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Abstract 

“Complete streets” are roadways designed for multiple modes of transportation and their 

users, giving each mode the space it requires. Complete streets are also intended to provide 

traffic, safety, and public health benefits. Often, Complete Streets are created by retrofitting 

roads that have been designed primarily for automobiles. Transportation trends show that car use 

has peaked, and consumer preferences indicate that many Americans want to live in walkable 

neighborhoods and communities. Given this context, why have more cities and towns not 

adopted Complete Streets policies? Using the Boston-metro region as a study area, this thesis 

examines potential benefits of and barriers to adoption of Complete Streets policies and design 

standards. It then assesses whether legislative or regulatory action can be implemented that 

would overcome these barriers. The thesis concludes that while legislative and regulatory efforts 

can each address certain barriers to Complete Streets implementation, other efforts need to be 

undertaken to overcome and address all of the perceived and actual barriers. 
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Chapter 1. Introduction 

A “complete street” is a roadway on which users have choices among transportation 

options, all of which have been given sufficient space to operate. This includes providing 

sidewalks and safe crossings for pedestrians; bicycle lanes, sharrows, or other bicycle facilities 

for cyclists; transit facilities for buses (bus shelters, curb bump outs, etc.) or other mass transit 

for riders of public transportation where applicable; and travel and parking lanes for automobiles 

and motorists. 

A complete street provides residents the ability to choose whichever mode of 

transportation serves them best, rather than being pushed towards one mode or another due to 

long-standing infrastructure development. Complete streets policies are designed to reorient the 

decision-making process behind allocating space on streets for different uses. 

Complete streets policies can reduce traffic congestion and lead to more active, healthy 

communities and can be an effective tool in meeting local, state, and national policy goals geared 

towards reducing obesity and improving air quality. 

While major cities across the country are adopting complete streets policies and the 

planning community has been a proponent of such policies for a number of years, many 

municipalities still have not taken action to address automobile dependence and a lack of modal 

choice. Looking at the issue on a regional basis, while Boston has been working on a complete 

streets policy and design guide, most other  municipalites in the Boston-metro region have not 

done so. 

This thesis answers the following questions: What are the barriers to more municipalities 

in the Boston metropolitan region adopting a complete streets policy? How might proponents of 

Complete Streets address some of these barriers via legislation and regulation? 
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Understanding the lack of complete streets programs is important for planners who are 

considering such programs and for planners already involved in the implementation of such 

programs. There is significant literature devoted to examining the benefits of complete streets. 

According to their advocates, these benefits range from increased mode share for walking and 

bicycling to lower obesity rates to increased economic activity for local businesses. Complete 

streets programs seem to be almost a panacea for issues in cities and towns across the country. 

Given this level of advocacy, it is curious that more cities and towns have not adopted 

these programs. Understanding what is holding these cities and towns back may highlight 

shortcomings in complete streets programs, more clearly refine what the actual benefits of these 

programs are, and identify barriers to implementing programs beyond the obvious issue of cost. 

1.1 Transportation Trends 

  It is important to consider the context within which efforts are being made to implement 

Complete Streets. Transportation trends have shifted in recent years away from automobile use, 

and this combined with changing demographics may be creating a new normal within which 

Complete Streets fits comfortably. 

  A study conducted by Todd Litman indicates that a number of different transportation 

metrics are changing in ways that suggest less reliance on the automobile. The general 

completion of the Interstate Highway System in the 1980s brought to a close the decades long 

expansion of highways in the United States, and little new highway mileage has been added 

since (Litman, 2013). Additionally, both per capita vehicle ownership and average motor vehicle 

mileage per capita grew through the 1990s but have seemed to peak around the year 2000, 

compared with travel via public transit with grew by 34% from 1995 to 2011 (Litman, 2013). 

  It is within this time of transition that Complete Streets has emerged as an alternative to 
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automobile-centric planning and engineering. 

1.2 Demographic Trends 

It is not only trends in transportation planning that are important to consider, but also 

demographic trends. A study conducted by ZipCar found that younger people are choosing to 

drive less and they want transportation options other than an automobile. 

Figure 1: ZipCar Survey Results – Millennials Choosing to Drive Less 

 
Source: Zipcar (2011), Millennials & Driving: Survey Results, Zipcar 

www.slideshare.net/Zipcar_Inc/millennial-slide-share-final 
 

Figure 2: ZipCar Survey Results – Millenials Want Transportation Alternatives 

 
Source: Zipcar (2011), Millennials & Driving: Survey Results, Zipcar 

www.slideshare.net/Zipcar_Inc/millennial-slide-share-final 

 

http://www.slideshare.net/Zipcar_Inc/millennial-slide-share-final
http://www.slideshare.net/Zipcar_Inc/millennial-slide-share-final
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  These results indicate that changes identified by Litman are likely to be trends that will 

become permanent. If younger generations maintain their expressed desires, the demand for 

investments in auto-oriented transportation infrastructure is likely to be reduced and per capita 

car ownership and vehicle mileage are likely to decline as well. These findings all point to a new 

paradigm within which advocates for Complete Streets are apt to see increased support from the 

general public for their efforts. 

1.3 History of Complete Streets 

According to Smart Growth America’s National Complete Streets Coalition, Complete 

Streets are “streets for everyone” (Smart Growth America, 2010). A street is considered 

complete if it safely accommodates all transportation modes and all users of those modes. This 

means that pedestrians, children, people with disabilities, bicyclists, public transportation riders 

and motorists can all use a street and that all transportation modes have been included in the 

design of that street. 

Figure 3: Complete Streets Cross Section 

 
Source: Huckleberry Bicycles. 3 July 2012. http://www.huckleberrybicycles.com/879/weekly-readings-2 

 

The term was first coined in 2003 by Barbara McCann, who was at the time working for 

the American Bikes Board (Smart Growth America, 2010). It was an evolution of the term 

http://www.huckleberrybicycles.com/879/weekly-readings-2
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“routine accommodations” which had been used previously by advocates attempting to have 

bicycle, pedestrian and public transportation infrastructure more regularly included in street 

design and construction projects. 

Figure 4: Complete Streets Design Proposal 
 

 
Source: New York Bicycling Coalition. 2012. http://www.nybc.net/advocacy/complete-streets 

 

Recently, there has been movement towards a further refinement of the idea of Complete 

Streets. Writing for the Project for Public Spaces, a supporter of Complete Streets, Gary Toth 

asked, “Are Complete Streets Incomplete?” His main concern was that a focus solely on the 

transportation aspect of completing a street may move people efficiently and safely from Point A 

to Point B, but it will not necessarily improve the sense of place surrounding that street. For 

Toth, a street is only actually complete if its transportation design is married with its urban 

design moving all transportation modes safely and efficiently while simultaneously creating a 

destination worth traveling to and a sense of place. 

While cities and towns in Massachusetts may not have a complete streets policy, state 

government has passed legislation and implemented programs aimed at achieving the same goals 

as complete streets, if by other names. 

The Massachusetts Department of Transportation (MassDOT) issued a Project 

Development and Design Guide in 2006. The Guide received many awards, from the Institute of 

Transportation Engineers (ITE), and Federal Highway Administration (FHA) to the New 

http://www.nybc.net/advocacy/complete-streets
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England Chapter of American Public Works Association. While never explicitly using the term 

complete streets, the Guide’s goals and design guidelines are the same. The Guide’s first  

principle is multimodal consideration, “to ensure that the safety and mobility of all users of the 

transportation system (pedestrians, bicyclists and drivers) are considered equally through all 

phases of a project so that even the most vulnerable (e.g., children and the elderly) can feel and 

be safe within the public right of way” (Massachusetts Highway Department, 2006). 

Figure 5: Complete Streets Project in Charlotte, NC 

 
Source: Smart Growth for America. 2012. http://www.smartgrowthamerica.org/complete-streets 

 

While having a statewide policy is likely to yield results for complete streets advocates, 

the Project Development and Design Guide is only applicable when a project is initiated by the 

state highway division, the state is funding the project directly, or  the project is being 

implemented  on a state controlled infrastructure asset, such as a state route or bridge. 

Most roadway infrastructure projects are initiated by city and town governments and do 

not fall into a category that would trigger use of MassDOT’s Project Development and Design 

Guide. Municipal transportation departments and departments of public works are regularly 

building new roads and resurfacing current roads. While there is state funding available for these 

projects through the Chapter 90 Program, it is considered a local aid program and does not 

trigger use of MassDOT’s development and design guide. 

http://www.smartgrowthamerica.org/complete-streets
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Further, the Chapter 90 Program requires an annual authorization of funding 

(Massachusetts Municipal Association, 2012). This has resulted in the authorization amount 

varying from year to year as state government looks for ways to reduce costs during fiscally 

uncertain times. With the exact amount of funding left uncertain from year to year, cities and 

towns may be less likely to designate some of those funds for complete streets programs if they 

have other pressing infrastructure needs or are worried they will face increased costs in the 

future. 

With all of the preceding as context, this thesis examines the literature on Complete 

Streets to identify support for Complete Streets and barriers to implementation. This literature 

review is supplemented with the results from a survey conducted by the Metropolitan Area 

Planning Council regarding Complete Streets. The plans, policies, and ordinances in place in the 

region are discussed, and implementation via legislation and regulation are each analyzed to 

determine the effectiveness of each approach in addressing the barriers to Complete Streets 

implementation. 
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Chapter 2. Methods 

For this thesis, the Boston metropolitan region is considered to consist of the cities and 

towns that are members of the Metropolitan Area Planning Council and the Boston Metropolitan 

Planning Organization. MAPC and the Boston MPO have the same members: 101 cities and 

towns surrounding Boston, with Interstate 495 serving as a general border. This region extends 

from Ipswich in the North, to Duxbury in the South, to Bolton in the West. This area has been 

selected for its proximity to a clear regional center in Boston and as a region that is somewhat 

organized under a single regional planning entity. 

A review of the relevant literature identifies potential barriers to the implementation of 

Complete Streets policies in general. Cities and towns in the region that have already adopted a 

Complete Streets plan or policy or are in the process of doing so are discussed, followed by an 

analysis of a Complete Streets survey conducted by MAPC and administered to a significant 

portion of cities and towns in the region. This survey will be discussed in more detail in Chapter 

4. 

This body of research identifies a number of different barriers to the implementation of 

Complete Streets policies in the region. One method to overcome some of these barriers – a 

piece of legislation currently being considered in the Massachusetts State House of 

Representatives and State Senate – is assessed for its ability to address these barriers. Powers 

granted to municipal boards of health will also be examined as a potential means by which 

barriers to Complete Streets implementation can be overcome. 

The concluding discussion assesses what the true barriers to Complete Streets 

implementation are in the region, and how those barriers can be overcome, either through 

methods currently being considered or other means. 
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Chapter 3. Literature Review 

There is significant literature about complete streets which has been published and 

researched by complete streets advocates. This literature focuses primarily on the benefits of 

complete streets and argues for more cities, towns, and states to implement these policies. What 

is lacking in the literature is abundant research that examines complete streets more neutrally or 

more critically. 

Most likely, this lack of more analytical literature regarding complete streets is due to it 

being a relatively new notion and that advocates are unlikely to discuss the limitations of or 

problems with the concept they are promoting. Only introduced as a planning principle ten years 

ago and becoming more commonly known in more recent years, there has not yet been sufficient 

time to conduct in-depth analyses of complete streets policies and projects. 

3.1 Support for Complete Streets 

The large quantity of advocacy literature for complete streets is very quick to argue that 

complete streets policies are always beneficial for communities. The National Complete Streets 

Coalition’s “Introduction to Complete Streets” lists all the following as benefits of complete 

streets: increased capacity, improved safety, better health, economic growth, lower emissions, 

reduced road maintenance costs, smart growth, and better choices (Smart Growth for America, 

2010). By providing more choices for users, complete streets programs could lead to reduced 

driving, thus lowering emissions and mobile source pollution that contributes to climate change 

(LaPlante, 2010). 

The capacity benefits would come from shifting people from single occupancy vehicles 

to other modes. In 2010, 72.5% of Massachusetts residents commuted to work in a single 

occupancy vehicle, 9.1% took public transportation, 8.3% carpooled and 4.6% walked (U.S. 
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Census Bureau, 2011). If enough users can be shifted from single occupancy vehicles to other 

modes, capacity on streets would be increased by moving the same number of people along the 

same distance but with less space required. 

The safety benefits of complete streets are thought to come primarily by improving 

pedestrian infrastructure. In 2010 in the United States, 4,280 pedestrians were killed in 

automobile related accidents (NHTSA, 2010). Of those pedestrian fatalities: 13.7% were caused 

by a lack of visibility (dark clothing or insufficient lighting), 13% were caused by an improper 

crossing of a roadway or intersection and 2.3% were caused by a pedestrian’s physical 

impairment (such as use of a wheelchair or crutches). While not claiming that complete streets 

could avert all of these fatalities, these three categories are three issues addressed by complete 

streets. Providing sufficient lighting, ample opportunities to cross streets and ample time to make 

those crossings would likely reduce the number of fatalities in these and other categories. 

Advocates also cite that the current transportation infrastructure is not adequately serving 

the needs and desires of residents. The historical trend started in the middle twentieth century 

with policies that focused transportation infrastructure primarily around the automobile.  Robin 

Smith argues that this “has failed to meet the travel needs and preferences of large segments of 

the country's population” (Smith, 2010). Such a system favors those who can afford to drive in 

terms of the actual vehicle itself and all the associated costs – insurance, maintenance, gasoline, 

and parking. Thus, segments of the population being left out would include the less affluent, 

children, seniors, and those living in denser communities that lack public transportation. 

The advocacy literature also argues that complete streets are a means of shifting the 

paradigm of transportation planning. Instead of focusing on levels of service, efficiency and 

moving as many cars through a place as possible which has failed to meet the needs of many 
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segments of the population, complete streets focuses on providing space for all modes and users 

(Smith, 2010). This shift may seem to fly in the face of traditional transportation planning and 

engineering, but that is not necessarily the case. While reducing space for automobiles and 

giving it to pedestrians, cyclists and public transportation riders may reduce the street’s 

automobile capacity, it may need less capacity as users choose these other newly accommodated 

modes. 

It is not only Complete Streets advocates who realize the importance of providing modal 

choice to residents. A 2011 survey conducted for the National Realtors’ Association provided 

unique insight regarding Americans’ preferences for community attributes and amenities. 

Survey respondents indicated an overwhelming desire for walkable neighborhoods in 

“The 2011 Community Preference Survey: What Americans are looking for when deciding 

where to live” (National Realtors’ Association, 2011). Over three-quarters of the respondents 

answered that the presence of sidewalks and places to walk was important to them in deciding 

where to live. The respondents indicated they want to be able to walk to a variety of businesses 

and cultural resources, including grocery stores, pharmacies, theatres, and doctors’ offices 

(National Realtors’ Association, 2011). 

The range of benefits that advocates argue complete streets can bring seems to point to a 

potential barrier to implementation. For complete streets to adequately address the above issues 

and more, they need to be designed to a high standard with extensive community input and 

research into the needs of each particular community. This additional time and effort above and 

beyond simple resurfacing projects would very likely lead to higher costs. But is cost the only 

barrier? 
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3.2 Concerns Regarding Equity 

One interesting argument in the non-advocacy literature regarding complete streets is that 

these projects aimed at bringing a more equitable distribution of street space to all transportation 

modes may create other issues related to social equity.  

Julian Agyeman writes that, “caution is needed because some low income [residents] and 

neighborhoods of color worry that singular, and seemingly broader public interest [author’s 

emphasis] changes such as bicycle lane additions, street accessibility improvements, transit 

upgrades and pedestrian zone placements may foster gentrification, further diminishing their 

voice, rights and roles in the community” (Agyeman, 2012). By investing in complete streets, a 

municipality may be inadvertently attracting a more affluent population to the area, displacing 

current residents. 

Agyeman continues, “‘Decisions’ to implement Complete Streets schemes, to construct 

or locate what might be considered beneficial amenities [author’s emphasis] like bike lanes in 

traditionally disadvantaged neighborhoods, can be seen as part of a privileged, dominant 

narrative which drowns out other voices.” This goes to the earlier point made by Toth, that if 

transportation is the only lens through which complete streets are viewed, the areas surrounding 

the improved streets will not see the benefits. Complete streets needs to be about more than 

efficiency and user choice; it needs to incorporate elements of urban design and social justice to 

be truly complete. 

The modes that Complete Streets policies seek to reintroduce or reemphasize in cities are 

modes that should be more accessible to low income residents – walking, cycling, and public 

transit. However, if this reintroduction happens in a top-down method, with the infrastructure 

seeming to be prescribed to the residents, it is likely to meet resistance. Interventions meant to 
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“improve” a community or neighborhood can and often do lead to increased property taxes or 

rents, thus pricing out residents for whom the intervention was meant to serve. Complete Streets 

should serve the residents that surround them, not merely function as a throughway for residents 

from other areas. This seems to be Agyeman’s point, that a Complete Street can only be 

complete if it is implemented with the support of the neighborhood through which it passes, not 

if it is completed solely as a piece of a larger effort. 

3.3 Other Barriers to Implementation 

Along with concerns about social justice, there are other barriers to complete streets 

policy implementation. One barrier is current infrastructure and the low density of both 

population and destinations in suburban environments. The emergence of the automobile in the 

mid-twentieth century as the dominant form of transportation in the United States “has impacted 

American lifestyles on multiple scales, from encouraging sprawling suburbs and metro-regions 

to privatizing the common public space of the street” (Judge, 2011). Many areas in the United 

States are just not developed in such a way as to allow complete streets to be effective. Adding 

sidewalks to a six-lane road does not immediately make the area more livable, especially if the 

distances between origins and destinations (work and home, work and retail centers) are too 

great to walk. 

An additional barrier may be city and town governments themselves. In an interview with 

the journal Planning and Environmental Law, Sara Zimmerman from the Public Health Law and 

Policy Center said, “Cities… may be institutionally in opposition… it's partly inertia and partly 

that cities, transportation engineers, and transportation planners have been thinking about streets 

as a way of moving vehicles for a long time, and getting them to change that mindset requires 
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some work and some hard conversations” (Dunham, 2011). It’s a matter of something new 

seeming to be difficult because it is unknown. 

Zimmerman also pointed to legal concerns as being a potential barrier. Complete streets 

policies must be relatively extensive to be effective, thus many changes may be needed in local 

zoning codes and other policies. The concern of running up against other laws may deter some 

cities and towns from pursuing complete streets (Dunham, 2011). For example, zoning may call 

for certain setbacks for homes and buildings, and widening a street to add sidewalks or bike 

lanes could mean the setback is no longer sufficient. Zimmerman also mentions cities and towns 

being worried Complete Streets policies will make it more difficult for emergency response 

vehicles to reach all points in the municipality (Dunham, 2011). The concern is that in further 

dividing the right-of-way among more modes, travel lanes used by automobiles and emergency 

response vehicles will be reduced to a point that ambulances, fire engines and police cars will not 

be able to get through in an emergency situation. This concern can be addressed by using less 

solid infrastructure (e.g. flexible bollards to delineate a cycle track as opposed to a new curb) but 

it is still very much a legitimate concern. While Zimmerman addresses this concern along with 

the others, she does indicate that any one of these could prevent a city or town from moving 

forward with a complete streets policy. 

An additional barrier is the type of housing that Americans have indicated they prefer. 

While the survey conducted for the National Realtors’ Association revealed a desire among 

respondents for walkable neighborhoods, it also revealed that the vast majority of respondents 

(80%) prefer single-family detached homes over other types of dwelling units such as 

condominiums and apartments (National Realtors’ Association, 2011). The very nature of single-

family detached houses is that they are the least dense option for housing, and density is 
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necessary for the infrastructure provided by Complete Streets policies to be successful. Even if 

sidewalks and bicycle lanes are available, residents are much less likely to use them if the 

distances between homes and business and cultural attractions are too great. 

This creates something of a paradox: there is a preference for more walkable 

communities, which require a higher density of housing and businesses than can be 

accommodated using the preferred type of dwelling unit. The successful advocate will have to 

bridge the gap between walkability and housing preference if they want to see dramatic shifts 

towards successful implementation of Complete Streets policies in all community types. 

3.4 Effectiveness of Infrastructure Investments 

While there is limited literature related specifically to the effectiveness of complete 

streets interventions, literature regarding infrastructure investments for bicycle and pedestrian 

accommodations may provide insight into barriers for complete streets. 

According to research performed at Portland State University, investments in bicycle 

infrastructure are “positively and significantly correlated with higher rates of bicycle 

commuting” (Dill, 2003). While the study did not indicate the direction of this cause-effect 

relationship – meaning the researchers were unsure if more commuters were cycling because of 

additional infrastructure, or if additional infrastructure was built because more commuters are 

cycling – they did confirm earlier findings that at least some portion of the bicycle commuters 

were cycling due to increased infrastructure investments. 

3.5 Connections Between Infrastructure and Public Health Outcomes 

The connection between infrastructure and utilization of the infrastructure is supported by 

additional research from Portland State University. This second study examined the connection 

between bicycle infrastructure and public health. It concluded that while bicycling can help 
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adults reach active living goals, it can only do so if the infrastructure is in place for a complete 

network of bicycle facilities, such as that found in the Portland, OR region (Dill, 2009). This 

finding may point to another barrier to complete streets implementation, namely that these 

policies can only achieve their health related goals if the infrastructure is sufficient. Completing 

one street is not enough, so cities and towns may be reluctant to embark on completing their 

entire street network. 

Other studies indicate that there are connections between infrastructure and public health 

outcomes. A 2006 study found that “…traffic and pedestrian infrastructure…influence activity 

among older adults” and that respondents chose to move to certain areas due to their ability to 

walk to certain businesses and cultural attractions (Michael et al, 2006). Individuals who live in 

walkable neighborhoods are much more likely to lead active lifestyles (Sallis and Glanz, 2006). 

In Australia, Europe, and North America, areas where active transportation was most common 

had the lowest obesity rates whereas the highest obesity rates were found in areas with the 

highest rates of automobile use (Bassett et al, 2008). 

While these studies do not explicitly mention Complete Streets, the type of active 

transportation infrastructure discussed and suggested in each is exactly that which would be 

implemented under a Complete Streets policy or plan. The research generally seems to indicate a 

connection between infrastructure and public health outcomes, but the results are not definitive. 

3.6 Barriers Identified in the Literature 

A study in San Francisco from 2005 identified a number of barriers to implementation of 

complete streets that may be applicable to other regions of the country. The first barrier 

identified was a lack of interagency coordination (Lee et al, 2005, p.20). With multiple municipal 
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agencies being responsible for various aspects of street design and construction projects, a lack 

of coordination leads to a lack of consistently applied policies. 

The second barrier identified in the San Francisco study was a lack of standards (Lee et 

al, 2005, p. 26). Without a policy that applies to each and every agency, it is impossible to truly 

implement complete streets. All agencies must be using the same guiding documents aimed at 

achieving the same goals. 

The third barrier was priority being given to cars (Lee et al, 2005, p. 29). Likely a barrier 

in most municipalities, transportation planning since the mid-twentieth century has favored 

automobiles above all other modes. Until all modes are put on the same level, this prioritization 

will be a significant barrier to adoption of complete streets policies. 

The fourth barrier identified was the issue of “unaccepted streets” (Lee et al, 2005, p. 30). 

While the term may be unique to San Francisco, the general problem may be more widely 

applicable. Unaccepted streets are those which do not meet certain minimum requirements to fall 

under the jurisdiction of the department of public works. The city is consequently not responsible 

for the upkeep of these streets and the responsibility falls to the abutting property owners. More 

likely than not, these are the small, neighborhood streets on which complete streets infrastructure 

is vital to create a complete network. Having to assess the condition of streets such as these 

would be a large undertaking in and of itself and would be a considerable barrier to complete 

streets implementation. 

Not surprisingly, the final barrier identified by the study was cost (Lee et al, 2005, p. 30). 

Retrofitting a city or town’s entire street network is a huge project in terms of scope and cost. 

This is true for large cities as well as small towns. While it is the most obvious barrier, it may in 

the end prove to be the most difficult to overcome. Municipal budgets have tightened as federal 
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and state aid has been reduced, and complete streets projects have not yet become ubiquitous 

enough to be protected from being eliminated to reduce cost. 

3.7 The Cost of Complete Streets 

As indicated by the literature and as further discussed below, cost is often cited as a 

major barrier to the implementation of Complete Streets. It is important to attempt to determine 

what Complete Streets actually cost. 

 As with any infrastructure investment, the cost of Complete Streets is related to the size 

and scope of the project. Many transportation projects are measured on a cost per mile basis. 

Information provided by the Michigan Department of Community Health shows a range from 

$8,000 per mile to $550,000 per mile (Madill, 2009). The lower end of that spectrum is the cost 

per mile of Complete Streets projects that would only require restriping of an existing road. 

Installing sidewalks costs approximately $120,000 per mile, and adding bicycle lanes to roads 

via widening the road tops the list at $550,000 per mile. 

 While MassDOT does not provide estimates regarding the average cost of construction 

per mile of road, other state departments of transportation do, and inferences can be made. In 

Arkansas, resurfacing costs range from $450,000 per mile up to $1 million per mile; widening a 

road ranges from $1.05 million per mile to $8.075 million per mile; and new construction ranges 

from $1.7 million per mile to $10.375 million per mile (Arkansas State Highway and 

Transportation Department, 2012). In Florida, resurfacing costs approximately $1.1 million per 

mile; widening a road ranges from $3.7 million per mile to $6.1 million per mile; and new 

construction ranges from $2.9 million per mile to $7.3 million per mile (Florida Department of 

Transportation, 2012). 



19 

 

 There are a number of variables that go into calculating the average cost per mile of 

resurfacing, widening, or constructing a road, such as labor costs, whether the road is being built 

by the public or private sector, and the type of road being constructed. It would be inaccurate to 

take data from other states and assume it can be applied directly to Massachusetts. However, 

what the data from Arkansas and Florida can do, when taken together with the information about 

the cost of Complete Streets from Michigan, is articulate the relative costs of Complete Streets. 

The most expensive Complete Streets project – widening a road to include bicycle lanes – is said 

to cost $550,000 per mile, which is in line with the cost to widen a road generally. Restriping a 

road costs a fraction of the amount of resurfacing or widening, and even the addition of 

sidewalks is considerably less expensive than widening or resurfacing a road. A 2012 study in 

Charlotte, North Carolina found that the addition of Complete Streets elements to a road project 

does increase the overall cost, but not by more than 8.5% (Shapard, 2012). 

 These relative costs are important to keep in mind when discussing the cost of Complete 

Streets. The cost is undoubtedly real, but if folded into an existing roadway project, it can 

represent a small fraction of the overall project cost. 

3.8 Literature Review Summary 

It is clear that advocates of complete streets believe that there are myriad benefits to the 

implementation thereof. These benefits range from improved health to reductions in congestion. 

However, this wide range warrants concern: how extensive is the planning that must go into a 

complete streets project for it to produce these benefits? Cities and towns across the country, and 

specifically in the Boston metro area, may not be capable of engaging in this level of planning. 

Other potential barriers are raised in the non-advocacy literature. Complete streets 

policies may be allowing or even encouraging gentrification. Pedestrian and bicycle 
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infrastructure may lead to more walking and biking, but the network may need to be very 

extensive to fully realize these benefits. 

Issues of interagency coordination, standards that are applicable to all municipal 

departments, what modes are given priority in planning and funding may also be slowing the 

adoption of complete streets. 

All of these perceived barriers provide a starting point for determining whether or not 

these are in fact actual barriers and identifying factors not already discussed. It would be simple 

to assume that funding is the one true barrier, but the literature suggests other issues may be at 

stake. Additionally, the data suggests that the cost of Complete Streets infrastructure is small 

relative to general roadway projects, so cost may be more of a perceived barrier than an actual 

barrier. The further analysis of these issues provided by the survey data will seek to identify the 

most consistent and persisting barriers to the implementation of Complete Streets policies. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



21 

 

Chapter 4: Complete Streets  Survey 

In 2013, MAPC conducted a Complete Streets survey of Middlesex County in 

Massachusetts (Appendix A). The survey was administered to planning departments, 

departments of public works, and boards of health in forty-eight municipalities, forty-seven of 

which had at least one respondent (Kuschel, 2013). The goal of the survey was “to gauge these 

stakeholders’ knowledge and understanding of Complete Streets design concepts and policies, as 

well as the (perceived) most important elements to fostering a multi-model environment…[and] 

to understand barriers to the successful implementation of Complete Streets.” (Kuschel, 2013) 

While Middlesex County does not comprise the entirety of the MAPC region, the forty-

eight cities and towns to whom the survey was sent represent thirty-nine of the 101 

municipalities within the MAPC region. This large sample size and the very high response rate 

mean the survey is generally a good indicator of the knowledge and understanding that municipal 

staff in the Boston-metro region possess on the topic of Complete Streets. 

4.1: Survey Results 

Figure 6: Breakdown of Complete Streets Survey Respondents by Department 
 

 
Source: Kuschel, Christopher, 2013. “Complete Streets Survey, Middlesex County, 2013.” Metropolitan Area Planning Council. 
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Of 141 potential survey respondents, 106 completed the survey. Forty-two respondents 

were staff from the city or town planning department, while twenty-nine came from the 

department of public works and thirty-five were employees of the local board of health (Kuschel, 

2013). Taken as a whole, 67% of respondents indicated the concept of Complete Streets was 

either very familiar or slightly familiar to them. Planners had the highest familiarity (81%), 

followed by DPW staff (65%) and local boards of health (54%). 

Another high point of the survey came when respondents were presented with a 

definition of Complete Streets and then asked whether or not they had a positive or negative 

view of Complete Streets principles. The definition was as follows: 

“Complete streets are designed to be safe, attractive, and enable access for all users, 

including pedestrians, bicyclists, motorists and public transport users of all ages and 

abilities. It recognizes that in general roads should meet the needs of all these users, and 

enables them to choose from a variety of travel modes.” (Kuschel, 2013) 

 

Following this definition, 84% of respondents indicated they had either a positive or 

highly positive view of Complete Streets principles (Kuschel, 2013). Given that only 67% of 

respondents indicated they were familiar with Complete Streets at the beginning of the survey, 

this answer represents that the base of support can be significantly expanded amongst municipal 

staff from various departments. 

Respondents were asked to identify to what degree if at all a series of issues posed 

barriers to advancing Complete Streets concepts and policies in their city or town. The two issues 

perceived to be the most significant barriers were cost (90%) and lack of staff (83%) (Kuschel, 

2013). However, those numbers vary slightly among the groups. When only planners are 

included, the two largest barriers remain cost and lack of staff, but the percentages drop to 80% 

and 60%, respectively. When only DPW staff or boards of health members are asked, the rates 

increase for both groups to 96% for both cost and lack of staff (Kuschel, 2013). 
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Figure 7: Perceived Barriers to Complete Streets 

 
Source: Kuschel, Christopher, 2013. “Complete Streets Survey, Middlesex County, 2013.” Metropolitan Area Planning Council. 

 

Other barriers that were identified by a majority or all respondents included lack of 

political support (61.5%), lack of information or technical expertise (64%), and the community 

being resistant to change (66%). For planners only, all three of these barriers were indicated as 

being less of a barrier than for all respondents, with lack of information or technical expertise 

experiencing the most significant drop from 65% for all respondents to 35% for planners only. 

For DPW staff only, both lack of political support and the community being resistant to change 

both fell, but the lack of information of technical expertise jumped to 74%. 

When only members of local boards of health are included, the number of barriers to 

advancing Complete Streets concepts and principles increases. For all seven proposed barriers, 

response rates were above 70% that each answer was perceived to be a barrier, and five of the 

seven answers received response rates of more than 80%. 
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Each different group was also given a question tailored specifically to the agency or 

department for which they work. Staff from the planning departments was asked “How important 

are the following elements to fostering an environment that promotes walking and bicycling?” 

Six of the thirteen elements received high rates of favorable response in promoting walking and 

bicycling: bike lanes, bike racks and related amenities for bicyclists, ADA compliance, presence 

of retail stores and mixed-use development, continuous sidewalks, and crosswalks. 

That the “presence of retail stores and mixed-use development” received nearly a 90% 

favorable response rate is an indicator that planners are aware that the infrastructure changes 

included in a Complete Streets plan or policy can only do so much to promote walking, 

bicycling, and taking public transportation. If the desired destinations are too far apart, sidewalks 

and bike lanes will go unused. If public transportation access points are not located near homes, 

job centers, and cultural amenities, buses will be empty. It is encouraging that the planners 

surveyed understand this connection, as they are the municipal employees most likely to be at the 

nexus of transportation planning and land use planning and should be in a position to encourage 

the two being done in unison. 

Staff from the DPWs that were surveyed were asked “How important are the following 

elements in implementing Complete Streets design concepts?” As previous data indicates, the 

DPW staff was most concerned with adequate funding being made available (92%) and an 

increase in knowledge, awareness, and training (88%). This taken with earlier data proves a clear 

path to gaining more support for the implementation of Complete Streets among DPW staff, and 

the issues of funding and training go hand in hand. 

It can be assumed that the issue of cost as it relates to Complete Streets is both a matter of 

the cost of the infrastructure itself and the cost of the staff time required to plan and design that 
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infrastructure. One aspect of cost has already been addressed in the literature review. Complete 

Streets infrastructure does come with an additional capital cost above regular roadway projects, 

but it is usually a small percentage of the overall project cost, likely below 10% (Shapard, 2012). 

Regular roadway projects would include resurfacing, widening, new construction or full 

reconstruction whereas Complete Streets infrastructure would be specific elements, such as 

sidewalks, crosswalks, and bicycle lanes, among others. Typical staff time associated with a 

project can vary based on the timescale and complexity, but it can be assumed to be no greater 

than 5% of the overall project cost. It is important to think of these costs within the framework of 

an existing road project. Municipalities regularly and routinely resurface roads, presenting 

opportunities to implement Complete Streets as part of larger projects and as a modest increase 

in the overall cost of those projects. Thus, the issue of cost may be raised as a barrier when a 

Complete Streets project is proposed on its own, but it could potentially be less of a barrier if 

incorporated into routine roadway maintenance. 

Members of the local boards of health were asked two additional questions, which when 

taken with previous data suggest some possibilities for increased implementation of Complete 

Streets in the region. Respondents from the boards of health were asked “Do you believe 

incorporating Complete Streets policies and principles into your community can affect positive 

health outcomes regarding obesity and chronic diseases?” With 79% responding “yes,” it is clear 

that local boards of health agree with the advocates that planning and building Complete Streets  

can lead to more active, healthy lifestyles. 

Boards of health were also asked “If you were interested in incorporating Complete 

Streets concepts into your community, would you know who to approach?” Of the thirty-three 

respondents, 70% said that yes, they would know who in their city or town to approach to 
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incorporate Complete Streets into their community. 

The data that these two questions should be considered simultaneously with are the 

responses from boards of health when they were asked to indicate barriers to advancing 

Complete Streets in their city or town. This group indicated with 70% in the affirmative or better 

that each of the seven proposed issues was a barrier to implementation. Thus, boards of health 

see more and higher barriers to the implementation of Complete Streets than the other two 

groups, but also feel that if the barriers can be overcome, they understand who in the city or town 

could implement the policies and principles and that the inclusion of these policies and principles 

could have beneficial health outcomes for their residents. 

4.2: Additional Selected Responses 

In addition to the possible answers provided for each question asked, respondents were 

also able to include comments to provide more in-depth responses if they desired to do so. These 

comments might clarify some data but also may indicate other questions or answers the survey 

may have missed. The comments are especially helpful in pointing to other perceived or real 

barriers to Complete Streets implementation. 

One issue that was mentioned in multiple comments was the lack of sufficient space 

within the right-of-way to accommodate additional transportation options. Either streets are too 

old and narrow, or the development patterns are such that expanding the right-of-way would 

require the municipality to use its power of eminent domain to accommodate sidewalks and 

bicycle facilities. This issue may be one of the hardest barriers for Complete Streets advocates to 

overcome. Residents may desire walkable and bikeable communities, but they may be less 

supportive if that means losing some of their private property or diverting some portion of their 

property taxes to accommodate the necessary infrastructure. 
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Another issue mentioned in multiple comments was that some respondents felt Complete 

Streets policies and principles were not necessarily appropriate for their suburban or rural towns. 

Some comments indicated a feeling that incorporating Complete Streets elements may be 

detrimental to the town’s rural character or charm. 

This is an important barrier for advocates of Complete Streets to address and work to 

incorporate into proposals in non-urban communities. Currently, Complete Streets seem to be 

associated solely with large cities and more urban areas. While it is true that big cities have been 

early adopters of the policies and principles, that does not mean they cannot be applied to 

suburban areas and rural villages as well. The definition of Complete Streets as provided in the 

survey does not, in the author’s opinion, limit the applicability of Complete Streets. Rather, it 

lets each city and town that may choose to go forward with implementing a Complete Streets 

plan do so in a way that is catered to the specific needs of that community. There does not exist a 

single, perfect example of a Complete Street. Implementation of Complete Streets will be 

different in each city and town, and the desired outcomes of Complete Streets are certainly 

outcomes that cities and towns both large and small can embrace. 

Other singular comments suggested additional barriers as well. One respondent 

commented that s/he does not believe that Complete Streets policies and principles are 

necessarily safe. The respondent did not elaborate further, so it is difficult to infer what aspects 

of Complete Streets s/he believes are not safe, given that one goal of Complete Streets is to 

provide safe alternatives to driving. Having a sidewalk will be safer for a pedestrian than not 

having a sidewalk and having well-marked bicycle facilities and signage will be safer for 

bicyclists than not having these facilities. That is not to say accommodations for every single 

mode ought to be placed on every single street. Only what can safely be accommodated ought to 
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be considered and built. But Complete Streets are not inherently unsafe as the comment seems to 

suggest. One wishes the individual who submitted this comment had elaborated further, as 

specific concerns may have suggested means of addressing them. 

Another comment expressed difficulty in dealing with certain groups within the 

community that believed Complete Streets infrastructure will make traffic congestion worse. The 

concern is that providing space for pedestrians and cyclists will reduce travel lane width and 

slow traffic down. One potential way to address this concern would be a temporary Complete 

Streets intervention, using something such as a thin fence or flexible bollards. Another option 

would be a pilot project on a small section of road. A successful temporary demonstration or 

pilot project may convert some doubters. However, it is possible that there are residents who will 

remain opposed to the project despite any information or demonstrations provided. They should 

be asked to elaborate about why specifically they are concerned, to assess if it is possible to 

alleviate or address their concerns. It may not always be possible, but the effort should always be 

made to bring as many supporters into the fold as possible. This is a barrier that can be overcome 

with persistence and education. By providing more transportation options that are safe and 

convenient, Complete Streets infrastructure, if well planned and implemented, will get more 

residents to choose walking, biking, or taking public transportation instead of driving. This will 

lead to less cars on the road and will improve traffic congestion overall. Unfortunately, this can 

be difficult to prove until the infrastructure is in place. Some residents may simply not believe 

any amount of data that suggests this will be the case and may be unwilling to experiment with 

limited Complete Streets implementation in their city or town to give it a chance at success. 

4.3: Lessons Learned from Middlesex County 

This survey provides some very important information about how staff at the municipal 
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level feel about Complete Streets principles and policies. The data allow for conclusions to be 

drawn regarding reception of Complete Streets and methods to overcome previously defined 

barriers and new barriers defined by this survey. 

First, it is clear that the issues of cost and lack of sufficient staff are the top two perceived 

barriers to the implementation of Complete Streets. While the percentages were slightly lower 

for planners, all three groups recognize these two problems as being the most important to 

overcome. Municipal budgets are still constrained by the economic issues of 2008 and have not 

rebounded completely, so funding for new and existing projects is difficult to come by. 

Temporary demonstrations as discussed above may be a means by which to not only build 

support for Complete Streets, but also a way to realize some of the benefits with  minimal 

investment. This approach may lead to increased willingness to make more permanent and 

significant investments in the future. 

Hiring new staff can be expensive, so in the same way streets need to be updated, so, too, 

do the skill sets of municipal staff tasked with implementing Complete Streets. These are new 

ideas and concepts, so training current staff is vital to successful implementation. It is 

encouraging then that the survey indicates more than 70% of the planners, more than 80% of the 

DPW staff and nearly 60% of the boards of health would be interested in receiving technical 

assistance. Training current staff will reduce the cost of planning for these measures and 

potentially shift the trends of planning primarily for automobiles to planning for all modes and 

users. While staff time is likely a small percentage of the overall cost of a project, lacking the 

ability to plan and design Complete Streets could prevent a city or town from moving forward 

with implementation, so investments made in staff training and professional development are 

likely to yield beneficial results over a long timeframe. 
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The overall positive view that the survey found among all three groups is generally 

encouraging for Complete Streets advocates, and shows that municipal staff is a support base 

that may be able to assist them in their efforts. Given that these individuals are those responsible 

for crafting and implementing the policy, a favorable opinion from a DPW director or a board of 

health may sway residents towards being more receptive of Complete Streets. 

The survey also highlighted the importance of comprehensive planning. More than 80% 

of planners responded that mixed-use development is an important factor in promoting walking 

and bicycling and nearly 80% of the boards of health responded that they believe Complete 

Streets policies and principles can affect positive health outcomes for their communities. These 

responses show that Complete Streets, while rooted in transportation planning, is intrinsically 

linked with land use planning and public health policy goals. 

This triumvirate of planning disciplines is a key coalition in overcoming the barriers to 

Complete Streets implementation. That each group has identified similar and different barriers to 

the implementation of Complete Streets is a net positive – it highlights the different lenses 

through which each views the issue. Bringing the three groups together for collaboration may 

ease some of the concerns regarding a lack of adequate staff, as tasks could be shared among 

staff from each department. The group is also likely to have a broader base of political support, 

both from the community and local elected officials. 

The specific barriers identified by the additional comments provided in the survey are 

valuable as well. In many cities and towns, the issue of simply not having sufficient space may 

seriously constrain implementation. The accuracy of this concern could be addressed with 

temporary or pilot projects, but especially in older town centers, there may just not be sufficient 

space for additional infrastructure. Shared road approaches that are more common in Europe and 
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were the norm in the early 1900s in the United States may work in such situations, but they 

represent a more radical departure from transportation planning as it stands today. Ultimately if 

there is insufficient space, taking of more space will be met with opposition and efforts may need 

to be refocused to other locations. 

The issue of applicability for rural and suburban communities is also an important one 

that must be addressed. Advocates and proponents of Complete Streets must be careful to not be 

proscriptive in their suggestions. It is not the goal of Complete Streets to require that high-

density urban areas are the only appropriate place for Complete Streets or that all residents must 

live in such areas. Complete Streets look different in every community, and the local control 

over what shape their streets take is extremely important. 

As of February 2011, Pipestone, Minnesota officially adopted a Complete Streets policy. 

With a population of just over 4,000 residents, Pipestone is one of the smallest municipalities in 

the country to adopt a Complete Streets policy (Smart Growth for America, 2011). Its policy 

triggers the automatic consideration of accommodations for all users on all roadway projects, but 

acknowledges that implementation will vary from street to street (Fitzgerald, 2011). In June 

2010, Sedro-Wooley, Washington, a town with a population of less than 10,000, added a new 

section to its municipal code requiring pedestrian and bicycle accommodations in transportation 

projects so long as a need was identified and the cost was not prohibitive (Smart Growth 

America, 2011). Sedro-Wooley’s policy shows an understanding that while Complete Streets is 

important for rural areas, it is equally important that the investments be targeted where the need 

is greatest. It may simply be impractical to add sidewalks to every mile of roadway in a given 

city or town. However, the network must be studied in such a way to ensure that there are 

connections between homes, jobs, and cultural amenities so that all users can reach all 
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destinations in a mode of their choosing. 

With Complete Streets still being a relatively new concept, there are not many studies of 

the effects of implementation in suburban and rural communities. Still, efforts like those in 

Pipestone and Sedro-Wooley seem to suggest that rural communities as well as urban cities 

understand the potential benefits of Complete Streets. 

Having identified barriers to Complete Streets implementation in both the literature and 

in the research, it is important to consider manners in which these barriers can be overcome.  
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Chapter 5. Review of Existing Policies, Plans and Ordinances 

This chapter examines the status of Complete Streets implementation in the Boston-metro 

region. Attempts have been made at the state and local level in Massachusetts to encourage and 

in some instances require the implementation of Complete Streets policies. Examining these 

efforts can provide some clues as to what steps can be taken in other municipalities to encourage 

policy adoption and implementation. 

It is commendable that MassDOT released its Project Development and Design Guide in 

2006. This document serves two purposes: first, providing clear guidance on how all state-level 

road projects ought to include accommodations for pedestrians, cyclists, and transit riders; and 

second, indicating that state government has a preference for streets that accommodate all users. 

While the guide is only applicable to state roads, these roads are often main streets in 

municipalities, and thus the inclusion of Complete Streets design elements on these roads helps 

to complete important pedestrian and bicycle networks. 

However, the real work of completing networks comes at the municipal level. 

Municipalities in Massachusetts own and operate nearly 90% of the roads in Massachusetts 

(Massachusetts Municipal Association), so state-level policy alone will never be sufficient in 

creating a complete network for non-automobile transportation modes. 

In the Boston-metro region, several municipalities have already adopted Complete Streets 

plans or policies. While the scope and nature of the plans and policies differ from one 

municipality to the next, each represents that municipality’s effort to move beyond auto-oriented 

streets. 
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5.1: Municipalities in the Boston-metro Region with Complete Streets Policies, Plans, or 

Ordinances 

While there is a limited number of cities and towns in the Boston-metro region that have 

implemented Complete Streets by passing a bylaw or ordinance, adopting a policy, or creating a 

plan, there is incredible diversity among this small group. No municipality is a carbon copy of 

another. This should provide hope to advocates that Complete Streets can be implemented in a 

wide variety of municipalities, not a narrow subset with similar features. 

Table 1: Data on Municipalities in the Boston-metro Region with a Complete Streets Policy, Plan or Ordinance 
 

  

Population 
Median 

Household 
Income 

Mean Travel 
Time to Work 

(Minutes) 

Land Area 
(Square 
Miles) 

Persons per 
Square Mile 

Boston 617,594 $51,739.00 28.6 48.28 12,792.70 

Cambridge 105,162 $69,017.00 24.7 6.39 16,470.20 

Somerville 75,754 $64,480.00 28.4 4.12 18,404.80 

Framingham 68,318 $66,047.00 27.3 25.04 2,728.60 

Gloucester 28,789 $59,061.00 24.1 26.2 1,099.0 

Hudson 14,907 $68,812.00 24.5 5.74 2598.40 

Marlborough 38,499 $72,853.00 27.8 20.87 1,845.10 

MetroWest Moves* 121,724 $69,237.33 26.5 51.7 2,356.71 

Massachusetts 6,547,629 $65,981.00 27.5 7,800.06 839.40 

*Framingham, Hudson and Marlborough            Source: U.S. Census 2010 
 

It is clear from the data that these cities and towns are extremely different. Boston is the 

largest city in the region by population and land area, but its median household income (MHI) is 

well below the MHI for Massachusetts as a whole, and lags behind the other municipalities that 

have implemented Complete Streets. 

The municipalities fall both above and below the mean travel time to work for 

Massachusetts as a whole. Cambridge, Gloucester and Hudson all have mean times at least two 

minutes shorter than the mean for Massachusetts, but residents in Boston, Somerville and 
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Marlborough all have longer commutes. 

While these data do not indicate any clues to look for in other municipalities to indicate 

their readiness to implement Complete Streets, the variability amongst the cities and towns 

should be an encouraging sign for Complete Streets advocates and proponents. If municipalities 

ranging in population from over 600,000 in Boston to under 15,000 in Hudson, and densities of 

over 18,000 per square mile in Somerville and less than 2,000 per square mile in Gloucester have 

implemented Complete Streets, many more cities and towns in the region could do so as well. 

5.2 Boston 

The City of Boston’s Complete Streets policy and effort is notable among those in the 

region. Given Boston’s status as capital and largest city in the Commonwealth, it is no surprise 

that its Complete Streets program is the most extensive and has extensive resources. 

The effort began in 2009 when Mayor Thomas Menino declared, “The car is no longer 

king in Boston” and appointed members of the Complete Streets Advisory Committee (Boston 

Complete Streets, 2010). The committee is comprised of residents, professionals, advocates and 

academics working with a team of consultants to develop guidelines. 

Currently (May 2013), nineteen projects (19) either being designed or under construction 

are identified by the City as Complete Streets projects (Boston Complete Streets, 2010). They 

range from bridge reconstructions in Charlestown and East Boston that will incorporate 

Complete Streets elements, to redesigns of intersections in the Fenway, to improvements to 

entire corridors in neighborhoods across the city. For those projects that provide cost 

information, costs range from $3.5 million to $7.5 million. It is important to note that while these 

are Complete Streets projects, they often also include roadway resurfacing and engineering 

which can add significant cost. No breakdown was available that indicated the cost of just the 
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Complete Streets elements. 

Using Google Maps to measure approximate distances, we can make rough estimates of 

cost per mile for some of the projects. Melnea Cass Boulevard in Roxbury is approximately one 

mile long and is being completely redesigned at a cost of $7.5 million. The Central Square in 

East Boston includes approximately one half mile of roadway and the project will cost $3.5 

million. The redesign of Audobon Circle also includes approximately one half mile of roadway 

and will costs $5.5 million. These per mile costs are significant and are similar to the costs 

provided earlier for roadway resurfacing and new construction. This seems to be due to the fact 

that the projects are extensive in nature, and while they incorporate Complete Streets, they also 

include a significant amount of transportation engineering and changing traffic flow. 

Boston is obviously unique in the region in terms of the capacity of its municipal 

government to undertake a new planning effort such as the development of a Complete Streets 

guide. However, that is not to say that its effort cannot provide insight for other municipalities. 

Even more unique than Boston’s municipal government capacity is the strength of its Mayor. 

Mayor Menino was elected to his fifth term as Mayor in 2009, making him the longest-serving 

Mayor in Boston history (Patton, 2012). This experience and the political will built up over 

twenty years of service provide the Mayor incredible strength in changing public policy. 

Consequently, his support of Complete Streets mobilizes the entire municipal government 

structure, not merely the Mayor’s Office. 

. Boston’s example still provides some useful insight as to how to overcome some 

barriers to Complete Streets implementation. Support from the executive branch of municipal 

government is important, whether that executive branch is a mayor or a board of selectmen or 

town meeting. New policies need champions, and if elected officials can be brought on to 
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support Complete Streets, they will help build community support for the effort. 

Figure 9: City of Boston Complete Streets Website 
 

 
Source: Boston Complete Streets. 2010. Accessed 5 January 2013. http://bostoncompletestreets.org/ 

 

  Another lesson to be learned from Boston is how to display and convey information. The 

website for Boston Complete Streets has detailed graphics and an easy-to-navigate interface to 

let residents learn about the effort on their own. Complete Streets are more likely than not a new 

idea for the average resident. Being able to see what these changes would look like can help 

build understanding and support. 

5.3 Cambridge 

The City of Cambridge, Boston’s neighbor to the north across the Charles River, has also 

adopted Complete Streets policies. Cambridge’s policies have been in place longer than 

Boston’s, and its approach to Complete Streets policy is one not focused on adding elements to a 

street or roadway, but rather requiring that certain policiy goals be met. The steps taken to meet 

those goals have resulted in Complete Streets design elements being incorporated into road 

projects. 

Cambridge’s Complete Streets policies are not singular policies on their own, but rather 

folded into two city ordinances related to transportation issues. The two ordinances are the 

http://bostoncompletestreets.org/
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Vehicle Trip Reduction Ordinance (Ordinance 10.17) and the Parking and Transportation 

Demand Management Ordinance (Ordinance 10.18), passed in 1992 and 1998 respectively 

(Cambridge Community Development Department, 2011). 

The two goals of the Vehicle Trip Reduction Ordinance were to reduce congestion in the 

city and to further the goals of the Clean Air Act (City of Cambridge, 1992). While not explicitly 

stating that it is a Complete Streets ordinance, Ordinance 10.17’s goals are exactly the types of 

results that advocates of Complete Streets desire: reducing trips by single-occupancy vehicles 

and improving air quality. 

Ordinance 10.17’s focus on the desired outcomes of its passage may be an indicator as to 

why it was passed. It is hard to imagine residents of any city expressing a desire for increased 

automobile congestion and poorer air quality. The same can likely be said of Ordinance 10.18 as 

well. The ordinance was crafted to address issues around parking, but the methods used to 

achieve the policy goals incorporated elements of Complete Streets policies. Taken together, 

Ordinances 10.17 and 10.18 constitute a de facto Complete Streets policy for the City of 

Cambridge. 

Table 2. Journey to Work for Persons Working, and for Persons Living, in Cambridge, MA 
 

Journey to Work for Persons 
Working in Cambridge 

 

Journey to Work for Persons 
Living in Cambridge 

  1990 2010 +/- 
 

  1990 2010 +/- 

Drive alone 51.2 45.0 -6.2 
 

Drive alone 35.3 30.7 -4.6 

Rideshare 10.6 8.1 -2.5 
 

Rideshare 5.2 4.6 -0.6 

Transit 20.8 26.1 5.3 
 

Transit 24.9 28.1 3.2 

Bike 2.0 4.1 2.1 
 

Bike 3.9 6.8 2.9 

Walk 13.2 13.0 -0.2 
 

Walk 24.3 22.7 -1.6 

Other 2.2 0.8 -1.4 
 

Other 1.1 1.1 0.0 

Work at home N/A 3.0 N/A 
 

Work at home 5.3 6.1 0.8 

Source: American Community Survey, 1990 and 2010 

 
Source: American Community Survey, 1990 and 2010 

 

It is possible to see the effects of the ordinances when one examines commuter data 

collected by the American Community Survey for Cambridge. The ordinances have had an effect 
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on both persons who live in Cambridge and those who work in Cambridge. 

  Since 1990, trips taken to work in single occupancy vehicles have dropped for those who 

live and work in Cambridge. Transit ridership has increased as well as bicycling. Slight 

decreases in walking may be related to increases in working at home. These shifts have been 

accompanied by significant economic growth, especially in the Kendall Square area (Moskowitz, 

2012), showing the important connection between transportation planning and land use planning. 

Efforts in Cambridge could potentially be used as examples to show other cities and towns the 

economic potential that Complete Streets can unlock.  

5.4 Somerville 

As part of its comprehensive planning process known as “SomerVision,” the City of 

Somerville has embarked upon a wide-ranging effort to improve facilities and infrastructure for 

walking and bicycling. In August of 2012, Somerville Mayor Joseph Curtatone submitted to the 

Somerville Board of Aldermen a Complete Streets ordinance for their consideration and approval 

(Appendix B). The ordinance defines Complete Streets, provides examples of Complete Streets 

design elements, and proposes guidelines for how these elements can be incorporated into the 

city’s street network. 

Of the plans and policies within the Boston-metro region, the proposed ordinance in 

Somerville is the most direct and may potentially have the most impact on its community. While 

the Boston plan is ambitious and the Cambridge ordinances get to Complete Streets in a 

somewhat roundabout manner, the ordinance proposed by Mayor Curtatone directly calls for 

Complete Streets to be the legally required guideline by which the local transportation network 

within Somerville be designed, planned, and maintained. Complete Streets would need to be 

incorporated during “the construction, reconstruction, retrofit, maintenance, alteration, or repair 
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of any Street, and includes the planning, design, approval, and implementation processes” 

(Appendix B). This requirement provides myriad opportunities for Complete Streets elements to 

be incorporated into streets in Somerville. 

By pushing for the passage of a new ordinance, the Mayor is giving Complete Streets in 

Somerville a future beyond his time in office. While ordinances can be removed, it is far easier 

for an administrative policy from a previous administration to be changed than to remove an 

ordinance. This is especially the case for Complete Streets, as it can prove politically difficult to 

be against improving safety for the residents of a city or town. 

Somerville is also working to include its residents in the process of examining how 

Complete Streets can benefit their city. Three public meetings were held monthly at the 

beginning of 2013 to provide residents an opportunity to learn more about Complete Streets 

concepts and ask any questions they may have. As this proposal is still being debated, it also 

provides an opportunity to address any concerns regarding equity at an early stage, to avoid 

problems in the future. 

5.5 Gloucester 

The City of Gloucester began an effort to implement Complete Streets in 2012 as part of 

an effort to combat obesity and to make biking and walking in the city safer and easier (City of 

Gloucester, 2012). The two issues the plan is most focused on are positive public health 

outcomes and safe walking routes to schools for students in the public school system. 

Gloucester’s plan is unique in that it goes through the city, ward-by-ward, assessing the 

problems with the pedestrian and bicycle infrastructure in each area and identifying the ways the 

Complete Streets plan will fix the issues. The other plans cited here and these types of plans in 

general do not do this. Rather, they focus on the overall issues within the city or town that need 
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to be addressed. Gloucester’s example may be one for other cities and towns to follow because it 

provides explicit examples of what would be fixed under the plan and by providing those 

examples throughout the city. These include identifying streets that currently lack sidewalks, 

sidewalks that are in need of repair, and intersections and roadways that lack accommodations 

for pedestrians and cyclists. Residents are given a very clear picture of what this plan would 

mean for themselves and their families. 

Gloucester’s plan is also unique in that it is specifically a Complete Streets plan but is 

focused very much on achieving positive public health outcomes such as increased daily activity 

and decreased obesity rates. This is likely because the plan is being developed as part of a public 

health effort titled “Get Fit Gloucester” (City of Gloucester, 2012). This plan is an example of 

Complete Streets being advanced not as a transportation issue, but as a health and safety issue. 

5.6 MetroWest Moves 

MetroWest Moves is an initiative being undertaken by the City of Marlborough and the 

Towns of Framingham and Hudson, three communities in the western part of the Boston-metro 

region. The overall program is geared towards encouraging healthier, active lifestyles, including 

identifying ways for residents to support local businesses and eat healthier diets (MetroWest 

Moves, 2013). 

The support of a more active lifestyle will come from the three communities identifying 

“community design standards” by which streets in each of the communities will be designed” 

(MetroWest Moves, 2013). The municipalities plan to implement Complete Streets design 

principles in places where they have identified gaps in the existing pedestrian and bicycle 

infrastructure. Additionally, they will be assessing current usage of active transportation facilities 

that are already in place to ensure investments are made where they are most needed. The 
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municipalities have also committed to ensuring that new private developments incorporate these 

design elements as well (MetroWest Moves, 2013). 

What stands out about MetroWest Moves as a program is the understanding among 

officials from the participating municipalities that one of the biggest barriers to Complete Streets 

efforts is that a city or town cannot control what happens outside of its municipal boundaries. 

Encouraging the use of active transportation is for naught if  residents  reach the city limits and 

are not able to continue their trip. This is especially important for the Boston-metro region where 

cities and towns are generally of a smaller geographic size than in other parts of the state. By 

grouping together, the participating municipalities in MetroWest Moves can overcome some of 

the barriers to the successful implementation of a Complete Streets policy. The collaboration 

among municipalities will necessitate interagency coordination within each municipality 

(Barrier: Lack of Interagency Coordination) and will develop a set of standards applicable to 

each community (Barrier: Lack of Standards). Commitment to participate in the effort indicates 

a willingness to attempt a new approach and use innovative ideas to further Complete Streets 

(Barrier: Municipal or Institutional Inertia). Finally, the municipalities will be able to pool 

planning resources rather than needing to develop the required expertise separately from one 

another (Barrier: Lack of Staff). 

5.7: Status of Complete Streets Implementation in the Boston-metro Region 

Given such a low number of cities and towns that have a Complete Streets policy, plan or 

ordinance in place or proposed, it is clear that the Boston-metro region has some way to go. The 

plans and policies discussed here represent only seven of the 101 cities and towns in the region. 

While the overall number of plans and policies is lacking, the quality of what is in place 

is diverse, providing opportunities for other cities and towns to learn from what has already been 



44 

 

done. Boston’s plan is focused primarily on the design aspects of Complete Streets. Its design 

guide could potentially be adapted to any other city or town’s needs. 

Cambridge’s ordinances are an example of inadvertently arriving at Complete Streets 

policies without calling them such. The focus of these policies on decreasing vehicular 

congestion builds support from those who might otherwise oppose investments in pedestrian and 

bicycle infrastructure by working to ensure that the roads are free of congestion for those who 

wish to drive, but that those who choose to not drive or have no other choice can do so safely and 

efficiently. 

Somerville’s proposed ordinance would be the most direct and potentially most powerful 

policy given that it would be codified law lasting beyond any one administration and geared 

directly towards advancing the implementation of Complete Streets within the city. The 

inclusion of a public process with multiple meetings over the course of multiple months will give 

residents ample time to air their concerns and will help municipal officials inform how the shape 

of the program if it is passed into law. 

Gloucester and the MetroWest Moves communities took a different tack, with a focus on 

public health outcomes and encouraging active lifestyles. Gloucester’s plan recognizes the need 

to show residents explicitly how a series of Complete Streets plans will improve not only 

particular neighborhoods but their city in general. The MetroWest Moves initiative shows an 

understanding that whenever possible, Complete Streets should not end at municipal boundaries. 

This type of micro-regional collaboration could prove to be very successful for other cities and 

towns in the regional as well. 

Despite being few in number, these plans and policies are full of innovative ways for 

other cities and towns in the region to use as a guide for implementing Complete Streets. To 
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begin to understand if other efforts may be successful, an understanding of support for Complete 

Streets policies and principles at the municipal government level provides some insight. 
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6: Implementation via Legislation 

One potential method to address some barriers to the implementation of Complete Streets 

is legislation. By either providing incentives or introducing requirements, legislation can be 

designed to achieve specific policy goals, which in this case would be increasing the level of 

Complete Streets implementation. 

In an effort to encourage more cities and towns in the Boston-metro region to adopt 

Complete Streets policies and ordinances, the Metropolitan Area Planning Council drafted a 

piece of legislation that would create a new program with that goal in mind. While MAPC is the 

regional planning agency for the Boston-metro region alone, the program created by this 

legislation would be available to all 351 cities and towns in Massachusetts. MAPC understands 

barriers to the adoption of Complete Streets do exist, and that legislative action may create 

opportunities for cities and towns to consider these policies when they may not have previously. 

6.1: An Act Relative to Active Streets and Healthy Communities 

The legislation drafted by MAPC has been sponsored in the Massachusetts State 

Legislature by State Senator Harriette Chandler (D – Worcester) and State Representative Jason 

Lewis (D – Winchester) and has been given the title “An Act relative to active streets and 

healthy communities” (Appendix C). The bill has been filed simultaneously in the State House of 

Representatives and the State Senate. 

Looking at the title alone, it is obvious that the bill is being promoted  not merely as a 

transportation proposal, but also as a public health proposal. As discussed previously, Complete 

Streets advocates do claim that the presence of walking and cycling infrastructure encourages 

more physical activity which can lead to healthier lifestyles for residents. In positioning the 

legislation in this manner – where transportation policy meets public health policy – the 
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proponents of this bill have widened their potential base for support. 

The most basic element of this legislation is that it would create a certification program 

by which cities and towns in Massachusetts would be designated “Active Streets Communities.” 

To be granted the designation, a city or town must do the following: 

1. Adopt a Complete Streets bylaw, ordinance, or administrative policy 

2. Coordinate with MassDOT to confirm the accuracy of the baseline inventory of 

pedestrian and bicycle accommodations
1
 

3. Identify procedures to follow when conducting municipal road repairs, upgrades, or 

expansion projects on public rights-of-way to incorporate Complete Streets elements 

4. Confirm the existence of a review process for all private development proposals to ensure 

Complete Streets components are incorporated into new construction 

5. Set a municipal goal for an increased mode share for walking, cycling, and public 

transportation where applicable to be met within five years and develop a program to 

reach that goal 

6. Submit an annual progress report to MassDOT 

 

The criteria for designation address three important implementation issues: the need to 

take positive action towards incorporating Complete Streets design elements into locally-funded 

projects, the importance of coordinating with MassDOT to ensure the success of the program, 

and ensuring there are no gaps in the local network by confirming that private developments 

incorporate the same Complete Streets design elements. 

Once designated as an “Active Streets Community,” the city or town would become 

eligible to apply for competitive grant funding that would be used for “complete streets 

infrastructure and planning.” This means the grants could be used to pay for the Complete Streets 

design elements, such as improved sidewalks or additional bicycle facilities, or could be used to 

pay planning or other staff to determine where in the city or town is best to direct investment for 

this infrastructure. 

An interesting inclusion in the legislation is the call to create an advisory committee that 

                     
1
 MassDOT compiles information on pedestrian and bicycle accommodations in all 351 cities and towns in 

Massachusetts. This requirement would ensure that MassDOT’s inventory is accurate and complete. 
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would work with MassDOT “in developing the rules, regulations or guidelines for the program, 

including the development of a model complete streets bylaw or ordinance.” The committee 

would be comprised of representatives from MAPC, the Massachusetts Association of Regional 

Planning Agencies (MARPA), the Massachusetts Department of Public Health (DPH), the 

Massachusetts Municipal Association (MMA), the Massachusetts Bicycle Coalition, Walk 

Boston, the Livable Streets Alliance, and the Massachusetts Association of Chambers of 

Commerce Executives. In the same way that the title of the bill widened the base of support for 

the program, so, too does the inclusion of so many groups from so many different sectors: 

planning (MAPC and MARPA), public health (DPH), municipalities (MMA), advocates 

(MassBike, Walk Boston, Livable Streets Alliance), and the business community (Massachusetts 

Association of Chambers of Commerce Executives). 

6.2: Addressing the Barriers to Implementation 

The program proposed by An Act Relative to Active Streets and Healthy Communities can 

only be successful if it addresses some or all of the barriers to the adoption of Complete Streets 

policies that have been identified in the literature and in the research. While it may not be 

possible for a single piece of legislation to adequately address every single barrier, it should at 

least address the barriers that are keeping the largest portion municipalities from adopting these 

policies. 

Concerns Regarding Equity 

The proposed program does not explicitly address the concerns regarding equity as 

identified by Julian Agyeman. It is easy to imagine were a city or town to opt-in to the program 

that the results could either be a net positive for equity concerns or a net negative. If the city or 

town went about adopting a Complete Streets policy with a process that engaged residents and 
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allowed them to be involved in making the choices for what projects would be implemented in 

their communities, taking the time to weight investments in Complete Streets against other 

priorities, it is likely the program would overall be a net positive in terms of improving equity. 

However, if the city or town used a top-down approach with prescriptive decision making that 

merely informed each community what investments it would receive, it is likely the program 

would overall be a net negative in terms of improving equity. While a more prescriptive program 

with explicit instructions to cities or towns about how to adopt a policy might be more likely to 

address concerns regarding equity, it is also less likely the legislation would have a wide base of 

support as it would be seen as taking away some amount of local control. The program allows for 

positive equity outcomes, but it does not guarantee them. 

Historical Infrastructure Tendencies 

The concept of Complete Streets is still relatively new, and it is competing against 

decades of transportation and infrastructure planning that has favored the automobile. This 

legislation and the proposed program seek to directly address this issue and attempt to overcome 

it as a barrier to more widespread implementation of Complete Streets. One benefit of 

infrastructure designed for automobiles is that there is often more space provided than is needed 

for that mode. Cities and towns that gave over more space for cars may in some cases have an 

easier time converting that space into improved pedestrian, bicycle, and public transportation 

infrastructure than cities or towns with older, narrower rights-of-way for automobiles. This 

program would give cities and towns the incentive to do so. 

Municipal or Institutional Inertia 

Cities and towns or agencies and institutions within municipal government may oppose 

either directly or through inaction the incorporation of Complete Streets design elements on local 
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roads. This legislation would create an opt-in program, so no city or town in the Commonwealth 

would be required to take these actions. However, once a city or town chose to opt-in to the 

program, the agencies and institutions within it would be bound to follow the policy directives 

laid out in the Complete Streets plan or ordinance. There is still the matter of overcoming the 

initial hurdle of passing the ordinance or plan, but this would then set in motion various 

departments and agencies that would be bound to follow the new policies and regulations. The 

legislation allows for municipalities to adopt either a Complete Streets bylaw/ordinance or a 

Complete Streets administrative policy. Of the two, the bylaw/ordinance is stronger in its ability 

to require compliance; it would be on the books as being legally required for the city or town to 

implement. An administrative policy can change from one administration to the next, and does 

not provide the continuity over time. While requiring the adoption of a bylaw or ordinance may 

have made the program stronger, it may have also weakened support for it among municipal 

officials, and reduced chances of being adopted. 

Legal Concerns 

The literature indicated that some cities and towns may be concerned with the legal 

aspects of pursuing Complete Streets upgrades to their local roads. These changes may run afoul 

of existing zoning codes or other local regulations. As the proposed program would require 

adoption of a Complete Streets bylaw/ordinance or policy by the participating municipality, part 

of this adoption process would need to include the city or town determining if the new policy 

needed to include changes to existing policies as well. It would present an opportunity for the 

city or town to closely examine its current regulations and ensure that they are aligned with its 

new policy goals. The process would not be simplified by the new program, but the incentive of 

additional funding may make parties more willing to undertake this effort. 
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Housing Preferences 

The literature indicates that a vast majority of Americans prefer to live in single-family 

detached houses, or would prefer to live in such a home if they were able to do so. This type of 

housing is by definition not as dense as others, and this lack of density can make effective 

Complete Streets policy implementation difficult. Active transportation modes such as biking 

and walking require shorter distances between origins and destinations for those modes to be 

used regularly by residents and visitors. The sparsely settled, low-density  development patterns 

of single-family detached homes makes walking and cycling much less viable of an option. This 

barrier is one that simply cannot be adequately addressed by this piece of legislation or any other 

single legislative act. While this program may not be able to overcome this barrier, it can make 

more densely developed areas more attractive to residents by providing the types of safe, 

walkable, bikeable neighborhoods for which they have indicated a preference. 

Lack of Interagency Coordination; Lack of Standards 

Cities and towns may have multiple departments or agencies that would potentially be 

responsible for the implementation of a Complete Streets policy. Often in municipal and other 

levels of government , different agencies and departments operate in silos, separated from one 

another, unaware of what the other agencies or departments may be working on. This legislation 

would require that participating cities and towns identify who individually or what department is 

responsible for overseeing Complete Streets within that city or town. This will provide guidance 

to other involved departments and agencies when they have questions about the program moving 

forward. Also, it will ensure that one set of standards is used throughout the city or town, 

regardless of from where a project originated. This coordination should not be seen as a new task 

for the city or town, but rather a reorientation of work already being done and a clarification of 
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how to proceed. 

Applicability to Rural and Suburban Communities 

Given that this legislation would make the certification program it proposes available to 

all 351 cities and towns in Massachusetts, its applicability to urban, suburban, and rural 

communities is important for widespread success of the program and widespread support of the 

legislation. Complete Streets can be successful in each community type, and it is important for 

the program to ensure that is the case. The wide array of groups included on the advisory 

committee should ensure that the regulations drafted as a part of this program are either 

applicable to all community types, or that different guidelines are created for each community 

type. This does not completely solve the more challenging aspects of applying Complete Streets 

is less dense, less urban communities, but it does address some of those challenges. It is 

important to keep in mind that Complete Streets is not a fixed ideal requiring streets in different 

community types to appear identical. It is about providing safe choices for all users, and that 

policy goal is applicable to large urban cities, suburban towns, and rural villages alike. 

Cost, Lack of Staff 

If An Act Relative to Active Streets and Healthy Communities was passed into law and the 

program it calls for was fully funded, it would mean an additional $10 million per year would be 

spent in Massachusetts on Complete Streets infrastructure and planning. Spread across 351 cities 

and towns, that amount does not represent a significant amount of money. However, another 

incentive-based certification program in Massachusetts has shown that a modest investment can 

yield substantial results. 

The Green Communities Act was passed into legislation in Massachusetts in 2008 and 

went into effect in 2009 (Massachusetts Executive Office of Energy and Environmental Affairs, 
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2013). The act established the Green Communities Designation and Grant Program. 

Municipalities seeking to be designated as a “Green Community” had to take certain actions and 

commit to certain goals, and upon doing so were made eligible for competitive grant funding 

totaling $10 million per year. Even with this small amount of funding, over 100 cities and towns 

in Massachusetts have been designated as “Green Communities,” by committing to zoning 

changes that make the siting of renewable energy facilities easier, establishing a plan to reduce 

energy use by 20% within five years, purchasing fuel efficient vehicles for municipal 

departments, and adopting the Stretch Code (a more energy efficient building code) 

(Massachusetts Executive Office of Energy and Environmental Affairs, 2013). 

The popularity and success of the Green Communities Designation and Grant Program 

serve as models for the program proposed by An Act Relative to Active Streets and Healthy 

Communities. A modest amount of funding from the Commonwealth can incentivize significant 

action to be taken by municipalities. Additionally, even though the funds would be modest, their 

explicit direction towards Complete Streets infrastructure and planning may be the small extra 

amount that a municipal planning department requires to use its staff time to develop a Complete 

Streets plan, or the extra amount a Department of Public Works needs to buy reflective paint and 

signage to designate a bicycle lane or a pedestrian path. 

6.3: Overall Assessment 

An Act Relative to Active Streets and Healthy Communities has the potential to 

dramatically increase the number of cities and towns in the region and across the Commonwealth 

that are implementing Complete Streets policies and design elements. The structure of the 

program this legislation would create is simple, as is the proposed certification process for cities 

and towns. If the Green Communities Act is any indicator, the modest amount of funding 
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proposed should be sufficient to incentivize cities and towns across the Commonwealth to take 

the steps necessary to become eligible for grants. 

The legislation also addresses many of the barriers identified in both the literature and the 

research. It is an opt-in program, and any participating municipality would retain control over 

crafting their policies and plans. This local control would hopefully ensure that municipal staff  

aware of potential issues of equity will be involved in the planning process. It is unlikely that a 

state agency would be able to fully appreciate the unique situation in each of the 

Commonwealth’s 351 cities and towns. Retaining control at the local level is much more likely 

to gain support within municipal government to take action (Barrier: Municipal or Institutional 

Inertia). 

While the legislation may not be able to completely address issues of municipal or 

institutional inertia, the research suggests that these issues may not be as much of a barrier in 

Massachusetts. The large amount of positive responses towards Complete Streets principles and 

goals suggests that many municipal officials are being held back by other barriers, most 

significantly cost and lack of staff, which this program would directly address. 

While this legislation and the program it seeks to create would not address every real and 

perceived barrier to the implementation of Complete Streets, it would be unreasonable to think 

that any single piece of legislation or any singular program could do so. This proposal takes 

important steps towards providing the resources necessary for cities and towns to begin 

implementing plans and policies that will provide safe transportation choices for all users of the 

transportation network. 
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7: Implementation via Regulation 

A second potential method to address some barriers to the implementation of Complete 

Streets is regulation. Rather than creating new legislation, regulation relies on existing structures 

and agencies to implement Complete Streets. This method may be simpler in that the structures 

and powers are already in place, but may be more complex in that it would be a new method of 

using regulatory ability. 

Given that the survey data indicate local boards of health are supportive of Complete 

Streets policies and principles, advocates and proponents of Complete Streets may have another 

path by which to overcome some of the barriers to implementation. Local boards of health in 

Massachusetts are given a wide range of regulatory power which could be directed to support of 

Complete Streets policies and infrastructure programs through a public health lens. 

7.1: Powers of Local Boards of Health 

Local boards of health in Massachusetts have significant regulatory authority within their 

jurisdictions. The boards are required by law to “perform many critical duties related to the 

protection of public health” (Massachusetts Executive Office of Health and Human Services – 

Department of Public Health, January 2010). Boards are required to work on disease prevention, 

enforce the sanitary code, enforce food regulations, and enforce some environmental protection 

regulations, among many other tasks. Additionally, boards may adopt and enforce any 

“reasonable health regulations” (Massachusetts Executive Office of Health and Human Services 

– Department of Public Health, January 2010). This means that a board may choose to go above 

and beyond what it is required to do statutorily in order to fulfill its mission or address a new 

public health concern. 
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7.2: Applicability to Complete Streets Implementation 

Due to the fact that the regulatory power given to boards of health covers so many policy 

areas, there are two major ways that working to implement Complete Streets policies and 

infrastructure falls within existing duties. 

First, as the advocates claim and some research indicates, the presence of Complete 

Streets infrastructure can lead people to choose a more active, healthier mode of transportation, 

especially for shorter trips. Increased physical activity can result in weight loss and less risk of 

many diseases.  At the national level,  the Centers for Disease Control and Prevention’s Division 

of Nutrition, Physical Activity, and Obesity (CDC – DNPAO) are taking action to work on this 

veryt issue (Centers for Disease Control and Prevention, 2013). Programs such as “Active 

Transport to School” and “Urban Design and Transportation Policies and Practices” are designed 

to make regular physical activity an everyday occurrence for all Americans by making options 

such as cycling and walking safe and convenient. These efforts align perfectly with Complete 

Streets. People are much less likely to walk or bike if the infrastructure is insufficient or unsafe. 

If local boards of health can begin to work with other municipal agencies and departments on 

Complete Streets efforts, they will be working to prevent obesity and a host of diseases related to 

it. 

The second way in which working to implement Complete Streets falls within existing 

duties of local boards of health has to do with environmental protection, specifically air 

pollution. Boards of health can choose to adopt regulations regarding air pollution, and within 

that framework adopt regulations specifically related to transportation (Massachusetts Executive 

Office of Health and Human Services – Department of Public Health, January 2010). It is clear 

that these regulations could be drafted to discourage driving or encouraging walking, cycling, 
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and taking public transportation. 

7.3: Addressing Barriers to Implementation 

As in  the approach to implementation via legislation, implementation via regulation can 

only be successful if it addresses some of the barriers to Complete Streets Implementation. Also 

like the legislative approach, it is unreasonable to assume that regulation via local boards of 

health could overcome all the barriers to implementation, but it may overcome different barriers 

than legislative action might. 

Concerns Regarding Equity 

Implementation of Complete Streets via regulation by local boards of health would not 

address the potential issues of equity associated with Complete Streets directly. In the same way 

that implementation via legislation could either improve or worsen the state of equity in a 

community, so, too, could implementation via regulation. This is again a matter of how precisely 

the city or town goes about implementation. The concerns regarding equity generally seem to be 

better addressed through procedural reforms rather than by selecting one method of 

implementation or the other. 

Historical Infrastructure Tendencies 

Local boards of health could not directly change how infrastructure is planned and built, 

but new regulation would create a new set of rules by which planners and engineers would have 

to abide. The potential board of health regulations would not impose design guidelines, but 

instead would require infrastructure to be built in a way that enables the desired public health 

outcomes to be achieved.  

Municipal or Institutional Inertia 

By activating a different division of municipal government, implementation of Complete 
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Streets via board of health regulation would bring new advocates into the efforts. New allies 

would be available to assist advocates and work to overcome municipal or institutional inertia, or 

the inertia in one agency or institution could be sidestepped. 

Legal Concerns 

Implementation via this type of regulation could raise legal concerns, but they would be 

different than those raised by the legislative program. Implementation via the local boards of 

health could require that conflicts between health regulations and zoning ordinances be 

addressed as opposed to new zoning being adopted. As this type of work would be new to many 

local boards of health, they may feel as if they are going too far beyond their required duties. 

While it seems that this type of work would fall within the powers given to them statutorily, it is 

possible that some type of judicial action may occur to provide clarity on the matter. 

Housing Preferences 

As with legislative action, regulatory action would have no direct effect on housing 

preferences. This seems to be a barrier too large to overcome with any one type of action, and 

rather will have to be addressed in various ways both directly and indirectly. 

Lack of Interagency Coordination; Lack of Standards 

If local boards of health were to take up Complete Streets implementation as an effort, it 

would be critical that interagency coordination be increased and made as efficient as possible. If 

a local planning department or department of public works has decided to not implement 

Complete Streets, they would still be the parties doing the actual work on the ground. Boards of 

health would need to work hand in hand with these groups to see regulations successfully 

implemented. This may lead to these other departments choosing to be more on board with these 

efforts, increasing the overall effectiveness of the program and enhancing interagency 
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coordination and cooperation. 

Applicability to Rural and Suburban Communities 

Given that every city and town in Massachusetts has a board of health, working towards 

Complete Streets via regulation could potentially work in all types of communities. However, as 

with the legislation, that does not necessarily mean each city and town can successfully 

implement Complete Streets in this manner. Members of the board of health would have to be 

willing to take this action and venture into a new policy area. Unwillingness to do so would not 

necessarily be dictated by community type. Additionally, the boards may be in a position of 

having to choose between a Complete Streets program and a more traditional public health 

program to achieve their policy goals. In this situation, Complete Streets could be competing for 

limited resources among other more familiar programs. 

Cost, Lack of Staff 

The cost of implementing Complete Streets cannot be completely erased. Implementing 

Complete Streets via regulations adopted by the board of health would still require funds for 

planning and infrastructure. However, this type of implementation may open the project up to 

other sources of funding it would not have been eligible for if it were strictly a transportation 

project. A focus on the public health outcomes may allow a city or town to shift some aspects of 

program management out of the traditional planning and public works departments. There are 

absolutely still real costs associated with implementation via regulation, but this method may 

allow a city or town to be more flexible in the manner in which it funds Complete Streets, rather 

than relying on traditional funding sources. 

7.4: Overall Assessment 

Implementation of Complete Streets policies by local boards of health has the potential to 
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widen the base of support for Complete Streets policies and address some of the barriers to 

implementation in ways that either would enhance legislative efforts or do things legislation may 

not be able to do. Given that boards of health would be venturing into new policy areas, it would 

be very important for other municipal agencies and departments to be on board with the effort. 

On its own this type of implementation could be effective. If done in coordination with the 

legislative approach and with support from other municipal departments and agencies in a 

synchronized manner, Complete Streets could see successful adoption in far more communities. 
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Chapter 8. Conclusion 

On the surface, it can be difficult to imagine why any city or town would not seek to 

implement Complete Streets policies and design standards. A majority of Americans want to live 

in safe, walkable neighborhoods exactly like those that would be created as a result of a 

Complete Streets policy. At the local, state, and national level, a new focus on encouraging more 

active, healthier lifestyles can only be truly successful if active modes of transportation such as 

walking and cycling can truly be a choice for everyone, as they would be in a city or town using 

a set of Complete Streets design standards. Yet in the Boston-metro region, there is not an 

abundance of cities and towns working towards these outcomes. 

Advocates point to decreased obesity rates, less traffic congestion, and improved air 

quality as outcomes of implementing Complete Streets. The research indicates that, to a degree, 

Complete Streets infrastructure does have these outcomes. However, there is a concern regarding 

equity. If a municipal government were to decide to implement Complete Streets without 

working closely with residents about where, when, and how it planned to do so, it could come off 

as top-down, heavy-handed planning from a bygone era. Residents and business may hold 

different beliefs than their government when it comes to determining priorities for municipal 

spending. Additionally, if these types of investments were made in poorer neighborhoods or 

environmental justice communities, it may result in gentrification leading to those communities 

having to move elsewhere and lose the benefits. 

Even if those concerns were adequately addressed, the road to Complete Streets is 

anything but smooth. The literature and the survey data identify a number of potential barriers to 

Complete Streets implementation. Historical trends in planning and infrastructure, municipal or 

institutional inertia, housing preferences, legal concerns, lack of coordination, applicability to 
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varying community types, and lack of funding and/or staff have all been identified as holding 

cities and towns back from implementing Complete Streets. The list of barriers to 

implementation is as long and comprehensive as the potential benefits. 

How then can these barriers be overcome? A seemingly simple solution would to be pass 

statewide legislation requiring cities and towns in Massachusetts to adopt Complete Streets 

policies and design standards. In a state that values home rule and local control as much as 

Massachusetts, there is almost no possibility of this ever happening, but legislation can 

potentially encourage more cities and towns to work towards Complete Streets. A program such 

as that proposed in An Act Relative to Active Streets and Healthy Communities could be just the 

nudge that municipalities need to get started. While it does not address every barrier, it does get 

at the barrier continually identified throughout the literature and survey data as being difficult to 

overcome: cost. 

“Cost” as it relates to Complete Streets can mean both the cost of the infrastructure itself 

(e.g. constructing new sidewalks) and the cost of dedicating staff time to the planning and 

implementation of said infrastructure. It is the latter definition that is a barrier that could be 

addressed by working to implement Complete Streets via regulation by local boards of health. If 

undertaken as a public health initiative, the effort may also be able to qualify for funding from 

other sources that it would not have been eligible for if it were proceeding strictly as a 

transportation project or planning effort. 

An even better situation would be one in which Complete Streets are pursued both by 

legislative action and by regulatory action. Aligning work being done in multiple municipal 

agencies and departments would give the effort a wide base of support, extensive resources to 

draw upon, and a higher likelihood of success. Reaching such an organizational outcome may 
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face its own set of unique barriers. Further study into interagency and interdepartmental 

coordination at the municipal level could uncover legal or other barriers that may be preventing 

this type of collaboration. 

Complete Streets are meant to be streets for everyone to use, with all modes and users 

given equal opportunity. Initiatives in Boston, Cambridge, Somerville, Gloucester, and 

MetroWest are encouraging, but represent a very small sample of cities and towns in the Boston-

metro region. If advocates and proponents of Complete Streets wish to see further adoption, the 

barriers identified above will need to be overcome. They are not insurmountable, but they will 

also not go away without action dedicated towards removing them.  

These efforts should not be undertaken with a false sense that the benefits of Complete 

Streets are obvious to everyone and that implementation will be simple and straightforward. 

Successful adoption of a Complete Streets policy should be seen as a long-term planning effort. 

It may begin with temporary demonstrations or small-scale interventions or it may begin with a 

minimal amount of change, such as additional signage or clearly marked pedestrian crossings. 

But each step towards Complete Streets should be viewed as a success in its own right and small 

steps should not be overlooked. Even in a city or town that fully supports the effort, change will 

not come overnight, and it likely should not come overnight. Complete Streets are cost effective 

when incorporated into regular road maintenance, so adoption and implementation may be 

separated by a significant amount of time, but this as well should not be viewed as a setback. 

Once the barriers have been removed, every single city and town will not automatically 

implement Complete Streets, or do so in the same way. Many residents and government officials 

alike will still need to be shown the benefits of Complete Streets. By removing the barriers to 

implementation, advocates and proponents are allowing more cities and towns to undertake these 
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efforts, which will hopefully then serve as further examples for other cities and towns to follow. 

At its core, the idea of Complete Streets is based on providing safe options for all users. As the 

Boston-metro region moves toward completion, that idea will become a reality for more and 

more residents. 
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Appendices 

 

A: Complete Streets Survey 
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B: Somerville Complete Streets Proposal 
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C: An Act Relative to Active Streets and Healthy Communities 
 

HOUSE DOCKET, NO. 1917         FILED ON: 1/17/2013 

HOUSE  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  No. 3091 
  

The Commonwealth of Massachusetts 
_________________ 

PRESENTED BY: 

Jason M. Lewis 
_______________ 

To the Honorable Senate and House of Representatives of the Commonwealth of Massachusetts in General 
              Court assembled: 

              The undersigned legislators and/or citizens respectfully petition for the passage of the accompanying: 

An Act relative to active streets and healthy communities. 
_______________ 

HOUSE DOCKET, NO. 1917        FILED ON: 1/17/2013 

HOUSE  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  No. 3091 
By Mr. Lewis of Winchester, a petition (accompanied by bill, House, No. 3091) of Jason M. 

Lewis and others relative to establishing an active streets certification program within the 

Department of Transportation to encourage walking, cycling, and the use of public transportation 

in municipalities.  Transportation.  

 
The Commonwealth of Massachusetts 

  
  
An Act relative to active streets and healthy communities. 
  
              Be it enacted by the Senate and House of Representatives in General Court assembled, and by the authority 

of the same, as follows: 
  
              SECTION 1. The General Laws as they appear in the official 2010 version are hereby 

amended by adding the following chapter:- 

              Chapter 90-I 

              Section 1. For the purposes of this chapter the following words shall have the following 

meanings: - 

              “Department”, the department of transportation. 
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              “Program”, the active streets certification program. 

              “Complete streets”, streets that provide accommodations for users of all transportation 

modes, including but not limited to, walking, cycling, public transportation, automobiles, and 

freight. 

              “Certified municipality”, a municipality that has been certified by the department as 

specified in Section 3 of this act. 

              Section 2. The department shall establish an active streets certification program. The 

purpose of the program shall be to encourage municipalities to regularly and routinely include 

complete streets design elements and infrastructure on locally funded roads. 

              Section 3. To be certified as an active streets community, a municipality, in a city, the 

mayor or the city manager, and in a town, the board of selectmen, shall: (1) file an application 

with the department in a form and manner to be prescribed by the department; (2) adopt a 

complete streets bylaw, ordinance, or administrative policy in a manner which shall be approved 

by the department including at least one public hearing; such policy shall, at a minimum, identify 

the body, individual, or entity responsible for carrying out such policies; (3) coordinate with the 

department to confirm the accuracy of the baseline inventory of pedestrian and bicycle 

accommodations in order to prioritize projects based on the inventory; (4) identify procedures to 

follow when conducting municipal road repairs, upgrades, or expansion projects on public rights-

of-way to incorporate complete streets elements; (5) confirm the existence of a review process 

for all private development proposals to ensure complete streets components are incorporated 

into new construction; and (6) set a municipal goal for an increased mode share for walking, 

cycling, and public transportation where applicable to be met within five years and develop a 

program to reach that goal; and (7)  submit an annual progress report to the department. Certified 

municipalities shall be eligible to receive funding as specified in Section 6 of this act. 

              Section 4. The department shall adopt rules, regulations or guidelines for the 

administration and enforcement of this chapter, including, but not limited to, establishing 

applicant selection criteria, funding priority, application forms and procedures, and other 

requirements. 

              Section 5. There shall be an advisory committee to assist the department in developing 

the rules, regulations or guidelines for the program, including the development of a model 

complete streets bylaw or ordinance. The advisory committee shall comprise representatives 

appointed by  the Metropolitan Area Planning Council, the Massachusetts Association of 

Regional Planning Agencies, the Massachusetts Department of Public Health, the Massachusetts 

Municipal Association, the Massachusetts Bicycle Coalition, WalkBoston, and the Livable 

Streets Alliance, and the Massachusetts Association of Chambers of Commerce Executives. 

              Section 6. Capital Funding 

              To provide for an active streets certification program for municipalities subject to the 

conditions specified in Section 3 of this act, funds are hereby made available subject to the laws 

regulating the disbursement of public funds- 
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              1595-xxxx  For an active streets certification program as established pursuant to Chapter 

90-I of the General Laws, to be disbursed in the form of grants to certified municipalities for 

complete streets infrastructure and planning, provided that the grants shall be administered by the 

department…………………$10,000,000. 

              Section 7. The department shall annually, not later than April 1, submit a report 

detailing the program’s progress during the previous calendar year to the clerks of the senate and 

the house of representatives, the joint committee on transportation, the joint committee on public 

health, the senate committee on ways and means, and the house committee on ways and means. 
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