Slow Streets

Closing some streets can encourage more sustainable and healthy
modes of transportation

(Photo Courtesy of San Francisco Municipal Transportation Agency)

The Impact

Closing certain streets to through traffic can make neighborhoods safer from high-speed
vehicles, offer more space for residents to move about outside their homes and encourage alternative
forms of transportation such as biking and walking, due to the reduced danger of traveling alongside
cars. Street closures are a viable long-term change that encourages sustainable modes of
transportation, thus reducing greenhouse gas emissions and creating healthier communities.

Description

Due to the COVID-19 pandemic and local shelter-at-home orders, many cities implemented
Slow Streets that limit car traffic by closing the street to through traffic, allowing people to use the street
for walking, biking, scootering, etc., all while safely distanced from others. Slow Streets are created by
blocking street entrances using physical signs that explain what uses are allowed (for example, drivers
who live on the street, parking, deliveries and emergency vehicles). In many cities, Slow Streets are
requested by residents and community organizations. Volunteers are sometimes tasked with helping to
deploy road signs and notifying the community of the changes.

At the onset of COVID-19, cities creating Slow Streets focused on rapid deployment using
cheap materials. Later, as the benefits of Slow Streets became clear, cities began using more durable
materials for long-term implementation, replacing cones and temporary signs with K-rails (concrete,
steel-reinforced barriers) and planters that are more attractive yet still relatively inexpensive.

Cities without Slow Streets can carefully examine which areas might benefit most from this
change. After community engagement and traffic studies, they can implement temporary changes and
see how local residents respond before deciding whether to make them permanent.
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Where It’s Been Implemented

Oakland, Redwood City, Los Angeles, San Francisco and Pasadena are among the California
cities that have implemented Slow Streets since 2020. Slow Streets Oakland now covers 21 miles. City
officials are examining their existing network of Slow Streets and deciding which ones to remove and
which ones to maintain on a more permanent basis. Oakland leaders are considering using K-rails,
planters and street art to demarcate the city’s Slow Streets.

In Los Angeles, the city council approved a motion in November 2021 instructing the city’s
Department of Transportation to make recommendations for a permanent Slow Streets program after
residents praised Slow Streets in many neighborhoods. However, some residents pushed back
because they feel it simply moves traffic to other streets.

According to the 2023 Slow Streets Evaluation Report, as of May 2023, a total of 32 miles of
Slow Streets have been established in San Francisco. There have been no reported fatalities on these
Slow Streets since the initiation of the program.

Key Drivers

Since Slow Streets have been implemented throughout the nation, many cities are finding that
residents really enjoy the neighborhood safe space that they provide for recreation, walking, riding
bikes and scooters and for other activities.

Key Factors for Success

Slow Streets programs will be the most successful when they are community driven through
outreach, support and advocacy. For community outreach, cities can establish a procedure for
residents to request Slow Streets and even “adopt” a Slow Street, which might entail maintaining the
barriers and ensuring that the neighborhood is aware of the rules. In Los Angeles, residents can
request a Slow Street via an online form, an example of how these programs can start with community
input. Social media can also be used for community outreach, in addition to community-based
communication that leverages existing networks such as neighborhood associations, churches, health
clinics and school districts.

For community support, it is important to maintain a positive relationship between advocates
and city staffers to facilitate the consistent communication needed. Building community support also
means giving people an easy way to provide feedback. In Oakland, the city invites people to give input
via surveys, calls and reports to 311 to ensure that these programs adequately serve community
interests.

Community advocacy benefits the development of Slow Streets by fostering ongoing
communication between the community and elected officials. In Oakland, the development of the Slow
Streets program was in large part due to strong advocacy by a community that lobbied for the needs of
bicyclists and pedestrians. When activists apply pressure, staffers and elected leaders may develop
and create Slow Streets from a more thoughtful, community-based perspective.

Beyond the importance of community engagement in the development process, there are
several key elements in the design process that should be considered. According to CalBike, the term
“Slow Streets” is the favored name for branding as opposed to “Open Streets” or “Safe Streets.” The
name “Slow Streets” helps people understand that these streets are not completely closed to cars but,
rather, to faster through-traffic. Furthermore, calling them “Slow Streets” can provide opportunities for a
permanent network of greenways for safe and low-stress biking.

Reserving funding and staff time is also critical in the design process. Cities should allocate
funding for necessary changes and adjustments. These projects do not have to be expensive. In
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Oakland’s case, the city kept their design simple and cheap, using barricades and signage to mark
Slow Streets.

When creating a Slow Street, other traffic-calming methods can be introduced, too. Using
quick-build street design, treatments such as chicanes (serpentine curves in a road, often with
landscaped barriers) can be easily added at a low cost to reduce vehicle speeds.

Key Obstacles

Slow Streets do not work well on streets where the vehicle count is high and/or where no other
pass-by alternatives exist nearby. Cities often need to conduct traffic studies before closing a street to
through traffic, which can take considerable time and resources. Another obstacle is the perception that
Slow Streets are inequitable and do not help low-income neighborhoods. Extensive outreach is needed
to understand the best way Slow Streets can be helpful. Community outreach and surveys can help
address the equity concern.

Timeline to Implementation

Amid the early stages of the COVID-19 pandemic, city authorities selected Page Street, a
roadway connecting San Francisco's downtown to Golden Gate Park, for a "slow street” initiative.This
aimed to curb car traffic, promote active transportation, and provide recreational space. Due to ongoing
support from pedestrians and bicyclists, the city opted to sanction off more streets for non-car travelers.
Now, there are 18 total permanent “slow streets” approved by the San Francisco Municipal
Transportation Agency Board of Directors.

References and Resources
e CalBike. How to Create Slow Streets During the Pandemic
e Oakland Slow Streets program
e SFMTA Slow Streets program website
e Los Angeles form for requesting a slow street
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