with power need
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to make these decisions. Individual exception requests are often hotly
debated as agencies start down the road toward complete streets, when
anxiety is high among engineers who are worried about having more
to do and maintain, and among citizens who want to preserve their car
commute or parking. As time goes on, the furor usually subsides, as the
process becomes clearer.

Rochester, Minnesota’s policy specifies that all street construction, re-
construction, and resurfacing and re-striping projects have to be evaluated
for complete streets applicability. The city engineer is tasked with deter-
mining appropriateness of a complete streets approach. An internal staff
project review by the city engineer, traffic engineer, and director of public
works ensures compliance with the policy or, in some cases, approves
technical exceptions. But the final decision on an exception is made by
the city council. Public involvement meetings, made more common after
the policy’s adoption, help to inform community members and leaders of
proposed road design and safety solutions. If significant opposition is ex-
pressed during these meetings, the project is taken to council. A few pro-
posed complete streets treatments were rolled back during the first year
of implementation due to citizen opposition. The public works depart-
ment now makes sure the council has received basic information about
all upcoming projects, and recently the process has become routine; the
council has not been approving many exceptions.

An exceptions clause is listed as one of the ten basic elements of an ef-
fective complete streets policy. But in many communities, an emphasis on
an exceptions process has given way to developing greater clarity about
how different streets will function.

STARTING FROM ScrRATCH: Many places have found that ending biased
decision making, adding new checklists, and creating an exceptions
process are not enough to fully integrate all the new information they
are putting into the transportation decision-making process. In the past,
transportation projects required a consideration of just a few factors: the
volume of cars, the amount of congestion, and the documented crash
rate. Now they need to account for what types of people are using the
road (older adults? children?), how they are traveling (driving? public
transportation? walking?), and what type of neighborhood they pass
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Charlotte’s six-step planning process, from the Urban Street Design Guidelines.
(Courtesy Charlotte DOT.)

through (industrial? business district? residential?). They also need to
involve the public and to be accountable to broader transportation goals.

One solution is to bring all the procedural changes together by creat-
ing an entirely new project development process. The most well-known
is the six-step process created by the Charlotte Department of Transpor-
tation in its Urban Street Design Guidelines,"” also used as a teaching tool
in the National Complete Streets Coalition workshops. This six-step
process was developed specifically to deal with the complexity and de-
tail that seems necessary to create complete streets. The process starts by

evaluating the existing land use and transportation context of the project;
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moves on to identify gaps and deficiencies and to define future objectives;
and then recommends a street classification and deliberates the trade-ofts
that might need to be made. Charlotte planners and engineers apply the
process to all plans and projects that could affect existing streets or re-
sult in new streets, including area plans, streetscape plans, neighborhood
improvement plans, development proposal reviews, and preparation of
the capital improvement plan. The scope and complexity of any project
directly influences the complexity of the corresponding six-step process
and the degree of public involvement.

By starting with an evaluation of existing conditions, this process en-
sures that planners cover all the factors that need to be considered, and
this helps prevent a jump straight into a presumed treatment or solution.
The middle steps, identifying gaps and objectives, bring clarity and focus
to the fifth step, the proposed street cross section. Charlotte is using a new
street classification system that provides for a range of travel priorities,
from parkways that emphasize automobile throughput, to local streets
that are aimed at serving the residents who live along them.

The last step, the discussion of trade-offs, is perhaps the most impor-
tant, because it recognizes that the rationality of the previous steps won't
necessarily lead to a cut-and-dried solution. The process makes room for
the inevitable push and pull of balancing the needs of different users.

While Charlotte found working with the North Carolina DOT to be a
struggle in the first few years, NCDOT is now also adopting this process
in its new Complete Streets Guidelines. Other places are also revamping
their fundamental procedures, and some are doing so in the context of
creating new design manuals.

Proponents should not miss opportunities to update relevant plans
that guide community development and growth, such as the comprehen-
sive plan, transportation and mode-specific plans, and subdivision and
zoning ordinances. These documents often provide the backbone for proj-
ect selection, compile data that provide the justification for the complete
streets approach, and outline preliminary ideas about context and needs.
Charlotte’s new system is embedded in the city’s old planning process and
was first articulated in the Transportation Action Plan, the transportation
element of the comprehensive plan.

In Rochester, the complete streets initiative has focused around
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systematic change to guiding documents. At the same time that it ap-
proved its complete streets policy in the spring of 2009, the city council
approved an amendment to the land use plan and to the comprehensive
plan, both revised to reflect a more multimodal approach. Since then,
the city has written new Downtown Design Guidelines and a Downtown
Master Plan and Mobility Study. The new Downtown Master Plan estab-
lishes goals for reducing single-occupancy vehicle travel and increasing
walking, bicycling, transit use, and carpooling. Most recently, the city
completed a new Bicycle Master Plan.

Metropolitan Planning Organizations have taken a leading role in
creating handbooks or tool kits for their member agencies that provide
many avenues for creating new systems. The Sacramento Area Council
of Governments produced one of the earliest complete streets tool Kkits,
which has become an impressive online compendium of all things com-
plete streets. The regional planning agencies for New Orleans and Co-
lumbus, Ohio, have written handbooks as well. In the Kansas City region,
the handbook’s contents are tailored to meet the needs of jurisdictions
that are “just getting started,” “moving forward,” and “building upon suc-
cess.”” The content in these handbooks and some of the new plans over-
laps with the content of the stand-alone design manuals discussed in the
next section. While a bit confusing, this is a reflection that a more holistic,
network approach is beginning to drive all parts of the transportation

project development and construction process.

Change Design Guidelines

One could argue that design manuals are just another element of chang-
ing the decision-making process. But they have such an outsized influence
in the transportation field that they deserve their own category. It is no
wonder that revising local or state manuals to be more supportive of mul-
timodal efforts receives the lion’s share of attention when it comes time
to implement a complete streets approach.

However, an exclusive focus on revising a manual may keep commu-
nities in the technical trap. A focus on design specifics to the exclusion
of the bigger vision and process can slow down the change process and
make it seem insurmountable. Design manual rewrites typically take two
to three years to complete. In Hawaii, the Complete Streets Task Force
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that was appointed following passage of the complete streets law became
overwhelmed by design specifics. The task force finally set them aside, but
this left little time during their six-month tenure to find ways to really be-
gin to change the approach of the department. Progress ground to a halt
for two years. Focusing on design can also leave highway engineers firmly
in the driver’s seat, and if they have a traditional approach, they can eas-
ily knock down proposals for change. This is a dynamic that stalled many
reform efforts begun before the Complete Streets movement helped sepa-
rate the goal of safety for all users from the particulars of design. Nailing
down exact design specifications may be less important than becoming
clearer about how design decisions will be made.

Agencies spend a lot of time and money on design manual rewrites.
Even then they may still not be enough to change the day-to-day work-
ings of an agency. Louisville introduced one of the first complete streets
design manuals in 2007, to much fanfare. But the manual has not been
well used; planner Dirk Gowin says his department found that the man-
ual’s specific cross sections were too prescriptive. And he notes that since
it was completed in 2007, the state of the practice has advanced consider-
ably, which is not reflected in the manual. He would like to see a manual
that gives him more decision-making tools, rather than prescriptive cross
sections.

Many new national resources are available that may help some jurisdic-
tions shortcut the process of writing their own manual. The Model Design
Manual for Living Streets invites this use; it is available in several formats to
allow cutting and pasting.' The Institute of Transportation Engineers’
Designing Walkable Urban Thoroughfares begins to bring land use into the
equation, and the National Association of City Transportation Officials,
a group representing large cities, is producing a series of guides that push
the envelope with innovative treatments.”” And some proponents firmly
believe that the current edition of the AASHTO Green Book allows all
sorts of designs that lead to complete streets—if it is used correctly.'®

New Jersey, California, and Minnesota are all making relatively small,
targeted changes to their existing highway design manuals. In New Jer-
sey, the bicycle/pedestrian staff has taken the lead on writing up bicycle
and pedestrian components to add to the existing design manual. Cali-
fornia has sprinkled changes throughout their Highway Design Manual to
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better accommodate pedestrians, bicyclists, and transit, including space
reallocation—e.g., allowing narrower, eleven-foot automobile lanes and
extending the curb to create “busbulbs” to make it easier to board buses.
The manual also adds a new section on bus rapid transit. Caltrans has also
produced a “Complete Intersections” guide and is working on guides for
main streets and for system planning.” In Minnesota, the rural county
engineers who dominate the State Aid Standards committee recently in-
vited two complete streets advocates to attend and speak at their meeting,
which was a big change from the past. The head of Minnesota’s com-
plete streets effort expects both the “State Aid” and “Trunk Highway”
standards to soon allow narrower lanes.

Rather than rewriting manuals, some places have taken a more hands-
on approach to design changes by trying out new ideas and keeping those
that work. While New York City adopted a new design manual, it doesn’t
try to answer all the questions. The city has led the way in installing tem-
porary treatments and watching how they work before making them per-
manent. The town of University Place in Washington prefers to design
through community charrettes. Standards are not even allowed in the
room during the charrette, where citizens and experts alike are encour-
aged to use fresh thinking.** Many smaller cities, such as Rochester, Min-
nesota, do not have their own design manuals, preferring to use a variety
of national resources.

A number of states and larger cities are approaching design changes
by creating new manuals that are presented as supplements to existing
guidance or are integrated with other transportation planning docu-
ments. The approach and organization of these manuals, handbooks,
and guidelines varies widely, but most speak not only to practitioners but
also to ordinary citizens by using attractive graphics, photographs, and
nontechnical language to convey basic complete streets principles. Agen-
cies can write the manuals as part of an extended process that may also
help the agency achieve two other steps to complete streets implementa-
tion: working out new procedures and training and educating officials
and residents on the complete streets approach. Both the City of Boston
and Kauai County, Hawaii, have been writing new manuals slowly, one
chapter at a time. In Boston, the writing process has become their educa-
tion process. Director of policy and planning Vineet Gupta says this has
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allowed people from different departments to work out conflicts—this
was the forum for the difficult discussions over lane width mentioned in
chapter 3. “We encouraged the detailed discussion on these issues, be-
cause it means in the future it won’t just be on a piece of paper, it will be
something people have experience with,” says Gupta.

The most innovative new manuals go far beyond simple cross sections
and have created new ways to tackle the transportation-land use con-
nection. They often create new street typologies. This provides greater
nuance than is available through the traditional functional classification
system, which divides all roads into three classes exclusively according
to their function for automobiles. Many of the new typologies require
defining streets in relation to the surrounding land use, sometimes us-
ing a model called the Transect, a system created by the new urbanist
movement that divides land use into zones ranging from rural to densely
urban. Some, such as Nashville’s Major and Collector and Street Plan,*
create two interlocking typology systems, one that focuses on how the
street functions for travelers, and the other on how it interacts with sur-
rounding land use. Other systems integrate these features in a single set
of typologies.”

The best of these manuals do not stop at design particulars. They also
help planners and engineers make decisions in a new way—especially with
the balancing act now necessary when choosing how to serve competing
transportation interests. Charlotte’s Urban Street Design Guidelines are
notable for the way they put the decision-making process front and center.
In the Chicago area, the Active Transportation Alliance produced a model
design manual, Complete Streets, Complete Networks,” with a strong empha-
sis on process. The manual suggests the creation of new street typologies
defined by both the users of the street and the surrounding context. The
final chapter details a two-phase process for using the new typologies and
supports each with a checklist. The manual is intended for use by many
small communities across the Chicagoland area and was funded as part of
a bigger Centers for Disease Control and Prevention grant to make policy
changes to improve health. The manual recently won an award from the
Ilinois chapter of the American Planning Association. The City of Chi-
cago has issued its own complete streets design guidance, which helps
decision making with a simple and clear directive: put pedestrians first.**
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The draft Dallas Complete Streets Design Manual” and chapter 6 of Bos-
ton’s forthcoming Complete Streets Guidelines both discuss new deci-
sion-making systems. Other manuals don't lay out a specific process but
include new decision-making tools that help break down complexity and
rationalize decisions; the Philadelphia Complete Streets Desigh Handbook re-
volves around a matrix detailing elements and standards for street types
and intersections.”

Educate and Train

Early on in thinking about complete streets implementation, the idea of
training seemed a pretty obvious category to cover. The National Com-
plete Streets Coalition was asked over and over again for training assistance
on design specifics aimed at practitioners. They wanted to know how wide
bike lanes should be, what curb radii to use, how to design a pedestrian
median. But we soon realized that technical training was only a small part
of the learning that needed to take place. Practitioners need to understand
the new processes and priorities being put in place. Communication with
the public is essential to determine what people want out of their streets
and to explain what is happening as roads get new treatments. Elected offi-
cials also need ongoing engagement to understand how the general policy
goal is being translated into projects on the ground. Practitioners in places
that were building projects shifted from asking for design help to asking for
public outreach help as citizens questioned and even opposed what they
were trying to do. It became clear that the idea of “training” needs to ex-
pand beyond design training for practitioners to include procedural train-
ing, and also to encompass ongoing education and communication with

decision makers and the general public.

Transportation Professionals

Several large state agencies have launched their own complete streets
training programs. Massachusetts adopted its revamped Project Develop-
ment & Design Guide in 2006 but found years later that it still hadn’t really
penetrated all the districts. In 2011, the state created a system of dozens
of three- and six-hour training sessions that elaborated on specific points
in the manual and what they meant for practitioners working for the state

and local agencies across Massachusetts. New Jersey and North Carolina
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have also conducted formal statewide training programs, and California
and Minnesota are working on them.

The sessions aim to do more than provide technical know-how. At
training sessions held by the New Jersey DOT, engineers were invited to
bring in projects they were working on so others could offer advice. Sher-
ee Davis, the bicycle and pedestrian coordinator for the state, recounts
that at one session an attendee brought in a project and the first thing he
said was, “This project is exempt under two of the [complete streets poli-
cy] exemptions.” Davis says other people in the room challenged him and
started to discuss what changes might be possible, and soon he started
to see the potential as well. Davis says, “In the beginning, people needed
permission to do this. We needed to tell them, YOU have permission to
be creative here!”

This story shows that while technical training is useful, what is more
important is for transportation engineers and planners to understand and
embrace the intention behind complete streets as a continuation of their
professional development, not a repudiation of it. This will help motivate
them to make changes in their procedures, documents, and projects. They
need to hear how this approach works in other communities, and how it
fits into their professional goals and standards. The best messengers for
these sessions are those within the same profession: engineers need to
hear directly from other engineers; planners, from other planners.

Dozens of communities have hosted at least one of the National
Complete Streets Coalition’s Complete Streets Workshops, which are
aimed mainly at agency professionals but usually include a component for
elected officials and engaged community members.”” The introductory
workshop gives a taste of a complete streets planning process, the policy
writing workshop helps a jurisdiction get all the right people in the room
to begin to write a policy tailored to their community, and the implemen-
tation workshop focuses on how to take the policy into everyday practice.
In each case, the workshops are led by two people, one with a planning
background and one an engineering professional. The leaders can speak
to attendees as peers and help them understand the approach and an-
swer their questions. By day’s end of the most successful workshops, the

instructors have been all but forgotten as participants focus on the new
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connections they’ve made and the inclusive decision-making process they
are about to launch.

As previously mentioned, educational opportunities can also be found
in the process of writing up new standards and procedures—in Boston,
the development of the Complete Streets Guidelines began with eighteen
months of presentations and discussion before any decisions were made.
Many agencies, particularly smaller cities, have used a more informal,
on-the-job approach, with colleagues learning from one another.

Elected Officials and the Public

Work with elected officials and the general public must continue past the
adoption of the policy. The support built during the vision-infused policy
adoption phase can erode as real projects come up—and face real opposi-
tion. Community advocates can be the most effective in providing this
ongoing information. Local smart growth groups, the YMCA, AARP, en-
vironmental organizations, and bicycling and walking advocates have all
brought in outside experts and documented and celebrated early success
to support complete streets in their communities. Public health advocates
and practitioners have an important role to play in the educational pro-
cess. Many public health agencies have been sponsors of complete streets
workshops, summits, and webinars. They have also sponsored walking
audits in which participants conduct a formal assessment of a neighbor-
hood’s safety problems, an activity that can be essential in bringing prac-
titioners, decision makers, and ordinary citizens together to discuss and
learn about complete streets.

Transportation agency staff can work with these other proponents
of complete streets to communicate how the new approach will benefit
the community and nearby residents and businesses, and how incomplete
streets affect mobility and access to shops, offices, and schools. Many ju-
risdictions have created their own complete streets web pages. A number
have also produced sophisticated short videos to tout the health, eco-
nomic, and safety benefits of changing street design.”® Keeping the over-
arching goals of the policy front and center can help diffuse conflicts that
arise when the discussion turns to particular projects. (More discussion on

project-level communication appears in chapter 6.)
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Measure Success in New Ways

In talking to enthusiastic transportation agency professionals about all the
changes they are making to institutionalize complete streets, all the ener-
gy suddenly leaves the room when the conversation turns to finding new
ways to measure success: “Oh, we haven’t gotten to that yet.” Very few
agencies are tackling this is any systematic way. Performance measures
tend to be viewed as a dreaded assignment that no one can find time for,
particularly under the strain of budget and staff cutbacks.

Maybe one reason for the lack of enthusiasm is that the primary per-
formance measures traditionally used by the industry are boring, failing,
or even frightening. Boring: pavement condition. Of course people don’t
want potholes, but their repair is not a scintillating subject. Failing: auto-
mobile Level of Service. As discussed earlier, LOS defines success as free-
flowing traffic, and congestion as failure. Yet, for reasons I won't go into
here, traffic congestion almost never shows an improvement—and if it
does, it tends to be short-lived or attributed to a negative effect unrelated
to agency actions, such as an economic downturn. Frightening: traffic fa-
talities. Nationwide, traffic safety has improved, as fewer Americans have
died on the roadways. But tens of thousands of people still die or are
maimed every year, and a positive report just means things are “less bad.”

In contrast, academics and advocates get really excited about the po-
tential to show how new transportation investments are having a positive
impact. Public health proponents immediately want to know if complete
streets policies have performed by getting more people walking and bi-
cycling, and whether that has lowered the average body mass index of
the population. Elected officials want to see economic vitality restored to
downtown. Environmental advocates believe that complete streets poli-
cies should perform in terms of lowering greenhouse gas emissions. All
of these outcomes are several steps and potentially years removed from
an actual roadway project.

Between these two attitudes is a chasm called data collection. While
academics and high-level officials create ambitious but vague goals, agen-
cy practitioners have few tools to even begin to connect them to their
daily work. The data collected to measure pavement condition, Level of

Service, and traffic fatalities are woefully inadequate to answer the bigger
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questions that start to get asked under the values-driven process sparked
by the complete streets approach. There is no question that the transpor-
tation industry is in desperate need of more positive ways to talk about
its success.

But it doesn’t have much to start with. Even the most basic facts are
unknown: no inventory exists of “complete” versus “incomplete” streets;
even a project list is usually hard to come by. Most jurisdictions have a
very limited understanding of the travel mix, because people who walk
and bicycle literally don’t count—and have never been counted.

The responsibility for strong performance measures really comes back
to the political process. The policy adoption process identified values; the
community’s leadership needs to make sure that it goes on to quantify
specifically how the transportation system will support those values. The
push for “hard,” scientific data can make performance measures more
complex than they need to be, according to Jeffrey Tumlin, author of Sus-
tainable Transportation Planning. If the goals of the system include resi-
dents’ feelings of safety and satisfaction, the definition of performance
metrics needs to expand to include “soft” data, such as surveys.

All is not lost—a few sophisticated performance metric systems have
been devised and are being put into practice, which I will get to in a min-
ute.”” But given the starting point for most communities, two activities
deserve attention as starting points that can build the base for a stron-
ger performance measurement system and that might raise agency en-
thusiasm for measuring success: counting everyone and everything, and
conducting before and after studies.

For many communities, progress in this area begins with simply
counting. The most common activity reported by agencies is a recording
of the “outputs” of the new policy: the simple counting of new facili-
ties built (or built differently). This shows that the community is making
on-the-ground changes, and the annual numbers can show the pace of
change over time. Communities can measure not only new facilities but
also maintenance activities, such as repairs to curb ramps and repainted
bicycle lanes. The regional planning organization can aggregate this data,
as, for example, the Fargo-Moorhead Metropolitan Council of Govern-
ments does.

The reward can be immediate, as elected officials and the public learn
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about the scope and extent of the transition to complete streets. It also
helps avoid a focus on one or two controversial projects. New Haven,
Connecticut, reports that more than thirty roads were improved for all us-
ers in the four years following the adoption of the city policy. Every year
in its annual report on its “Bridging the Gap” levy, Seattle’s Department
of Transportation lists dozens of projects that have brought more balance
into the transportation system, reporting (here in figures from 2011) such
items as miles of bike lanes striped (15), crossing improvements (51), and
urban trees planted (822). Each year, the report repeats the nine-year goals
of the levy and gives totals so taxpayers can see how they are doing.** Talk
about transparency.

Measuring ambitious desired outcomes, such as lower greenhouse gas
emissions or more physical activity, needs to start with another type of
counting: the collection of the basic information of who is traveling and
how. Many communities are starting to count the number and/or portion
of people walking and bicycling, a seemingly simple measure that was
either never taken in the past or recorded only every several years as part
of travel diary surveys. Plenty of new tools are coming on line for this
task. MNDOT has established a standard methodology for simple manual
counts, using the National Bicycle and Pedestrian Documentation Proj-
ect.” The agency is holding workshops to teach it to jurisdictions across
the state; Rochester made its first count in the fall of 2012 and hopes to
count twice a year. Louisville is using videotape technology to conduct
highly accurate twelve-hour counts. The San Diego Association of Gov-
ernments (SANDAG) has used public health funds to purchase sixty au-
tomated counters that use infrared sensors and electromagnetic loops to
detect pedestrians and bicycles. Travel surveys are another way to obtain
information about trips as well as their purpose and quality. As these data
begin to accumulate, jurisdictions can see whether trends develop in non-
motorized use overall and along certain corridors. This can be the first
indication of any change in the way people are traveling.

A simple step toward performance measurement is at the project lev-
el—when “before and after” data collection can show direct and immedi-
ate benefits of a transportation investment. This can be especially power-
ful with road diets or conversions, which typically show a dramatic reduc-
tion in speeding, crashes, and crash severity, and sometimes also show
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an increase in nonmotorized use or even in user satisfaction. SANDAG is
now requiring communities receiving special grant funds to collect before
data; the agency will go back and record after data itself. In Charlotte, the
transportation department is including before counts as part of consult-
ing contracts when planning a project and is considering including after
counts as well.

The next step to measuring success can also start with the basics. As
previously mentioned, Kauai, Hawaii’s Built Environment Task Force
launched a very deliberate implementation planning process. Pushed by
a member who is a health evaluator, the task force tackled performance
measures by assigning each committee member a measure to research:
Where would the data come from, and what would be a reasonable mea-
sure of success? The measures selected are pedestrian and bicycle crash
rates, vehicle miles traveled per capita, percentage of students walking
and biking to school, transit usage, mode share for active transportation,
miles of bicycle and pedestrian facilities, and miles of street retrofits.

The Promise of Performance Measures

A few communities have unlocked the secret that performance measure-
ment is the key to long-term community support and steady funding.
New York City is the best example of this. Even at the level of basic per-
formance reporting, New York City sets a gold standard with its annual
Sustainable Streets Index. The index is not a dry report passed around and
forgotten at a city council meeting. Large, full-color photographs cover
almost every page, overlaid by fascinating, accessible statistics about the
transportation system. NYCDOT reports on the basics, including levels
of driving, transit use, bicycling, and walking, and on safety. It reports
on system quality, using a unique taxi-based GPS system to report traffic
congestion levels for every single day of the year. And it provides detailed
reports on the major projects conducted in the prior year, with before and
after statistics and easy to understand evidence of success; for example,
the 2011 edition reported: “New bus and bike lanes on First and Second
Avenues in Manhattan improved bus speeds by 15-18%, increased bus rid-
ership by 12% and cycling volumes by 18-177%, and reduced crashes by
up to 37%.”

Reread that last sentence. These are the type of results that advocates,
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New York City’s Department of Transportation has issued several publications
that show how reporting on system performance can be an exciting way to
engage the general public. This graphic is from Measuring the Street: New
Metrics for 21st Century Streets. (Image courtesy NYCDOT.)

practitioners, and elected officials yearn for and constantly request. Re-
sults like these have power—yet few agencies seem to understand that
a small investment in measuring success is becoming the crucial base
for building more support in an era of constrained transportation fund-
ing. The performance of complete streets can become a powerful selling
point for future projects and funding.

New York has also reached into databases beyond its own department
to show how its projects are contributing to economic growth and sus-
tainability—for example, see its publication Measuring the Street: New Met-
rics for 21st Century Streets, which uses real estate and sales tax data to make
its case (also see chapter 7 of this book for specifics on its findings). Other
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agencies are following suit; a New Jersey roundtable on performance mea-
sures concluded with attendees choosing the top ten metrics that should
be pursued to evaluate the success of the state complete streets policy.
Along with more obvious measures of transportation performance, the
attendees picked measures such as property values, property occupancy
rates, crime rate, business revenue, and health statistics.

Such broader measures of success cannot be the responsibility of the
transportation department alone, and they will require collaboration
with and leadership from other departments, sectors, and often universi-
ties. Many communities making progress in this area started long before
they passed a complete streets policy; in California, the San Francisco Bay
Area’s regional transportation planning agency, the Metropolitan Trans-
portation Commission (MTC), set performance goals in response to a
state law passed in 2002. MTC created “stretch” targets, including achiev-
ing a 10 percent reduction from today in the percent of income spent on
housing and transportation by low-income households.*

Performance measures can be an important catalyst to spark change.
Boulder, Colorado, resolved in 1996 to hold vehicle miles traveled to 1994
levels. This was to be achieved by reducing single-occupancy trips to 25
percent of total trips by 2025 and increasing the share of trips taken by
other modes. The city has kept close track of its progress, and in 2012, it
reported that single-occupancy vehicle trips have fallen by about 15 per-
cent since 1991 but that the annual rate of decline needs to double to reach
the goal by 2025. Since 1991, bicycling has increased by 75 percent and bus
use has soared by 300 percent, while walking has remained at around 18
percent of all trips. The city has succeeded in holding the level of vehicle
miles traveled steady.”® Surely, this wouldn’t have happened without the
strong goal, and the commitment to meeting it. New measures of success
can begin to influence what projects are selected in the first place, which
is addressed in chapter 8.*

As the move toward multimodal transportation planning matures,
more sophisticated and innovative transportation performance measures
will no doubt come into play; this section has only touched on the pos-
sibilities. But during the transition, agencies can reap immediate benefits

from tracking even the simplest of metrics.
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Nashville, Tennessee, has made many small improvements, including this bike
lane and improved bus stop. (Photo by Gary Layda, City of Nashville.)
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Proof in the Projects

Of course, what everyone wants to see in the end are changes on the
street. It should be clear by now that the hallmark of a community com-
mitted to complete streets is not a single beautiful, innovative boulevard
that took years to plan and build. That boulevard may feature a protected
bike lane, pedestrian bulb-outs, and transit prioritization features, but the
next block over, and the rest of the road network, could be no more than a
conduit for fast-moving cars. Supporters should instead look for the many
ways, big and small, that the city, county, or state is making all of its roads
safer and more inviting.

Projects should reflect both volume and variety every year, as Seattle
demonstrates in its “Bridging the Gap” report. Rochester, Minnesota, is
tracking road conversions, bike lane striping, and even small steps, such
as adjusting signal timing to better accommodate pedestrians, installing
more bicycle parking racks, and upgrading wheelchair ramps and school
crossings. In Charlotte, the city is systematically retrofitting its streets for
all users: as of mid-2012 it had finished or was planning twenty-seven con-
versions, nineteen intersection redesigns, and twenty-six thoroughfare re-
builds and has instituted more than one hundred sidewalk projects.

A project mix like this is evidence that jurisdictions have been busy
working to revamp their decision-making processes, rework their design
parameters, and devise new performance measures. In short, they are
learning a new way of doing business. No single to-do list exists that will
work for every community of every size. The next chapter explores the

varied paths to success.



One of many road conversions maintenance crews
installed in Salt Lake City in 2011.
(Photo by Colin Quinn-Hurst, Salt Lake City
Transportation Division.)



CHAPTER FIVE

Looking for Every Opportunity

As DISCUSSED IN THE LAST CHAPTER, practitioners in every commu-
nity must address many aspects of their work to fully institutional-
ize a complete streets approach. But jurisdictions of different sizes and
types face different implementation challenges and will focus on differ-
ent aspects of the conversion." And practitioners guiding new projects
launched by private developers will take different actions from those who
are managing maintenance of the existing road system. The key is for all
practitioners to understand and take advantage of the varied opportuni-
ties to make changes that result in safer streets for everyone.

People at state departments of transportation tend to think big—to
them, multimodalism primarily means thinking about heavy rail, freight,
transit, and ports.> And many DOTs focus on rural areas and are more
concerned about preventing a collision between a logging truck and a
combine than about individual passenger transportation. The Minnesota
Department of Transportation’s complete streets implementation work
plan confronts the question of mission head-on, noting that state highways
perform essential services beyond making motor vehicle and freight con-
nections. It notes that highways also provide safe routes to school, serve as
community main streets, and provide high-frequency transit routes.’

State DOTs are usually huge departments, marked by big bureaucra-
cies, typically with division offices and hundreds of employees spread
across the state. It can take some time for complete streets champions
to understand what needs to change and how to change it, as is noted
in chapter 6 by current and former DOT employees. All of this means
that state implementation is likely to be slow and tends to focus first on
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communication and training; several states have launched formal state-
wide training programs.

The scope of responsibility of state DOTs also varies. In at least five
states, the state agency owns and operates not only the primary state
highways but also secondary roads that serve local communities.* At the
other end of the scale, a municipal consent statute in Minnesota requires
the DOT to get project-level approval from local governments. In every
case, the state DOTs ends up interacting extensively with regional and lo-
cal jurisdictions in the distribution of funds and in the design of projects.
If governments at every level have complete streets policies, it can smooth
the way toward agreement on specific design treatments.

Metropolitan Planning Organizations, with their critical role of dis-
bursing federal transportation dollars, almost always focus their complete
streets efforts on how to better select projects to fund. They have been
leaders in creating project selection checklists and scoring systems that in-
clude multimodal criteria. They can accelerate implementation by requir-
inglocal governments to think through the needs of all users in project re-
quests. MPOs also play an important educational role, holding workshops
and writing handbooks and guides to help their members understand how
to convert to a complete streets approach. But MPOs (and their cousins,
rural planning organizations) take a back seat when it comes to making
change on the ground; most do not actually build projects, so they are less
likely to wade into creating design standards.

Local governments—counties, cities, townships, and other local bod-
ies—are closest to the people who might be walking, bicycling, or taking
the bus along their roads. But beyond that, it is impossible to generalize
their approach because land use patterns, responsibility for road construc-
tion and maintenance, and their governing systems are so varied. Big cit-
ies like New York, San Francisco, and Chicago have the “good bones” of
a pre-automobile street grid and robust transit systems that have allowed
them to focus their efforts on ambitious long-term plans and innovative
design solutions that reallocate street space to pedestrians, bicycle riders,
and public transportation. And because they are more built out, they are
not building new roads. The transportation agency and public works de-
partment may be able to focus on smaller retrofit projects to improve the

existing road system amid infill and brownfield development.
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In contrast, big cities and suburban counties where most development
took place after World War II face a much different challenge. They must
deal with hundreds of miles of relatively disconnected roads built only
for car travel. Their initial efforts are likely to focus on triage, eliminating
the most dangerous spots with retrofit sidewalks, bike lanes, and transit
crossings. Progress will be slow, because so many streets need so much.
Growth is another factor. Among cities and counties that are still physical-
ly expanding, private developers are major players because they are build-
ing new roads as they build houses, stores, and office buildings. In these
places, the complete streets effort may focus first on changing subdivision
regulations to require a complete streets approach (see later in this chap-
ter). And if these places want to create more walkable neighborhoods,
they will need to transform land use patterns and support better transit
networks—both beyond the scope of a simple complete streets policy.

Political structure and staff capacity make a difference as well. In large
cities, the mayor can use his executive function to work with agency lead-
ership to direct sweeping change. These cities generally have significant
internal capacity and are able to hire many specialized workers; if the
leadership is on board, changing the practices of employees is relatively
straightforward. Change may come fairly quickly, but leaders still need to
work hard to break down barriers and improve communication between
departments.

In most counties and small cities, elected officials play a different role.
They are purposely separated from the day-to-day workings of their ju-
risdictions; professional managers are hired to administer county or city
business. In this case, the policy makers have a limited ability to ensure
effective implementation, but they still play an important role (as a county
board member from Arlington, Virginia, discusses in chapter 6). Many
smaller cities and towns also tend to hire out much of the transportation
work to consultants, who typically have a more traditional approach to
road construction. That means these jurisdictions need to write requests
for proposals in a new way that spells out the new approach. Small towns
may not build any of their own roads; nonetheless, a few have successfully
used complete streets policies to push county and state agencies to change
their construction plans on roads through their jurisdictions. Decatur,

Georgia, and tiny Battle Lake, Minnesota, are notable for this approach.
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These variations reveal that when it comes to changing how decisions
are made, it is not just one system that needs to change but a range of sys-
tems developed and controlled by different agencies. Chapter 4 focused
on how transportation planning departments—the agencies that plan and
orchestrate road improvements—are changing their approach. But just
about everywhere, a full commitment to creating safe roads for all users
requires stepping out of transportation planning to address the big pic-
ture of what developers are building, as well as the incremental work of

maintaining the current transportation system.

Achieving Complete Streets by
Regulating Private Development

Many communities are changing systems outside of transportation plan-
ning that affect the street and the way people use it, such as zoning or-
dinances and subdivision regulations. In many communities, transporta-
tion facilities are built primarily by developers in the course of building
subdivisions and commercial buildings; typically, they are also required to
improve roads surrounding the development.

Many communities are changing land use regulations to make them
more pedestrian friendly. They are changing their zoning codes to require
developers to put parking in back and to provide more street connections.
This will assist complete streets implementation efforts, and the transpor-
tation agency may pay closer attention to ensuring that street infrastruc-
ture matches the surrounding context.

In some places, developers are already successfully building more
compact, walkable communities, and they can become allies: these de-
velopers want to build more connected streets with less parking. But in
much of the United States, the norm is still to build disconnected office
parks and isolated subdivisions that rely on automobile travel. Develop-
ers may resist changes to development codes, and without new code lan-
guage the jurisdiction may be unable to require compliance.

When Matt Dyrdahl worked as a regional planner in Bemidji in north-
central Minnesota, he found this out the hard way. Working under the re-
gion’s Active Living collaboration, Dyrdahl had helped shepherd through
multimodal changes to the regional transportation and land use plan, as
well as the park and trails plan. He had also helped get an Active Living
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resolution through city council affirming support for complete streets.
One of the first tests was a request to a developer rebuilding an appliance
store; he was asked to include a paved trail along the roadway to provide
access to a school. When the conditional use permit for the development
came before the Joint Planning Board, which Matthew chaired, he gave
what he felt was a compelling opening to the discussion. He argued for
the health and safety benefits of the side path, and many at the meeting
nodded. But then, he recalls, “one of the landowners, a member of a pow-
erful local family, got up. He said safety is good, but there is nothing in the
zoning ordinance to compel us to do this.” Another planning board mem-
ber made a motion saying the policy didn’t apply, and the paved path was
quickly voted down. “That was it. I was so irate,” remembers Matthew.
He went home that night and started writing a revision of the zoning
code; part of his revision redefined the street from “a way for vehicular
traffic” to “a strip of land used or intended to be used for the passage or
travel of motor vehicles, non-motorized vehicles and pedestrians.” The
developer did eventually agree to build a path, but it was not paved.

Matthew later learned to follow the lead of a colleague, senior planner
Mitzi Baker at the Rochester/Olmsted planning department. She has fo-
cused Rochester’s implementation efforts around changing every possible
document, under the theory that the more thoroughly complete streets
is embedded, the harder it will be to remove. When working for commu-
nity approval of new subdivision regulations, she and her staff brought
developers on board by sitting down with them and applying the pro-
posed changes to a few pending development proposals to work through
the potential ramifications.

In Charlotte, changes to the zoning codes were the most difficult
phase of institutionalizing complete streets. The staff had expanded
the city’s visionary Transportation Action Plan into the award-winning
Urban Street Design Guidelines. But the process stalled for a while as
the planners worked to build support for new ordinances to guide de-
velopers in street design, street connectivity, tree planting, and orient-
ing development to transit. Developers resisted new subdivision stan-
dards that would require sidewalks and more street connectivity. The
Charlotte DOT conducted an analysis that found that the cost of adding

sidewalks would be insignificant for developers who were already doing
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major earth moving. The analysis also found that building more frequent
street connections would result in a 10 to 20 percent increase in space
devoted to streets—far less than some had feared, and a portion that the
city council found acceptable.” The council adopted the standards and
the other ordinances aimed at creating complete streets. Now the city is
working on an ordinance to apply to the installation of traffic-calming
measures.

Some communities also use “adequate public facilities” or “concur-
rency” ordinances that require developers to build enough road or sewer
infrastructure to serve the growth their development will bring. Prince
George’s County, Maryland, a suburb of Washington, DC, has long re-
quired developers to provide for new automobile traffic by installing traf-
fic lights or widening roads. In 2012, the city council amended its sub-
division code to require developers to provide adequate bicycle and pe-
destrian facilities within a half mile of their project; the new code also
encourages transit-oriented design.

The city of Nashville decided some years ago to require zero-lot-line
development to phase out new buildings set back behind parking lots.
Ironically, planners say that is now presenting a problem. Now, when the
city would like a few more feet for sidewalks and bicycle lanes, develop-
ers see it as an infringement on their right to develop right to the edge of
their property. The city is working to make another adjustment to the
code to solve this problem and is not backing off on new zoning regula-
tions—Nashville has adopted a new urbanist—inspired Form-Based Code
for its downtown, as well as other “Overlay Districts” that make it easier

for developers to build compact, walkable centers and neighborhoods.*

Achieving Complete Streets through
Maintenance and Operations

Turning to maintenance as a first step in complete streets implementation
can accelerate change, gradually build support for bigger investments, and
become the centerpiece of a complete streets transformation. This may
seem counterintuitive: many jurisdictions exempt maintenance projects
from their complete streets policies, fearing that they would be obliged to
turn every resurfacing into an expensive project to achieve a perfect mul-
timodal street. The request for an exemption provision is often made by
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a public works department that already feels under siege, with too many
roads to maintain with too little money.

Indeed, maintenance of the nation’s road infrastructure has become
a crisis. The American Association of State Highway Transportation Of-
ficials (AASHTO) estimates that one third of major urban roads are in
poor condition.” Yet, little money is dedicated specifically to maintenance
and repair. The federal transportation law passed in 2012 rolled the estab-
lished bridge repair program into a new and broader National Highway
Performance Program. FHWA has classified 69,223 bridges as structurally
deficient.®* Many states have continued to devote a majority of their dol-
lars to new road projects, leaving less than half the funding to take care
of 99 percent of the system.” A few states are changing this with asset
management programs that seek to more systematically keep roads in a
state of good repair, and the federal program is moving toward making
states more accountable for repairing roads.

In many cities and states, routine maintenance is handled by a whol-
ly different department than transportation improvements. The public
works department usually takes on filling potholes and resurfacing streets,
doing so on its own schedule and with its own budget, leadership, and
institutional culture. The everyday concerns of public works engineers
are frequently left out of the conversation among transportation planners
about lofty long-term goals.

As a result, many jurisdictions look on maintenance obligations as a
barrier to achieving complete streets. They end up backing into the real-
ization that maintenance projects can be a tremendous asset. This was the
case in Salt Lake City, Utah. Planners and citizens had put together a bicycle
master plan in 2004 that designated corridors to create a bicycle network
using standard bike lanes and designated bike routes. Progress had been
slow. In 2010, without much fanfare, the city converted an earlier Complete
Streets Executive Order to an ordinance. The policy document is weak, but
political will has been strong under Mayor Ralph Becker, and maintenance
turned into a key that finally unlocked change for the city’s streets.

In 2010, bicycle and pedestrian coordinator Becka Roolf got a call
from someone on a maintenance team in the Streets Division about a
road getting a slurry seal, a very thin fresh coat of asphalt. He asked her,

“Do you want bike lanes?” She said yes, but she was dismayed when he
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replied, “Okay, we're doing it in three weeks!” There simply wasn't the
time to come up with a new striping plan and get community feedback.
But the experience helped Roolf see the potential for future projects, and
she gave herself a crash course in understanding the process and sched-
ule for slurry- and chip-sealing roadways. The public works department
started to give her more notice, but not much. “It was always a scramble
to get them designed and to hold a community meeting. We were really
working week by week,” she says. She and the public works officials re-
lied on the complete streets ordinance more than on the 2004 bike plan.
Following the complete streets approach, they looked for space on ev-
ery project, which was not too hard to find on Salt Lake’s famously wide
streets. By the end of the paving season in 2011, Salt Lake City had added
nearly fifty miles of bike lanes and marked shared lanes, mainly through
the annual budget for the pavement management system. In the same
year, the number of people commuting by bicycle in the city rose by 27
percent—and it held at this level in 2012.

Seizing such opportunities can make a difference right away. Mainte-
nance projects offer an avenue to transform streets that can be efficient,
less controversial, and quick. This is important because the systemic, in-
ternal changes that are essential to long-term success are largely invis-
ible to the general public. Citizens, advocates, and political leaders who
helped get a complete streets policy adopted want to see change on the
ground—now. But practitioners may look at the hundreds of miles of
incomplete streets and not know where to begin. Money for big projects
has usually been allocated years in advance, and some projects may be too
far along to redesign. Reworking master plans, strategic plans, and capital
improvement programs takes time and resources. Maintenance projects
are a way for a city to jump-start its complete streets commitment.

A small example comes from Illinois, where Cook County told the
City of Des Plaines that Mt. Prospect Road bordering the city would soon
be repaved. Des Plaines had a complete streets policy in place and had
identified the road for improvement in its 2011 Active Transportation
Plan. So, city engineers asked for bike lanes; Cook County has a policy
too, so agreement came easily. Advocates estimate that without this coor-
dination, the city would have had to wait another five years for the pave-

ment markings.'
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Jurisdictions of all sizes now recognize the importance of using main-
tenance and operations work to quicken the pace of a complete streets
transformation. The Sacramento Area Council of Governments now re-
quires that cities and counties that want federal funding for road rehabili-
tation projects include improvements for all users. The North Carolina
Department of Transportation’s complete streets guidelines also make a
strong case for maintenance and operations projects as a key component
in the state’s approach." The guidelines clarify that the biggest challenges
are timing and coordination. Word of upcoming paving projects needs to
be shared with local jurisdictions and transit agencies that have their own
plans for the corridor, and with other interested parties, such as a com-
plete streets advisory committee. And the information needs to be shared
early enough for changes to be made and approved.

Thinking through the maintenance process ahead of time can avoid
a mad scramble like the one that Roolf experienced in Salt Lake City.
In Hennepin County, Minnesota, the pavement preservation system re-
habilitates about one hundred lane miles per year, but members of the
bicycle advisory committee say a lack of communication led to missed
opportunities. So the public works department restructured the program
to make it more responsive and collaborative. The county has set up three
maintenance funds with different purposes and timelines. Immediate
pavement repair will be covered by emergency funds. The “overlay fund-
ing program” will look out two to three years and will support changes
within the curb line, such as crosswalks and bike lanes. The new “Pave-
ment Preservation Plus” program will expand paving projects to include
such changes as adding pedestrian bump-outs and sidewalk repair and in-
stallation (but draws the line at any underground work). The programs
with longer timelines will allow the bicycle advisory committee and many
other stakeholders more time and information to help ensure these proj-
ects miss no opportunities.

Don Reid, the paving/right-of-way manager in Nashville, Tennes-
see, went to a Complete Streets Workshop and was urged by director
of healthy living initiatives Adetokunbo “Toks” Omishakin to find a way
to incorporate changes into his projects. He thought it was a good idea.
“From my standpoint, I'm already out there in the roadway as a paving
manager,” says Reid. “I'm already touching everything in that road.” He
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created a complete streets checklist that collects the information needed
to determine what improvements can be made as part of paving projects.
Since then, his projects have widened paved shoulders, narrowed automo-
bile lanes to add bike lanes, and added sharrows (pavement markings that
indicate a shared bicycle/auto lane). One of his big challenges is decades’
worth of storm water grates installed with parallel slots that catch bi-
cycle wheels. The public works department can’t change every grate right
away, so Reid says they now require that anyone who digs up the road has
to make storm water grates in the vicinity bike friendly. That includes
entities such as the city water department, Piedmont Gas, and the Nash-
ville Electric Service. Reid’s work has little to do with the sophisticated
new street typologies created by the planning department and included in
the new Major Collector and Street Plan, but it helps make the city safer
nonetheless.

Agencies can also improve the travel environment by attending to the
operation of the road system, particularly at intersections. Jurisdictions
can adjust signal timing and replace old pedestrian signal heads with new
countdown signals (generally speaking, shorter light cycles work better

Pedestrian and bicycle safety improvements at an expanded intersection in

Charlotte. (Photos courtesy Mecklenburg County and Pictometry International.)
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for pedestrians). Systems that allow buses to trip lights or hold a green
light can dramatically reduce bus delay. Agencies can also install loop
detectors in the pavement so bicycles can get a green light, and audible
signals for people with impaired sight. The North Carolina guidebook in-
cludes a list of potential operations improvements projects that help cre-
ate complete streets.'* It also includes technical recommendations from
the NCDOT maintenance and operations staff to ensure success, such as
coordinating road conversions with new signal timing.

The Value of Incremental Change

While maintenance and operations projects allow change to begin to hap-
pen right away, they also have value precisely because they are pedestrian
in the first sense of the word. In Anniston Alabama, city councilman Jay
Jenkins told the Anniston Star that the city’s new complete streets policy
would be “a plodding kind of change.” The initial changes made to com-
plete the streets can be modest and unimaginative, but within this drudg-
ery lies the makings of metamorphosis.

A new in-road pedestrian sign or a curb ramp on a suburban arterial
are small things. But when it comes to safer streets, the divine is in the
details, because these elements introduce the human scale into the road
environment. For a wheelchair user, that curb ramp can mean the differ-
ence between independent travel and reliance on expensive and incon-
venient paratransit service. As the small details proliferate, they start to
telegraph a new message about the road: the people alighting from buses
or bicycling down the street have a place, and they need to be seen and
respected by drivers.

FHWA has issued a primer to help agencies achieve sustainability
through maintenance and operations.” It includes a guide for incorporat-
ing multimodal factors into an operations plan for a typical major subur-
ban arterial over a fifteen-year period. The primer makes clear that such
an arterial—with its wide lanes, many driveways, and few safe crossings—
won’t be transformed overnight. But it can be transformed nonetheless.
According to the timeline, in year 2, safety projects concentrate on fixing
a critical intersection or improving intersections for people with disabili-
ties. In year 4, a new corridor access management plan enables the agency
to close some driveways and add sidewalks. By year 7, land use changes
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and improvements in earlier years allow the agency to reconfigure the
street for six lanes of traffic instead of eight, with a landscaped median
and continuous bike lanes; a roundabout may follow the next year. By
year 12, it is time to start up bus rapid transit (BRT'), with signal prioritiza-
tion, stations with prepaid boarding, and stops with signs that tell when
the next bus is coming."* This gradual method is how most of the nation’s
suburban arterials will likely become complete streets.

Incremental changes are especially valuable in communities like An-
niston, where driving is the default. Small changes can fulfill obvious safe-
ty needs, such as lowering speeds through neighborhoods and providing
a place to walk. Achieving a minimum level of safety is a threshold over
which most communities must pass before they can start to realize any
health, sustainability or economic goals that depend on getting more peo-
ple out on foot, bicycle, or bus. Modest changes build understanding and
support, and also allow time for people to change their habits so the new
sidewalks, bike lanes, and bus shelters are well used. Indeed, the Anniston
Star’s editorial board praised the move, concluding that “cities that invest
in tangible, quality-of-life amenities are investing in their future.” Gradual
change can also lead to a gradual realization that a few bike lanes won't
be enough to really transform a community—and that can lead to more
far-reaching projects and plans. Complete streets can become a “gateway
drug” to smarter growth.

The Ability to Think Big

If a community has a strong commitment, maintenance projects can be-
come a route to making systematic changes within existing budgets. This
is because every road needs to be maintained, and as each road is system-
atically touched in the maintenance schedule, it can be improved to better
serve all users. A common technique to do this is a systematic application
of road conversions.

Colorado Springs, Colorado, has reconfigured many streets with its
maintenance budget by converting roads when they come up for repav-
ing. Before the economic downturn, the city repaved 7 to 10 percent of its
network every year; the pace has since slowed to about 3 percent a year.
The city made a decision to use the opportunity to systematically convert
a significant number of its roads to eliminate through or turn lanes and
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make space for bicycle lanes. The conversions are also a technique used to
control speed in neighborhoods, because they narrow lanes and prevent
passing. An early conversion on Cheyenne Boulevard showed that before
the conversion, most drivers were traveling at forty-one miles per hour
(mph) on the thirty-five mph road; bringing it down to two automobile
lanes with a center turn lane brought average speeds down to between
thirty-six and thirty-nine mph. One early “diet” ran into trouble when
county commissioners saw city workers installing it in front of the county
government headquarters; then—transportation planner Kristin Bennett
says reducing lanes was simply “not seen as progress” by the commis-
sioners. But over time, the conversions have become routine enough that
in most neighborhoods the city announces them by letter. If the project
includes plantings, the letter offers residents the chance to pick trees to
be planted in front of their house. The projects are popular, and residents
appreciate the direct communication.

Bennett says she would like to coordinate all street construction proj-
ects through the city’s construction management software so no oppor-
tunity is missed. She gives the example of the installation of a midblock
trail crossing near a school: “The guy who is managing concrete contracts
over at Streets, he doesn’t know what I want for schools. And it shouldn’t
be reliant on him hoping he knows me, and giving me a phone call and
saying, “‘what do you want?’ It should just” —she snaps her fingers—"“pop
up in the systems we spend a lot of time and money on.”

A Prominent Place for Public Works

Focusing on maintenance projects can also help resolve two other bar-
riers to complete streets: the perceived lack of funding and the division
between planning and public works staff.

As mentioned earlier, maintenance faces a funding crisis. It may be
difficult to build political support to allocate sufficient money for the un-
inspiring work of maintaining roads exactly as they are now. But what
if maintenance projects can be billed as a method to achieve popular
complete streets? They can draw more support. Case in point: Hennepin
County’s board approved a new allocation of $500,000 for its new “Pave-
ment Preservation Plus” program. Advocates can also become allies for

increasing funding for strapped transportation agencies, if the advocates
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can see a commitment to using all dollars to improve the roadways for
all users. In La Crosse, Wisconsin, bicycle advocates and planners who
want complete streets are also supporting an overall increase in the public
works departments’ budget, in part to help implement the city’s new bike
plan. The strategy could also work on the federal level. An annual opinion
survey taken to gauge national support for increased gas taxes finds that
more specific proposals draw more support: while the survey does not ask
about complete streets, the two options receiving over 50 percent support
in the latest survey were proposed taxes dedicated to maintenance and to
safety projects.”

Incorporating improvements into maintenance also gives this often
unimaginative work a whiff of vision and excitement and can help build
bonds between planners and public works staff. When Arlington, Virgin-
ia, was first striping bike lanes, Charlie Denney, the bicycle/pedestrian
program manager, had struck up a good relationship with the manager of
the striping crews in the Engineering and Operations office. One Monday
morning, Denney says he picked up a phone message left by the man-
ager on Saturday: “Charlie, you've gotta call me first thing Monday, some-
thing happened this weekend that’s never happened to me before!” Den-
ney knew the crews had been working overtime on the weekend putting
in new bike lanes, so he braced for the worst. But when he called back,
he says the manager reported, “We were out there [striping] on Military
Road, coming up the hill by 30th Street, and a family was standing out
there and they were cheering for us! Nobody in my work has ever cheered
for me! It made my day!” Denney says, “He had been pretty good to work
with, but after that, it was a true partnership. He would look for places to
put bike lanes.”

It turns out that the “plodding kind of change” offered by mainte-
nance-oriented complete streets projects are not only an efficient way
to create safer streets but can also become a key to securing long-term
support for multimodal roads. It can also break down the cultural divide
between planners who spend most of their time drawing up long-range
plans and engineers who are busy working on the streets every day.

Ultimately, success usually depends less on what gets done but on
how complete streets proponents go about doing it. This is the subject of
chapter 6.



Nashville Mayor Karl Dean signs the city’s complete streets policy while staff,

including Adetokunbo “Toks” Omishakin, director of healthy living initiatives,
look on. (Photo by Gary Layda, City of Nashville.)



CHAPTER SIX

Practitioners as Champions

AFTER WE STARTED THE National Complete Streets Coalition, I spent
alot of time developing a series of focused fact sheets that brought
together the best and most specific answers we could find on every topic
related to complete streets. The website was soon overflowing with re-
ports and resources on every aspect of the benefits of complete streets.
But somehow they were never enough. They never slaked the hunger
from people around the country for very specific information about how
to answer a challenging question with an indisputable fact. Over time,
I realized I was learning how to overcome barriers not by regurgitating
facts but by hearing stories about how others had made change happen.’

The tendency of engineers, advocates, and policy makers—of most
people, in fact—is to see change as a rational exercise, with facts driving
action. Complete streets are safer streets, and they have plenty of other
benefits too. Shouldn’t that be enough? Missing from this equation is the
way humans make decisions, change habits, and become infused with a
new sense of purpose.

This chapter is about how advocates of complete streets, and particu-
larly those who work inside agencies, navigate these murkier waters. It
is about how they come to understand power structures and work to in-
stitutionalize complete streets in their agencies, not simply by providing
facts or creating new street cross sections but by building relationships,
giving colleagues a visceral understanding of a multimodal streetscape,
and helping broaden ownership of a complete streets approach.

This is the work of a complete streets champion. I've encountered

these champions over and over again, and their techniques, personalities,
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and job titles vary widely. What they all have in common is a clarity of
purpose, a determination to find a way to remove, soften, or get around
obstacles to achieve that purpose, and an ability to bring others along.
Champions do not have to be well-known, high-powered officials, al-
though the movement certainly has those as well: Gabe Klein of Washing-
ton, DC, and Chicago and Janette Sadik-Kahn of New York are celebrated
for their roles as champions, transforming not only the departments they
lead but their entire cities. Since most people will never reach their level,
this book focuses on champions of more modest stature who succeed
in driving change inside their agencies, often without holding an official
position of influence.

And while the term “champion” may imply one person leading a
charge, true success usually means that many champions are operating and
that they are succeeding in getting change institutionalized so it will persist
after they leave. For example, in New Jersey, consultants, advocates, the
state bicycle-pedestrian coordinator, a small-town mayor, and the head of
the Department of Transportation are all championing complete streets—
using their particular skills and networks to reframe the issue, take their

colleagues down a new path, and persuade others to join in.

Profile of a Champion

The first complete streets champion I got to know was Michael Ronkin.
At the time, he was the bicycle and pedestrian program manager for the
Oregon Department of Transportation, and our first encounter was an
argument over the phone about pedestrian safety statistics. The content
doesn’t matter here, but Michael’s response does: rather than shutting
me out, he proposed we co-present a session about the issue at the up-
coming Pro-Bike conference in 2000 in Philadelphia. I agreed, and we’ve
been working together ever since; after he became a consultant, we ended
up driving all over Virginia, developing the first version of the Complete
Streets Workshop.

Michael’s shock of thick black hair matches his direct style; he has
an uncanny ability to include his underlying philosophy when answer-
ing any question. He grew up in Geneva, Switzerland; it isn’t his wisp of
an accent that gives him away, but his orientation toward what he calls a
“sensible transportation system.” When he went to work for the Oregon



Practitioners as Champions 105

Department of Transportation (ODOT) in 1989, it didn’t make sense to
him that his department spent an inordinate amount of time preparing a
report to document that the agency was spending the required 1 percent
of its funds on bicycle and pedestrian projects. The state’s so-called Bike
Bill, passed in 1974, had made this the law; as the nation’s first proto-
complete streets policy, it also required that “Footpaths and bicycle trails,
including curb cuts or ramps . . . shall be provided wherever a highway,
road or street is being constructed, reconstructed or relocated.” Yet, little
attention had been paid to this “routine accommodation” part of the stat-
ute. Exceptions were routinely granted, and sidewalks were not included
on state projects unless local governments wanted and paid for them.

Right away, Ronkin demonstrated one attribute of a champion: in-
stead of grumbling about the uselessness of the spending report, he found
a way around it. He told me, “When I became the program manager, I
just stopped publishing the report [on how much we’d spent], and waited
for any complaints. Guess when the first knock came? Never. No one gave
a s—-t about those reports.” This freed up his time to follow the directive of
his new boss, Bill Geibel, who wanted to get serious about implementing
the routine accommodation part of the law. Their first strategy: getting a
series of opinions from the state attorney general confirming that the law
did indeed require bike and pedestrian facilities, on both state DOT and
local transportation projects.

Ronkin did not rely on legal rulings alone: he built relationships with
people who could help him advance the goal. He sought out the help of
people in the department with more experience and more credibility. He
befriended Terry Wheeler, the official in the design section who was re-
sponsible for granting exceptions to the policy, as well as another employ-
ee responsible for standard drawings. The Americans with Disabilities Act
was coming into force at the time, and Ronkin says, “We kind of hijacked
ADA to help enforce our walkway standards.” ODOT formed a working
group of ten cities and counties to develop ADA standards. “The cities
were grateful, they were scrambling, because they didn’t have the staff and
resources to develop their own standards,” says Ronkin. Oregon ended up
with some of the strongest walkway standards in the nation—including an
end to the requirement that cities pay for them on state projects.

As the standards went into effect, Ronkin worked closely with
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Wheeler and project managers who were seeking exceptions, and their
fear dissipated. “They were stunned at how often we agreed with them
on one of the exceptions,” says Ronkin. The state law allowed exceptions
when there was no need for facilities, when they would be too costly,
and when they would compromise safety. Ronkin says that after work-
ing with Wheeler for a few years, he was consulted on exceptions only
one or two times a year. “Which meant project managers were doing
their jobs, which is ultimately what we want out of complete streets poli-
cies,” he says. “Ninety-nine percent of the time they were making the
right decisions.”

ODOT already had a pretty inclusive decision-making process, with a
tradition of working through committees, and Ronkin used the process
to maximum effect. The law had created a bicycle committee, which be-
came a bicycle/pedestrian committee under his watch and helped give
credibility to his work. To reach practitioners across the state, he present-
ed at the quarterly meetings of regional managers. Although he wasn’t
invited, his boss was, so it was easy to get on the agenda. The two of
them used the process to introduce and work through the new walkway
standards. But even then, not everyone was convinced. Ronkin and Gei-
bel were able to rely on the strength of the Oregon statute, reaffirmed by
the rulings they had attained, to get serious about the exceptions clause.
A test case came up when one of the regions that had been particularly
resistant didn't include a sidewalk on a highway reconstruction project.
Ronkin recounts, “[This road had] one of these classic goat trails in the
grass. How could you say it meets the exception? We wouldn't let the
project go through, and that shook everyone up.”

While Ronkin was able to rely on the strength of the state law in that
instance, his own resume did not convey authority: Ronkin is not a trained
engineer; his college degree is in agronomy. Yet, his stature in the de-
partment became such that he was routinely invited to serve on relevant
committees. When the state undertook a rewrite of its design manual in
1999, he was asked to write several sections. When I asked him whether
he felt qualified, he recounted a piece of advice Geibel gave him that he
has used throughout his career: “Don’t look at a person’s title or position;
find out if that person is effective, and if so, glom on to that person.” He
worked with other people who had credibility and so developed his own.
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He also noted that he was never in a management position. “But my title
was ‘Manager.” They didn’t know the bicycle and pedestrian program was
just two people. It came across that I was important.” In short, “I bluffed.”

He even bluffed a bit when it came to including facilities for bicycles
and pedestrians in maintenance projects, which is not covered by the 1974
statute. He knew that overlay projects were a huge opportunity to make
improvements, so he worked with Terry Wheeler to create a new policy
that clarified what should happen in these projects, elevating the priority
placed on closing gaps in the pedestrian and bikeway network. It wasn't a
perfect fix, but it helped.

Ronkin’s story reveals several attributes of champions and the tactics
they have used to make changes in transportation planning and design.
He used the change tenets outlined in chapter 1: he helped reframe the
organizational mission, worked to define a clear path of change to fol-
low, and did so not only through focusing on technical specifications but
by building a power base and building relationships and buy-in. He does
not shrink back from conflict, and now, as a consultant, he embraces the
chance to make change by connecting with people on a personal level as
he teaches workshops around the country. He says: “It is one person at
a time. It is that ah-ha moment when you’ve made a difference. What's
important is making that eye contact, seeing the body language, how that
moment [of change] is visible. They come up to you in a break at the
workshop and say, ‘you made me think differently about what I do.” It’s
very personal. That’s only possible by going out in the field and talking,
talking, talking.”

Activities and Attitudes of Champions

Champions generally start with an activity discussed in chapter 4: gain-
ing a full understanding of the way decisions are made. A recent federal
report is full of case studies of communities that have taken a complete
streets approach. Local Policies and Practices That Support Safe Pedestrian
Environments concludes that success “has largely been driven by the abil-
ity of those involved . . . to make accurate and clear assessment of the
institutional, political, or financial framework at play and adopt a practi-
cal approach that fits within that framework.”* Gil Pefialosa, who helped
his brother Enrique with the transformation of Bogota, Colombia, in the
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late 1990s and went on to found the group 8-80 Cities, calls these people
“doers”—people with a clear vision who don’t just throw up their hands
when they come to a barrier but instead seek to understand the root of
the problem and then change it.

In California, Chris Ratekin, who oversees the implementation of Cal-
trans’s complete streets policy, Deputy Directive 64, says all the new poli-
cies, guidance, and manuals are well and good—but then you have to look
at why change still isn’t happening. She says that requires sitting down
with other agency staft and working through the details. “I can’t solve
all the problems because I come into it with my planning expertise,” she
says. “It takes those front-line people, the staff who are in the weeds in
those programs, to be able to have those ah-ha perceptions” on how their
work must change to meet new multimodal objectives.

This is where inclusive decision making really begins—getting more
and more people to feel ownership of complete streets, so they can tackle
their part of making it a reality. Developing a commitment to a complete
streets approach among elected officials or practitioners may begin with
giving them facts or research that helps allay fears about costs or safety
problems. But it is essential to cement a sense of ownership, and that
happens through personal experience.

Seattle’s Peter Lagerwey, who told the story of the surprise inside the
Seattle DOT when residents all chose to use neighborhood transporta-
tion funds on bicycle and pedestrian improvements, explains why his col-
leagues were surprised. He says when the city started on its path toward
multimodal roads, all but two of the midlevel managers inside SDOT
lived in suburban areas outside the city. They simply brought their au-
tocentric biases to their jobs, at least until they really listened to what
residents wanted. Over time, SDOT began to hire more employees who
lived in the city.

Similarly, James Simpson, the head of the New Jersey DOT, says he
came into his job with “the perspective of a motorist.” But he recounts
his transformation into a pedestrian after moving into a walkable neigh-
borhood in Trenton: “As a pedestrian, I've seen drivers speeding down
local streets, showing a lack of regard for pedestrians and bicyclists. I see
the need for more ‘Complete Streets'— more and improved sidewalks;
better markings at crosswalks to put motorists on alert; bike paths where
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needed; and intersection improvements, including countdown pedestrian
signals and accessible curb cuts at crosswalks to accommodate those who
are mobility impaired.”’

Moving to a new neighborhood, as James Simpson did, is not neces-
sary to gain this visceral understanding; champions can help develop it
in political leaders, practitioners, and citizens no matter where they live.
Dan Burden and Mark Fenton qualify as mega-champions of complete
streets; they both travel the country speaking to community leaders,
showing them compelling photographs, and most importantly, taking
people out for a walk. They are both champions of using walking audits
to help everyone see and understand deficiencies.*

Saint Louis Park, Minnesota, brought Fenton in to conduct a “Winter
Walking Tour” for both elected officials and transportation agency work-
ers. He led the group on a walk down snowy city streets so everyone
could experience the barriers presented by mounds of snow that block
access to buses or reduce sight lines, and slick surfaces that imperil older
pedestrians. During warmer weather, the city sponsored a bike tour, tak-
ing council and key department leaders out on principal bike routes. Both
events built a common experience of what it is actually like to be out
on the streets of their city without a car. The city council continues to
refer back to the experience during its deliberations. The Michigan DOT
has formalized this approach statewide with a program called “Training
Wheels.” It starts with classroom instruction on the AASHTO bikeway
design guidelines. But it then puts traffic engineers, planners, and elected
officials onto bikes to ride around their town—to experience good bike
lanes, bad streets, and ugly intersections.

Complete Streets Workshop instructor Mike Dannemiller, a con-
sultant in New Jersey, brings a wheelchair along at every workshop he
gives and always takes attendees out to navigate a sloping sidewalk. “The
wheelchair is more valuable than all the talk in the world for giving work-
shop attendees a memorable experience,” he says. “These big strong guys
discover they can’t make the wheelchair go straight!” Suddenly, the need
to minimize the cross slope at driveways has a whole new meaning.

Not everyone will be convinced. But complete streets champions tend
not to be too bothered by the presence of opponents. They focus more on

building support than on countering opposition. Opponents do demand
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attention; the Local Practices report discusses opposition from citizens,
developers, partnering entities, and internal agency sources. All of these
players have an investment in the status quo. Their presence should not
be a surprise, but it draws energy and attention. The opposition provokes
anxiety, and complete streets boosters want to do something to make it
go away. But a focus on answering the objections of opponents is gener-
ally not an effective advocacy strategy. Facts won't be enough to win them
all over. And in answering their questions, advocates often end up inside
the opponents’ traditional frame of reference. Champions can choose an
easier road: they can assert the new frame of complete streets, identify
more receptive people in the community, nurture them, and build a pow-
er base. They can seek out specific supporters to counter negative voices.
Over time, the opponents, who once loomed so large, will seem less rel-
evant. More people will speak in support of the concept—and will be
willing to engage in discussions with the opponents. And if the opponents
hear the right message from the right people, many of them will slowly,
slowly, come to understand and embrace complete streets.

Most importantly, champions build relationships, constantly broad-
ening their network of supporters. The movement’s diverse base means
supporters can come from just about anywhere. Three basic types of sup-

porters deserve wooing: citizens, community leaders, and practitioners.

Engaging Citizens

Curiously, one of the biggest untapped assets in many complete streets
implementation efforts is the support of citizens and the general public. In
most cases, complete streets policy adoption has been sparked by citizen
advocacy—bicycle advocacy groups, AARP state offices, and smart growth
groups have all launched multiple successful policy adoption campaigns.
The public health push for complete streets has in large part been sus-
tained by organizing many constituencies to push lawmakers for change.
But when it comes to the “professional” task of implementation, many
practitioners fail to reach out and use that broad base of public support.
Transportation professionals have grown wary of traditional public
input; they are used to a “design-and-defend” dynamic, in which public
involvement meetings mostly mean being pummeled by citizens unhap-

py with plans or projects. Citizens distrust transportation and planning
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agencies with good reason; in the past, transportation “improvements”
frequently meant a degradation of their neighborhood as roads got wider
and faster. Some residents may also hold the prevalent views that the top
transportation planning priority should be easing their automobile com-
mute, or that sidewalks destroy the “rural” character of their subdivision
and bring in “unwanted elements.”

The problem is compounded when a resident’s first introduction to
the complete streets concept comes at a meeting about a project on their
own block. New techniques make streets look different, and unfamiliar
features, such as traffic calming measures, can provoke consternation de-
spite their clear safety advantages. Drivers may chafe as speeding becomes
more difficult, and most controversial are projects that directly reallocate
road space, such as a road conversion that reduces automobile lanes, or a
project that would remove automobile parking in order to provide for a
bicycle lane.

Early attempts to add sidewalks and bike lanes in Duluth, Minnesota,
ran into plenty of resistance—fears that roads would be too wide and
too costly. Property owners had a direct stake in the outcome, because
individual homeowners surrounding a road project are assessed for 25
percent of its cost. Without a strong base of understanding of the overall
community goals of complete streets, residents were asked at early meet-
ings to vote on what a street should include—and promptly voted down
features for nonmotorized users. They used those early meetings to take
ownership of multimodal projects and oppose them—ignoring any wider
network benefit or new community goals they were intended to serve.

When the focus is at the project level, you can bet that opponents,
often characterized as NIMBYs (for “Not In My Backyard™), will turn up.
They are energized by what they view as an immediate threat and will
come to meetings, make calls, and write letters, blog posts, and tweets.
But while many citizens may think the changes are fine, they won’t be
motivated to speak up—unless they already feel a connection to the
project’s bigger goals or to a group supporting the project.

That’s why it is essential for agencies to build confidence and more
generalized support for the complete streets concept before it gets to
the project level. Proponents need to nurture supportive interest groups
and individuals in the community as assets for the long haul. These



112 COMPLETING OUR STREETS

nonprofessionals have a big advantage over practitioners steeped in years
of training—they don’t think of street projects in separate silos, and they
immediately understand and embrace the view that street projects should
serve everyone. And city council will listen to them. Complete streets
proponents inside agencies who can identify and develop relationships
with community champions will find them invaluable as projects that
look different begin to roll out. They can provide essential, positive rein-
forcement when those resisting change turn out in force at community
meetings. Community champions can be identified during the complete
streets policy adoption process, and their support can be nurtured directly
with ongoing contact and e-mail updates about projects. Agencies can
keep building support with presentations, short videos, and websites that
explain the local benefits of complete streets policies and what types of
projects to expect.

More and more practitioners and agencies are discovering that docu-
menting public support provides a powerful foundation for change that
extends beyond policy adoption. National, state, and local polls show
strong support for policies that create a more multimodal transportation
infrastructure. Local funding measures for public transportation have a
strong record of success. In 2012, more than two thirds of proposed bal-
lot measures across the country passed (and two that gained 65 percent
support failed due to California’s supermajority requirement’). A recent
nationwide public opinion poll found that 59 percent of Americans want
more transportation options so they don't have to drive everywhere—and
that 63 percent are in favor of addressing traffic congestion by improving
public transportation and developing communities where people do not
have to drive so much.® Only one in five favored road building as the pri-
mary congestion-fighting strategy.

When I cite national figures, people in a town I'm visiting will tell
me, “We're different around here—we really love our cars.” But public
attitudes about transportation are shifting all across the United States,
and state or locally focused polls provide even more compelling evidence
of support. The Missouri Department of Transportation’s public opin-
ion poll has asked residents if they agreed with a proposal to spend up
to 25 percent of a transportation project’s budget on facilities for walk-
ing, bicycling, and riding public transportation—even if that means a
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reduction in the total number of projects that could be built. In 2008 and
2009, 47 percent of Missourians supported that statement; in 2010, 53 per-
cent agreed. In Dallas, a Sunbelt, automobile-dependent city, a 2011 poll
found that 85 percent of respondents were willing to give up at least a
small portion of street space now devoted to cars to make room for oth-
er options. Sixty-eight percent felt that the local economy would benefit
from creating more walkable and bikeable streets. In Charlotte, frequent
surveys of residents reliably show support for the city’s well-established
complete streets approach. In 2010, an overwhelming 80 percent of respon-
dents supported creating streets that accommodate all users, including
motorists, pedestrians, bicyclists, and transit users.”

The Nashville regional planning agency laid the groundwork for its
shift to a complete streets approach with a survey that found 90 percent
of respondents get to work by driving alone.* When they were asked
about the most important transportation problems to solve, a lack of op-
tions for transit, bicycling, and walking, along with poorly planned devel-
opment, came out on top. The region translated that clear public support
into a changed project-selection process that gave multimodal projects an
edge, as described in chapter 8.

Referring back to that public support can help advance more mundane
implementation challenges. In San Diego, the first regional routine ac-
commodation policy was a single sentence contained in a bond measure
passed by voters. Stephan Vance, on staff at the San Diego Association of
Governments (SANGAG), worked with a team to develop strong rules
for implementing the policy, proposing a matrix that clarified what types
of facilities would be required for urban highways, transit projects, urban
streets, collector streets of higher and lower design speeds, local streets,
and rural roadways. Some elected officials expressed reservations, but
Vance just kept coming back to the fact that the rules were carrying out
a measure approved by a large majority of voters. This helped convince
them to support it. A poll of residents taken a few years later confirmed
the rules are expressing the will of the people: 79 percent of them sup-
ported creation of walkable neighborhoods as a greenhouse gas reduc-
tion strategy.

Another method for building public support is to start with noncon-

troversial projects and to reach out to especially dedicated constituencies.
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I always recommend that jurisdictions new to complete streets steer clear
of early projects that would require removing parking. Opposition is sure
to arise, and suddenly the term complete streets has a negative association.
Instead, pick projects that everyone can support.

Building and focusing public support is the stock-in-trade for advo-
cacy groups, and advocates and practitioners work in tandem to sustain
support for the changes required by a complete streets policy. This is the
case in San Diego. Stephan Vance says that, early on, the only advocates
were “cranky bicyclists,” but that changed when Walk San Diego came
on the scene in 1998. It was founded by Andy Hamilton, a planner at the
San Diego Air Pollution Control District, and Vance credits him with the
idea of going after political support to expand complete streets policies in
the region and for engaging the mayor of San Diego. Walk San Diego has
raised the profile of complete streets in the region by bringing in a range
of educational and training opportunities and arranging with Vance to
hold events at SANDAG's headquarters. They have brought in nationally
recognized transportation experts for daylong workshops and forums and
have arranged to use funds from a health grant to host two Complete
Streets Workshops for agency staff, elected officials, and citizens from
smaller jurisdictions adopting their own complete streets policies. Vance
says of their work, “T used to feel I had to speak up personally but now
more people are speaking up.”

Hamilton has instilled a high degree of professionalism in the organi-
zation’s advocacy strategy, a trend that is occurring nationwide. Kathleen
Ferrier, Walk San Diego’s policy manager, says, “Andy is so knowledge-
able. He’s not just pushing blindly for stuff; he recognizes, ‘Okay, we have
barriers and challenges, and we’re going to help you work through those,’
so it is more like a partnership. That set the platform for Walk San Diego.”
Ferrier coauthored two detailed, carefully researched reports on complete
streets implementation in the region. Safe for All, a benchmark study of
street design practices in the jurisdictions in the county, includes complete
streets case studies and best practices from communities locally and across
the country’ From Policy to Pavement: Implementing Complete Streets in the
San Diego Region provides a full implementation toolbox and discussion of
barriers for local communities."” Vance says that Hamilton and the staff
at Walk San Diego are viewed as colleagues and they do good work—so
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they are hired as consultants when projects call for advancing the walking
agenda. From Maine to New Mexico, nonprofit groups working for more
walkable and bikeable communities and for more compact development
provide expertise and services that can advance complete streets.

So what happened in Duluth, Minnesota, where residents had voted
down improvements on their own block? The health group that has ad-
vocated for complete streets is working to get more supporters to attend
these meetings, so they won't be so dominated by residents who just re-
ceived an assessment notice. And with advice from local planners, the
engineering staff in charge of the public meetings changed the format
so residents would engage directly with one another, giving supporters
more of a chance to speak up. More importantly, the assessment system
has also been changed so that assessment rates are set—they won't vary
based on individual street design elements. Progress is still slow, but some
projects have been approved, and the complete streets working group is
committed to continuing the education process.

Engaging Leadership

Elected officials, top department officials, and other community leaders
are pivotal in the initial adoption of a policy. They are also invaluable
during implementation for their ability to encourage continued citizen
support, make necessary policy adjustments, and help different agencies
within government work together more effectively. They need the profes-
sional staff to help them understand their most effective points of inter-
vention and to provide them with good information.

Leaders are important assets in communicating to the public about
the changes under way. In Fairhope, Alabama, residents complained
about new bike lanes, sharrows, and other features installed to make
space for bicycles on the roadway. Their mayor, Tim Kant, responded by
acknowledging their concerns but asserting that complete streets are im-
portant for safety: “I know the new markings and lines look odd. They
are different from what we are used to seeing, and they represent a new
way to think about streets and traffic. Streets used to be designed just
for the benefit of cars and drivers. New ways of thinking leads to streets
that work for everyone and this requires slower traffic.”'" Big-city may-
ors, from Nashville’s Karl Dean to New York mayor Michael Bloomberg,
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have been prominent champions, working closely with their staffs to con-
sistently communicate with the public about their ongoing support for
the changes that are taking place on their streets. Chicago transportation
commissioner Gabe Klein says that mayor Rahm Emanuel uses economic
arguments to make the case for the innovative projects his agency is put-
ting on Chicago’s streets. “What I love about what he does is that he sells
it,” says Klein. “He sells it based on dollars and cents, and that’s something
people can’t really argue with, no matter where they fall on the political
spectrum.”

Elected officials can also help practitioners as they are working to un-
tangle that web of automobile-oriented policies discussed in chapter 4. In
Arlington County, Virginia, across the Potomac from Washington, DC,
members of the county board have found that redirecting transportation
policy is an iterative process that benefits from input from the public and
leadership. The County has been committed to multimodal transporta-
tion for many years, and over time the board has put in place professional
staff that shares their views. The Arlington County board also set up bi-
cycle, pedestrian, and transit advisory committees to give input as policies
are implemented. County board member Chris Zimmerman says these
committees are especially helpful when the agency employees tend to
view implementation as a technical issue. “A lot of this is art, not just sci-
ence,” he says. “If the organization doesn’t have a way to gauge that and
get more input, it may not be able to make decisions that are sustainable.”

Advisory boards can help ensure that implementation stays on track.
Even so, Zimmerman says the board is constantly called upon to make
policy adjustments. He gives the example of Arlington’s early traffic calm-
ing policies and the need a few years later to rein in the placement of
speed humps. He says that the first challenge for board members in mak-
ing such adjustments is figuring out the policy basis of the problem, when
the staff may present all the constraints in the situation as immutable:
“The policy makers may not realize that part of what they are getting
back [from staff] are not technical, physical or scientific constraints, but
are policy items over which the professional has no discretion, but the pol-
icy maker does.” Staff members can make the process easier if they help
identify which constraints are policy related and whether the problem

lies at the local, state, or federal level. Then the elected officials can either
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directly change the policy or work with the state legislature or Congress
to get it changed.

One of the most important roles of leaders is in understanding the
extent to which bureaucratic silos prevent change, and the role they can
play in bringing different departments together to solve common prob-
lems. In Philadelphia, deputy mayor Rina Cutler attributes her ability to
launch innovative multimodal projects in part to mayor Michael Nutter’s
reorganization of the city departments.”” She oversees both transporta-
tion and public works, eliminating one of the most troublesome divides;
Charlotte’s department of transportation is also organized this way.

Jerry Fried, the former mayor of Montclair, New Jersey, is a good
example of the role an elected official can play in the Complete Streets
movement. He also shares some insight into what support elected offi-
cials need in order to engage on this issue. Fried got into politics through
bicycle advocacy, but he says that for most residents in this small suburban
town north of Newark, that was a negative. Cyclists were viewed as “just
a bunch of guys in spandex who want to ride bikes.” Complete streets—
and being mayor—gave him a platform for going around his community
to talk about street design issues with an array of people engaged in civic
life. He can rattle them off—the planners, the school district, local busi-
ness improvement districts, health care providers, the advocacy groups,
the YMCA, AARRP the senior citizen advisory committee, the public trans-
portation advisory committee, and more. He notes: “Of course, they are
also voters. These are groups that any elected official would want to talk
to, particularly around election time; these are the cultural organizations
that are the strength of a community. That’s one thing I find most in-
spiring, the shared connections all these groups find around complete
streets.”

After leaving his post, Fried traveled the state to tell other mayors
and council members about the civic connections possible with com-
plete streets. Under the NJDOT-sponsored program Ambassadors in Mo-
tion, he provided technical assistance to communities adopting complete
streets policies, and he spent more time getting his peers to think about
who could they could reach out to in their own communities.

Fried’s experience shows that elected officials are most effective when

they have a clear vision to share, constituencies they can engage, and a
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The transformation of South Park Street in Montclair, New Jersey, had big
economic benefits; see chapter 7 for details. (Photos by Arterial, LLC.)

way to talk about the value of complete streets. They are more likely
to become champions if they get positive feedback—and if they under-
stand that projects that build better streets can be quick, visible, and pop-
ular. The ability to tie the project to benefits from pedestrian safety to
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long-term economic health makes them even more attractive, especially
in relation to other, longer-term problems faced by cities and states.
Complete streets proponents within agencies can seek out and support
elected officials to play a pivotal role in creating change. Nurturing even a
single council member can help create a valuable ally if the implementa-
tion process sparks NIMBY opposition or requires a policy adjustment.
In Boston, policy and planning director Vineet Gupta says Mayor Me-
nino wanted to push bicycling, so when the timing was right proponents
introduced him to the broader complete streets concept and the idea of
changing the streets by rewriting the design manual. Gupta says, “You
need to figure out who in the principal agencies will be champions behind
the cause so they can stand up behind you, and you have to get to the peo-
ple who the mayor trusts. Every chief executive bounces off ideas among
close aides. We pushed in all those ways to make sure this was a good fit
in the first place.” Menino’s commitment grew to the point that he was
willing to spend political capital on removing parking to make room for
parklets, bike lanes, and public transportation.
Complete streets proponents, particularly those who come out of
a field where they focused on technical training, may find they need to
broaden their interest and raise their personal profiles in order to inter-
act effectively with leadership and make lasting change. In Nashville, Ad-
etokunbo “Toks” Omishakin, a tall, confident Nigerian-American with
a master’s in planning, was serving as the first bicycle/pedestrian coor-
dinator in the city at the planning department. When he first suggested
to some of his colleagues that the city should adopt a complete streets
policy, they objected, calling it an unfunded mandate. Omishakin says, “I
realized that in order to make a difference I needed to step up and make
some personal changes if I wanted to make an impact as the messenger
on the issue in the city. At the planning department, I'd reached a ceiling.”
When mayor Karl Dean came into office in 2007, he had a strong in-
terest in quality-of-life issues and health—and improving health through
active living. Close to two thirds of adults in the region were overweight
or obese,"” and in addition to its low ranking in several national measures
of health, the Nashville region has ranked high in measures of sprawl,
including a 2010 report that found that among residents of large cities,
Nashville commuters spend the most time driving in rush hour.* Mayor
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Dean established a Bicycle Pedestrian Advisory Committee and tapped
Omishakin to lead it. The position was moved from the planning depart-
ment into the mayor’s office, and Omishakin understood that he could
use the higher profile to expand the scope of the position to reach a wider
circle than was possible when advocating narrowly for bicycling and walk-
ing. A new federal program soon gave him the opportunity to connect his
work even more closely to the mayor’s interest in the built environment,
transportation, and healthy living. The Communities Putting Preven-
tion to Work program of the Centers for Disease Control and Preven-
tion would focus on policy changes to improve health and would pro-
vide $7.5 million to the city. Omishakin wrote components of the grant
and worked to take on leadership of the program from his position in
the mayor’s office, and he was named the first director of healthy living
initiatives in Nashville.

Omishakin focused on building a coalition to support policy changes
to encourage physical activity and healthy eating. He made additional rec-
ommendations for adoption of a complete streets policy to the mayor,
but Dean didn’t agree immediately. He wanted to work through some of
the questions that were raised by opponents. Recalls Omishakin, “The
tipping point was the choir. So many community interests were coming
to the mayor that they overwhelmed his doubts. He came to me one day
and said, “Toks, we're doing this!"” The mayor’s decision came about a
week after a positive editorial in the paper in September 2010. The execu-
tive order was signed on Walk to School Day in 2010. This was shortly
after the city council approved a transportation capital spending plan that
directed 62 percent of its funds to multimodal accommodation, helping
ensure the executive order would become a reality on the ground.

Omishakin eventually left Nashville to take on a leadership position
at Tennessee DOT, and he noted the big change he has undergone in his
career: “Often times to make a broad-based impact, people need to get be-
yond the very technical role they may have played. I went from planning
and designing facilities on the ground, to advancing policy, to having an
influencer position.” He notes the transition wasn’t about personal ambi-
tion but in part about building influence in order to realize the vision for
complete streets in the city.
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Engaging Colleagues

Omishakin says that during his early work building support in Nashville,
he did one thing wrong: “I was leaving out one of the main groups of
people who would likely be against this idea. In Nashville, some of the
pushback was from city engineers. And even a great mayor like Karl Dean
needs public works to pave roads, and to build or maintain infrastructure
in key districts of the city. He wasn’t going to come down on them. So
when he heard the public works leadership say this might be an unfunded
mandate, he listened.” The policy moved forward when all the other voic-
es tipped the balance, but the support of the public works department
was still essential to success in implementation. He says, “Our city engi-
neers made great strides prior to the policy adoption and even more after-
wards, but it’s a hard conversation to have, because you're saying ‘Use the
limited money you have, and add more things to do with it.”” As discussed
in chapter 5, Omishakin’s persistence paid off.

In New Jersey, bicycle and pedestrian coordinator Sheree Davis, secure
in the support of Commissioner James Simpson, proceeded to meet with
the next level of leadership: every assistant commissioner in every depart-
ment that the policy would affect. She was building relationships at the
same time that she was coming to a greater understanding of the process.

Practitioners—engineers and planners—also face the need to learn
new skills and to approach projects in a fundamentally different way.
They have years of education, habits, and strong opinions about how
roads should be built, mostly oriented around planning for automobiles.
And they need to “own” the concept of complete streets at a deeper level
than either the public or elected officials. Winning them over requires
much more than formal training.

The first step is addressing their fears that new practices will make
them fail in two core missions: improving safety and easing traffic conges-
tion. Most immediately, they worry that unsafe streets will lead to crashes
and lawsuits, and that congested roads will lead to complaining citizens,
unhappy politicians, and a demand for an explanation. Gary Toth, an en-
gineer who worked for change at New Jersey DO prior to the Complete
Streets movement and who now works for innovative transformation of
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streets into public spaces, says liability concerns are a bit of a red herring.
He and others argue they can be addressed with clear documentation and
a better understanding of the risks.”

John LaPlante also has impeccable engineering credentials, and one of
his favorite themes is debunking the oft-cited statistics about how much
congestion costs the economy.'® He pulls up a slide that walks through
the math: if a new design to make a street more pedestrian friendly re-
duces the speed on a five-mile segment of roadway from forty-five mph
to thirty mph, it will take an extra three and one third minutes to go
those five miles. Multiply that out by the average daily traffic on the road-
way—30,000—and assume all the drivers make $20 an hour for 365 days a
year, and those three and one-third minutes add up to $12.1 million a year
lost to congestion. This is a simplified version of a calculation taught in
engineering schools. It is also used in annual congestions rankings, rolled
out each year and repeated by politicians and transportation agencies as
part of a plea for more funding for more road capacity. LaPlante will have
none of it. When he gets to this point in his presentation, he likes to shock
his audience. “Bullsh—t! It is still three and a third minutes, less than the
time it takes that person to stop at Starbucks,” he says. “T'welve million is
a bogus number.”

Toth and LaPlante have both traveled the country speaking on these
issues, and outside experts can be in the best position to help make a direct
challenge to what was seen as conventional wisdom—especially if they
can speak to their audience as peers. On a higher level, concerns around
the potential for liability and increased traffic congestion are eased and
even eliminated when practitioners, especially government employees,
understand that the political leadership will back them up. They won’t be
left to defend these practices on their own: they are backed by a formal
complete streets policy, by the statements of their supervisors and elected
officials, and by community groups actively supporting the changes. Un-
derstanding this base of support takes time and requires exposure to the
inclusive decision-making processes outlined in chapter 4.

A champion who understands the challenge of bringing practitioners
along is Scott Bradley, an optimistic landscape architect who has been
overseeing the complete streets implementation process inside the Min-
nesota DOT. Once he has addressed the fears of department employees,
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he doesn’t get all vague and visionary—he turns to their day-to-day con-
cerns. He remembers when “the light went on” for a reluctant engineer
at a roundtable discussion in Northfield, Minnesota, fifty miles south of
the Twin Cities: “He’s thinking, [this guy] will be talking about sustain-
ability.” But when I started talking about maintenance and operation con-
cerns, this engineer busted in and said, “That’s it! We need to figure this
stuff out! This is wonderful stuff, but how do we find the resources, how
do we make it work, how do we get snow and ice off the roads in time
for the bicyclists and pedestrians we are expecting, how do we deal with
adjacent landowners?™ Bradley says the key is to be able to use success
stories in getting practitioners involved in more constructive discussions
that help them systematically work through challenges. “Room for in-
novative problem solving gets ‘em talking,” he says. “It helps if they see
there is some hope and some resources, and somebody from MNDO'T to
help them.”

Fortunately, MNDOT has success stories to tell to engineers across
the state, from its years of work on context-sensitive solutions projects,
which adapt highway projects to fit the surrounding environment and
often include multimodal elements. “[The engineers] are thinking, ‘this
thing is probably a death trap,” but then they hear that crashes have been
reduced by more than 50-60-70 percent, and that it costs less money than
traditional solutions, and it has less adverse impact on businesses or the
environment, and folks are happy with it,” says Bradley, who is director
of context sensitive solutions (CSS). “It is those kinds of stories they need
to hear.”

Another advantage for MNDOT is that their leadership in context-
sensitive solutions work has given them an easy way to see complete
streets as a continuation of a direction they were already going—rather
than a repudiation of past practice. Pushed by advocates in the Minne-
sota Complete Streets Coalition, and by local governments adopting poli-
cies, then—state DOT commissioner Tom Sorel acknowledged the culture
change that would need to happen inside the agency. His selection of the
CSS division to spearhead it signaled the high priority he placed on seeing
through the changes.

The most important thing to remember when working with practi-
tioners, and particularly engineers, is that they are problem solvers. Once
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they have grasped the problem, they can be set loose on generating solu-
tions. In Wichita, Kansas, the chief engineer was skeptical of complete
streets and grudgingly agreed to drop by a “Better Blocks” installation—in
which volunteers spend a weekend transforming an unremarkable street
into a walkable, bikeable place, with temporary bike lanes, parklets, pe-
destrian bulb-outs, and many other features.”” The engineer, who had said
he’d come for a few minutes, stayed for three hours. He moved around
planters, watched their impact on car speeds, and was totally absorbed
in solving the problem of creating a safe street for all users. Wichita may
never be the same.

Charlotte Sells Transformation—One Project at a Time

Complete streets proponents are called upon to use all of their persuasive
power when a project comes along that starts to reallocate road space. One
of the first and most challenging large projects undertaken in Charlotte,
North Carolina, was the conversion of East Boulevard, a busy (20,000
average daily traffic) four-lane, undivided roadway with many business
uses and high pedestrian and bicycle traffic. The roadway had automobile
speeds well in excess of the posted speed limit, too few designated pedes-
trian crossings, and a significant number of nonmotorized crashes. To cre-
ate a safer, more inviting environment in line with residents’ interests, the
city planned a road conversion, with several new pedestrian crossings and
carefully designed pedestrian refuge islands. Research shows that these
changes reduce speed and conflicts, as fast-moving cars can no longer
slalom through traffic and left-turning vehicles have clearer sight-lines.
Bicycles and pedestrians have a safer place to travel.

The challenge in converting this roadway was in convincing a skeptical
public that fewer automobile lanes wouldn't result in perpetual backups.
The local paper ran a disparaging editorial cartoon when the idea was
first raised, before the complete streets policy had been formally adopted.
During and immediately after construction, residents expressed dismay
in public forums at the unfamiliar design; the term road diet wasn’t going
over well on what was known as a busy roadway.

Yet, the project proceeded because of consistent support from the

city’s leadership and careful outreach by the transportation department
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staff that brought many residents on board. The staff, led by planning and
design division manager Norm Steinman, included Dan Gallagher, Tracy
Newsome, and several other professionals with a strong and clear com-
mitment to the new approach. The staff made sure the neighborhood was
informed about how the “diet” would work, and about its safety benefits,
and they encouraged residents and businesses to express their support to
city council. Steinman and his colleagues were also careful to document
the project’s success. Once the conversion was completed, they compared
“before” and “after” measurements to confirm that the changes reduced
speeds and traffic crashes. Positive comments about the conversion be-
gan to surface from citizens and the media, and particularly from the bi-
cycle community, which praised the project. One lesson: in subsequent
projects, they switched to the term road conversion.

The process has become easier as citizens have been able to see that
changes, including conversions, worked to create streets that worked
for cars and for other users. And the department has kept up constant

A road conversion and an improved crossing give neighborhood children

in Charlotte better access to a school (at right in photo).
(Photos courtesy Mecklenburg County and Pictometry International.)
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communication with the public about the changed philosophy. Steinman
says, “The central argument has to be, do you believe that people should
be able to walk, to ride bicycles, to get to transit, or do you believe that
people should only have to drive everywhere? Once you get past that yes
or no part then everything goes nicely, because then you can say, ‘if you
want people to walk, do you want them to walk in the travel lane? That’s
not very good, that’s not very safe.” Charlotte has transformed miles of
streets and intersections, guided by this this simple belief in safety.



An inexpensive crosswalk helped complete Adams Avenue in San Diego.
(Photo courtesy Alec Hamilton/Walk San Diego.)



CHAPTER SEVEN

Answering a Loaded Question:
How Much Do Complete
Streets Cost?

IN 2000, SEVENTEEN-YEAR-OLD Nate Oglesby was hit by a car and killed
while riding his bicycle home from his job at a Jewel-Osco grocery
store in Cary, Illinois. He had to use US 14 to cross the Fox River, but the
state highway bridge had been built in the early 1990s without a sidewalk
or bike path. He rode in the median—the only place he could find to ride.

What happened next is a lesson in the cost of incomplete streets. His
family sued, mainly to find out exactly what happened to Nate; the inves-
tigation confirmed he did nothing wrong. The state settled the lawsuit
for $80,000. His mother and the community pushed hard to retrofit the
bridge with a side path, urging Illinois DOT to act while also launching
a grassroots effort to raise money locally. The village of Fox River Grove
and Cary and Algonquin Townships together paid about 30 percent of the
more than $700,000 price tag of hanging a structure to carry a side path
alongside the bridge. Fox River Grove set a paver in the path, naming it
“Nate’s Crossing.”

The story helped get a complete streets law passed in Illinois, and
the National Complete Streets Coalition usually tells it to point out how
much the Illinois DOT could have saved by providing this side path in
the original bridge construction rather than retrofitting it later. But it has
another message: how much value a community places on safe travel for

its residents. In this case, quite a lot.
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The citizens of Cary, Illinois, were clear about the value of pulling
the money together to create Nate’s Crossing. But they had an obvious
(if expensive) project, and a clear need. How can jurisdictions determine
how much it will cost to complete their entire transportation network
for all users, or even how much the commitment may affect next year’s
transportation budget? This question usually pops up as a prime concern
among agencies that are starting to move toward a complete streets ap-
proach. Most problematic, the question seems to ask for an objective dol-
lar figure, but it is loaded with assumptions that proponents must address.
Because of those assumptions, it turns out this question has four answers,

each addressed in this chapter; each will satisfy different audiences.’

Where to Start

Unfortunately, the first impulse of many complete streets advocates is to
give an answer to the costs question that does not provide what most
transportation professionals are looking for. The professionals see trou-
ble: they are assuming this will cost a lot, they know they have a limited
budget, and they are wondering if this is worth it. The advocates zero in
on the last point, because of course this is a question of values. But they
do so by pointing to the values that they think are most important: they
tell practitioners that, eventually, complete streets will reduce spending
on health care costs, or will add economic value to neighborhoods, or will
make the community more sustainable or livable.

These arguments can be compelling to other advocates and to some
elected officials and are often essential during the policy-adoption pro-
cess. The trouble is, when it comes to implementation, these benefits do
nothing to help a public works administrator figure out how to balance
his or her transportation budget. All of these broader societal savings
won’t show up on that bottom line, so they are not likely to be convinc-
ing. Such arguments still avoid the practical question of how to pay for
the change, and they don’t address the (incorrect) assumption that this
will be expensive. And depending on just how skeptical the planners or
engineers are, discussing sustainability may or may not win converts. This
is why this “lasting value” answer should be the last one to turn to when
discussing complete streets with someone concerned about the practical
side of paying for them.
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We Have an Urgent Safety Problem

A better starting point to the cost question is the answer that carried
the day in Cary, Illinois: that existing users of the street need to be safe.
Remember the poll of practitioners in Oklahoma and Texas who were
doubtful of the value of complete streets? Their responses assumed that
nonmotorized transportation was optional and that no one did or would
want to use the street without a car. With that mind-set, the cost of pro-
viding these “amenities” is seen as an option—a luxury that strapped
transportation departments can ill afford. As discussed in chapter 3, safety
is already the best way to motivate practitioners. Changing the framing
of the cost question to an immediate safety issue changes the entire equa-
tion. How can a transportation department claim that it can’t afford to
build safer streets, when safety is its core mission?

So, the first fact to establish in making this argument is that people are
already using the streets via foot, bicycle, and public transportation. We
know that in the one hundred largest cities in the United States, 7.5 mil-
lion households don't have access to a car.” “Goat trails” offer hard visual
evidence that people are walking in these “unwalkable” places, as do pho-
tographs of people walking, bicycling, or waiting for a bus in those same
places.’ Statistics about travel patterns help—the more local, the better. In
New Orleans, complete streets supporters pointed to census data show-
ing that 10.3 percent of residents do not have access to a car and that 8.4
percent walk, bike, or take transit to work in the metro New Orleans area.
This can be an effective point to make to transportation professionals
who view safe travel as fundamental to their jobs and to elected officials
who feel a sense of responsibility for ensuring that taxpayer investments
provide for their constituents’ needs.

The need to protect existing users is a helpful point to make when
someone says transportation funds should be reserved for building facili-
ties to serve cars because the money comes from gas taxes paid by drivers.
Those who use the roads without buying gasoline are still helping to pay
for them through income taxes, sales taxes, property taxes, bonds, and
fees. A report from the U.S. Public Interest Research Group shows that,
contrary to popular belief, roads do not pay for themselves: today, only

half the cost of road construction and maintenance is covered by funds
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A “goat track” on Route 1 in northern Virginia is evidence that people
walk along this road. (Photo by Barbara McCann.)

from gasoline taxes. Since World War I, road construction costs have out-
paced funds raised through the gas tax and other road-user fees by $600
billion—money that came out of general government funds.*

This Won’t Break the Bank

But even with a compelling case for meeting the needs of people now
using the roads, the fact remains that transportation funding is tight. At
both the federal and state levels, it is difficult to gather the political sup-
port needed to raise the gas tax or to find new sources for replacing this
dwindling source of revenue. How can transportation agencies take on
what looks to be an enormous additional expense in times like these?
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In Richfield, Minnesota, a utility project led to the reconfiguration of 76th Street
(top left) with sidewalks, a side path, and fewer lanes. Residents to the east (top

right) want the same. (Aerial courtesy Google Earth; photo by Steve Elkins.)

Decision makers need to be reassured that complete streets can be
achieved within existing transportation budgets or, in other words, that
“this won’t break the bank.” This answer to the costs question corrects
several common misconceptions about what the term complete streets real-
ly means. Every complete street project won’t be a multimodal boulevard
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with all the pedestrian bulb-out bells and landscaped-median whistles,
and practitioners need to hear this. Many improvements are modest in
size and low in cost. At first, complete streets can mean nothing more
than a widened shoulder. For example, while San Diego has gotten a lot
of attention for the dramatic conversion of La Jolla Boulevard (discussed
in chapter 2), the region’s commitment to safety for everyone has also
led to many far more modest improvements. The city added a midblock
crossing to Adams Avenue so residents of the University Heights neigh-
borhood could reach Trolley Barn Park. It cost only $20,000, but it pro-
vided residents in a lower-income neighborhood with safe access to their
only park.” Another low-cost solution came in at just $4,500; it used paint
and a few bollards to slow traffic at the 50th and University Avenue inter-
section (this example can be seen in the image that opens this chapter).

An important strategy for efficient implementation is to look for
opportunities to make changes as part of existing projects, particularly
maintenance and repair projects, as discussed in chapter 5—for example,
most of the Salt Lake City bike lane expansion was achieved with existing
maintenance funds.

Infrastructure repair projects also present an opportunity. In Richfield,
Minnesota, a Twin Cities suburb located in Hennepin County, the city ex-
pected to use $6 million in street reconstruction bonds to replace a sewer
line and reconstruct 76th Street above it. The consulting engineer worked
with members of the community; they wanted the project to also reduce
highway overflow traffic and help complete a trail linkage. The project
ended up converting the four-lane roadway to two lanes with sidewalks,
plantings, and a separated side path. The new configuration cost $2 mil-
lion less to build. It looks strikingly different from the old—and is so pop-
ular that residents on an adjoining section of 76th are now demanding

the same.

Thinking Ahead Saves Money

The previous example shows that thinking ahead can save money. The
same discovery has been made from Washington State to Florida. In Wash-
ington State, the department of transportation determined that using a
complete streets process would have reduced the schedule, scope, and

budget changes that are common to improvement projects on highways
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serving as small-town Main Streets. The study found that this planning
ahead could save an average of $9 million per project, or about 30 per-
cent.® A pilot project incorporated early community input and added side-
walks, safe crossings, on-street parking, and other features important to
small towns; the new costs were offset by the reduction in unexpected
changes. In Lee County Florida, the county staff reexamined the list of
road projects approved in the Long Range Transportation Plan in light of
their new complete streets policy. They determined that five roads slated
for widening from two to four lanes could instead be fitted with turn lanes
and medians, creating a safer environment with minimal impact on traf-
fic. They estimate the changes will reduce the cost of these five projects
by $58.5 million, a significant savings for the county and its taxpayers that
will also create streets that are better for all users.

Practitioners are reassured to know that complete streets implementa-
tion does not require simply tacking on additional space for a bike lane
or a sidewalk to every street project. They may assume that when space
is tight, the only option is to widen the street—and to them that brings
up the specter of right-of-way acquisition, which is both expensive and
time consuming. Lee County’s discovery of road conversions is just
one example of a flexible approach to design that focuses on a creative
allocation of existing space.

During policy adoption, many jurisdictions also set limits on how far
a project must go to accommodate all users. Such limits are a reasonable
part of the conversation, but setting strict percentages, such as 5 or 20
percent of a total project budget, also limits judgment calls.” For example,
on a highly used corridor with dangerous attributes and a challenging ge-
ometry, higher spending levels may be necessary to achieve safety goals.
Over time, the new approach will change the decision-making process
itself, so it will become increasingly difficult to identify what expenditures
can be attributed directly to the complete streets policy.

Costs Are Not Fixed

For years, the Charlotte department of transportation sidestepped ques-
tions about the cost of creating complete streets. Planning and design di-
vision manager Norm Steinman believed that providing a number would
just allow people from each side to use the number for their own ends.
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Steinman says, “It is relatively easy to estimate cost. You can find informa-
tion if you look hard enough, to calculate correctly the incremental costs.
What is impossible is to calculate the value. What is the value to people
of having a sidewalk?” He thinks intangible values, such as safety and how
residents feel about their neighborhoods, are far more important.

He also felt that questions about costs held an inaccurate underlying
assumption: that costs are fixed in the first place. The most accurate an-
swer to the question “How much does a mile of sidewalk cost?” is “It de-
pends.” Does it cross any streams? Does right-of-way need to be acquired?
What is the current cost of asphalt, concrete, or labor?

In Charlotte, Steinman demonstrated this variability with an analysis
of NCDOT projects. His staft analyzed the line item bid costs for 135 final
construction contracts let by NCDO'T over several years. Each year, con-
tract costs, which include planning, design, mobilizing resources, grading,
erosion control, traffic control, and curb and gutter, varied by as much
as 18 percent above or 12 percent below a baseline set in 2010.* Most of
that variability was due to changing economic conditions and the fluctu-
ating price of crude oil—the base ingredient for asphalt. Looking more
closely at three projects, they determined that bicycle lanes added about
5 percent to planning, design, and construction costs (not including right-
of-way acquisition); sidewalks, about 3 percent. Narrowing lanes from the
twelve-foot standard to eleven feet, on the other hand, reduced construc-
tion costs by about 2 percent. The point was not to pin down the costs
of “adding on” bicycle and pedestrian infrastructure—it was to show that
the costs of these clearly beneficial features were so minor as to dwindle
to near insignificance in the face of the annual variations that NCDOT
had come to expect and accept in other budget line items.

The annual variability may help explain why early cost concerns often
seem to evaporate once implementation is in full swing. In the early days
of the National Complete Streets Coalition, we searched for cities and
states that could estimate the impact on their budgets due to changing to
complete streets practices; not only were we unable to find any, but those
early adopters seemed pretty unconcerned with pinning down a figure.
Creating a safe environment for all users had become just one part of
a much bigger calculation—and one with unquestioned value. Projects

simply became part of the existing transportation budget.
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The reassurance provided by this answer is most effective when doubt-
ers know that a nearby jurisdiction has adopted a complete streets ap-
proach without instigating a budgetary crisis. This understanding rarely
comes by looking at a bottom-line figure or a spreadsheet—it arrives with

stories told, places visited, and one-on-one conversations between peers.

Complete Streets Can Unlock New Financial Resources

If the second answer to the question of how much complete streets cost
delivers reassurance, the third answer instills hope. Multimodal projects
can make transportation investments more popular with citizens and
elected officials and can garner more support for transportation funding—
and the new commitment can help unlock new resources.

The paving crew in Arlington County, Virginia, that encountered a
cheering family while installing a bike lane won’t soon forget that show
of support. In Arlington and elsewhere, this support translates into dol-
lars. Arlington levies a commercial property tax devoted to transportation
purposes, and between 2009 and 2011 about one third of it ($19 million)
went to complete street improvements and almost $35 million to public
transportation.” The voters have also approved bonds to pay for specific
projects. In Seattle, voters approved the $365 million “Bridging the Gap”
levy in part because of its promise to improve the transit, bicycle, pedes-
trian, and motorist networks. The city had done polling to gauge support
for the measure, and according to former bicycle-pedestrian coordinator
Peter Lagerwey, “We just kept adding in bicycle, pedestrian, and transit
improvements until it reached the threshold where it would pass.” In
Nashville, strong community support allowed mayor Karl Dean to set
aside $12.5 million for sidewalks, $3 million for bikeways, and more than
$10 million for public transportation in his 2010-2011 budget.

Generalized support can also be expressed in terms of dollars and
cents. When given a dollar to divide according to the portion that should
go to different modes of transportation, Minnesota poll respondents
allocated 20 cents to bicycling and walking facilities, 25 cents to pub-
lic transportation, and 55 cents to roads for cars. That 2008 poll helped
drive the state to adopt its complete streets policy, which is now being
implemented across the state.

These examples show how community transportation priorities are
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changing, and funding will change with it. Agencies that are accustomed
to securing funding through a drumbeat of promised congestion relief
may take a while to understand that other outcomes can also garner sup-
port—and in fact may be the key to their future.

A complete streets approach can open the door to new funding op-
portunities. In Montclair, New Jersey, former mayor Jerry Fried says his
town’s commitment to a new approach helped it secure funds from a va-
riety of sources, ranging from federal Safe Routes to School funding to
a state planning grant to pilot program funding. Now, many New Jersey
towns have a financial incentive for adopting complete streets policies: the
highly competitive NJDOT Local Aid grant program gives towns an extra
point in the review process if they have a policy. MPOs, such as those serv-
ing Kansas City, Nashville, and Columbus, are also establishing systems
that give an edge to multimodal policies and projects.

The US Department of Transportation’s TIGER (Transportation
Investment Generating Economic Recovery) program put a premium
on multimodal projects, and places with complete streets policies have
received many of the grants. Dubuque, Iowa, received one of the first
TIGER grants; the city has received national media attention for its in-
novative reworking of a network of streets in the historic Millwork dis-
trict, using $5.6 million in TIGER funds and a $150,000 Iowa Great Places
grant. With a policy in place since early 2011, Birmingham, Alabama,
won $10 million from the very competitive program in a later round. The
money will be invested in safer streets for all users in the downtown Civil
Rights district; in rebuilding streets in a tornado-ravaged neighborhood
to better serve all travelers; and in creating better connection for the off-
road trail system. New Haven, Connecticut, home to a strong complete
streets policy and process, received a $16 million TIGER grant to turn
a grade-separated highway into a signature multimodal boulevard. Note
that these projects did not fund a narrow set of nonmotorized facilities
but added value for all users of the transportation network.

The process of establishing the need for safe access for everyone in a
community can inspire a search for new sources of funds. The process
of developing a complete streets policy in the small community of Pipe-
stone, Minnesota, drummed up interest in the state Safe Routes to School

program and led to a successful funding application.
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US transportation secretary Ray LaHood celebrates a new complete streets

district in Dubuque, Iowa on May 18, 2012. (Photo courtesy City of Dubuque.)

One caution in pointing toward new funding sources: if this comes
up before decision makers have a full understanding of the commitment
they are being asked to make, they may fall back into the habit of thinking
in silos and assume that making any changes depends on new, separate
funding sources. Topeka, Kansas, started out this way, passing a policy but
making its implementation contingent on a special complete streets fund.
Specific funding allocations, such as the 1 percent set-asides in Oregon
and Connecticut, may also result in one-dimensional spending plans that
do little to change agency practices or priorities. The complete streets ap-
proach, by definition, means using existing transportation funds in a new
way, to ensure the safety of everyone on the street.

The inclusive decision-making process that takes hold under the
complete streets approach can lead to new funding solutions closer to
home, as the breaking down of funding silos helps practitioners think
of the “transportation budget” in the broadest possible terms. Colorado
Springs has created much of its bicycle network by thinking ahead and
using maintenance funds, but transportation planner Kristin Bennett cau-
tions, “If you're going to afford this, you have to stop worrying about,

‘my [funding] pot is over here, and your pot is over there.”” For example,
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by working with a community development specialist, she found $850
million in community development block grant program money to help
make improvements to regional trails.

Transit agencies are often strapped and have less secure funding
streams than roadways; their leaders are usually reluctant to push for
street improvements because they may be asked to pay for them. The
Louisville, Kentucky, transit agency, TARC, is an exception. Director
Barry Barker put $800,000 of his agency’s money on the table in a bid to
partner with the city and county to invest a million dollars in improving
street access to bus stops. Once the city and county merged and moved
toward complete streets, the transit agency and the planning and public
works departments began to collaborate in earnest, working together to
find the most economical way to make improvements.

For transit agencies, this can become a money-saving approach be-
cause of the high cost of paratransit service. Some people with disabilities
use paratransit service because their neighborhoods lack the sidewalks
and curb cuts they would need to reach regular bus service. The Mary-
land Transit Administration found that providing paratransit for a daily
commuter costs far more—$38,500 a year—than adding basic improve-
ments to transit stops.'

In Boston, the careful development of the new Complete Streets Man-
ual also led to a new discussion of who pays for what, especially when it
comes to maintaining new infrastructure. The manual establishes three
categories of treatments: standard, enhanced, and pilot. The city will
maintain standard treatments, but if a developer or neighborhood wants
enhanced features, such as special brick pavers, they may have to sign a
maintenance agreement. While the policy has drawbacks, especially for
neighborhoods that can’t afford special treatments, it draws more players
into responsibility for creating quality streets.

Finally, many cities and states are financing ambitious transportation
projects by capturing a portion of the increased property values and sales
taxes a project is expected to bring. The most common method for this is
tax increment financing, which designates a district and dedicates a por-
tion of the expected increase in tax revenue in that district to paying off
the debt incurred in building a project.
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Investing in Complete Streets Will Add Lasting Value

After offering reassurance and hope, complete streets proponents can
inspire by making the case for the tremendous value represented by an
investment in multimodal streets. These values come through lives saved,
healthier citizens, stronger local economies with more sustainable prac-
tices, and even through less traffic congestion. When addressing the is-
sue of costs, these benefits should be presented in fiscal terms. All of the
examples below attach a dollar figure to benefits that are sometimes hard
to quantify.

Again, safety is the first and best way to answer the costs question,
and it can be translated into dollars and cents. The national pedestrian
safety study Dangerous by Design cited National Safety Council estimates
that each pedestrian fatality cost $4.3 million." In a presentation to col-
leagues, New Jersey’s Sharee Davis used the figure to justify NJDOT’s
investment, noting that the 1,514 pedestrian deaths cost the state $6.51
billion over ten years.

The public health community has assembled an impressive array of
studies and statistics that document the costs of physical inactivity, some
of which can be attributed to a hostile street environment.'> Nationally,
health expenses related to obesity are estimated to range from $147 bil-
lion to nearly $210 billion per year.” A California study found that over-
weight, obese, and sedentary residents cost San Diego County more than
$3 billion a year in health care expenses and lost productivity."* We know
that changing the built environment helps solve this problem: one study
surveyed residents in eleven countries and found that those who lived
in neighborhoods with sidewalks on most streets were 47 percent more
likely to reach the minimum level of physical activity for health, and that
those in neighborhoods with bike lanes and bus stops were even more
active.”

Studies have found that facilities that encourage walking and bicy-
cling deliver quantifiable health benefits far in excess of their construction
or maintenance costs. One study launched as part of a complete streets
initiative in the Birmingham, Alabama, region projected the costs and

benefits of dramatically expanding bus service in the suburb of Fairfax,
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including the addition of stops, shelters, and sidewalks. They calculated
the fiscal impact of air quality improvements, better access to medical fa-
cilities, reductions in traffic crashes, savings in personal vehicle costs, and
savings related to traffic reduction. The authors found that over twelve
years, each dollar invested in building and operating the new system and
its sidewalks would generate $2.05 in return.'

Many of the cities profiled in this book have invested in complete
streets as part of a broader initiative to rein in health care costs by get-
ting residents on their feet. In Nashville, the region’s health care industry
and public health officials have made a strong fiscal argument for invest-
ing in multimodal transportation."”” The director of public health testified
in support of the Major and Collector Street Plan, and getting someone
outside of the transportation planning world to step up in support of the
investment made a big difference in its acceptance. From Los Angeles to
Bloomington, Indiana, to Boston, the health argument has helped sup-
port a different set of transportation investments.

Some communities are including complete streets as part of their far-
reaching plans to reduce carbon emissions. Portland, Oregon, has done
the most to track its progress, noting that transportation emissions have
dropped below 1990 levels and that per-person emissions have fallen 22
percent since 1990. By one calculation, Portlanders have saved $1.1 bil-
lion annually by driving less than other Americans; put another way, the
carbon savings from driving less are worth between $28 and $70 million
annually.'®

The economic value of good health or reducing carbon pollution ap-
plies across the population over time and is quite difficult to pin down.
But when the goal is economic growth, the case can sometimes be made
that specific projects will end up paying for themselves. This is especially
compelling for elected officials. In Montclair, New Jersey, the rehabilita-
tion of South Park Street was intended to transform it from a “dangerous

obstacle to walking” into a street worthy of becoming a civic center. The

Facing page: Lancaster, California, transformed its dangerous, busy main street
into “the BLVD” to improve safety and bring businesses downtown. It has
become a focal point of special events. (Photos: Before by City of Lancaster;
aerial by Tamara Leigh Photography; event by Curt Gideon Photography.)
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project would widen the sidewalk, add a pedestrian island, plant trees, and
much more. The city’s capital finance committee found that the project
would dramatically increase commercial property values in the central
business district. Increased tax revenues over ten years were projected to
be double the cost of the project. The results demonstrated the value
of placemaking to a small city with a limited commercial tax base. The
data helped the city decide to issue bonds to pay for what could have
been dismissed as a random beautification project. The head of the Mont-
clair Center Business Improvement District says the renovation sparked
commercial interest even before it was completed.

Numerous studies have confirmed that cities can indeed bank on it:
complete streets improvements and land use changes increase retail sales
and property values along specific corridors and in certain districts." The
town of Lancaster in Los Angeles County experienced a big drop in crash-
es after it transformed its main drag, Lancaster Boulevard. It had been an
unpleasant and dangerous high-speed roadway that had kept pedestrians
and shoppers away. The award-winning new design, installed in 2010, re-
moved six traffic signals and created a central “Rambla” patterned after
the design of a street in Barcelona, Spain, which provides parking spaces,
pedestrian facilities, and a place for community events. The $10 million
investment in new lighting, landscaping, and trees spurred $125 million
in investment in the downtown area, with forty new businesses opening
and eight hundred new jobs. Sales tax revenue grew by 26 percent. The
project is so popular with residents that the road is now affectionately
referred to as “the BLVD.”

Economic benefits are also accruing in New York. As crashes drop, re-
tail sales rise. The New York City DOT documented a 49 percent increase
in retail sales at locally owned businesses along a stretch of 9th Avenue in
Manhattan redesigned for all users. In the Bronx, the DOT made changes
to Fordham Street to speed buses, and sales rose 71 percent. Commercial
vacancies dropped surrounding the city’s new pedestrian plazas.”

A recent study from the Brookings Institution found that for Wash-
ington, DC, neighborhoods, each step up the rung of a five-step walk-
ability ladder added value to office, retail, and apartment rents, as well as
increased home values.” Improved transit service also provides econom-
ic benefits, and streetcars in particular are being installed to help boost
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economic development along specific corridors in Los Angeles, Arling-
ton (Virginia), Cincinnati (Ohio), and other cities. As will be discussed in
chapter 8, the Cleveland HealthLine Bus Rapid Transit project reallocated
street space for the use of high-capacity buses, bicycles, and pedestrians;
the line attracted at least $4.3 billion in development along Euclid Avenue
before it even opened.”” For many proponents of smart growth and com-
plete streets, this new model of economic growth is the most compelling
long-term answer to how communities will pay for a complete streets
transformation.

A commitment to complete streets can provide one more type of last-
ing value, which gets back to a central concern of many transportation
professionals: congestion relief. A few places are pursuing a multimodal
strategy to reduce delay without constant capacity expansion. Portland,
Oregon, officials are fond of noting that the city’s entire bicycle network
would cost about $60 million to build all at once, about equivalent to one
mile of a four-lane urban freeway, and in 2008 that network provided for
the commuting needs of about 6 percent of Portlanders.” Completing
the streets won'’t by itself make much of a dent in solving traffic conges-
tion; it is well known that Portland has employed a range of land use and
transit strategies. Arlington, Virginia, knows this and regards multimodal
street improvements as providing support for an ambitious transportation
demand management (TDM) program. In 2011, Arlington County Com-
muter Services estimated that its program reduced traffic in Arlington by
forty-five thousand car trips each workday, by helping people switch from
driving to taking transit, carpooling, vanpooling, walking, or bicycling.*
Transit improvements and multimodal streets provide the base on which
the county has built a full-service TDM program that reaches out to busi-
nesses, operates retail commuter stores, offers guaranteed rides home,

and does much more to help commuters get out of their cars.

Lasting Value Catch-22

Multimodal streets offer other long-term benefits, from improving tran-
sit speeds to creating greater social capital through placemaking. I par-
ticularly recommend Todd Litman’s interesting cost and benefit analysis
of complete streets.” But the connection between dollars spent on road
projects and money saved elsewhere can be hard to calculate. And the
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places that have succeeded in translating the benefits into dollars have
something in common—they are almost all from cities or regions that
already hold a strikingly different vision of how their transportation net-
work can best serve their communities. Quantifying this value—through
car trips avoided, health costs spared, or businesses opened—requires col-
lecting data and making connections in new ways. Many communities
are not yet able to make these connections, so proving these bigger ben-
efits when multimodal investments are first proposed is something of a
catch-22.

A solution is at hand: patience. Most places that make the commit-
ment to complete their streets will do so because they have come to be-
lieve that ensuring the safety of everyone using the road is “worth it,”
and they have gained confidence that they won't break the bank. In time,
elected officials, agency leaders, and citizens should come to see the po-
tential for much more.

This realization may come easier as officials recognize the tremendous
cost of continued lane expansion for cars, especially at a time of decreas-
ing resources. Massachusetts’s secretary of transportation Richard Dav-
ey bluntly declared in 2012 that his state wouldn’t be building any more
superhighways, declaring, “There is no room.”* The Tennessee DOT
halted construction of the long-planned I-69, noting it would sap funds
needed for repair and safety improvements on the rest of the state’s roads.
They may be emboldened by new challenges to the conventional wisdom
that congestion is economically disastrous; one analysis of the economic
growth rates and congestion rankings of US cities found that cities with
more delay have a higher gross domestic product.”

It is clear that deciding how to pay for complete streets requires a shift
in priorities, and many communities are showing the way as they realign
their budgets and spending patterns to create safer streets. The next ques-
tion is exactly what to pay for: What will successfully balance the needs
of different people vying for use of the roadways for driving, walking,
bicycling, or catching the bus?



A protected bike lane in Chicago gives children a place to ride on the street.
(Photo courtesy Chicago DOT.)



CHAPTER EIGHT

The Balancing Act: Setting
Priorities for Different Users

MAKING A COMMITMENT TO complete streets breaks open a tidy lin-
ear system that has traditionally delivered roads designed only
to speed motor vehicles to their destinations. The transportation proj-
ect pipeline was good at taking in a narrow set of inputs at one end and
pouring out a finished road at the other. Agencies must now bring many
more modes, voices, and considerations into the process all along the way.
What was a pipeline can become something of a swamp; everyone in-
volved may end up feeling caught in a morass of competing claims for
limited roadway space and limited funding. Rather than simply delivering
a project, transportation professionals must navigate their way toward a

solution that may not quite satisfy anyone.

Who Gets Priority?

To help decide this question, agencies are using new systems to translate
the complete streets policy commitment into funding decisions and proj-
ects on the ground, fashioning charts and scoring systems to help them
strike a balance between road users with different and sometimes incom-
patible needs. But before discussing these systems, it is important to ac-
knowledge that allocating road space won't be a wholly rational process.
All the players have something at stake, but they don't all have the same
capacity to fight for it.
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Drivers

Automobiles have long been in the driver’s seat in every aspect of trans-
portation project delivery. And you could say, rightly so; some 83 percent
of the trips Americans made in 2009 were made in private automobiles.'
Automobile-oriented transportation models and Level of Service indica-
tors remain the primary methods of predicting and providing for travel
needs. Cars take up a tremendous amount of space on the roadway and
require significant storage space as well. But until recently, meeting those
spatial demands has simply been part of the transportation professionals’
job. This may be why motorists’ or truckers’ groups are generally not
members of complete streets advisory groups; their interests have been
assumed to be represented by the transportation professionals.

On a national level, motorists organized decades ago, into the Ameri-
can Highway Users Alliance and the American Automobile Association
(AAA). They've worked closely with the construction industry through
the American Road and Transportation Builders Association and with
state transportation agencies through AASHTO to keep federal transpor-
tation funding on track and to keep the road-building pipeline filled with
projects. They have worked against including a complete streets provision
in the federal transportation bill. Freight haulers are also a major player, as
trucks move 70 percent of the nation’s goods (by weight).

At the local level, the position of motorists’ groups on the shifting
streetscape has been mixed. Local AAA representatives have argued both
against protected bike lanes in Washington, DC, and for a new complete
streets law in Philadelphia. In a few cases, ad hoc groups of motorists have
complained in the media about “a war on cars” or have launched protest
websites or petitions, usually against specific projects.

The biggest challenge in serving drivers is that most Americans expect
free parking and relatively uncongested roads that are kept that way through
road widenings. These goals inevitably get a lower priority when building
a walkable, transit- and bicycle-friendly transportation network. Frankly,
drivers have the most to lose when priorities start to shift, but in terms of
passenger transportation, people who drive can also be people who walk,
bicycle, or take transit. And the assumption that all American adults iden-

tify as drivers is changing. Young people are delaying getting their licenses,
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and some younger drivers no longer buy and care for a beloved car but opt
instead to borrow one through the successful new car-sharing industry.
Frustrated commuters look for other options on weekends, and for more
active options for their children. The growing population of older drivers
wants slower, safer roads, as well as alternatives to driving. But even as
people diversify their personal transportation portfolio, serving drivers will
remain of primary importance in much of America, where automobile-
oriented land uses will take decades to change.

Pedestrians

At the other end of the scale, pedestrians take up the least space, require
the most fine-grained planning, and, oddly, have little direct clout in the
transportation planning process. Since everyone is a pedestrian, advocates
have had a tough time organizing a stand-alone “pedestrian lobby,” but
urban thinkers and planners now see walkability as central to achieving
the broader goals of economic growth, health, and livability—and they
recognize pedestrians’ vulnerability in streets filled with cars. So, some
cities are reversing decades of practice that put cars first. Gabe Klein,
Chicago’s transportation commissioner, says, “Our priority has to be the
people walking, because they have the least armor.”*

Putting pedestrians first obviously means more space for sidewalks
and higher-quality crosswalks, a relatively easy lift. What is harder is creat-
ing the connectivity that pedestrians need. They are the most sensitive to
being sent out of their way, and that proves a challenge in suburban areas
with dendritic street networks; new pedestrian cut throughs are almost
never popular with existing homeowners. Another potential conflict is
over allocating more time to pedestrians: a walkable environment is one
where people have time to cross the streets and where drivers are moving
at slower, safer speeds.

Pedestrians with different needs are starting to get some attention in
the planning process; AARP has been a powerful and active proponent of
complete streets as part of its push to help the growing number of older
Americans age in place. The number of Americans over age sixty-five is
expected to more than double by 2025, and they will make up one fifth
of the total population. AARP sponsored one of the very first studies of a
complete streets approach, Planning Complete Streets for an Aging America,
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which addresses the needs of older drivers as well as older pedestrians,
summarizing three basic strategies: design for slower speeds, make navi-
gation easier, and simplify signage.? AARP is now creating new resources
to help its state- and local-level volunteers work to ensure that complete
streets policies result in changes on the ground.

At the other end of the life cycle, parents and public health advocates
want to create safe walking routes to schools, so kids can get daily physi-
cal activity. The Safe Routes to School (SRTS) movement goes beyond
infrastructure changes (which are termed “engineering”) to address four
other “Es” of the walk to school: educating children about safe walking,
encouraging families to value active travel to school, enforcing laws for
safe walking, and evaluating the success of SRTS initiatives. Beginning
in 2005, the federal Safe Routes to School program provided resources
on how best to create safer streets for children and dedicated millions of
dollars each year to SRTS grants, but the entire program would cover less
than 6 percent of the schools in the United States.” The SRT'S National
Partnership is working in communities across the country for complete
streets policies that will help close the gap.

Many people with lower incomes rely on walking, public transporta-
tion, and bicycling because they cannot afford to own a car. A few cam-
paigns led by public health advocates have sought to organize these road
users to push for change, but more frequently, they are drawn into com-
plete streets planning processes via robust public involvement efforts that
target them and their needs (see the section later in this chapter about
including equity issues in transportation planning).

People who use wheelchairs and have low vision would seem to have
a strong tool to ensure their place on the street through the Americans
with Disabilities Act, which is enforced through the US Justice Depart-
ment. But the ADA does not require installation of new sidewalks on
roads where they don’t already exist—that’s one reason that so many
wheelchair ramps at curb cuts lead to nowhere. The ramp is required as
part of pouring the curb, but the sidewalk is not. In addition, for many
years, the street standards written for the ADA were inadequate and out-
dated; much-improved draft regulations have been awaiting final approval
since 2005. Some groups of people with disabilities have become engaged

in the complete streets movement, notably the Centers for Independent
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Living and Easter Seals Project Action, which focuses on ensuring that
the public transportation system is accessible for people with disabilities.

Under the Americans with Disabilities Act, jurisdictions of all kinds
with more than fifty employees, including transportation agencies, are
required to write transition plans that focus on ending access barriers for
people with disabilities. The plans must solicit input from the community,
set a timeline for action, and name someone responsible for implementa-
tion. A major component of almost all transportation agency transition
plans is prioritizing the enormous job of installing curb ramps. The ADA,
of course, predates the complete streets movement, and only a few places
have integrated the plans with their complete streets commitment.

Since the complete streets approach is about serving everyone us-
ing the roads, some communities will identify some more unusual road
users.” Communities with Amish populations or equestrian centers are
making provisions for carriages or for unpaved paths to provide riders
with access to parks. The Georgia DOT is including a tunnel as part of a
bridge improvement project that will allow kayakers to carry their boats
across a lake to reach a recreation center. Some communities with snowy
winters have worked to ensure that snowmobilers can use wide shoulders
to get into town in the winter. The fundamental principle is to pay atten-
tion to who will be using a road, and to be sure they have safe access.

Bicycle Riders

This is the constituency that started the complete streets movement and
that has had the most passion and energy for wresting space and resources
from the automobile. While highly visible in transportation debates, in the
United States they usually have the smallest mode share. This is largely
because, until recently, they had no street space at all. Riders were few be-
cause of the perceived risks of sharing the lane with cars and buses—and
because riding on sidewalks with pedestrians doesn’t work either. A few
bicycle advocates have long argued that the best way to increase riding
and safety is to teach people to ride comfortably with cars in traffic (called
“vehicular cycling”), but the vast majority of advocates now are pushing
for more dedicated space on the roadway. They base their work on inter-
national research that clearly shows that dedicated space is the key to in-

creasing bicycle use. This is particularly true for women, who in the United
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States make up only about one quarter of the tiny fraction of utilitarian
cyclists. In countries with the most bicycle-friendly streets, and the highest
share of trips by bicycle, this striking gender imbalance disappears.®

The League of American Bicyclists rewards a systematic approach to
including bicycles in transportation planning through its Bicycle Friendly
Communities program; a complete streets policy is required to gain top
status.” Cities all over the country have been gradually adding painted
bike lanes and trails for the past two decades, and a new generation of
facilities is aimed at making riding a clearly safer option for people who
otherwise wouldn’t ride bicycles, especially children and families. The in-
dustry group Bikes Belong (made up of manufacturers and retail bike
store owners) is promoting the Green Lane Project, an initiative to help
cities install protected bike lanes, safer intersection treatments, and other
innovations.® The growing political clout of the bicycle industry and the
advocacy movement means more resources and more space.

Bicycling is reaching a tipping point, rapidly shifting from a margin-
al subculture of recreational riders and diehard male commuters into a
significant mode of transportation. Nationally, the share of people who
bike to work grew by 64 percent between 1990 and 2009, with far higher
increases in many cities.” Identifying as a “bicyclist” is no longer even nec-
essary: bikeshare systems—which rent bicycles in half-hour increments
from kiosks placed throughout a city—eliminate the need to even own
a bike. Opening in cities around the world, they function essentially as
transit systems in which the vehicles are bicycles.

Much of this activity is in core cities, but bicycling’s greatest potential
may be in suburban areas where it is simply too far to walk from homes
to other destinations or even to reach public transportation. Low-income
workers already know this, but they travel under the radar of transpor-
tation experts. Barry Barker, of the Louisville transit agency, says that
when he was preparing to put bike racks on the city’s buses years ago,
he would make jokes about serving “the spandex crowd.” But once they
were installed, he says, “what we quickly learned was the extent to which
year-round, the bike is a form of transportation for minority, low income
individuals in Louisville. This is probably the most significant thing we’ve
done for access to jobs.” Yet, the challenge in these areas remains creating
safe space for bicycles when cars are traveling at high speed.
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Public Transportation Riders

The complete streets movement is often assumed to be focused on mak-
ing the streets work better for pedestrians and bicyclists. That is the big-
gest challenge, in the many places where there is no safe place at all for
people on foot and bicycle. But public transportation stands to gain the
most in the push and pull around who gets use of limited street space. In
the shift to ensuring that streets are safe and efficient in moving people
instead of vehicles, public transportation inevitably rises to the top: buses,
trains, streetcars and light rail trains are the fastest way to carry the most
people. For example, in one corridor in Washington, DC, planners esti-
mate that buses make up just 2 percent of the vehicles but carry 40 per-
cent of the people. And aside from crashes involving transit patrons dur-
ing the pedestrian part of their trip, transit is also the safest way to travel.
Transit vehicles can also be thought of as “pedestrian accelerators,” a
critical component of a truly walkable city."

But buses and trains have a requirement fundamentally different from
the pedestrians they serve: speed. They need to move quickly enough to
be competitive with private cars. And while the calculations of the costs
of traffic congestion for individual drivers are suspect, for transit agencies
time really is money. Slower bus service means agencies must pay drivers
more per route and must buy and run more buses to provide frequent ser-
vice (and frequency is essential when trying to draw drivers out of their
cars). Complete streets converges with the movement toward light rail
and bus rapid transit, because both involve reallocating street space to the
exclusive use of transit vehicles, retiming signals to give priority to transit,
and enhancing pedestrian access to the stations.

Jarrett Walker, a public transportation consultant and author of Human
Transit, believes that in some cases the success of public transportation
will eventually depend on taking lanes from automobiles—even though
he told me most DOTs still react to this idea as if “you’re proposing to kill
kittens.” He says, “If transit were allowed to succeed, it would use that
lane much more efficiently in terms of person through-put, and it would
be reliable in a way that cars will never be.” Walker argues in his book that
the nation’s surfeit of suburban arterials, with many destinations along
a straight line, are in fact the perfect place to reallocate street space to
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allow buses fast, frequent, predictable travel." This would require some
dedicated lanes, relatively infrequent but carefully placed stops, and a safe
pedestrian crossing at every stop. But it wouldn't mean converting that
arterial into a classically “walkable” urban street—because slowing the
street that much would also slow down transit service. Instead, Walker
argues for a buffered pedestrian zone that is safe and functional.

Until very recently, the people who ride public transportation have
generally not organized to push for more space on the street, and while
low-income bus riders formed a successful “union” in Los Angeles, simi-
lar efforts have not been very successful elsewhere. Chicago’s Active
Transportation Alliance and New York’s Transportation Alternatives
advocate for public transportation improvements, as well as for walking
and bicycling. In big cities where ridership is going up among younger
people, transportation blogs and apps are giving voice to a desire for bet-
ter service.

The American Public Transportation Association is a major supporter
of the National Complete Streets Coalition and has worked to spread the
word across the industry. But in most places, transit agencies have not
been leading the charge for a higher priority on the street. These tran-
sit operators are most engaged with the challenge of running the buses
and trains, day in and day out. Because of the historic siloed approach to
transportation planning, they are also usually entirely separate agencies
from those that plan and build the roads, with boundaries that don’t co-
incide with city or even county lines. For them to assert any say over the
road side of the equation is seen as invading someone else’s turf.

But Walker says that city governments that want to solve their trans-
portation problems with transit should not be shy about working di-
rectly to find more space for public transportation. Seattle wrote its own
transit plan, even though the city does not run the bus service. The 2005
plan clarified what the city wanted from the regionwide transit agency,
King County Metro, and became an important tool for Metro to use in

providing better, more innovative service."

Those Who Stay Put

Often, the people with the biggest influence on who gets road space
are those who are most concerned with staying put: residents who live
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alongside a road, local business owners, and developers. Of course, they
travel the roads too, but for my purposes their interests in space allocation
have more to do with the ultimate character and impact of the project on
their private property or livelihood. Usually defenders of the status quo,
their visibility and political power mean they often dictate the pace of
change.

Charlotte’s Norm Steinman says that this is where the city’s six-step
planning process (described in chapter 4) breaks down. While the city
has set a clear priority of creating a safer pedestrian environment, resi-
dents often completely oppose projects to install sidewalks or connect
streets. “People would say, T don't care if it is six steps, eight steps, or two
steps. I do not want the project,”™ says Steinman. “So we’re now working
on different methods of public involvement to help us determine more
quickly if it is going to be possible to get people in an affected area to
support a project or not.” His department has drawn up a risk matrix for
different types of projects. Safety improvements that stay in the right-of-
way, such as pedestrian refuge islands, are almost never opposed, but side-
walks that are perceived to infringe on private property are much more
likely to spark opposition. These sidewalk projects now require a petition
demonstrating that a majority of residents accepts them before they pro-
ceed. But Steinman and his staff are not giving up; their latest effort is to
broaden public involvement beyond the residents to find and engage the
travelers who will use the new facilities.

Developers whose business model relies on automobile access have
also fought to maintain a focus on congestion relief and providing plenty
of parking spaces, and highway building remains an important engine
for sprawling development. But this may be changing, especially among
developers, business owners, and city leaders who are recognizing that a
different allocation of space can bring more business. Chris Leinberger,
author of The Option of Urbanism, and Arthur C. Nelson, of the University
of Utah, have both written extensively about the large-scale economic
forces that are helping developers see a different route to profitability
through mixed-use, transit-oriented developments, often termed new
urbanism or smart growth."

But business support is shifting on a small scale too—for example,
real estate developers and other businesses along Portland’s Multnomah
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Street recently supported the reallocation of two automobile lanes along
the road to create protected bike lanes. The businesses want more vis-
ibility on a street that had been marked by speeding traffic. They hope to
get it from bicycle riders, slower-moving drivers, and an increase in people
walking.'* And they hope that in the long run, the new configuration will
help transform a throughway into a desirable place. Such placemaking
is driving the most radical reallocations of all: freeway teardowns that
usually aim to turn waterfront corridors from speedways into attractive

neighborhoods and destinations.

Shifting Space

Cleveland’s Euclid Avenue shows the potential benefits of taking the is-
sue of space allocation head-on. Euclid Avenue is a central commercial
corridor for Cleveland, linking the central business district and the job

center of University Circle; the street is home to the Cleveland Clinic, the

Cleveland’s HealthLine reallocated space along Euclid Avenue,
dedicating two central lanes to rapid transit, adding transit stations,
and narrowing the remaining automobile lanes.

(Photo courtesy Jerome Masek/Cleveland RTA.)
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University Hospital, and Cleveland State University. While the corridor
had street cars decades ago, more recently it had a pretty standard cross
section: along most of its length, it had four vehicle travel lanes, park-
ing, and sidewalks. The need for better transit service was recognized as
early as the 1980s, and the regional transit authority applied for and won
federal “New Starts” funding for the HealthLine, a BRT line. The proj-
ect ended up reconfiguring the street from curb to curb for eight miles:
sidewalks were widened; 726 curbside parking spaces were moved off the
street; and in some sections, additional right-of-way was acquired to make
room for five-foot-wide bike lanes. Two central lanes are dedicated to the
rapid transit vehicles, which are sped along by signal preemption and off-
board fare collection. One through vehicle lane remains in each direction;
the Ohio Department of Transportation approved a design exception to
allow these to be narrowed to eleven feet. Some parts of the corridor have
parking bays and turn lanes.

The Greater Cleveland Regional Transit Authority designed the en-
tire project, even though the road is a state highway. Joe Calabrese, CEO
and general manager, says his agency stood firm in talks with the city
and state transportation agencies on how the corridor would look and
operate, aided by the leverage provided by the federal funding. “We were
bringing money to the table; we were bringing the promise of future eco-
nomic vitality, which was crucial. Yes, we got away with a lot but we knew
it was the right thing to do.” His agency also worked with adjacent land
owners block by block—and overcame the resistance of one group of
developers who were sure that the revitalization of downtown depended
on adding more parking.

Ridership on the line jumped 46 percent in the first year, and the
bicycle count tripled between 2006 and 2010.” The project has been a
huge boon to economic development; new housing and retail are go-
ing up in underdeveloped Midtown. And the doubtful developers? They
are now building a mixed-use development with ground-floor retail and
apartments above on the University Circle end of the corridor.

The Euclid Avenue story is an illustration of just how much a single
street can be changed to give different modes different priorities, and how
that can affect surrounding land use. But such transformations won’t go
nationwide if every project has to compete for the limited federal funding
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devoted to special transit projects. Los Angeles is building a citywide BRT
system using sales tax dollars; the existing lines have already dramatically

improved travel speeds and attracted many more riders.

Shifting Spending

As is the case with many ground-breaking projects, the HealthLine re-
quired an enormous effort and special funding. At the project level,
achieving that perfect balance of capacity and convenience for each mode
looks like a design challenge—and one that can too easily be pulled off
course by political considerations. But as always with complete streets,
the path to lasting change does not lie at the level of designing a single
roadway. Complete streets policies require politicians and practitioners to
realign priorities across the entire transportation network when allocating
resources, space, and time.

The most important change an agency can make to achieve a better
balance is to change the way it spends its money. As discussed in chapter 1,
funding sources defined by mode are one of the reasons we have so many
incomplete streets. Agencies default to fractured decision making—or,
if they want to build multimodal solutions, they end up with a difficult
dance of coordination. In the report The Innovative DOT, Smart Growth
America and the State Smart Transportation Initiative recommend that
states can get over this hurdle by eliminating mode-specific accounts, cre-
ating new mode-neutral funding streams, and creating targeted funds that
help allocate money based on state priorities.' The first two strategies are
at the core of the commitment made when a jurisdiction adopts a com-
plete streets policy: ensuring that all transportation dollars are used to
make the network safe for all travelers. For example, the complete streets
law passed by the Wisconsin legislature made a clear policy statement,
which was then integrated into the administrative rules governing street
rehabilitation and construction, mandating that highway projects must
include sidewalks and bike lanes. This takes the act of priority setting up
one level: the policy means advocates for pedestrian and bicycle interests
can shift their fight for space from “why” or “whether” to “how.”

But updating existing mode-specific accounts is only a first step. Truly
mode-neutral funding pots need to be eligible for public transportation
projects, and need to prioritize safety for all users in the project selection
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process. A good early example of reworking funding pots to better serve
local needs is the Sacramento Area Council of Governments (SACOG).
California has suballocated much of its federal money to regional control,
so Sacramento has been able to distribute federal funding into a structure
tailored to fit the region’s needs—and to respond to citizen pressure for
a more balanced approach.” Several SACOG funding programs support
multimodal projects, such as the Community Design Funding Program,
the Air Quality Funding Program, and transportation demand manage-
ment; a Bicycle Pedestrian Funding Program targets nonmotorized im-
provements. This system has been in place for well over a decade. In 2012,
the SACOG board allocated 69 percent of its 2012 program to projects
that primarily support transit, bicycle, or pedestrian travel. The region’s
priorities have shifted significantly since 2008, with bicycle and pedestrian
programs getting the highest per capita funding increase in the master
transportation plan. But advocates believe SACOG can do much more, by
setting a target for increasing walking and bicycling trips and by setting
a timetable for completing its streets—the California Complete Streets
Coalition suggests a target date of 2024."

Setting Criteria

Many agencies have created new systems to help them select and fund
projects that will bring a better balance to their street network. New
project prioritization systems are most common at the state and regional
levels, and many agencies create points systems that reward multimodal
inclusion or adjust an existing points system to favor multimodal projects.
The North Carolina DOT has revamped its entire planning system to align
its funding more closely with its goals, and part of that is a new project-
scoring process. NCDOT is using different scoring systems for highway,
transit, and nonmotorized projects, but highway projects include scoring
criteria based on inclusion of transit options, multimodal connections,
and design features that serve people on foot and bicycle."”

Metropolitan Planning Organizations have often approached their
responsibility for distributing federal dollars as a stapling exercise: they
collected funding requests from each city, county, and town and stapled
them together for submittal. But many MPOs are now creating more rig-
orous project-selection systems. The Nashville MPO revamped the way it
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chose projects for inclusion in its long-range transportation plan, award-
ing points for those that would improve air quality, active transportation
options, physical activity, and safety; points were also awarded for proj-
ects in “health impact areas,” places that would benefit the most from
healthy transportation options because of their high population of people
of color, those with lower incomes, and older adults. Under the new plan
adopted in 2010, 70 percent of the projects have some active transporta-
tion infrastructure, compared with 2 percent of the projects in the plan
adopted five years earlier.”

The Kansas City regional agency, the Mid-America Regional Council,
created a sophisticated points system to select projects for inclusion in
its long-range transportation plan—and made sure that it gave many in-
terests a chance to weigh in. The overarching regional vision calls for “a
safe, balanced, regional multimodal transportation system that is coordi-
nated with land-use planning, supports equitable access to opportunities,
and protects the environment.” This vision was broken into nine specific
goals. MARC staff scored more than five hundred projects submitted by
the region’s members. Committees of elected officials, local planners,
and engineers were formed to represent the interests of each mode, and
they identified gaps and refined priorities and scoring, all in the context
of what the region could afford. The general public had several chances
to comment as well. The end result: 90 percent of projects improve exist-
ing facilities rather than building new, and 75 percent support projects in
the region’s identified activity centers.” This was a planning exercise; the
long-range plan disburses no funds. But near-term projects should make
it into the five-year transportation improvement program.

At the local level, complete streets policies often lead directly to new
funding allocations. As discussed previously, taxpayers and elected officials
in Nashville, Seattle, and Arlington County have given the go-ahead to
funding programs that are explicitly multimodal. The changes in funding
free up transportation agencies to step back and take a network approach.

When setting priorities on individual streets, the standard will never be
“all modes for all roads.” Every street won't be prioritized the same way
for every user, but effective overlapping networks should be in place to
help travelers get where they are going by whatever method, or combina-
tion of methods, they choose. Boulder, Colorado, pioneered the mapping
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of such overlapping networks. Los Angeles is creating “Transit- and
Bicycle-Enhanced” networks but has decided that pedestrian enhance-

ments should be made on just about every street.

Taking Equity into Account

But project-selection systems have limitations, particularly when they
lean toward technical criteria in a way that may lose track of the needs of
the various types of people and vehicles using the street. Many agencies
that have made a commitment to complete streets have focused on ac-
commodating all modes but have done less to attend to the needs of the
different abilities of the people using those modes. Paying attention to the
needs of disadvantaged road users requires another level of prioritization,
as discussed by Kelly Clifton and Sarah Bronstein in research conducted in
cooperation with the National Complete Streets Coalition.*

In one of the case studies conducted for the study, they note that
Portland, Oregon’s celebrated work to create a more complete network
still left out a significant part of the city. Bicycle and pedestrian plans in
Portland had prioritized projects in technical terms, funding projects that
served intensive land uses, those that served the highest volume of cy-
clists, and those that closed network gaps economically. While this ap-
proach helped infrastructure and use grow significantly in the central city
and adjacent neighborhoods within the city’s historic grid, residents of
East Portland got less attention and experienced fewer benefits. East Port-
land has a higher portion of residents without good access to transporta-
tion, including children, older adults, people of color, and immigrants. It
also has wider roads with higher speeds and longer blocks more hostile
to nonmotorized travel. The area, with its more suburban development
style, has proven more difficult to retrofit. While bike lanes were added,
they were not really serving East Portland’s high proportion of nondriv-
ers, including older adults and children, and ridership did not rise as it did
elsewhere in the city. The area has a median household income that is
23 percent lower than that in the rest of Portland, so clearly more travel
options are important.

The health department used a health grant to research solutions,
forming a broad-based review committee to guide the work. The com-

mittee found that much of the problem lay in the process used to choose
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projects: while equity policies already existed, they were vague and not
incorporated into day-to-day decision making. The next edition of the
city’s transportation system plan adds in prioritization criteria that take
into account the needs of the people being served. Specifically, the system
will give points to projects that are located in a block group with higher-
than-average underserved populations and that improve safety, reduce ex-

posure to air pollution, and complete network gaps.

The Importance of Priorities

All of these systems help set priorities long before the issue comes down
to the level of the individual street. But while they may help head off a
brawl between drivers and bicyclists over whether to include a bike lane
or a parking lane on a particular street, they don’t eliminate the push and
pull between different users of the street. As planners discovered when
implementing the six-step process in Charlotte, planning systems have to
be adjusted to take strong opposition into account. And political lead-
ership is often the way that final decisions get made. But a systematic
approach ensures that everyone’s voice is heard—and gives the different
entities vying for space and resources a focal point as they work for a
different street environment.

While the setting of priorities can get complicated, the most impor-
tant point is to simply be aware of the need to set them. Many jurisdic-
tions begin their commitment to complete streets by adding sidewalks
and bicycle lanes where they are sorely needed but not changing anything
else about their automobile-oriented planning system. That’s a great start.
But if community leaders do not take the next step, if they do not look
more closely at the needs of different travelers and revamp the way they
prioritize serving them, they will end up attending meetings like the one I
describe in the opening pages of this book. The residents of Montgomery
County, Maryland, are frustrated with seemingly unsolvable safety prob-
lems, despite the County’s robust pedestrian safety program. The County
is spending millions building sidewalks and safe crossings and creating
higher awareness. But the program can’t make up for an unexamined
decision-making system that still designs for automobile access first and
considers other users only later—and, often, too late.

This approach results in costly, inefficient, and only partially effective
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attempts to build complete streets. Montgomery County has adopted a
complete streets policy, and some things are changing—a few road con-
versions have been successful, and the County has conducted a nationally
recognized upgrade of its bus stops and shelters. But consistent progress
will come only when the County, and jurisdictions like it, start to examine
and change the systems that keep producing incomplete streets.



Many communities are combining complete streets initiatives

with “greening” their streets to better handle storm water runoff.
(Photo courtesy Kevin Robert Perry.)



CHAPTER NINE

Expanding Complete Streets

IN THE DECADE SINCE the term complete streets was coined, hundreds of
transportation agencies have woken up to the need to serve all users.
Long-forecast demographic trends are starting to play out as the growing
population of older adults seeks alternatives to driving and young people
do the same. BRT, car sharing, and bike sharing have begun to come into
their own. Urban areas with options are in; isolated suburbs are out.

Should complete streets evolve too? Some places are leading the way,
going far beyond the basic complete streets concept, reworking their
transportation systems, actively prioritizing pedestrians or public trans-
portation, and all while contributing to environmental sustainability. All
this may make complete streets seem a little old-fashioned; practitioners
and advocates get impatient and wish for what they see as a more com-
plete movement that will expand to encompass environmental concerns
and directly tackle the land use changes that are necessary to create truly
walkable, bikeable, transit-friendly communities.

In my experience, this search for a perfect policy is in fact an attempt
to define a perfect future—and it won’t do much good. No one initiative
can—or should—be the single answer to the multiple problems presented
by the way we’ve been building our communities for more than a half
century.

Instead, I think it is important for complete streets to remain firmly
rooted in where people are right now. And right now, most of them are
not in Boulder or New York City. They still live in places without enough
sidewalks, places where older adults, children, and low-income people

are using “goat paths” as the cars whiz by. As complete streets steering
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committee member Randy Neufeld is fond of saying, the United States
has more than thirty thousand local jurisdictions, and only about five hun-
dred of these have made a commitment to complete streets.

The movement will keep growing if it continues to attract a wide
range of people to support a sharply focused policy solution; the only
criterion for getting on board is agreeing that the roads should be safe
for everyone. The temptation to “update” complete streets to carry the
weight of all the other changes that are desired is appealing to true believ-
ers—but it would greatly reduce the power to bring along communities
where walking down the street is still a dangerous act, and where sustain-
ability, smart growth, and livability are not widely shared values. In much
of the United States, it is still a huge victory to simply “stop the bleeding”
by ending the transportation agency practice of conducting its business
as if people don’t walk, ride buses or bikes, or have disabilities. The clear
and narrow focus of the movement is a strength—it is why the complete
streets movement is taking hold from Billings, Montana, to Birmingham,
Alabama.

A better strategy is the one dozens of jurisdictions are pursuing: make
complete streets, and the systemic, institutional changes it demands, one
tine of a multipronged plan to change their communities for the better.
In these places, transportation professionals take satisfaction in the small
victory of safer streets, and also in their contribution to wider community
goals.

Complete streets is easy to pair up with other initiatives: its narrow
focus on a safer street environment can gain strength and depth when a
community links it to a community desire to become more sustainable,
to help more residents be active and healthy, or to create more compact
and convenient communities. And some communities are doing all three,
sometimes calling such an effort “Great Streets” or “Livable Streets.”

Streets are impervious surfaces that speed storm water runoff, con-
tributing to water pollution and flooding. So, some communities are cre-
ating combination complete-and-green street policies to further broaden
the considerations when making transportation decisions. Boston’s Com-
plete Streets Guidelines include an extensive “green” component, as they
seek to add street trees, permeable surfaces, and bioswales for drainage.
In La Crosse, Wisconsin, city transportation director Larry Kirch realized
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that the way to bring the public works division on board was to connect
complete streets to the City’s need to create a storm water utility. He
saw a connection between the approach of building ever-larger streets to
move more cars and ever-larger pipes to handle storm water. Selling the
“Green Complete Streets” ordinance was made easier by a recent street
installation right outside the city council’s doors. Kirch says, “We could
just point out the window: this is what Green Complete Streets look like.”
Cities that are prioritizing green streets may work harder than most to
avoid projects that require any additional street width, and may use road
conversions and shared lanes, while experimenting with pervious pave-
ments. Street trees have always been a core part of the complete streets
concept because of their shade and traffic calming qualities.

If green streets are the micro level of environmental concern, slowing
global climate disruption is the macro level—and complete streets works
well with both. A number of big cities pursuing a complete streets ap-
proach are competing to become the greenest cities in America, or at least
those with the lowest greenhouse gas emissions. Seattle, Boston, New
York, and Chicago are all completing streets with an eye to creating mode
shifts that will bring down emissions—and that means stretching to create
biking, walking, and public transportation options that are not only safe
but also lure people out of automobiles.

The public health goal of creating activity-friendly environments makes
for complete streets initiatives that put a greater emphasis on changing
personal behavior and connecting streets to trail networks. Nashville,
Tennessee’s complete streets initiative has been part of a much broader
effort to help people eat well and get active. The Bicycle and Pedestrian
Advisory Committee is engaged in complete streets implementation and
is also very active in encouraging more biking and walking by establish-
ing a bike-share system, publishing a map that helps bicyclists navigate the
city’s disconnected street network, and sponsoring bike corrals at major
public events. The public works department has helped create the “Music
City Bikeway,” a twenty-six-mile route using trails, bike lanes, park roads,
and shared roads to create bicycle connections across the city.

Complete streets can only do so much to create a multimodal network
in places marked by spread-out subdivisions and stand-alone office parks,
each accessible only from roads that branch off of big arterial streets.
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Many places adopting a complete streets approach do so to support a
big vision to create more compact communities that mix together shops,
homes, and businesses on a more connected street network. Chapter 5
mentions some of the street-level attempts to do this through regulations
guiding private development.

Long-range planning is another arena where communities are work-
ing to achieve smarter growth, and the complete streets approach plays
an important supporting role. Charlotte, North Carolina, has established
a regionwide plan to focus development into growth corridors that will
be served by rapid transit while “wedge” areas will continue to host low-
er-density neighborhoods. The Sacramento region adopted its fifty-year
blueprint for smarter growth in 2004, and its clear focus has helped redi-
rect transportation investments in ways that create multimodal streets.
Complete streets policies in these communities are a necessary part of
this bigger picture, and they benefit from a longer vision and the broader
commitment that will eventually result in truly walkable streets.

In looking at land use on a micro scale, some communities are work-
ing to ensure that the street itself is making an important contribution
to community life. Most notably, New York City has been reallocating
street space for people who want to stay awhile. The conversion of Times
Square to a walkable area is most famous, but the city has put pocket
parks in roads and intersections all over the city, in part to address the
desperate need for more green space.' Even if streets are not converted
for such uses, they can make a significant contribution to creating a sense
of place. Jurisdictions that prioritize placemaking in their policies will
closely align neighborhood and area plans with street improvements and
will pay attention to the finer details.

But does the complete streets movement have much to offer to the
cutting-edge communities that are reaching far beyond a basic safety goal?
The concept by itself may no longer offer these places inspiration, but
the change model offers instruction for the more ambitious changes they
seek. In his book The Tipping Point, Malcolm Gladwell says that change
comes at the margins. It isn’t about simply doing more of the thing you
want to change; it is about finding the small factors that will help “tip”
the balance to create fundamental transformation. Changing the way we
build our communities requires something more than coming up with
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the perfect design template or even a new policy proposal. The success of
the complete streets movement shows how important it is to reframe the
way we think and talk about long-standing built environment issues. It
demonstrates that building political will is important both when a policy
is being debated and when it is time for agencies to put it into practice.
And it shows that institutional change requires spending less time defin-
ing an ideal future and more time understanding the present in order to
build a solid path that leads gradually to better results. These lessons ap-
ply whether a community is working toward routine installation of side-
walks or is seeking acceptance of a forward-looking form-based planning
code. Complete streets, and the three key strategies that define its success,
maintain the power to transform.
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Case Study Finder

For more information on many of the communities mentioned in this book, please refer
to the full case studies listed below in bold. Case studies for other communities pursuing
complete streets solutions are listed in plain text. The capital letters indicate the source, with
full source information at the end of the list. Those in sources B through E are case studies
that the author wrote or edited.

Atlanta Regional Commission: H Minneapolis, MN: E

Ann Arbor, MI: F Minnesota DOT: C, G, H, I
Arlington County, VA: E, F, G Nashville, TN: A, B, J
Baldwin Park, CA: D New Haven, CT: E

Boise, ID: F New Jersey DOT: C, G, H
Boston, MA: B, E New York City: E, F, G, K
Boulder, CO: E North Carolina DOT: H
California DOT: C Olympia, WA: E

Charlotte, NC: E, F, E, G, K Oregon DOT: E, H
Chicago, IL: E Pennsylvania DOT: E, G, H
Cleveland, OH: M Pierce County, WA: E
Colorado Springs, CO: E Portland, OR: A

Columbia, MO: E Redmond, WA: E, K
Columbus, OH: E Roanoke, VA: E

Davis, CA: D Rochester, MN: B, E
Decatur, GA: A, E Sacramento, CA: D, E, K
East-West Gateway COG, St. Louis, MO: E  San Diego County/City, CA: B, D, E,
Florida DOT: E F,J,L

Fort Collins, CO: E San Francisco (city), CA: D, G
Hawaii DOT: C San Francisco MPO (Bay Area), CA: E, H
Hoboken, NJ: F San Jose, CA: G

Kansas City, MO: G Santa Barbara, CA: E

Kauai County, HI: B Santa Monica, CA: D
Kirkland, WA: E Seattle, WA: E, G, K

La Crosse, WI: B Sault Ste. Marie, MI: A
Lancaster, CA: D University Place, WA: E
Los Angeles, CA: F Virginia DOT: E

Louisville, KY: B, E Washtenaw County, MI: E

Massachusetts DOT: C, E, |
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University, 2013. http:/ /www.smartgrowthamerica.org/documents/cs/resources
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Multimodal Streets. National Complete Streets Coalition/Centers for Disease Control
and Prevention, June 2013.

Seskin, Stefanie, and Barbara McCann. Complete Streets in the States: A Guide to Legisla-
tive Action. Washington, DC: AARP, January 2013. http:/ /www.smartgrowthamerica
.org/documents/ cs/resources/ cs-aarp-statelegislationtoolkit.pdf.

McCann, Barbara, Adam Meyer, Jenny Woods, and Chris Morfas. It’s a Safe Decision:
Complete Streets in California. Washington, DC: National Complete Streets Coalition
and Local Government Commission, 2012. http:/ /www.smartgrowthamerica
.org/2012/02/28/ complete-streets-success-stories-focus-of-new-report.

McCann, Barbara, and Suzanne Rynne. Complete Streets: Best Policy and Implementation
Practices. Planners Advisory Service Report 559. Chicago: American Planning Associa-
tion, 2010. http:/ /www.planning.org/research/streets.

Walsh, Ryan. Local Policies and Practices That Support Safe Pedestrian Environments: A Syn-
thesis of Highway Practice. National Cooperative Highway Research Program Synthesis
436. Washington, DC: Transportation Research Board, 2012. http://apps.trb.org
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Complete Streets Resources

The National Complete Streets Coalition maintains extensive resources for those looking
for information and assistance in pursuing adoption of complete streets policies and help
with implementation. Here are a few highlights; more are available at http://www.smart
growthamerica.org/complete-streets.

Complete Streets Fundamentals
Benefits of Complete Streets. Downloadable PowerPoint file summarizing the benefits of
complete streets.
http:/ /www.smartgrowthamerica.org/complete-streets
/ complete-streets-fundamentals/benefits-of-complete-streets/ #presentation

Fact Sheets. Two-page, printable fact sheets on the benefits of a complete streets ap-
proach to the following populations and issues:

Children

People with Disabilities

Older Adults

Health

Public Transportation

Climate Change

Economic Revitalization

Gas Prices

Safety

Lower Transportation Costs

Create Livable Communities
View the web versions at the link below to see many associated resources listed at the
bottom of each page.
http:/ /www.smartgrowthamerica.org/ complete-streets
/complete-streets-fundamentals/ factsheets

Changing Policy: Policy Writing and Adoption
Policy Development. Downloadable PowerPoint presentation on how to develop a policy.
http:/ /www.smartgrowthamerica.org/ complete-streets/ changing-policy

Atlas. Track policy growth and look up policies in your state.
http:/ /www.smartgrowthamerica.org/complete-streets/ changing-policy
/complete-streets-atlas

Complete Streets Policy Analysis. Report (issued annually in the spring) ranks every
written policy in the United States.
http:/ /www.smartgrowthamerica.org/documents/ cs/ cs-policyanalysis.pdf
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Complete Streets Local Policy Workbook. Provides a step-by-step guide to the ten elements
of an effective complete streets policy.

http:/ /www.smartgrowthamerica.org/ guides

/ complete-streets-local-policy-workbook

Complete Streets in the States: A Guide to Legislative Action. Provides model policy lan-
guage tailored to the state level, as well as strategic discussion.

http:/ /www.smartgrowthamerica.org/ complete-streets/ changing-policy
/model-policy / model-state-legislation

Complete Streets Implementation
Resources are available on the four steps of policy implementation as well as on plan-
ning for implementation. Watch the page below for updated resources on the costs of
complete streets and a new case study report, Taking Action on Complete Streets: Imple-
menting Processes for Safe, Multimodal Streets.
http:/ /www.smartgrowthamerica.org/ complete-streets/implementation

The Path to Complete Streets in Underserved Communities: Lessons from U.S. Case Studies.
Case studies and findings on how complete streets can serve low-income, senior, and
other disadvantaged populations.

http:/ /www.smartgrowthamerica.org/documents/cs/resources/ complete-streets-in
-underserved-communities.pdf

Fact Sheets. Two-page, printable fact sheets on the following implementation issues:
Ease Traffic Woes
Costs of Complete Streets
Change Travel Patterns
Complete and Green Streets
Networks of Complete Streets
Rural Areas and Small Towns
View the web versions at the following link to see many associated resources listed at
the bottom of each page.
http:/ /www.smartgrowthamerica.org/complete-streets/implementation/ fact-sheets

Get Help
If your community is ready for more in-depth assistance, the Coalition offers work-
shops, technical assistance, and a list of consulting firms that take a complete streets
approach.
http:/ /www.smartgrowthamerica.org/ complete-streets/ get-help

Get Involved
The work of the National Complete Streets Coalition is supported by individuals, pub-
lic interest groups, consulting firms, and other organizations. You can join the Coali-
tion, sign up for the newsletter, schedule a workshop, and more at the “Get Involved”

page.
http:/ /www.smartgrowthamerica.org/complete-streets/ get-involved
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