
14

P L A N N I N G  C O M M I S S I O N E R S  J O U R N A L  /  N U M B E R  2 0  /  F A L L  1 9 9 5

ing, curving streets that have pavement
widths and design speeds not unlike major
arterials or even highways. And when resi-
dents drive at speeds of 40-50 mph because
that is what feels comfortable, community
officials are forced to consider retrofitting
“traffic calming” devices to fix the problem. 

Some communities have begun to take
a more proactive approach by changing the
standards for residential street design. Boul-
der, Colorado, for example, has developed
standards for several different types of
streets based on their hierarchical functions
and traffic volumes. In this way, the city has
set for each street type standards for design
speed, right-of-way, pavement width, on-
street parking, and sidewalks. The new
standards also provide for alleys, which,
among other benefits, can help remove traf-
fic from the street. While alleys are com-
mon in older neighborhoods, many
communities’ design standards and zoning

ordinances prevent
their use in new resi-
dential development.
[For more on Boulder’s
approach, see the June
1994 issue of Planning
magazine]. 

Suburban residen-
tial street design is not just an issue being
looked at by city officials and urban plan-
ners. It has even recently been questioned
by the media. Newsweek magazine’s recent
cover story, “Bye-Bye, Suburban Dream”
(May 15, 1995), offers fifteen ways to bring
back neighborhood identity to the suburbs.
One of them is to “make the streets skinny.”
The article points out that modern subdivi-
sions are designed to be driven, not walked.
It is suggested that to remedy this streets
should be made narrower. “Narrow streets
— as little as 26 feet wide — and tight,
right-angled corners are a lot easier for
walkers, and probably safer as well, because
they force drivers to slow down.”

This type of coverage by the popular
media is reflective of an emerging move-

the construction of roads that once carried
horses and buggies and the early automo-
bile. Streets in the early 1900’s had a right-
of-way (ROW) of 30-50 feet and a
pavement width of 18-24 feet. Houses were
typically set back only 12-20 feet from the
ROW.

In the 1960’s, the national Institute of
Transportation Engineers produced a publi-
cation titled Recommended Practice for Subdi-
vision Streets. This publication contained a
set of recommended standards for residen-
tial street design. These included: a 60 foot

ROW; 32-34 feet of pavement; a 6-7 foot
planting strip; and a 5 foot sidewalk on
both sides of the street. Typical front yard
setbacks were set at 40-60 feet. These stan-
dards have been widely used as the basis for
many of today’s subdivision regulations. It
is important to remember, however, that a
transportation engineer’s mission is to
ensure efficient and safe vehicular move-
ment. The standards’ emphasis on vehicu-
lar movement is what has drawn increased
criticism in recent years.

Many communities are now taking
another look at their existing residential
street standards. In most suburban areas the
last twenty to thirty years of development
have produced multitudes of identical look-
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The Residential Street — Part I
by C. Gregory Dale & Jennifer Sharn

Most everyone is familiar with
the basic classification of roads
and streets into several different 
categories. These major divisions include
the arterial street, the collector street, and
the local street. While a great deal of atten-
tion has been given to the design and func-
tions of arterials and collectors, the local
(or residential) street has also begun to
receive greater attention.

The evolution of public perception as to
what constitute the most desirable charac-
teristics of a residential street has under-
gone many fascinating changes. Residential
streets in the early part of the century were
characterized by relatively narrow widths,
sidewalks, and shallow front yards, often
with porches dominating the front eleva-
tion of the house. They typically occurred
in a grid pattern. With the advent of the
modern subdivision, the character of resi-
dential streets began to
change substantially.
Streets became wider
to better accommodate
traffic, houses were set
back further, sidewalks
often disappeared
completely, and the
front door became less of an activity area.

Now, many planners and designers are
beginning to rebel against this modern pat-
tern. You have probably heard about “neo-
traditional” designers who are advocating a
return to many of the old residential street
characteristics. While some characterize
these ideals as nostalgic, others see them as
shedding new light on proven design prin-
ciples. As planning commissioners you
should understand the issues involved in
this debate. 

RESIDENTIAL STREET STANDARDS

It is important to understand how exist-
ing street standards came about and how
prevalent their use is today. The design of
today’s residential street has evolved from

Early 1900’s residential street cross section

1965+ ITE typical residential street cross section
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ment in the planning profession known as
“neotraditional” planning, or the “new
urbanism.” The proponents of these ideas
believe that successful, enduring cities and
towns need to have certain elements within
them. These elements include such items as
a pedestrian network, public buildings and
squares, blocks of streets that interconnect
in a more grid-like pattern, and street cross-
sections designed to give a tighter, pedestri-
an-oriented character to the street (this is
done by, among other things, requiring
sidewalks and well-sized street trees;
encouraging on-street parking instead of
more driveways; and reducing the width of
the roadway).

Nevertheless, many people still appear
to like the conventional suburban pattern
of deep front yards, and long, wide, gently
curving streets, with cul-de-sacs — whose
houses typically carry a price premium —
branching off. However, this very layout
contributes to higher speeds and greater
traffic volumes on many local streets, and
also results in more roundabout travel
routes for both pedestrians and motorists.

Arterial Congestion.

SUMMING UP:

The standard used for the typical resi-
dential street has evolved from a narrow
pavement width and right-of-way to the
much wider cross-section seen in today’s
suburbs. Vehicle speeds are becoming an
ever-increasing complaint in suburban
areas. Many traffic engineers and police offi-
cers agree that drivers respond to their sur-
roundings and not to posted speed limit
signs. In other words, if the street has the
width and gentle curves of a highway, peo-
ple will drive on it as if it were a highway.
Consequently, many communities are
reconsidering their existing residential
street design standards. 

There are an increasing number of plan-
ners and designers who, for many reasons,
advocate going back to the street pattern
found in older, traditional neighborhoods.

of a street and right-of-way, and can show
the relationship of street to sidewalk to
house.

Cul-de-sacs — Local streets, one end of
which is closed and consists of a circular
turn- around. 

Curvilinear — A development pattern char-
acterized by streets with multiple curves,
typical of many modern subdivisions. 

Frontage — The side of a lot abutting on a
street right-of-way and ordinarily regarded as
the front of the property. The amount of
frontage required under a zoning code has a
substantial influence on the perceived densi-
ty of an area, often more so that minimum
lot size or dwelling units per acre.

Grid — A framework of parallel or criss-
crossed streets intersecting at right angles. 

Pavement Width — Pavement width is the
horizontal distance measured from one side
of the street to the other. 

Right-of-Way — The publicly owned land
which incorporates the roadway, sidewalk,
grassy strip, street trees and/or public 
utilities.

Setback — The required minimum horizon-
tal distance between the building line and
the related front, side or rear property line.

Streetscape — The design and character of a
street, often with regard to the aesthetic
design of features such as landscaping, light-
ing, pedestrian facilities, signage and street
furniture.

Arterial 
Congestion

Peter Calthorpe, who has
planned and designed a number of “transit
oriented developments” notes that “standard
suburban development patterns presently
force all local shopping, recreation, and
school trips, as well as work trips, onto the
arterial street system,” leading to “the con-
gestion about which neighborhood groups
typically are most concerned.” Calthorpe
cites a study by traffic engineer Walter
Kulash which projected vehicle mile trips
(VMT) in a suburb with standard street con-
figurations versus one with mixed-use devel-
opment and a grid pattern of local streets.
“Because of the more direct routing possible
in the gridded neighborhood, the overall
VMT for trips with destinations in the area
was reduced by 33% and the VMT on the
arterial network was reduced by 75%.
Although this study only calculates local
trips and not through traffic, such local trips
typically represent over 50% of all travel.”
From Peter Calthorpe’s, The Next American
Metropolis (Princeton Arch. Press 1993).

Residential
Street 
Vocabulary

Boulevard — A street, broad in width, often
tree-lined and landscaped. Directional traffic
may be physically separated by landscaped
medians.

Cross-section — A section formed
by a plane cutting through an
object, in this case a roadway,
usually at right angles to an axis.
Cross-sections are often used to
illustrate the character, or design

A cross-section

However, many developers argue that the
public is well-satisfied with the “modern”
suburban street pattern that still predomi-
nates today.

The next column
will discuss the effect of
residential street pat-
terns on issues such as
neighborhood identity,
“way-finding,” and oth-
er design concerns. �
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have included the requirement for a mini-
mum radius on curves to allow for safe turn-
ing, and the inclusion of cul-de-sacs, or
dead-end streets.

One of the biggest criticisms of the curvi-
linear street pattern is its lack of order and
orientation. Nearly everyone has experi-
enced the modern American suburb where
the major street starts off in one direction
and then unexpectedly curves to another —

and just when you think you’ve figured
your way out of the place, the street
you’re on suddenly ends in a cul-de-sac.
The origin of the word cul-de-sac is
French for “bottom of the sack,” or blind
alley. They were originally designed for
use by deliverymen, but are now very
popular as part of the overall street 
pattern. 

Cul-de-sacs have received much neg-
ative attention recently, yet when you ask
most suburbanites where their ideal
house would be located, often the answer
is “on a cul-de-sac.” One of the draw-
backs of cul-de-sacs is that they restrict
traffic flow by limiting routes. They force
all traffic to funnel onto a few major col-
lectors where speeds and volumes can
become unsafe for residential use. Yet the

cul-de-sac also functions very positively as a
play area for young children. It’s a place to
learn to ride a bike, play catch, or skate, with
little concern for traffic.

More recently, we have seen a backlash
against the curvilinear subdivision. Many
“neotraditonal” designers and planners are
returning to the grid pattern with narrow
streets as a preferred design. Communities
such as Seaside in Florida and the Kentlands
in Maryland are examples of neotraditional
planning in practice. It remains to be seen if
this represents a long-term trend in the
design of communities.

The next column in this series on resi-
dential streets will discuss how modern
street design can have a profound affect on
other community issues, such as land use
patterns, traffic control, community ser-
vices, and infrastructure. �

and pastoral settings. The design and devel-
opment of new “suburban subdivisions”
reflected these trends. One of the first, and
best known, was Riverside, Illinois, an area
outside of Chicago. Landscape architect
Frederick Law Olmsted and his partner,
Calvert Vaux, structured the subdivision
around a unique curvilinear pattern of
streets, far different than the then-typical
grid layout. As they noted in their report,
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The Residential Street - Part II  
by C. Gregory Dale & Jennifer Sharn

Some neighborhoods have
streets that are wide with long
sweeping curves. Other neighbor-
hoods have streets which are narrow, short,
and fairly straight. In some places there are
many routes to choose from to take you to
your destination. In others, your options are
limited to one or perhaps two routes. Some
neighborhoods, even when somewhat 
familiar to you, remain disorienting and
maze-like. 

The design and layout of streets helps
give neighborhoods their character. This
column, the second in a series on resi-
dential streets, will discuss street patterns
and their effect on issues such as neigh-
borhood identity, “way-finding,” and
other design concerns.

Historically, many cities were built
using a grid layout, where streets inter-
sect each other at perpendicular angles
and blocks are fairly small. This grid style
has been traced back to ancient times.
The Greeks used this layout in planning
cities, despite the obvious conflict with
steep terrain. Greek City Planning. There
are many benefits to the grid pattern,
including its simplicity, the fact that it is
logical and understandable, and the relative
speed by which roads can be laid out and
built. 

Another characteristic of traditional
cities which contributed to the grid pattern
was that the residential environment was
not wholly separate from commercial and
business activities. Uses were mixed. How-
ever, by the late nineteenth century the
trend toward increased separation of land
uses had emerged, leading, in turn, to a
more specialized pattern of streets in resi-
dential areas. [Editor’s Note: See also Larry
Gercken’s “American Zoning & the Physical
Isolation of Uses,” in PCJ #15 for more histori-
cal background].

Transportation improvements allowed
more people the luxury of living some dis-
tance from their place of work, while social
trends fostered an appreciation of nature

Plan of Riverside, Illinois, by Olmsted, Vaux & Co., 1869.

“we should recommend the general adop-
tion, in the design of your roads, of graceful-
ly curved lines, generous spaces, and the
absence of sharp corners, the idea being to
suggest and imply leisure, contemplative-
ness and happy tranquility.” From “Riverside,
Illinois,” Landscape Architecture (July 1931).

Until only recently, this curvilinear pat-
tern of streets has dominated suburban resi-
dential development. Curves & Cul-de-Sacs.

For safety reasons, traffic engineers have
modified the standards used within this style
of design. For instance, many municipalities
now require that intersections meet at a
ninety degree angle, a detail which rarely
occurred in the early Olmsted-like designs.
In fact, the odd intersections such as those in
Riverside allowed for the creation of islands
of green space, further enhancing the park-
like appearance. Other modern alterations



Greek City 
Planning
Destroyed by the Persians in 494

BC, Miletus (located along the Aegean Sea in
what is now Turkey) was rebuilt 15 years later
after the Greek victory at Mycale. The rebuilt
Miletus is considered ancient Greece’s first
planned city. Laid out by the planner/philoso-
pher Hippodamus, one of the striking features
of the plan of Miletus is its grid pattern, with
the main streets intersecting each other at right
angles. Miletus’ public buildings were located
near the city center, and, over several cen-
turies, came to form an agora — a complex of
stoas, council houses, gymnasia, and temples.
“New city” planning in ancient Greece, 
with its grid-based 
geometry, reflected 
mathematical 
principles
(Hippodamus
was associated with
the Pythagoreans) as
well as practical city
planning 
techniques.

Curves 
& Cul-de-Sacs
One of the most powerful forces

contributing to the now familiar subdivision
pattern of curvilinear streets and cul-de-sacs
was the Federal Housing Administration,
which between 1934 and 1970 provided mort-
gage insurance for one-quarter of all housing
starts in the U.S. — mostly in new suburbs.
According to Cynthia Girling and Kenneth
Helphand: “The FHA Minimum Property Stan-
dards were often more detailed and restrictive
than local ordinances. Their guidelines pro-
moted a streetscape style, either ‘continuous
curvilinear’ ... or ‘loops and cul-de-sac’ ... The
net result throughout the 1950s and into the
1960s was that the FHA model for subdivision
design was generally adhered to ... .” Yards-
Street-Park: The Design of Suburban Open Space
(John Wiley & Sons, 1994) 85-89.

Below: Illustration of a typical cul-de-sac,
from Cost Effective Site Planning —Single Family
Development, by Land Design/ Research, Inc. For more on Miletus and Greek city planning

see, in particular, Spiro Kostof’s A History of
Architecture (Oxford University Press, 1985)
141-146, and Marvin Trachtenberg & Isabelle
Hyman’s Architecture: From Prehistory to Post-
Modernism (Harry N. Abrams 
Publishers, 1986) 108-109.
Plan drawing from A. Von
Gerkan, Griechische
Stadteanlagen
(1924).
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for the National Ass’n of
Home Builders (1976).
Reprinted with permis-
sion of the NAHB.

Right: The Federal
Housing Administration
encouraged developers to
avoid the grid pattern in
the “Original Plan,” and
use the curvilinear pat-
tern shown in the “Sug-
gested Revised Plan.”
From Planning Profitable
Neighborhoods (Tech. Bul-
letin No. 7, U.S. Federal
Housing Administration,
1938).

Plan of Miletus prepared
by Hippodamus, circa

479 BC.

1/2 mile
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countryside. Although some of these local
costs are being shifted to developers
through the use of techniques such as
impact fees, much is not, including the
long-term maintenance cost of the infra-
structure.

In recognition of the costs of our high-
way-generated land development pattern,
some communities and regional planning
councils have adopted growth manage-
ment plans. The purpose of these plans is
to limit new spending on infrastructure to
those areas that are already more densely
populated, to keep current costs at man-
ageable levels, and to avoid even more
infrastructure spending which communi-
ties may be unable to afford.

SUMMING UP:

Modern residential streets are the
product both of specific design “philoso-
phies” (i.e., the preference for curvilinear
streets) and broader influences brought
about by the nature of our transportation
system and single-use land development
pattern. Because issues relating to residen-
tial streets hit so close to home it is impor-
tant for community officials, including
planning commissioners, to understand

the forces at work, and
evaluate whether the
results reflect what the
community wants for
its future. �

C. Gregory Dale, AICP, is a
planner with the planning
and engineering firm of
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Cincinnati, Ohio, office. Greg is a regular contributor
to the PCJ.

Jennifer Sharn is a registered
landscape architect with
Pflum, Klausmeier & Geh-
rum, and has worked on
many projects that deal with
design issues in community
planning.

large single-use areas surrounded by fast
flowing highways and arterial roads. Simi-
larly, most commercial and office develop-
ments are located in large single-use
islands, separated from other uses not just
by highways, but by a sea of parking. [See
also Larry Gercken’s “American Zoning & the
Physical Isolation of Uses,” in PCJ #15].

This separation of uses does not allow
for easy pedestrian movement between
commercial and residential areas. In order
to do something as basic as buy a gallon of
milk, it is often necessary to navigate sev-
eral miles to the nearest store. Local resi-
dential streets usually connect only in
roundabout ways with commercial areas.
Neotraditional planners and “new urban-
ists” contend that one solution to this
problem is to encourage the development
of true mixed communities. Residential
uses of various size, density, and cost are
interwoven with smaller retail and office
uses. The result is a more dense develop-
ment pattern with schools, homes, and
businesses within walking distance of one
another. 

Some critics maintain that this
approach fails to recognize current eco-
nomic realities, in that many of today’s
popular discount retail stores come in
sizes and shapes which do not fit easily
into compact, walkable surroundings.
Indeed, economic forces loom large. How-
ever, the fact that businesses have gravitat-
ed toward certain sizes and locations does
not guarantee that these patterns are nec-
essary or permanent.

The most costly result of the modern
land use development pattern has been in
building the necessary infrastructure.
Ironically, the enormous cost of the inter-
states themselves may be small compared
to the vast amounts of state and local pub-
lic spending for an expansive network of
local roads, sewage lines, and waste treat-
ment plants — triggered by the interstates
as development has surged into the 
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The Residential Street — Part III
by Gregory Dale & Jennifer Sharn

Over the course of the past 
two centuries, our transportation
systems have undergone a series 
of radical and expensive “clean slate”
changes — changes that have had pro-
found effects on development and land
use patterns. The nineteenth century saw
the completion of a network of canals
which, after barely a decade, were sup-
planted by the “Iron Horse.” As the twenti-
eth century progressed, the dominance of
the railroads was challenged — by motor
vehicles and airplanes. The construction of
the interstate highway system, in particu-
lar, had a huge effect on the nation’s land
use pattern.

The previous two parts of this series
described how residential neighborhood
streets have been transformed over the
years. These changes have occurred both
in the design of the typical street cross-sec-
tion (including pavement width and
building setbacks) and in the overall
design of subdivisions, converting from a
grid-style street pattern to one of curves
and cul-de-sacs — with some recent hints
of a possible return to the earlier pattern.
This last part of the series will highlight
some of the larger, “macro” factors that
have affected many communities’ land use
pattern and, in turn, residential streets.

One important factor has been the
changing nature of neighborhoods. Tradi-
tional neighborhoods up through the early
decades of this century included resi-
dences, businesses, and industries — a
concept planners now call “mixed use.” A
variety of influences, including the wide-
spread adoption of zoning, improvements
in transportation, and post-World War II
federal housing and mortgage loan pro-
grams, contributed to the increased sepa-
ration of land uses. The result today is that
it is rare to find newly built developments
which include more than one type of use.
Residential developments are typically




