Federal Complete Streets Legislation

Frequently Asked Questions

Background information

Creating complete streets means transportation agencies must change their orientation toward building only for cars. Instituting a complete streets policy ensures that transportation agencies routinely design and operate the entire right of way to enable safe access for all users. Places with complete streets policies are making sure that their streets and roads are safe for drivers, transit users, pedestrians, and bicyclists, as well as for older people, children, and people with disabilities.

Our states, cities, counties and towns have built many miles of streets and roads that are safe and comfortable only for travel by motor vehicle. These roadways often lack sidewalks or crosswalks, have lanes too narrow to share with bicyclists, and make no room for transit riders and no accommodation for people with disabilities. A recent federal survey found that about one-quarter of walking trips take place on roads without sidewalks or shoulders, and bike lanes are available for only about 5 percent of bicycle trips. Another national survey of pedestrians and bicyclists found that the top complaints were the lack of sidewalks and bikeways – essentially, incomplete streets.

These policies make an explicit commitment to routinely providing for active travel, using existing transportation funds.  This approach was endorsed by Federal Highway Administration in 2000, but has not been widely instituted.
Why do we need complete streets policies?

The public right-of-way is for the use of everyone – not just drivers.  By designing roads only for cars, we’ve restricted the right of way to one type of user. That often creates a hazardous environment for older people, children, and anyone taking public transportation, riding a bicycle, or walking. 

Millions of Americans are already walking, bicycling, and catching buses along roads that are not properly designed – most everyone has seen the pathways tramped in the grass alongside a major roadway.  We also know that about 40 percent of trips are two miles or less – an easy bicycling or walking distance.  We need to provide for these travelers.

What would the law require?

The law would require MPOs and DOTs to adopt complete streets policies and apply them to federally-funded transportation projects. This law would not require any instant retrofit of the thousands of miles of ‘incomplete’ roads; it simply requires DOTs to start to follow practices established in existing federal guidance (issued in 2000) and through experience in cities and states to plan and design correctly on projects as they come up in the future.  It will gradually improve our communities using existing funding. After two years, states without policies would be required to direct a small percentage of Surface Transportation Program dollars to safety uses.  
The bills include an exceptions process that clarifies that this is a reasonable and flexible policy, and the exceptions are in line with FHWA practice to account for issues of prohibitive costs, highways and other roads where pedestrians are not allowed, and other justifiable reasons for a street to be exempted from being covered under the policy.  
What does a complete street look like?

Since each complete street is unique, it is impossible to give a single description. But ingredients that may be found on a complete street include: sidewalks, bike lanes, plenty of crosswalks, wide shoulders, medians, bus shelters, special bus lanes, raised crosswalks, audible pedestrian signals, sidewalk bulb-outs, and more. 

Complete streets in rural areas: All complete streets do not and will not look the same. A complete street in a rural area will look quite different from a complete street in a highly urban area, it might have a paved shoulder for walking and biking instead of sidewalks and dedicated bike lanes. But both are designed to balance safety and convenience for everyone using the road.
What are the costs associate with a complete streets policy?

Dozens of jurisdictions, including the state of Virginia, the state of Illinois, Charlotte NC, and Louisville KY, have adopted complete streets policies without significant increases in costs. Most say that since accommodation for all users is integrated from the beginning, any additional costs are minimal – and it often just means a slight shifting of resources. In fact, in Illinois, the statewide complete streets law was passed to avoid unnecessary expense.  Lawmakers had heard the story of a bridge near Cary, Illinois that was built without any safe way to cross it via foot or bicycle.  After several deaths, and a successful wrongful-death lawsuit filed by the parents of a teenager killed on the bridge, the state DOT had to go back at great expense and retrofit the existing bridge, adding a path to the span.  This cost the federal and state government over $800,000.  It would have far less expensive to do it right, the first time.
Shouldn’t the states and local governments be allowed to plan their roads without federal mandates?

This is a matter of public safety.  Research – and a cursory examination of news reports – show that roads that do not accommodate all users are a danger to public transportation patrons, people riding bicycles, pedestrians, and even motorists and contribute to the 41,000 people killed on the road each year. Traffic crashes are the leading cause of death for Americans ages 8 through 34.  The latest FHWA Guidance and road design standards are adequate, but many transportation agencies are instead following outmoded practices that focus solely on mobility for automobiles.  Leadership is needed from the top to ensure roads are designed for the safety of all users.  In addition, the bills allows states and MPOs to write their own policies to fit their local circumstances, and includes provisions that encourage flexibility.
