
From the National Complete Streets  Coalition: 
ELEMENTS OF COMPLETE STREETS POLICIES 

1. The Principle 

• 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 practices 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.  

2. Elements of a Good Complete Streets Policy 

A good complete streets policy: 

• Specifies that ‘all users’ includes pedestrians, bicyclists, transit vehicles and users, and 
motorists, of all ages and abilities. 

• Aims to create a comprehensive, integrated, connected network. 
• Recognizes the need for flexibility: that all streets are different and user needs will be 

balanced. 
• Is adoptable by all agencies to cover all roads.  
• Applies to both new and retrofit projects, including design, planning, maintenance, and 

operations, for the entire right of way. 
• Makes any exceptions specific and sets a clear procedure that requires high-level 

approval of exceptions. 
• Directs the use of the latest and best design standards. 
• Directs that complete streets solutions fit in with context of the community. 
• Establishes performance standards with measurable outcomes. 

2.5 Implementation 

An effective complete streets policy should prompt transportation agencies to: 

• Restructure their procedures to accommodate all users on every project. 
• Re-write their design manuals to encompass the safety of all users. 
• Re-train planners and engineers in balancing the needs of diverse users. 
• Create new data collection procedures to track how well the streets are serving all users. 

 

WHAT ARE THE BENEFITS OF COMPLETE STREETS? 

Complete streets make economic sense. A balanced transportation system that includes 
complete streets can bolster economic growth and stability by providing accessible and efficient 
connections between residences, schools, parks, public transportation, offices, and retail 
destinations. Complete streets can reduce transportation costs and travel time while increasing 
property values and job growth. Research shows that building walkable streets and lowering 
automobile speeds can improve economic conditions for both residents and business owners, 



and anecdotal evidence indicates that home values increase on streets that have received 
complete streets treatments. (Drennen, Cervero, Burden) 

Complete streets improve safety. They reduce crashes through safety improvements. One 
study found that designing for pedestrian travel by installing raised medians and redesigning 
intersections and sidewalks reduced pedestrian risk by 28%. Complete streets also improve 
safety indirectly, by increasing the number of people bicycling and walking. A recently published 
international study found that as the number and portion of people bicycling and walking 
increases, deaths and injuries decline.  

Complete streets encourage more walking and bicycling. Public health experts are 
encouraging walking and bicycling as a response to the obesity epidemic, and complete streets 
can help. One study found that 43 percent of people with safe places to walk within 10 minutes of 
home met recommended activity levels, while just 27% of those without safe places to walk were 
active enough. Residents are 65% more likely to walk in a neighborhood with sidewalks. A study 
in Toronto documented a 23% increase in bicycle traffic after the installation of a bicycle lane . 

Complete streets can help ease transportation woes. Streets that provide travel choices can 
give people the option to avoid traffic jams, and increase the overall capacity of the transportation 
network. Several smaller cities have adopted complete streets policies as one strategy to 
increase the overall capacity of their transportation network and reduce congestion. An analysis 
by the Victoria Transportation Policy Institute found that non-motorized transportation options can 
replace some vehicle trips, and in urban areas where more people commute by foot or bicycle, 
people drive fewer miles overall. In Portland, Oregon, a complete streets approach has resulted 
in a 74 percent increase in bicycle commuting in the 1990s . 

Complete streets help children. Streets that provide room for bicycling and walking help 
children get physical activity and gain independence. More children walk to school where there 
are sidewalks. And children who have and use safe walking and bicycling routes have a more 
positive view of their neighborhood. Safe Routes to School programs, gaining in popularity across 
the country, will benefit from complete streets policies that help turn all routes into safe routes.  

Complete Streets are good for air quality. Air quality in our urban areas is poor and linked to 
increases in asthma and other illnesses. Yet if each resident of an American community of 
100,000 replaced one car trip with one bike trip just once a month, it would cut carbon dioxide 
(CO2) emissions by 3,764 tons of per year in the community. Complete streets allow this to 
happen more easily. 

Complete streets make fiscal sense. Integrating sidewalks, bike lanes, transit amenities, and 
safe crossings into the initial design of a project spares the expense of retrofits later. Jeff Morales, 
the Director of Caltrans when the state of California adopted its complete streets policy in 2001, 
said, "By fully considering the needs of all non-motorized travelers (pedestrians, bicyclists, and 
persons with disabilities) early in the life of a project, the costs associated with including facilities 
for these travelers are minimized.” 

 



 
 


