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The planning, design, maintenance and operational concepts 
discussed in this document are conceptually compatible with 
established traffic engineering and design practices, policies 
and standards. This document does not offer a prescriptive 
set of standards, but is a compilation of potential options for 
California State Highway (State highway) main street projects. 
The intended audience for “Main Street, California” includes 
California Department of Transportation (Caltrans) partners 
and stakeholders, as well as internal Caltrans staff. 

This document is an informational guide that reflects many 
of the recent updates to Caltrans manuals and policies that 
improve multimodal access, livability and sustainability 
within the transportation system. “Main Street, California” 
helps the reader locate information about standards and 
procedures described in the Caltrans Highway Design Manual 
(HDM), the California Manual on Uniform Traffic Control 
Devices (California MUTCD), and the Project Development 
Procedures Manual (PDPM). Caltrans is committed to 
continual refinement of standards and policies that promote 
greater flexibility in developing State highway main streets 
that invigorate the vitality of local communities and the 
transportation system. 



 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 
 

 
 

 
 

 
  

 

 

 
 

November 2013 

I am pleased to present “Main Street, California.”  This 
expanded third edition includes greater emphasis on 
California State Highway main street investments that 
improve multimodal travel conditions and contribute to 
livable and sustainable communities. 

Well-conceived main streets function efficiently as 
multimodal transportation facilities and are important 
civic spaces that support vibrant community life and 
ecological health. Prudent life-cycle investments by 

federal, state and local transportation agencies to provide multimodal travel options 
are a crucial strategy for reducing greenhouse gas emissions and other environmental 
impacts associated with single-occupancy driving habits.  With an emphasis on system 
preservation, the California Department of Transportation is committed to working with 
local communities to improve connections to mass transit, and to increase the appeal of 
walking and bicycling on main streets. 

Arriving at a shared vision for main streets requires a commitment to collaborative 
negotiation and shared responsibility. This document will assist transportation officials, 
designers, planners and stakeholders in making transportation decisions that are 
appropriate for the local context and that serve the greater traveling public. 

Thank you for your interest in California State Highway main streets that enhance 
community and transportation vitality and improve mobility throughout the state. 

Sincerely, 

MALCOLM  DOUGHERTY 
Director 
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Above: Bridgeport has held an annual Fourth of July celebration for over 150 years. 
The parade route travels along Highway 395 (Main Street). For more information 
about required permits for parades and other special events that occur on State 

highways see the Caltrans Encroachment Permits website. 

Introduction 

Main streets are valuable to communities as 
transportation facilities that provide space for travel, daily activities and 
special celebrations such as parades, festivals and sporting events. Main 
streets that also function as California State Highways (State highways) 
are challenged with balancing local needs for a vibrant community 
street with the public’s need for roadways that provide local, regional 
and statewide connections. Just as mobility is essential to California’s 
economic and civic vitality, the planning, design and operation of main 
streets is tied to the prosperity and quality of life for local communities. 

There is often more demand for roadway and roadside features than 
there is space to accommodate within the main street right of way. The 
professional judgment needed to address technical considerations and 
balance competing needs should be informed by the local context, the 
community’s vision for main street and inclusive stakeholder participation. 

Transportation improvement projects are shaped by teams of engineers, 
planners, landscape architects and environmental and historic 
preservation professionals. Caltrans multidisciplinary teams are essential 
to identify and address a wide array of project needs, including the safety 
of all travelers and highway workers; multimodal access; transportation 
system efficiency; prudent initial and life-cycle fiscal investments; and 
environmental stewardship. 
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Some roadway features have overlapping multimodal, livability 
and sustainability benefits. 

Streets 
designed to benefit 

communities 
are 

livable. 

Streets 
designed to benefit all 

travelers 
are 

multimodal. 

Streets 

designed to benefit the 

environment 
are 

sustainable. 
Main streets that are 
planned, designed 
and operated to be 
multimodal, livable 
and sustainable have 
the greatest number of 
benefits for the state and 
local communities. 

Since the planning, design, maintenance and 
operation of main streets impacts travelers, 
communities and the environment, this 
document explores all three of these topic areas. 
Strategic planning and design of main streets 
to provide mobility to all travelers, including 
complete streets concepts, are discussed under 
the theme of “multimodal travel.” Strategies for 
creating main streets that benefit communities 
and the environment are discussed under the 
themes of “livability” and “sustainability.” 
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Main streets that are both a community street and a State highway typically 

have motorized traffic speeds of less than 40 miles per hour and serve 

pedestrians, bicyclists, transit riders and drivers. 

The concepts discussed in this guide may be applied to 
a wide variety of main street environments. 

Main Streets and Communities of All Sizes 

In cities, suburbs and small towns, livable main streets provide the 
freedom to choose the mode of travel that best suits individual trip 
requirements. 

In developed areas, streets comprise a large percentage of public 
outdoor space, making it even more important for streets to function 
as special public places in their own right. Livable main streets serve 
as attractive shopping destinations, local magnets for pedestrians 
and as venues for public gatherings. 

Creating favorable conditions for businesses along main streets can 
be a powerful engine for the local economy. Particularly in small 
communities, main street businesses may comprise a considerable 
portion of a town’s tax base and may house a large number of local 
employers. 
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 1 Main Streets 
Principles 

Principle 1 Flexibility in Design 

State highway main streets must accommodate the circulation of the 
local community as well as regional and statewide travel demands. 
Planning and designing main streets with principles of multimodal travel, 
livability and sustainability requires partnering with stakeholders to 
ensure that mobility and access needs are addressed in a manner that 
makes main street an asset to the local community. 

Caltrans has an ongoing responsibility to enforce consistent application 
of highway design standards to ensure safety for the traveling public and 

This guidance allows for flexibility in applying design 
standards and approving design exceptions that take the 
context of the project location into consideration, which 
enables the designer to tailor the design, as appropriate, 
for the specific circumstances while maintaining safety.” 

Caltrans Highway Design Manual 

state highways that are also 
CoMMunity Main streets require planning and 
design solutions that are different than those for high-speed 
Interstate highways. 

This chapter describes five guiding principles that can help 
maximize the number of livability, sustainability and multimodal 
benefits that main streets can provide for communities and the 
state. 

for those who construct, operate and maintain State highways. Caltrans 
provides extensive design guidance and standards for the State Highway 
System in the “Highway Design Manual” (HDM). The HDM allows for some 
flexibility in applying design standards that take the context of the project 
location into consideration, enabling the designer to tailor the design, as 
appropriate, to the specific site. 

An evaluation process exists to analyze design concepts that deviate 
from standards described in the HDM. Standards deemed “mandatory” 
are listed in Table 82.1A. “Advisory” design standards, which allow greater 
flexibility to accommodate design constraints, are listed in Table 82.1B. 
Design exception proposals are evaluated for potential effects on worker 
and traveler safety, mobility, maintainability and environmental quality. 

Proposed design exceptions to mandatory or advisory standards 
should be identified early in project development. The procedures 
and documentation requirements for the evaluation of exceptions are 
described in the “Project Development Procedures Manual” (PDPM). 
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Principle 2 Partnerships: Caltrans, Communities and Stakeholders 

The public entrusts considerable resources to Caltrans with the expectation of an efficient 
multimodal transportation network. Being wise stewards of fiscal and physical resources requires 
sound planning and engineering judgment, coupled with attentiveness towards stakeholder goals. 
Shared decision making facilitates the best possible outcomes and can streamline the process of 
arriving at mobility solutions that are responsive to the local context and community needs. 

Caltrans works with local jurisdictions, transit providers, tribal 
governments and regional agencies to develop unified plans that Collaborative negotiation enables effective and 
address interregional multimodal travel and promote sustainable 

streamlined transportation solutions for main streets. communities. Collaborative efforts ensure an integrated regional 
transportation system that enables multimodal main street 
highways to be an asset to the local community. More information 

about Caltrans state-level planning and how it complements regional transportation plans and 
land use plans is in Chapter 2, “Planning Main Streets.” 

Effective communication between main street project planners, designers, local communities and 
affected stakeholders begins in the planning phase and continues through project development, 
maintenance and operations. The section “Guidance on Engaging Stakeholders and Developing 
Community Responsive Projects” in Chapter 2 lists further guidance and resources. 

A stakeholder may be anyone who is impacted by the physical design and operation of main street. 
Potential stakeholders can include community members; public and commercial multimodal 
travelers; local, state and federal transportation and planning agencies; elected officials; advocacy 
and civic interest groups; local businesses; officials from other public agencies such as school 
districts and emergency responders; and Caltrans representatives from areas such as maintenance, 
traffic operations and construction. 
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Expanding the role of main streets in communities will 

often require stakeholders and local agencies to play 

an expanded role in planning, design, maintenance 

operations and/or ownership of main street. 

Collaborative discussions about main street projects 

should address potential options for: 

Ownership
Maintenance 

Responsibilities 
Funding 

Collaborative Options for Funding, Maintaining and 
Operating Main Street 

Arriving at a shared vision for how to incorporate livability and 
sustainability principles into main street projects requires a creative and 
collaborative approach. Some design solutions will be familiar or slight 
variations of traditional strategies, while others will entail a new and 
broader vision of how main streets can benefit travelers and the local 
community. 

Successful implementation of this expanded view of main streets may 
require collaboration not only during planning and design, but also 
during construction, operation and maintenance. Since transportation 
solutions will vary from place to place depending upon local context, 
transportation needs and the vision of the local community, it is important 
that early planning efforts include discussion of each partner’s goals, 
needs, abilities and limitations. 

To best serve community needs, some main street elements may need 
to be funded, designed, constructed, maintained and/or owned by 
communities or their local agencies. Caltrans and stakeholders must 
determine financial and maintenance activity commitments for proposed 
design elements during early planning and project development. 
Collaborative negotiation that identifies constraints and assigns roles and 
responsibilities (for various operational activities, roadway features and 
their associated funding) enables appropriate transportation decisions 
for the design of main streets. “Maintenance Agreements,” “Cooperative 
Agreements,” and “Relinquishment: Options for Ownership” are discussed 
in Chapter 2. 
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Principle 3 Main Streets for All 

While motor vehicles provide clear advantages and conveniences for some 

trips, a multimodal transportation network maximizes options, providing 

people the freedom to choose their preferred mode of travel. 

Multimodal Travelers 
Users of multimodal roadway networks include 
pedestrians, bicyclists, public transit riders and 
motorists (in private, commercial or public vehicles 
such as cars, motorcycles, emergency response 
vehicles, trucks, buses, vans and recreational 
vehicles). 

People often participate in several modes of travel 
within a single trip. Most trips include a pedestrian 
segment, such as walking from a bus stop or 
parked car to a final destination. 

Main Streets Within a Multimodal Network 
Multimodal transportation networks emphasize 
mobility and access for all users, options for 
modes of travel, connections between state and 
local roads and connections between modes (such 
as providing pedestrian access to a transit stop). 
Multimodal main streets respond to the needs of 
local communities, the statewide traveling public 
and the movement of goods and services. 

Complete Streets 
The phrase “complete streets” describes the incorporation of multimodal 
principles into the physical configuration of roadways and associated 
facilities. Streets are made “complete” by addressing the needs of all users 
of the system, although individual complete streets may not be identical 
in design or appearance, nor in the modes of travel they accommodate. 
Depending upon local context and environmental conditions, different 
streets will require distinct physical design features to best address the 
needs of travelers in that location. 

As outlined in Caltrans “Deputy Directive 64-R1, Complete Streets - 
Integrating the Transportation System,” Caltrans “views all transportation 
improvements as opportunities to improve safety, access, and mobility 

for all travelers in California and recognizes 
bicycle, pedestrian, and transit modes as 
integral elements of the transportation 
system.” Complete streets are planned, 
designed, operated and maintained to 
provide mobility for all users, appropriate to 
the function and context of the facility. 

The California Complete Streets Act of 
2008 (Assembly Bill 1358) mandates that 

complete streets concepts be adopted by cities and counties in their 
general plans. Implementing complete streets and other multimodal 
concepts also supports the California Global Warming Solutions Act of 
2006 (Assembly Bill 32) and the Sustainable Communities and Climate 
Protection Act of 2008 (Senate Bill 375), which outline California’s goals 
for reducing greenhouse gas emissions through integrated land use and 
transportation planning. 
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Travelers with Disabilities 
Since main streets are important community 
routes and destinations, it is especially 
important that access is provided for all 
travelers. Travelers with disabilities use any or 
all of the various modes of travel discussed in 
this guide. Beginning with planning and design 
and throughout construction, operation and 
maintenance of main streets, attention to 
specific design solutions and site conditions 
can enable mobility for travelers with disabilities, 
ensuring that the transportation system truly is 
accessible to all. 

The Americans with Disabilities Act (ADA) 
and the California Government Code (CGC) 
prescribe that facilities shall be made accessible 
to persons with disabilities. Caltrans Design 
Information Bulletin (DIB) 82 provides current 
design guidance on compliance with the various 
federal and state laws that relate to pedestrian 
accessibility. The “Highway Design Manual” also 
discusses ADA design requirements in detail. 

Left: Intersections, such as this one in Santa Monica, 
are utilized by pedestrians of varying ages and 
abilities. Right: Curb ramps with detectable warning 
surfaces are a key accessibility feature, as shown here 
in San Luis Obispo. 
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“If comfort is low, the walk will 
be short, while if the route is 

interesting, rich in experience 
and comfortable, pedestrians 
forget the distance and enjoy 
experiences as they happen.” 

—Jan Gehl, “Cities for People” 

Left: Bicyclists and pedestrians are important to the 
financial health of local businesses along State Route 
29 in Calistoga and State Route 75 in Coronado 
(right). 

Integrating Biking and Walking 
The integration of bicyclists and pedestrians 
into main street travel is essential to creating a 
truly multimodal and sustainable transportation 
system. Increasing the numbers of people biking 
and walking also improves community livability, 
public health and economic vitality. Chapter 
2, “Planning Main Streets,” explores planning 
strategies and requirements for ensuring that 
the travel needs of all modes are addressed 
from project conception through construction 
and operation. 

Appropriate roadway design is critical for creating inviting travel conditions for bicyclists 
and pedestrians. Research shows that to make a meaningful impact on promoting active 
transportation, it is not merely an issue of allocating roadway space; it must also feel comfortable 
to bike and walk. After implementing strategic and integrated multimodal infrastructure 
improvements, many cities see notable increases in the number of people participating in active 
transportation. Chapter 3, “Designing Main Streets,” explores a host of design and engineering 
strategies that can improve conditions for all travelers. 

Creating comfortable biking and walking conditions improves the vitality of the transportation 
system and improves community livability. A main street that is welcoming to a full range of users 
will likely be more than just a preferred route of travel—it is also likely to become a desirable 
destination for socializing and visiting local establishments and services. 
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Integrating Connections to Public Transit 
Public transit improves community livability by increasing access to 
civic, commercial and employment destinations. Public transit is also 
a fundamental component of sustainable transportation by reducing 
the number of single-occupancy vehicle trips. When travelers are able 
to replace single-occupancy vehicle trips with public transit, there are 
measurable environmental and public health benefits. Reducing the 
number of vehicles on the road can improve air quality by reducing 
congestion and green house gas emissions. Use of public transit also 
usually involves some accompanying form of active transportation, such 
as walking or biking from a transit stop to a final destination. 

A sustainable multimodal main street offers access to public transit 
and connections between modes of travel. During planning and design 
of main street infrastructure, elements that support the operation of 
transit on main streets should be evaluated. The costs associated with 
constructing transit-related features may be the responsibility of the 
local or regional transit agency, Caltrans, or a combination of local, state 
and federal agencies. 

Although Caltrans does not operate transit services, main street projects 
may be able to include features that improve access to transit facilities. 
Partnerships between Caltrans and transit providers will ensure that 
appropriate transit-related issues are addressed and resources are shared 
to coordinate system improvements on main streets. Coordination among 
agencies is important to assess existing and needed transit facilities and 
to evaluate all applicable planning documents (such as general plans and 
short and long-range transit plans). Incorporating transit improvements 
into early planning documents will increase the likelihood that they are 
added to main street projects. 

Chapter 2, “Planning Main Streets,” describes how local transportation 
needs, including those related to transit, are evaluated in the planning 
phase. More information about designing for connections to transit can 
be found in Chapter 3, “Designing Main Streets.” 
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Principle 4 Livable Main Streets 

Livability refers to the degree to which the public realm improves the quality of life for people who use the 
space. Transportation facilities that improve livability are inviting, accessible to all travelers, contribute to 
improved public health and enhance economic, community and environmental vitality. 

Livability: Place Making and Community Identity 
Livable neighborhoods require that streets function as transportation facilities and viable public places. 
Communities may have goals of preserving historic or unique elements along main streets; inviting suitable 
new businesses and development; and energizing public spaces for civic activities and community celebrations 
such as parades and special events. 

Livable streets include roadway and roadside 
features that improve a community’s quality 

of life and unique sense of place. 

Preserving a “sense of place” or “place making” is the process of supporting and 
enhancing elements that make a community livable, unique and economically viable. 
Within the context of transportation projects, place making improves practical aspects 
of civic life, such as by providing connections between homes and neighborhood 
centers. Place making also addresses harder to quantify livability issues, such as socially 
cohesive neighborhoods and community identity. Transportation improvements 
alone cannot address every component of place making, but they can significantly 
bolster community efforts to create and preserve a rich and unique sense of place. 

Main streets that are comfortable for walking and bicycling that also include inviting 
street features such as trees, landscaping and street furnishings, are more likely to function as successful travel 
corridors, livable neighborhood centers and desirable locations for visitors and businesses. Chapter 3 describes 
specific roadway and roadside features that can improve main street livability. 
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Livable main streets convey a sense of place and enable 

communities to thrive. 



      

Photo previous page: An annual July 4th parade 
in Piedmont is a popular community event that 

follows city streets, ending at city hall. 

Top left: State Route 395 in Lone Pine and State 
Route 28 in Sunnyside-Tahoe City (above right), 

are on the eligibility list for State Scenic Highways 
and serve local residents as well as tourists visiting 

nearby scenic areas. 

Main Street Scenic Highways and Byways 

State Scenic Highway and National Scenic 
Byway designations are intended to recognize 
and preserve the inherent scenic, natural, 
historic, cultural, recreational and archeological 
qualities along a highway. Main streets may 
serve as gateways to scenic corridors, or they 
may meet the criteria to be designated as State 
Scenic Highways or National Scenic Byways. 

Designation under these programs may 
enhance a community’s local identity, increase 
land values by maintaining the scenic character 
of the corridor and improve the local economy 
by attracting tourists to the area. 

A community is responsible for identifying its 
visual resource assets and developing design 
guidance, corridor protection or corridor 
management plans to preserve them under 
the Scenic Highways and Byways Programs. 
Caltrans administers the State Scenic Highways 
Program and provides additional information on 
the Caltrans Landscape Architecture website. 

The Caltrans State Scenic Byway Coordinator 
assists with the National Scenic Byway Program. 
More information is available on the National 
Scenic Byway Program website. 

18 MAIN STREET,  CALIFORNIA 



      

 

 

Sustainable Main Streets Principle 5 

Within transportation projects, sustainability balances safety and life-cycle requirements of 
transportation facilities with stewardship of natural, social and economic resources. Main streets 
that support sustainable transportation systems are inviting to a full range of travelers. Providing 
comfortable conditions for biking, walking and taking public transit encourages people to choose 
the mode of transportation that best accommodates the requirements of their trip. Replacing single-
occupant driving trips with walking, bicycling, or taking public transit has numerous environmental 
and public health benefits. 

Physical roadway improvements that address all travel modes can support local and regional 
land use and transportation plans. Chapter 2, “Planning Main Streets,” describes how multimodal 
transportation needs are evaluated in both long-range planning and in project planning for 
main streets. 

Streets themselves can be designed and 
operated to include techniques or materials 
that support sustainability. Chapter 4, 

“Sustainable Main Streets,” highlights how 
roadway and roadside features can support 
ecological health and highlights construction 
techniques and materials that can minimize 
negative impacts on the environment. 

Main streets that are planned to support local 
and regional sustainability goals and that also 
include features or materials that contribute 
to ecological health, will have the greatest 
number of sustainability benefits for the state 
and local communities. 

Left: A sustainable transportation system maximizes options and provides travelers the freedom to select 
the mode of travel that best suits their needs. Right: Streets can include sustainable features, such as this 
landscaped storm water treatment area on State Route 123 (San Pablo Avenue) in El Cerrito. 
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Evaluating Main Street Improvements and 
Land Use 
Adjacent land use dramatically influences 
the vibrancy of main streets. While Caltrans 
does not have direct control over adjacent 
land uses, transportation facilities and 
development patterns heavily influence each 
other. It is therefore important for Caltrans 
and local agencies to maintain partnerships 
in the planning stage to ensure that main 
street projects support mutual transportation, 
development, livability and sustainability goals. 
The Caltrans “Smart Mobility Framework” 
outlines a planning framework that guides and 
assesses how well plans, programs and projects 
meet a definition of "smart mobility," including 
integrating transportation and land use. 

Caltrans also participates in Transit Oriented 
Development (TOD) and Infill Development 
efforts. The Caltrans “Statewide TOD Study: 
Factors for Success in California” examines the 
benefits of linking land use with transportation 
facilities. The study found that TODs can provide 
greater mobility choices; increase household 
disposable incomes; enhance conservation of 
farmland and natural habitats; reduce vehicle 
miles traveled and associated emissions; 
improve economic development; and reduce 
infrastructure costs. Some main street locations 
may be candidates for TOD projects. 

•	 Sustainable main streets are multimodal and provide public benefits by enabling 
communities to utilize main streets as both a travel facility and a valuable 
public space; facilitating active transportation and improved public health; and 
providing inclusive access to the transportation network. 

Stewardship of social resources 

•	 Walking, bicycling and using public transit all reduce the number of trips made 
by single-occupant vehicles. Reducing the number of vehicle miles traveled 
results in reduced particulate and green house gas emissions, improved air 
and water quality and reduced fossil fuel consumption. 

•	 Use of sustainable construction methods, recycled and reclaimed materials and 
locally available resources can benefit the environment and local economy. 

Stewardship of natural resources 

Sustainable Main Streets 

•	 Multimodal systems promote the most efficient use of the transportation 
network. Providing options for modes of travel can reduce agency, stakeholder 
and traveler costs. 

•	 Designing multimodal systems with principles of sustainability can reduce fiscal 
expenditures related to public health (due to improved cardiovascular health for 
users of active transportation modes and cleaner air and water for all). 

•	 Since roadway construction and maintenance costs correlate directly to vehicle 
size and weight, bicycle and pedestrian infrastructure is generally less expensive 
per mile to install and maintain than traffic lanes designed for motor vehicles. 

Stewardship of economic resources 
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Sustainability and Inclusivity 
An inclusive transportation system provides 
access for all travelers to reach social and 
economic opportunities. Providing multimodal 
options for travel to housing, employment, 
school, open spaces and commerce contributes 
to social and economic sustainability for rural, 
urban and suburban communities. 

Building an inclusive transportation system 
requires engaging citizens in setting goals 
for projects and forming partnerships with 
municipalities and agencies that are pursuing 
planning and development efforts to link land 
use with transportation facilities. 

Above: This segment of State Route 16 in Esparto provides mobility options for a wide range of users. 

Fiscally Sustainable Main Streets: Building Prosperity by Design 

Statewide Return on Main Street Investments 
Caltrans must ensure that transportation investments, including those 
along California’s main streets, are cost effective and efficient from the 
initial capital expenditure through maintenance and operations. 

Caltrans uses Life-Cycle Cost Analyses (LCCA) to evaluate the pavement 
costs of particular designs including initial costs; expenditures related 
to future maintenance, rehabilitation and known upgrades; and user 
costs to public and commercial drivers. It includes an analysis of the 
investment needed to maintain an established level of service over the 
life of the facility. 

Main street projects may also undergo cost benefit analysis as part of 
Value Analysis (VA) studies. VA studies are multidisciplinary evaluations 

of projects that generate recommendations on how to improve project 
quality while meeting high standards for safety and environmental 
stewardship. VA recommendations emphasize strategies that can 
minimize construction and life-cycle costs and reduce construction time. 
More information can be found on the Caltrans VA website. 

Community Return on Main Street Investments 
Just as an efficient transportation system is the backbone of the national 
economy, a well conceived main street can connect communities to the 
larger state, national and even global economy. A main street that houses 
business and retail, provides services for commercial goods and freight 
movement, provides employment opportunities for local residents and 
attracts both tourists and local customers, can function as a powerful 
engine for the local economy. 
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Main Street Investments that Build Prosperity 

Main street transportation projects can profoundly shape communities 
beyond the intended benefits to the transportation system. 
Improvements that incorporate principles of livability, sustainability and 
multimodal travel can have fiscal benefits for communities, individuals, 
the state and even the nation. 

The photographs on these two pages highlight how specific multimodal, 
livable and sustainable features may lead to widespread economic 
returns. Each numbered statement corresponds to documented 
research findings cited at the end of this chapter. 

Cities, Towns and Regions Prosper 

Revenue and Employment Opportunities 
Livable streets have higher commercial occupancy rates, 

1 increasing a town’s tax base and employment opportunities. 

Special Events and Tourist Attractions 
Livable streets provide space for community events that 

2 encourage people to visit. Tourist spending can be a vital 
infusion of revenue and employment opportunities into a 
community. 

Local Business Prospers 

Business and Retail 
Tourists are attracted to destinations that possess an appealing 

3 and distinctive character, also called “sense of place.” Street 
improvements that contribute to making main street a 
memorable and inviting destination can bolster tourism. 

People prefer to linger and shop along tree-lined streets, and 
4 

they are attracted to commercial areas on streets with traffic 
calming features. 

Top left: Locals and tourists frequent businesses along this popular livable 
tree-lined city street in Santa Barbara. Bottom left: Exeter hosts the Amgen 
Tour of California, one of the nation’s largest cycling races. The race route 
typically includes several State highways, attracting international attention to 
cities and towns across California. 



MAIN STREET,  CALIFORNIA       23

7 8 

5 6 3 

Street Trees 
The shade provided by street trees cools pavement which 

7 can extend pavement life and reduce road maintenance 
expenditures. 

Street trees can be a low cost component of storm water 
8 management strategies. Trees and other vegetation intercept 

rainfall and can help regulate the flow of storm water into 
storm drains and receiving water bodies. 

Taxpayers Prosper 

Multimodal Streets and Networks 
Roadway construction and maintenance costs correlate 

5 directly to vehicle size and weight. Walking and cycling 
cause less wear and tear on pavements, reducing life-cycle 
construction and maintenance expenditures. 

Multimodal networks utilize space more efficiently than 
6 roadways built primarily for single-occupant vehicles; biking, 

walking and public transit can move more people in less space. 

Top left: More than a dozen bicyclists stop at a rest-station in San Jose as 
part of Bike-to-Work Day, a national event that promotes bike commuting 

as a mode of travel that improves personal and environmental health. 
Top right: Businesses benefit from livable streets that invite shoppers to 

stroll and shop along State Route 49 in Angels Camp. Below right: Trees 
and landscaping along State Route 9 in Ben Lomond provide livability and 

environmental sustainability benefits. 



      

 
 

Individuals Prosper
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California and the Nation Prosper 
Main streets that enable multimodal travel can contribute to 
reduced single-occupant driver trips, which can in turn benefit 
California and the nation, as described below. 

Greenhouse Gas Reductions 
Replacing single-occupant driving trips with a form of active 
transportation is one of the most cost effective strategies for 
reducing greenhouse gas emissions. 

Improved Water Quality 
Decreasing single-occupant driving trips improves water quality 
by reducing the airborne pollutants that enter water bodies. 

Sustainable streets designed to treat storm water runoff also 
improve water quality, thereby reducing government expenditures 
related to treating storm water. 

Improved Air Quality 
Decreasing single-occupant driving trips reduces vehicle emissions 
and congestion, resulting in reduced public health costs associated 
with poor air quality. 

Public Health Savings 
Encouraging active transportation such as walking and bicycling 
as a frequent mode of travel can reduce state and federal public 
health spending. 

Reduced Transportation Costs 
Multimodal networks provide the freedom to choose travel options 
that can minimize household transportation expenses. 

Reduced Energy Costs 
Shade provided to rooftops by street trees can significantly reduce 
a structure’s cooling expenditures and extend the life of roofing 
materials. 

Increased Property Values 
Residential property values are higher along tree-lined streets and 
in livable, walkable neighborhoods. 

Local Shopping, Recreation and Neighborhood Centers 
Livable streets and neighborhoods provide access to local retail 
and recreation opportunities, minimizing time spent in traffic. 

Walking and biking can also be a social activity shared between 
people, strengthening bonds between family members and 
neighbors. 

Health 
Multimodal networks enable active transportation choices such 
as walking and bicycling, which can dramatically reduce diseases 
associated with obesity and sedentary lifestyles. 

Multimodal networks encourage the reduction of motor vehicle 
trips, which can reduce health risks associated with poor air 
quality. 

Traveling along livable tree-lined streets reduces stress related 
ailments by providing aesthetic enjoyment and a connection to 
nature. 
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Guidance on Engaging Stakeholders and 
Developing Community Responsive Projects 

CALTRANS RESOURCES 

Director’s Policy: Context Sensitive Solutions (CSS) 
Caltrans uses CSS to plan, design, construct, maintain and operate its 
transportation system. 
http://www.dot.ca.gov/hq/oppd/context/ 

How Caltrans Builds Projects 
A concise overview of the Caltrans project delivery process. 
http://www.dot.ca.gov/hq/oppd/proj_book/HCBP_2011a-9-13-11.pdf 

Project Development Procedures Manual (PDPM) 
(Chapter 1: Project Development Philosophy; and Chapter 22: 
Community Involvement) The project development process seeks to 
provide mobility in balance with other values. Meaningful stakeholder 
involvement ensures that economic, social and environmental effects 
are considered along with technical issues. 
http://www.dot.ca.gov/hq/oppd/pdpm/pdpmn.htm 

Project Communication Handbook 
Assists the project team in developing the Project Communication Plan 
and identifying internal and external stakeholders. 
http://www.dot.ca.gov/hq/projmgmt/documents/pchb/project_ 

communication_handbook_2nd_ed.pdf 

ADDITIONAL RESOURCES 

Federal Highway Administration (FHWA)- CSS Primer 
This document provides guidance on how to incorporate CSS 
principles into projects in order to support livable communities and 
sustainable transportation. 
http://www.fhwa.dot.gov/context/css_primer/ 

FHWA- Public Involvement Techniques for Transportation 
Decision-Making 
http://www.fhwa.dot.gov/planning/public_involvement/publications/ 

techniques/ 

Integrating CSS into Transportation Practice 
Technical guidance for State Departments of Transportation; tribes; 
and federal, regional and local agencies seeking to integrate CSS 
principles into projects. 
http://contextsensitivesolutions.org/ 

Mineta Transportation Institute- The Nature of CSS, Stakeholder 
Involvement and Critical Issues in the Urban Context 
This report emphasizes stakeholder involvement in urban projects. 
http://transweb.sjsu.edu/project/2610.html 

National Cooperative Highway Research Program (NCHRP): Public 
Participation Guide, A Guide to Best Practices for Achieving CSS 
(NCHRP Report 480) 
http://www.trb.org/main/blurbs/163304.aspx 

NCHRP- Going the Distance Together: A Citizen’s Guide to CSS for 
Better Transportation 
This document highlights how CSS is designed to allow citizens to 
engage in all aspects of transportation planning. 
http://www.trb.org/main/blurbs/166933.aspx 
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Additional Resources 

AASHTO “The Road To Livability: How State Departments of 
Transportation are Using Road Investments to Improve Community 
Livability” 
https://bookstore.transportation.org/item_details.aspx?ID=1596 

Caltrans Deputy Directive 64-R1, Complete Streets 
http://www.dot.ca.gov/hq/tpp/offices/ocp/complete_streets_files/dd_64_r1_ 
signed.pdf 

Caltrans Statewide Transit-Oriented Development Study: Factors for 
Success in California 
http://www.dot.ca.gov/hq/MassTrans/Docs-Pdfs/TOD-Study-Final-Rpt.pdf 

Caltrans Value Analysis (VA) 
http://www.dot.ca.gov/hq/oppd/value/ 

California Complete Streets Act of 2008 (AB 1358) 
http://www.leginfo.ca.gov/pub/07-08/bill/asm/ab_1351-1400/ab_1358_ 
bill_20080930_chaptered.pdf 

California Scenic Highways Program 
http://www.dot.ca.gov/hq/LandArch/scenic_highways/scenic_hwy.htm 

Federal Highway Administration “Livability in Transportation 
Guidebook” 
The guidebook explores how transportation planning and programs can 
improve community quality of life, enhance environmental performance, 
increase transportation and housing choice and support economic 
vitality. 
http://www.fhwa.dot.gov/livability/case_studies/guidebook/ 

National Scenic Byway Program 
http://www.bywaysonline.org/ 

Photo Credits 
The following Chapter 1 photos, listed by page number, are 
published with permission from the photographers. All photos 
not credited are the property of Caltrans. 

A note about the photos in this document: These photos are for 
illustrative purposes only and should be evaluated for consistency 
with Caltrans guidance as listed in the HDM and CA MUTCD and for 
compliance with state and federal law (such as current ADA re­
quirements). A photo that depicts a deviation from Caltrans policy 
or standard should not be considered a blanket endorsement of 
that design choice. 

6/ Bridgeport 4th of July 
parade: Fingle; Flickr 
Creative Commons 
License (CCL) 

13/ San Luis Obispo: 
Ryan Snyder 

Santa Monica: Lara 
Justine; Flickr CCL 

14/ State Route (SR) 75: 
Ryan Snyder 

SR-29: Lara Justine; 
Flickr CCL 

17/ Piedmont (Candy 
Mobile on Parade, Plate 
2): Thomas Hawk; Flickr 
CCL 

18/ SR-395: Jonathan 
Percy; Flickr CCL 

19/ San Pablo Avenue/ 
State Route 123: Ryan 
Cummings, BuenoLuna 
Landscape Design 

Bicyclists in San Jose: 
Richard Masoner; Flickr 
CCL 

21/ Esparto complete 
street: Eric Fredericks 

22/ Santa Barbara city 
street: La Citta Vita; Flickr 
CCL 

Amgen bike race: John 
Barnhill; Flickr CCL 

23/ “Bike to Work Day” 
in San Jose: Richard 
Masoner; Flickr CCL 
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2 Planning 
Main Streets 

Main street planning begins as part of broader 
regional multimodal, sustainable and livable transportation goals 
in the long-range planning stage. Long-range planning evaluates 
transportation system needs across regions and the state. It is 
followed by project specific planning, which considers both regional 
impacts and site specific context and conditions. 

The following chapter describes how principles of multimodal travel, 
livability and sustainability are considered in both long-range and 
project planning of main streets. 
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Main Street Long-Range Planning 

Main street planning begins as part of broader 
regional multimodal, sustainable and livable 

transportation goals in the long-range planning stage. 

The California Transportation Plan 
Every five years, Caltrans updates the California Transportation Plan (CTP), which has 
a minimum 20-year planning horizon. The CTP, developed over several years with 
widespread stakeholder participation, articulates a vision for a statewide transportation 
system that complements regional transportation plans and land use goals. The CTP 
enables a unified strategy for meeting interregional multimodal travel needs; reaching 
maximum feasible greenhouse gas emissions reductions; and supporting national, 
local and statewide policies and mandates relevant to the transportation system. 

Long-Range System Planning 
To set a 20-25 year vision for each State highway, Caltrans System Planning evaluates 
existing and future operating conditions on the State Highway System and recommends 
improvements to system operations. This process evaluates current conditions (which 
may include identifying the presence of main streets), land use, community characteristics 
and bicycle, pedestrian and transit facilities. Goals, policies, findings and proposals are 
documented in District System Management Plans (DSMPs), Transportation Concept 
Reports (TCRs), or Corridor System Management Plans (CSMPs). 
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Caltrans collaborates with local jurisdictions, transit providers, tribal governments and regional 
agencies on updates to DSMPs, TCRs and CSMPs to better align mutual goals for the corridor, 
including main street segments. If a local or regional agency wishes to pursue a State highway main 
street project that is not currently identified by the TCR, the agency may complete a planning study 
to determine the feasibility of the project. This study can be funded by the local agency or through 
a competitive grant program administered by Caltrans. 

Regional Transportation Plans 
Caltrans participates in the development and review of Regional Transportation Plans (RTPs) 
prepared by Metropolitan Planning Organizations (MPOs) and Regional Transportation Planning 
Agencies (RTPAs). RTPs shape the future of the region’s multimodal transportation system for the 
next 20 years or more. Collaborative RTP development provides opportunities for stakeholders and 
the public to participate in the development of the plan. 

With the passage of Senate Bill 375, RTPs prepared by MPOs must include a “Sustainable 
Communities Strategy” which demonstrates how the region will meet its greenhouse gas reduction 
targets through integrated land use, housing and transportation planning. 
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Main Street Project Planning 

Project Development Phase 
Drawing upon previous planning documents and strategies, projects that address identified 
transportation issues enter the project development phase. During project development, potential 
transportation improvements are evaluated by Caltrans or a local entity. 

Key conclusions and decisions are recorded in a series of reports that outline the purpose and need 
of the project, preliminary cost estimate information, the process for stakeholder involvement in 
decision making, proposed members of the multidisciplinary project development team (including 
applicable local entities), required environmental documentation, viable project alternatives and 
project specific features. The information recorded in these reports informs the next phase, which 
is project design. Mandatory policies and procedures for project development can be found in the 
“Project Development Procedures Manual” (PDPM). 

Since the final scope and budget of projects are set in the project development phase, it is 
important for main street improvements to be adequately identified at this stage. Specific attention 
to principles of sustainability, livability, complete streets and the needs of multimodal travelers at 
this stage will facilitate the inclusion of these strategies into design, construction and maintenance 
activities. An overview of the Caltrans project development process can be found in the booklet 
“How Caltrans Builds Projects.” 

Cooperative Agreements 
Any project within Caltrans right of way that is sponsored by a local entity requires a Cooperative 
Agreement (Co-op). A Co-op is a legally binding contract that defines the project scope and assigns 
roles and responsibilities, funding commitments, schedule and any other important arrangements 
on which parties must agree. An executed Co-op is required before Caltrans can commit funds 
or resources to assist other entities with the development and construction of any project within 
Caltrans right of way. Cooperative Agreements should be initiated during the planning phase of 
project development. More information is on the Caltrans Cooperative Agreement website. 
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Left: Former State Route 275 is relinquished 
Caltrans right of way in West Sacramento. Right: 

Relinquishment of the sidewalks may be an option 
where cities want to permit commercial use of the 

sidewalks, as shown in this cafe seating area along a 
city street in Winters. 

Relinquishment: Options for Ownership 
In some cases it may benefit the community to accept ownership of 
all or a portion of a State highway main street, which is accomplished 
through the relinquishment process. A relinquishment is a conveyance 
of all rights, title and interests of a State highway, or portion thereof, to 
a county or city. The relinquishment of facilities, such as the roadway, 
sidewalks, or both, allows local agencies to assume the administration, 
planning, design, construction, maintenance and operation of that facility. 
Relinquishment options should be initially evaluated in the early planning 
phase and throughout project development. 

The removal of a State highway, either in whole or in part from the State 
Highway System, requires a relinquishment approved by the California 
Transportation Commission (CTC). Authority for the CTC to relinquish is 
given in Streets and Highways Code, Section 73, which outlines different 
types of relinquishments, including “nonmotorized transportation 
facilities: pedestrian ways, bike ways and equestrian ways.” 

Relinquishment of Caltrans right of way is discussed in Chapters 13 and 
25 of the PDPM and in Chapter 6 of the “Right of Way Manual.” 
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To ensure the safe and efficient 
performance of state facilities, 
Caltrans maintenance workers 
provide routine maintenance, 
perform emergency repair due 
to accidents, storms and natural 
disasters and clear roadways of 
accidents and roadway debris. 
Caltrans maintains more than 
50,000 lane miles, 12,000 State 
highway bridges and 350,000 
acres of roadside. 

Maintainability 
Caltrans strives to plan and design transportation facilities that are safe and efficient to maintain. 
This broad concept entails consideration of the life-cycle of materials, the likelihood of needed 
repairs and upgrades, the degree of special expertise or training required for maintenance activities, 
the number of workers needed for specific maintenance activities and strategies for minimizing 
vandalism. 

Every project will require maintenance over its lifetime. Since 
planning and design decisions about roadway and roadside features 
and materials impact maintenance needs, it is vital that maintenance 
managers be included as early stakeholders in project development. 
Strategies that minimize maintenance activities are fiscally prudent, 
and even more importantly, they reduce the frequency and duration 
of highway worker exposure to traffic dangers. 

Elimination of excessive maintenance 
requirements is vital to reduce worker exposure to 

the dangers of traffic and driver distraction.	 

Since roadway and roadside maintenance activities expose workers to traffic dangers, every effort 
should be made to employ designs, materials and maintenance techniques that minimize worker 
exposure risks. Many of the traffic calming strategies discussed in Chapter 3 can help reduce driving 
speeds and traffic conflicts, which may improve conditions for maintenance workers as well as for 
main street travelers. 
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Right: The proper repair of decorative brick paving 
involves locating pavers that match in color and 
dimension and may require a trained bricklayer. 

This is an example of a skilled trade not regularly 
employed by Caltrans and a specialized building 

material that may be difficult to locate and obtain. 

Maintenance Agreements 
Maintenance Agreements describe specific 
locations of work, funding sources, the 
responsibilities of the entities that will 
perform specific activities, and the standard 
of maintenance that is required. They may 
also include information pertaining to 
manufacturer’s warranties and applicable 
laws, mandates and regulations. Maintenance 
Agreements are required any time a community 
or local agency assumes responsibility for 
maintaining an area or specific element within 
Caltrans right of way. 

The potential need for a Maintenance Agreement should be identified in 
the planning phase of project development. A process of collaborative 
negotiation can help define maintenance issues more thoroughly by 
identifying the abilities and limitations of the various parties, as well as the 
life-time maintenance needs of various proposed main street features. 
Early discussions may also lead to design solutions and material choices 
that are easier and less costly to maintain, while still meeting project goals. 
A field review that includes all individuals who are authorized to negotiate 
and commit to the terms, maintenance responsibilities and limits of work 
is valuable to creating a thorough Maintenance Agreement. 

 It is often in the best interest of local governments or agencies to care 
for the facility via a Maintenance Agreement if proposed main street 
features will require specialized care, materials, or equipment to ensure 
proper maintenance. Early communication between Caltrans and local 
partners can help define respective needs, abilities and limitations. 

Existing Maintenance Agreements should be reevaluated when additional 
improvements are made in the area. The agreement may need to be 
amended to include updated information about the type of work, site 
location(s), or funding sources. Modification to an existing Maintenance 
Agreement and the creation of new Maintenance Agreements must 
include consultation with the Caltrans Legal Division. 

More information is provided in the Caltrans ”Maintenance Manual” 
in Chapter 1. The PDPM discusses Maintenance Agreements and other 
project permits and agreements in Chapter 13 and throughout the PDPM 
as appropriate. 
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Caltrans Planning Resources 

DIVISION OF TRANSPORTATION PLANNING 
http://www.dot.ca.gov/hq/tpp/ 

California Interregional Blueprint 
http://www.dot.ca.gov/hq/tpp/
 
californiainterregionalblueprint/
 

California Transportation Plan 2025 
http://www.dot.ca.gov/hq/tpp/offices/osp/
 
ctp2025.html
 

Complete Streets 
http://www.dot.ca.gov/hq/tpp/offices/ocp/
 
complete_streets.html
 

Project Scoping Coordination 
http://www.dot.ca.gov/hq/tpp/offices/opsc/index. 
html 

Planning Grants Program 
http://www.dot.ca.gov/hq/tpp/grants.html 

System Planning 
http://www.dot.ca.gov/hq/tpp/offices/oasp/index. 
html 

COMMUNITY PLANNING RESOURCES 
for Livable and Sustainable Transportation Networks 

Office of Community Planning (OCP) 
The OCP emphasizes public participation and coordination between agencies and 
jurisdictions; and it is a resource for potential grant funding for enhanced public engagement 
during early transportation studies, which can include studies related to main streets. 
http://www.dot.ca.gov/hq/tpp/offices/ocp/index.html 

Caltrans Smart Mobility Framework (SMF) 
The SMF is a planning tool for incorporating livability and sustainability principles 
into the development of plans, programs and projects at the community design and 
regional level. 
http://www.dot.ca.gov/hq/tpp/offices/ocp/smf.html 

Community Primer on Environmental Justice and Transportation Planning 
The primer identifies how the general public and traditionally underrepresented 
communities can participate in the transportation decision making process. 
http://www.dot.ca.gov/hq/tpp/offices/ocp/ej_titlevi_files/EJ_Primer_4_10_WEB.pdf 

Planning Public Engagement Contract (PPEC) 
The PPEC provides funding to Caltrans Headquarters and Districts for a consultant 
to enhance public engagement and outreach efforts during Caltrans’ early 
transportation studies. 
http://www.dot.ca.gov/hq/tpp/offices/ocp/public_participation/pp.html 

Public Participation Outreach Projects-
Final Project Summary Report 
A compendium detailing how the public participation process was successfully 
implemented in local, regional and statewide projects through the PPEC. 
http://www.dot.ca.gov/hq/tpp/offices/ocp/pp_files/new_ppe/project_summaries/MIG_2006­
11_FINAL_REPORT.pdf 
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Additional Caltrans Resources 

DISTRICT MAP 
Caltrans is divided into 12 Districts, as shown on this map. 
http://www.dot.ca.gov/localoffice.htm 

ORGANIZATION CHART 
http://www.dot.ca.gov/orgchart/departmentalorgchart.pdf 

DIVISION OF BUSINESS SERVICES AND SECURITY 
http://admin.dot.ca.gov/bfams/admin_svcs/sw_policy/ 

Deputy Directive 103, Worker Safety on the State 
Highway System 
Safety for all workers is a critical component of all 
activities performed on the State Highway System by 
Caltrans and its partners. 
http://admin.dot.ca.gov/bfams/admin_svcs/sw_policy/dd/ 
dd_103.pdf 

DIVISION OF DESIGN 
http://www.dot.ca.gov/hq/oppd/index.htm 

Cooperative Agreements 
http://www.dot.ca.gov/hq/oppd/coop/ 

How Caltrans Builds Projects 
http://www.dot.ca.gov/hq/oppd/proj_book/ 

Project Development Procedures Manual (PDPM) 
http://www.dot.ca.gov/hq/oppd/pdpm/pdpmn.htm 

DIVISION OF LOCAL ASSISTANCE 
http://www.dot.ca.gov/hq/LocalPrograms/ 

Bicycle Transportation Account 
Local agencies possessing a Bicycle Transportation Plan 
approved by their local Regional Transportation Planning 
Agency are eligible to apply to the Caltrans Bicycle 
Transportation Account, which funds city and county 
projects for bicycle commuters. 
http://www.dot.ca.gov/hq/LocalPrograms/bta/btawebPage.htm 

Safe Routes to School Programs 
http://www.dot.ca.gov/hq/LocalPrograms/saferoutes/saferoutes. 
htm 

DIVISION OF MAINTENANCE 
http://www.dot.ca.gov/hq/maint/ 

Maintenance Manual 
http://www.dot.ca.gov/hq/maint/manual/maintman.htm 

DIVISION OF MASS TRANSPORTATION 
http://www.dot.ca.gov/hq/MassTrans/ 

Bus Rapid Transit 
http://www.dot.ca.gov/hq/MassTrans/Brt.html 
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 Additional Planning Resources 

All information provided by sources external to Caltrans must be evaluated for consistency with Caltrans policies and guidance. 

STATE RESOURCES 

California Complete Streets Act of 2008, AB 1358 
AB 1358 requires revised city or county general plans to address 
multimodal transportation network issues in a manner that is suitable to 
the rural, suburban or urban context of the general plan. 
http://www.leginfo.ca.gov/pub/07-08/bill/asm/ab_1351-1400/ab_1358_ 
bill_20080930_chaptered.pdf 

Governor’s Office of Planning and Research (OPR) 
The OPR provides guidance on implementing AB 1358 in the document: 
“Update to the General Plan Guidelines: Complete Streets and the 
Circulation Element.” 
http://opr.ca.gov/docs/Update_GP_Guidelines_Complete_Streets.pdf 

Institute for Local Government (ILG) 
The ILG, the research and education affiliate of the California State 
Association of Counties and the League of California Cities, provides 
educational resources and grant program information related to 
sustainable design, development and planning. 
http://www.ca-ilg.org/ 

California Strategic Growth Council (SGC) 
The SGC administers grant programs and provides information to state 
agencies on issues such as environmental protection and sustainable 
development. 
http://www.sgc.ca.gov/ 

NATIONAL RESOURCES 

American Planning Association (APA) 
The APA publishes an annual list of “Ten Great Streets” as part of the 
“Great Places in America” recognition program. 
http://www.planning.org/greatplaces/ 

Federal Highway Administration 
The Transportation Planning Process: Key Issues 
A book for government officials, transportation decision makers, planning 
board members and transportation service providers with an overview 
of transportation planning. It defines key concepts in statewide and 
metropolitan transportation planning. 
http://www.planning.dot.gov/documents/BriefingBook/BBook.htm 

Transportation Planning and Forecasting Research at The 
Transportation Research Board 
An online compilation of federal, state, academic and international 
research related to transportation planning and forecasting. 
http://www.trb.org/PlanningForecasting/PlanningandForecasting1.aspx 
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3 Designing 
Main Streets 

livable Main streets function as the 

heart of the community, providing space for travel 

and community life. The creation of livable streets 

is much more than the incorporation of complete 

streets concepts; it is a more nuanced result of careful 

design. Livable streets are special in character and can 

contribute to a community’s identity and local economy. 

This chapter includes a variety of design strategies that 

can contribute to livable multimodal main streets. 

There are likely to be competing demands for space within 

the main street public realm.  Due to the considerable 

diversity of communities and site conditions, planners 

and designers should select design features on a 

project-by-project basis. Design features should be 

selected based on an understanding of multimodal travel 

needs, community and stakeholder concerns, local 

and regional context, sound engineering and design 

judgment, maintenance requirements, life-cycle costs 

and thorough consideration of the benefits and trade-

offs of various alternatives. 
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Refer to Chapter 2 
for discussion of 

Maintainability, Maintenance 
Agreements, Relinquishments and 

Cooperative Agreements 

that may need to be addressed prior 
to the installation and maintenance 

of some of the features 
included in this chapter. 	

Livable Main Street Design and Traffic Calming 

Livable streets balance the needs of all travelers and serve as inviting public 

places to visit, not just to travel along. Where fast moving vehicles discourage 

people from biking and walking on main street, traffic calming features can 

help bring the traffic speeds down to a level that balances the needs of all 

travelers and improves the livability of the street environment overall. 

Traffic calming through physical design such 	
as modifying intersections or reallocating 
traffic lanes  to make space for bike lanes, 

sidewalks and landscaping, improves 
livability by making main street an inviting 

and multifunctional public space. 

The Institute of Transportation Engineers defines traffic 

calming as a “set of techniques, consisting mostly of 

physical features, to affect vehicle operations on one 

or more streets to improve the street environment for 

other users (i.e., those not using motorized vehicles).” 

The Federal Highway Administration (FHWA) states 

that “traffic calming utilizes design strategies to slow 

down cars and increase the visibility of pedestrians and 

bicyclists.” 

Research shows that livable roadway and roadside features can signal 

appropriate driving speeds to drivers. Some livable features serve as visual 

cues, communicating that the roadway is shared among multiple modes. 
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“Traffic calming utilizes design strategies to slow down cars and increase the  visibility 
of pedestrians and bicyclists.” 

Roadway and roadside features that improve 
main street livability and strengthen traffic 
calming measures: 

•	 Street trees, 
sidewalk planting 
strips and planters 

•	 Sidewalks, which 
visually and 
physically designate 
pedestrian and 
community space 

•	 Raised medians with 
pedestrian crossings 
and landscaping 

•	 Transportation 
art, community 
identifiers and 
gateway treatments 

•	 Ornamental 
lighting, street 
furniture,  and 
transit facilities 

•	 Pedestrian and 
bicyclist signs, 
markings and 
facilities 

•	 Textured or colored 
pavement for 
crosswalks and 
intersections 

Drivers tend to slow driving speeds when they perceive that bikes 

and pedestrians are likely to be present and when the design of the 

main street conveys that it  is more than just a travel conduit; it is a 

shared and valued community space. 

Improving the livability of main streets by implementing traffic 

calming measures may result in slower vehicle speeds and increased 

driving travel time. The potential impact to driver travel time 

(measured in seconds or minutes of motor vehicle delay) is analyzed 

as one of the potential impacts to consider when weighing project 

options. To meet local community goals, main street stakeholders 

may prioritize the livability benefits of traffic calming improvements 

over any potential driving travel time reductions. 

This chapter outlines design features that may be employed as 

components of best practices in livable street design. 
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Roadways and Intersections 
Balanced  Main Street 

Balanced main street roadways and intersections address the needs of 

pedestrians, bicyclists, transit riders and motorists. 

The following section describes some of the options for allocating roadway 

space to best meet the transportation and community needs on each unique 

main street.  The described options are not intended as a recommendation 

for one solution over another, nor are they presented in order of priority 

or preference. Main street solutions will be as varied as the communities in 

which they exist. 

Planners and designers typically work in areas of fixed boundaries, 

with competing user demands for main streets. In areas of finite space, 

accommodating the needs of all travelers, supporting adjacent land uses 

and incorporating utilities, drainage facilities and other functional facilities 

should be balanced to provide the most successful solutions for each main 

street. The dimensions of all roadway and roadside features should be 

analyzed on a case by case basis to determine how to best balance all of the 

competing needs in each situation. 

Left: This city of Auburn streetscape project enhances business visibility, improves 
pedestrian access and revitalizes the historic and aesthetic quality of the corridor. 
The redesign included geometric realignment of the intersection, parking 
realignment, decorative lighting, street furnishings, street tree plantings and planted 
areas that provide storm water treatment benefits.  



      

 

Setting the Speed Limit 

If a community desires slower speeds along a main street, the first 

strategy is to implement physical traffic calming features. This may 

allow subsequent lowering of the posted speed limit. Research shows 

that motorists tend to drive at the speed at which they feel comfortable, 

based on the design of the road and current roadway conditions, even 

when their driving speed is incongruent with the posted speed limit. A 

posted speed limit that drivers perceive as arbitrarily low given the actual 

roadway conditions does not reliably induce slower driving speeds. 

The posted speed limit is set near the speed at which 85% of vehicles 

are traveling. The 85th percentile speed is considered the speed that 

is reasonable and prudent for a given roadway segment. To determine 

the 85th percentile speed, Caltrans conducts a “Traffic and Engineering 

Study” every 5-10 years. A roadway that has undergone physical changes, 

including the addition of traffic calming features, may also be studied to 

determine if the speed limit should be revised. If  a slower 85th percentile 

speed exists, the posted speed limit may be lowered. 

Main Street Design Speed 

In California, most highway projects, including main street projects, 

are modifications of existing facilities.  For the design of new highway 

segments, the HDM lists recommended design speeds. The selected 

design speed for a state facility establishes minimum geometric design 

elements such as sight distance and vertical and horizontal alignments. 

The HDM considers context when selecting appropriate design speeds in 

lower speed facilities: “highway context in terms of area place type, land 

use, types of users, etc. need to also be considered when determining the 

appropriate design speed in lower speed facilities.”  The HDM lists main 

streets as lower speed facilities in Table 101.2. 

•	 California Vehicle Code 627 - Engineering and Traffic Surveys. 

•	 Highway Design Manual (HDM), Chapter 100: Design Speed. 

•	 Caltrans Traffic Operations website. 

Above: A traffic calming project on State Route 299 in Weaverville improved 
livability by slowing traffic speeds  through town. The project installed new 
crosswalks with aesthetic paving, bike lanes, sidewalks, curbs, gutters and native 
trees and grasses. 
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