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What Are Complete Streets?
A Fact Sheet for Advocates and Community Members
Complete streets allow people to
get around safely on foot, bicycle,
or public transportation. By
providing safe and convenient
travel for everyone—including
children, families, older adults,
and people with disabilities—
complete streets not only help
people stay active and healthy but
also reduce traffic and pollution.

Streets are key public spaces that often make up much of the land in a town
or city. But across America, streets are frequently built for cars, with few
features like sidewalks to make them safe and pleasant places to walk or
bike. Conventional street design promotes traffic congestion, pollution, and
collision injuries,1, 2, 3 and discourages physical activity.
Regular physical activity is critical to preventing obesity and its related
illnesses, such as diabetes and heart disease. But American youth fail to get
the recommended levels of daily exercise.4, 5 Many schools have eliminated
or reduced physical education, and in the last 30 years, the number of
children walking or biking to school has dropped from 42 percent to a mere
16 percent. Young people living in low-income communities and youth of
color get even less physical activity and have higher rates of obesity.6
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Complete Streets Encourage Physical Activity

The National Policy & Legal Analysis
Network to Prevent Childhood Obesity
(NPLAN) is a project of ChangeLab
Solutions. ChangeLab Solutions is a nonprofit
organization that provides legal information
on matters relating to public health. The
legal information in this document does not
constitute legal advice or legal representation.
For legal advice, readers should consult a
lawyer in their state.

Research shows that the way streets, sidewalks, and transportation networks are
designed affects the amount of regular physical activity that children and adults get.
Complete streets promote:

• Lower obesity rates. A study of Atlanta residents found that people who lived
in the most walkable neighborhoods were 35 percent less likely to be obese than
those living in the least walkable areas.7
• Physical activity for children. In a review of 33 studies, researchers found that
sidewalks and destinations within walking distance were linked with greater
physical activity among children, while traffic hazards and unsafe intersections
were linked with lower levels of physical activity.8
• Physical activity for teens. A study of teenagers in San Diego found that for both
Mexican American and white teens, those who lived in walkable neighborhoods
were more physically active than those in less walkable neighborhoods.9
• Active travel. More children walk to school when there are sidewalks along
main roads.10
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Policies to Create Complete Streets
Local and state governments have the power to make communities healthier by
implementing laws and policies that support complete streets. Complete streets
policies change how streets are designed and built, so that residents of all ages and
abilities can travel easily and safely along community streets, whether they are
walking, biking, or riding the bus.
Each street doesn’t require the same features to be safe for active travel. A low design
speed may be enough to make some streets safe; other streets may require elements
such as frequent crosswalks, accessible transit stops and pedestrian signals, median
islands, sidewalks, and bicycle lanes. Because complete streets features are only
required when streets are newly built or reconstructed, their cost is incorporated into
budgeted transportation projects.
To date, more than 100 jurisdictions – state, local, and regional – have adopted
complete streets policies. For example:

• In Columbia, Missouri, the city enacted an ordinance providing for new street
design standards along with narrower streets, wider sidewalks, and bike lanes or
wide shared-use travel lanes.11
• Seattle’s complete streets ordinance requires new transportation projects to
accommodate all users.12
• A resolution by the South Carolina Department of Transportation affirmed that
provisions for biking and walking should be a routine part of the department’s
planning and programming.13
• Oregon’s “Bike Bill,” enacted in 1971, requires local governments to include
walkways and bikeways whenever a road, street, or highway is built or rebuilt.14
Complete streets policies provide the infrastructure to make streets more childfriendly and increase opportunities for children and families to lead more active lives.
By implementing complete streets policies, communities can make it safer for residents
to get regular exercise through daily activities.
For NPLAN’s products on complete streets, visit www.nplan.org:
• Model Local Resolutions on Complete Streets - Introductory & Advanced
• Model State/Regional Resolutions on Complete Streets - 			
Introductory & Advanced
• Model Local Ordinance on Complete Streets
• Model State Statute on Complete Streets
• Model Comprehensive Plan Language on Complete Streets
• Findings for Complete Streets Laws and Resolutions
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