
Universal Streets

Introduction

Universal Streets (Shared Streets, Shared Spaces, Controlled Chaos Streets, Naked 
Streets, Psychological Traffic Calming) are generally streets and intersections without 
traffic signals, signs, street markings, curbs, or traffic calming devices. Without a clear 
right of way, “motorists are forced to slow down to safer speeds, make eye contact with 
pedestrians, cyclists, and other drivers, and decide among themselves when it is safe to 
proceed.”1

The idea is that by making roads unpredictable, drivers will become more aware of their 
surroundings. Instead of automatically obeying stop signs and lights, they are forced to 
interact with other road users. In turn, this integration of traffic reduces the dominance of 
the automobile making streets safer for all other modes. “Planners have found that 

                                                                                         
    
    (Source: MetropolisMag, 2006)

without the conventional rules and regulations of the road in place, drivers tend to slow 
down, open their eyes to their environment and develop a ‘feel’ for their surroundings. In 
effect, every person using the street, be it an SUV owner or a kid with a wagon, becomes 
equal.”2

1 Der Spiegel (Germany), European Cities do away with Traffic Signs, November 2006 (translated)

2 Hutsul, Christopher, Streets Without Borders Attracting Attention, Toronto Star, 2006.



This idea emerged around 1985 when Dutch traffic engineer, Hans Monderman, 
challenged the prevailing view that pedestrians and automotive traffic should be 
separated. He experimented with integrating drivers into the cultural and social world of 
the towns in which they drive. He found this improved safety, reduced speeds and 
improved traffic circulation.3 

Concepts and Design Characteristics4

Universal streets integrate pedestrian activity and vehicular movement on one shared 
surface. Under this approach the street has first and foremost the functions of a residence, 
a playground, and a meeting area. It has the additional functions of carrying access traffic 
and providing parking spaces, but is not designed for intentional through traffic. The 
shared street can be characterized as follows:

• It is a residential, public space.
• Through traffic is discouraged.
• Paved space is shared by pedestrians and cars, with pedestrians having priority over 

the entire street.
• Walking and playing are allowed everywhere.
• It can be a single street, a square (or other form), or a combination of connected 

spaces.
• Its entrances are clearly marked.
• There are no conventional, straight stretches of pavement with raised curbs, and 

pavement (carriage way) and sidewalk (footway) are not rigidly demarcated.
• Car speed and movement are restricted by physical barriers, and by deviations, bends, 

and undulations.
• Residents have auto access to dwelling fronts.
• The area has extensive landscaping.
• The area has street furnishings.

Benefits5

A study in Germany found that the street redesign led to a 20 percent increase in play 
activity, and that play also became more complex. The use of bicycles and toy vehicles, 

3 Resurgance Magazine, “Green Streets are ‘Naked’ Streets” 2006, http://www.resurgence.org/selection/
booth0306.htm

4 Changing the residential street scene: adapting the shared street (Woonerf) concept to the suburban 
environment.
http://www.questia.com/
PM.qst;jsessionid=FhfNhTLghL1DhvnQycL0L3mNGXqk2G7DY0j0VMQ50L1cvN2kQpn8!620065691?
a=o&d=5000352268

5 Ibid
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and also of games requiring more space increased. The shift in play location from narrow 
sidewalks to the street's entire width including the former traffic lane was a notable 
change (Eubank 1987).

Similar studies in Japan report that 90 percent of those surveyed said the shared street is 
for people's use rather than for automobile use; 67 percent said that their children play in 
the street and that it is seen as a safe place to play. Other results show great satisfaction 
that the street space can be used for more than one purpose, and in particular that children 
can play throughout, not just in the play-lots. A majority of the residents (66 percent) felt 
that the shared street encourages social interaction and conversation between neighbors 
(Ichikawa 1984).

Surveys and opinion polls in Israel also show that the shared streets foster encounters and 
communication between neighbors. Most residents prefer a dead-end street (cul-de -sac) 
over a through one-way street, stating that a dead-end street improved the environment 
and safety of their neighborhood. The majority (81 percent) of the children were found to 
play every day in the street as their main play zone. Between 88 and 100 percent of the 
residents said they are willing and want to maintain the public planting beds within the 
streets, and almost 50 percent said they are actually doing so (Polus 1985, 1990).

A nationwide study in the Netherlands (Kraay 1985, 1986; Dijkstra 1990) indicates that 
residents' attitudes toward shared streets are influenced by the level of satisfaction from 
the design and social performance of the public spaces, rather than by the functioning of 
the traffic system. Moreover, the residents are willing to accept restraints on traffic and 
driving in order to improve their social and residential environment. The surveys found 
that mothers as well as children consider the shared street safer than an ordinary street. It 
is also clear that the amount of knowledge one has about shared streets directly 
corresponds with attitudes toward them. Thus, opposition to implementation is mainly 
correlated with general lack of knowledge about the shared street

Case Studies

Portland, Oregon, Festival Street
Seed Magazine, 2006

One block of street in Portland’s Chinatown has been converted into a curbless “festival 
street.” There are no white lane dividers or sidewalks. Instead, rough-hewn granite 
columns distinguish places for pedestrians and places for cars. “The idea of this street is 
that it's designed like a public square but it's open to traffic,” said Ellen Vanderslice, a 
project manager for the Portland Department of Transportation. “We were very 
consciously trying to create a body language of the street that tells people something 
different is going on here.” The approach appears to be working, she said. “Pedestrians 



tend to just mosey across the street every which way,” Vanderslice said. “And drivers 
slow down and pay attention.”

The following examples are from Brake.org.uk

Makkinga, Friesland, The Netherlands

Before

This small village has a central street running through it, used by children going to school 
and people passing through. It had traffic lights and other markings giving priority to 
motorists over pedestrians and cyclists.



After

Hans Monderman decided to transform this street to give more priority to pedestrians and 
cyclists. To create the shared street, all traffic indications were removed making a more 
social space, requiring drivers to use eye contact to communicate with other road users. 

A small traffic circle was installed. Often these are used to create a sense of ambiguity, 
adding to driver hesitation, thus slowing the motorist. Some cars may go around it while 
others merely go over it. The sidewalk was also made to be more level with the street. As 
a result, traffic speeds have reduced to 18 mph and casualties fell by 10 percent.

Latton, Wiltshire, UK

This small town has a rural road that carries about 2,000 vehicles per day. The road is 
very wide, flat and straight. Residents in the area were concerned about the speeding so 
they decided to work with the local government to implement psychological traffic 
calming. The white line in the center of the road was removed. Stone gateways into the 
town created a sense of place and broke up the straight line of sight. Colored surfacing 
was also added to the bus stops to bring attention to this area of the road most likely 
crossed by pedestrians. As a result, speeds fell an average of 7mph and the number of 
cars exceeding 40mph fell from 50 percent to 10 percent. Many more towns throughout 
Europe have shown similar successes.

The following examples are from SharedSpace.org



Haren, The Netherlands

Before

After 

Many traffic devices were removed including traffic lights, white center lines, dividers, 
sidewalks and separated bike lanes. Brick paving was installed for the crosswalk which 
extends beyond shops and surrounding buildings. Simple drainage detail was included.



Extensive work was and continues to be done to reorient visually-impaired pedestrians. 
Most cyclists share the road with traffic, as speeds have dropped to 15-18 mph. 
Congestion problems have been diminished.

Shared Space Traffic Sign

Drachten, The Netherlands

Before

Traffic controlled by traffic lights. 17,000 vehicles and 2,000 cyclists per day.



After

Traffic were lights removed, and the asphalt was replaced by brick. This area has now 
become a meeting place rather than a place for traffic.

Olderberkoop, The Netherlands

Drainage is located down middle of street. Brick paving of the road extends into the 
nearby cafes. This is intended to make motorists feel they are not merely driving on a 
road, that instead they are driving through a social space where cyclists and pedestrians 
have as much ride of way as the car. 

This technique was also used at a crosswalk between a school and playground in a nearby 
town. Curbs were removed and brick paving leads from the school into the street and into 
the playground, emphasizing that children cross the street from the school to the 
playground. As a result, motorists’ speeds have been reduced without any other traffic 
devices.

This area has now become a favorite place for cyclists and pedestrians. This road was 
made “a neutral entity, as a book that is easily legible telling Oldeberkoop’s story 
expressively.”



 

Wall Street, Asheville, North Carolina
Walkinginfo.org, 2006

Wall Street continues to have a friendly pedestrian environment. It averages 402 ADT, 
with an average vehicle speed consistently below 32 km/h (20 mi/h). The street is home 
to many unique shops, restaurants, an outdoor climbing wall which was placed by a 
merchant on the parking deck with the City’s permission, and a church. A section of 
Asheville’s Urban Trail interpreting Wall Street’s history was added in 2000. Its 
quaintness attracts heavy pedestrian traffic, making Wall Street a popular shopping and 
dining destination in downtown Asheville. “Wall Street is truly one of downtown 
Asheville's gems,” stated Leisa Barnette, Executive Director of the Asheville Downtown 
Association. The physical characteristics of the street that are conducive
to slow automobile speeds combined with the pedestrian friendly streetscape elements enable 
Wall Street to prosper.



West Palm Beach Florida, US
Roads Gone Wild 2004

Signals were removed in several areas throughout the city. As a result, traffic speeds were 
reduced, casualties and injuries decreased, and traffic flow is now smoother 

Future Projects

Terry Avenue North, Seattle, US
Streetless in Seattle 2006

Seattle Mayor Greg Nickels targeted Terry Ave. North as a prime location for new urban 
infill development. The design team decided to take advantage of the large ride of way 
(averaging 73 feet) and turn it into a shared space. They modeled the street after the 
Dutch winkelerf, which is a shared commercial street.

Many of the sections of the street do not have 
sidewalks and encourage people to cross in the 
middle of the street. “You’re not walking along 
a channelized conduit for people alongside a 
channelized conduit for vehicles,” says 
landscape architect Shannon Nichol, founding 
partner of Gustafson Guthrie Nichol and a 
consultant on Terry Avenue North. “You’re 
walking through a series of spaces that extend 
across the whole width of the street.” Instead of 
a continuous pattern of evenly spaced trees, 
Terry Ave. has steered away from this traditional 
street design, favoring scattered focal points 
such as stand alone Douglas fir trees.

Street designers were not able to implement all of their shared street concepts due to 
ADA compliance issues. Terry Ave will not have traffic lights, but ADA required the 
street to have curbs and tactile warning strips for the visually impaired.

Currently
In The Netherlands, this type of treatment is called a winkelerf. A winkelerf is a shared 
commercial street, and has a number of unique design features to handle both pedestrian 
and vehicular traffic, with the following details:
• Curbs are eliminated to merge street and sidewalk seamlessly together.
• Bollards, texture tiles and landscaped areas separate the street and sidewalk.



Special paving materials and patterns designate traffic lanes and pedestrian areas.6 

6 Seattle’s Winkelerf (living shopping street) Terry Avenue North
http://www.djc.com/news/en/11156157.html
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