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1 .  R E D E F I N I N G  C HA R L O T T E ’ S  S T R E E T S

T he Urban Street Design Guidelines 
described in this document present 

a comprehensive approach to designing 
new and modifi ed streets within Char-
lotte’s designated Sphere of Infl uence.   
Th e Guidelines will allow us to provide 
better streets throughout Charlotte 
– streets that refl ect the best aspects of 
the streets built in the past, and that will 
provide more capacity and safe and com-
fortable travel for motorists, pedestrians, 
bicyclists, and transit riders.

W h y  D o  We  N e e d  N e w 
Ur b a n  S t r e e t  D e s i g n 
G u i d e l i n e s ?
Charlotte’s tree-lined streets have long 
symbolized our City’s beauty and quality 
of life.  However, many streets have also 
come to symbolize the growing pains 
that can accompany growth and prosper-
ity, with increased congestion in some 
portions of the City and streets that have 
become increasingly hostile to anyone 
but motorists. Th erefore, these Urban 

Street Design Guidelines have been de-
veloped in response to two basic issues:  

1) Charlotte needs to better plan for 
       continued growth and develop-
       ment, and 
2) Charlotteans want better streets.

1) Growth and Its Consequences:  Char-
lotte grew very rapidly over the course of 
the last three or four decades.  Th e City 
is expected to continue to grow rapidly, 
with an additional 350,000 people pro-
jected to be living here over the next 
25 years, along with 360,000 additional 
employees working here, many of whom 
will be commuters from other towns and 
counties.  Our ability to accommodate 
this growth using the same develop-
ment and transportation approaches as 
were used during previous decades is 
questionable at best.  Our ability to do so 
while also maintaining our high quality 
of life is even less likely.  Quality of life is 
one key to Charlotte’s continued eco-
nomic development. 
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Th e Urban Street Design Guidelines are 
intended to help the City accommodate 
growth in several ways.  Th ey support 
a variety of City policies, including the 
Centers, Corridors and Wedges growth 
framework and the recently adopted 
Transportation Action Plan, which 
describes the transportation-related 
policies and programs needed to help 
Charlotte maintain its many advantages 
as it continues to grow.  

Th e Guidelines will help achieve the 
emerging vision for Charlotte (summa-
rized in the box on the right) by sup-
porting the goal of more compact and 
focused growth, and by off ering more 
transportation choices.  Th ese are com-
plementary intentions because compact 
development makes providing trans-
portation choices easier and providing 
transportation choices makes compact 
development more liveable and viable. 

 “Transportation choices” are created 
both by providing more connections - 
more route choices for all travelers - and 
by building streets that are easier to use 
by more types of travelers – by people 
who want to walk, ride transit, or ride 

bicycles.  Generally, more connections 
and better provision for all modes will 
help increase our transportation system’s 
capacity, further sustaining growth.  
Providing transportation choices also 
helps address an important environ-
mental consequence of growth – poor 
air quality.  In Charlotte, like many cit-
ies, our major air pollution problem is  

ozone, which is created when nitrogen 
oxides and volatile organic compounds 
combine in sunlight and stagnant air.  In 
Mecklenburg County, nitrogen oxides are 
emitted mostly by motor vehicles.  Th ere-
fore, the sheer number of cars and the 
miles they travel have a great impact on 
our air quality.  In addition to the health 
eff ects of poor air quality, this also rep-
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resents a signifi cant potential cost, since 
our region must remain in compliance 
with federal standards on certain pollut-
ants, including ozone.  Failure to comply 
can result in withholding of federal fund-
ing for transportation projects, which 
can further impact our city’s ability to 
sustain development.  Air quality, there-
fore, is an important component of both 
quality of life and continued economic 
development.

T h e  d i s c o n n e c t e d ,  c u l - d e - s a c 
d e v e l o p m e n t  s t y l e  s h o w n  a b o v e 
r e d u c e s  t h e  s t r e e t  n e t w o r k’s 
a b i l i t y  t o  h a n d l e  t r a f f i c ,  b e -
c a u s e  i t  f o r c e s  a l l  t r a f f i c  o n t o 
a  f e w  s t r e e t s .   I t  a l s o  m a k e s 
i t  m o r e  d i f f i c u l t  f o r  p e o p l e  t o 
w a l k  o r  b i c y c l e  b e t w e e n  l a n d 
u s e s ,  b e c a u s e  o f  t h e  l a c k  o f  
d i r e c t  ( s h o r t e r )  r o u t e s .

One way to aff ect air quality is by re-
ducing three aspects of motor vehicle 
use -  the vehicle miles traveled (VMT) 
and the number and duration of engine 
starts.  VMT refers to the total number 
of daily miles traveled by motor vehicles 
within or through a geographic area.  It 
is virtually impossible to reduce total 
VMT in a growing city, but it is possible 
to reduce VMT per capita, so that each 
additional person doesn’t increase VMT 
by the same amount as each person does 
today.  We can help do this by off ering 
viable transportation choices for people 
as they travel between land uses, an 
important goal of these Urban Street 
Design Guidelines.

Th e Urban Street Design Guidelines will 
also help Charlotte plan for growth by 
better matching the transportation net-
work to the land uses that lie along that 
network.  Better integration of land uses 
and transportation, through context-
based design, will ensure that mutually 
reinforcing decisions are made and that 
peoples’ ability to take advantage of more 
transportation choices is enhanced.
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2)  Better Streets:  Building streets to 
provide more choices will help Charlotte 
meet the challenges of growth, but it also 
means that we will be building better 
streets overall – the types of streets that 
Charlotteans have said they want.  Stake-
holder interviews held early in the devel-
opment of the Guidelines resulted in a 
list of “most favorite” and “least favorite” 
Charlotte streets.  Th e “most favorite” 
streets are typically located in the older, 
central neighborhoods of Charlotte.  
Th ese streets include an abundant tree 
canopy and pedestrian amenities and 
were built before the dominance of the 
automobile.  
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Among the “least favorite” streets are 
those that refl ect the prevailing approach 
to street design since WWII – the ap-
proach used throughout the outlying 
areas beyond Route 4.  Th is approach is 
intended to move cars safely and swift ly 
through the City by adding lanes and 
otherwise increasing capacity…with 
little regard for the less positive impacts 
on others using the streets.  Th ese “least 
favorite streets” typically lack pedestrian 
amenities.  Driveways, parking lots, and 
utility poles are more abundant than 
trees.  Th ey oft en consist of wide ex-
panses of pavement for moving traffi  c.  
Even accounting for the diff erent design 
and orientation of the land uses along the 
streets, motorists are clearly the domi-
nant “users” of the least favorite streets.

Th e stakeholder interviews revealed that, 
across a broad spectrum of stakeholder 
groups, Charlotteans want streets that 
are: 

• aesthetically pleasing (including 
       street trees), and

• comfortable and safe for pedes- 
 rians and cyclists (specifi c design 

       treatments and speed reduction 
     were mentioned by several groups). 
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• Streets are a critical component of 
       public space.

• Streets play a major role in estab -  
 lishing the image of a community.   
 Th erefore, they aff ect the health,  
 vitality, quality of life, and economic  
 welfare of a city.

• Streets provide the critical frame-
work for current and future de-

  velopment.  Th e locations and   
types of streets will aff ect the land  
development pattern, as well as   
how much development can be   
supported by the street network.

• Th e design of a street is only one 
     aspect of its eff ectiveness.  How the 

street fi ts within the surrounding 
transportation network and sup- 

 ports adjacent land uses will also  
be important to its eff ectiveness.

•  Charlotte’s streets will be designed to  
 provide mobility and support livabil- 
 ity and economic development goals.              

•  Th e safety, convenience, and 
   comfort of motorists, cyclists, 

A follow-up internet-based survey of 
almost 1,000 people substantiated that 
the streets people most “prefer” do not 
look or function like many of the streets 
that we have been building in recent 
years.  Some progress has been made 
- our ordinances and standards for local 
streets have been updated to provide 
better streets (to build sidewalks on both 
sides of the street and to reduce the use 
of culs-de-sac, e.g.).  However, those 
standards still are not creating the qual-
ity of streets that people have said they 
prefer or that were built in previous eras 
– walkable, well-connected streets with 
street tree canopies.  Further, our current 
street designs make retrofi tting many of 
the streets built over the last 50 years (to 
include street trees, wider sidewalks, or 
more connections, e.g.) very diffi  cult.  

Since streets provide the framework for 
both current and future development, 
their long-term usefulness for all modes 
must be enhanced. 

W h a t  A r e  t h e  G u i d e l i n e s 
Tr y i n g  t o  A c h i e v e ? 
Providing the best possible streets to 
accommodate growth, provide transpor-
tation choices, and help keep Charlotte 
liveable requires a diff erent approach to 
and philosophy of planning and design-
ing streets.  Cities across the country are 
seeing the need to plan for and design 
“complete” streets – streets that better 
serve all users, rather than focusing only 
on one set of users.  Th e Urban Street 
Design Guidelines are essentially Char-
lotte’s complete street guidelines.

Th rough the years, we have become very 
good at designing auto-oriented streets, 
which has had unintended consequences.  
We are now getting better at providing 
design elements such as sidewalks, plant-
ing strips, and bike lanes on thorough-
fares, but we do not have a consistent, 
clear method to decide which types of 
streets to build where. Th e Urban Street 
Design Guidelines will help us to get 
better at designing complete streets for 
all users.  To accomplish this, City staff  
developed these Guidelines based on the 
following principles:
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 pedestrians, transit users, and mem-
bers of the surrounding community 
will be considered when planning 
and designing Charlotte’s streets.

•  Streets should be designed to en-
       courage Charlotteans to make 
       trips by means other than cars, 
       thereby positively impacting 
       congestion, air quality, and the 
       health of our citizens.

•  Planning and designing streets 
       must be a collaborative process,   

because it is necessary that deci-
sions  about the street be made with 
a variety of interests and perspectives 
represented.

Based on these principles, the recom-
mendations contained within these Ur-
ban Street Design Guidelines refl ect the 
following basic goals:

1) Support economic development and 
quality of life – by providing more 
transportation capacity, while creating 
more user-friendly streets overall.

2)  Provide more and safer transporta- 
      tion choices – by creating a better-             
 connected network (route choices) and      
      building streets for a variety of users    
      (mode choices).

3)  Better integrate land use and trans-   
      portation – by avoiding “mismatches”  
      between land uses and streets and by 
      creating the right combination of land   
      uses and streets to facilitate planned     
      growth.

T h e  N e w  S t r e e t  Ty p e s :  
C r e a t i n g  a n  Ur b a n 
S t r e e t  N e t w o r k
To meet the goals described above, Char-
lotte’s streets will be classifi ed according 

to the following fi ve street types:

• Main Streets
• Avenues
• Boulevards
• Parkways
• Local Streets

Th ese street types fall along a continuum 
(Figure 1.1), with the Main Street being 
the most pedestrian-oriented street type 
and the Parkway being the most auto-
oriented street type.   “Pedestrian- and 
auto-oriented” refer both to the design of 
the street itself and to the characteristics 
of the land uses located along the street. 
       
Even though each street type emphasizes 
diff erent mixes of modes, all of these 
streets will be designed with all poten-
tial travelers and stakeholders in mind.  
By creating a variety of street types, the 
street network can better provide ap-
propriate choices for those travelers and 
stakeholders, including Charlotte’s cur-
rent and future residents, commuters and 
visitors.  Once a street (or portion of a 
street) is classifi ed as a certain street type, 
the street design should refl ect that clas-
sifi cation and future land use decisions 

F i g u r e  1 . 1
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along the street should also refl ect that 
classifi cation.  Street design decisions and 
land use decisions should be mutually 
reinforcing, to create eff ective synergy 
between streets and land uses.

While a complete description of these 
street types and land use characteristics 
is provided in Chapter 4, the following 
are brief descriptions of each street type:

•    Main Streets are “destination streets”.  
       Th ey provide access to and function 
       as centers of civic,  social, and com-
       mercial activity.   Main Streets are 
       designed to provide the highest level 
       of comfort, security and access for 
       pedestrians.  Development along 
       Main Streets is dense and focused 
       toward the pedestrian realm.  

Land uses on Main Streets are typi-
cally mixed and are  generators and 
attractors of pedestrian activity.  Be-
cause of their specialized function 

       and context, Main Streets will repre-
       sent a relatively small portion of 
       Charlotte’s overall street network. 

•    Boulevards are designed to move 
    larger numbers of vehicles (as 
    through traffi  c) from one part of 
    the city to another and to other 
    lower level streets in the network.  •    Avenues can serve a diverse set of 

       functions in a wide variety of land 
       use contexts.  Th erefore, they are the 
       most common (non-local) street 
       type in our city.  Th ey provide ac-
       cess from neighborhoods to com-
       mercial areas, between major inter- 
 city destinations and, in some 
       cases, through neighborhoods. 
       Avenues serve an important function 
       in providing transportation choices, 

       because they are designed to pro-
       vide a balance of service for all 
       modes of transport.  Th ey provide 
       for high quality pedestrian access, 
       high levels of transit accessibility, bi-
       cycle accommodations such as bike 
       lanes, yet they may also carry sig-
       nifi cant automobile traffi  c.  Most 
       thoroughfares in our street network 
       would be classifi ed as Avenues.  Th e 
       collector/connector function can also 
       be served by some Avenue cross-
       sections.
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•    Parkways are the most auto-oriented 
 of the street types.  A Parkway’s

    primary function is to move motor 
    vehicle traffi  c effi  ciently from one
    part of the metropolitan area to 

    another and to provide access to 
    major destinations.  Th erefore, 
    design decisions will typically favor 
    the automobile mode over other 
    modes.  As with the Main Street, 
    relatively few streets in Charlotte will 
    be classifi ed as Parkways. 

•    Local Streets provide access to resi-
    dential, industrial, or commercial 
    districts, as well as to mixed-use 
    areas.  Th ey represent the majority 
    of the lane miles of Charlotte’s 
    street network.  Speeds and motor 
    vehicle traffi  c volumes are low, 
    providing a safe and comfort- 
    able environment for pedestrians  
    and bicyclists.  Since Local Streets are 
    built through the land development    
    process, specifi c cross-sections for a  
    variety of diff erent Local Street types  
    are available.  For residential streets,  
    three alternative cross-sections are  
    defi ned (narrow, medium, and     
    wide), based on the expected need  
    for on-street parking.  For offi  ce/       
    commercial Local Streets, two altern-  
    ative cross-sections are provided   
    (narrow and wide), based on the   

    Th erefore, maintaining vehicular 
    movement is a higher priority than
    with an Avenue, but pedestrians and  
    cyclists are still provided for in the 
    design.  In fact, the higher speeds and 
    traffi  c volumes increase the need for 
    safe pedestrian and bicycle treat-
    ments, such as providing adequate 
    buff ers from the traffi  c.  Land uses 
    along Boulevards can vary, but devel-
    opment will usually be set back fur-
    ther from the street than on Avenues.  
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    expected need for on-street parking.   
    Th e general intent is to keep the   
    pavement on these streets as 
    narrow as possible.  

H o w  D o  t h e s e  G u i d e l i n e s 
R e l a t e  t o  O t h e r  Tr a n s -
p o r t a t i o n  P l a n n i n g 
A c t i v i t i e s ?
With the 2006 adoption of the Trans-
portation Action Plan (TAP), the City of 
Charlotte established a comprehensive 
plan for providing the necessary trans-
portation elements to sustain Charlotte’s 
growth and quality of life.  Th e TAP 
describes the policies, programs, and 
projects that will be implemented over 
the next twenty-fi ve years to ensure that 
Charlotteans have the most travel choices 
available to them as the City grows.  Th e 
Urban Street Design Guidelines, by de-
scribing how Charlotte’s streets should be 
designed, is a fundamental component 
for implementing the TAP and providing 
the necessary street network for decades 
to come.

In addition to the TAP, the Urban Street 
Design Guidelines will relate to other 
planning processes, including the exist-
ing State-required Th oroughfare Plan 
and emerging Comprehensive Trans-
portation Plan.  Both of these planning 
approaches are based on the functional 
classifi cation of streets.  Th e new street 
types described in the Guidelines are 
intended to work as “overlays” to exist-
ing street classifi cations. Th is means 
that, while a street might be identifi ed, 
for example, as a major thoroughfare 
from a functional standpoint, it might be 
labeled an Avenue from the Urban Street 
Design standpoint. Th e Urban Street De-
sign Guidelines classifi cation will then 
aff ect the planning and ultimate design 
of the street.  An important point is that 
a given street may be classifi ed diff erent-
ly on diff erent segments, for example, as 
an Avenue for one portion of its length 
and as a Boulevard for another.  Since 
most thoroughfares traverse more than 
one land use context, the Urban Street 
Design classifi cations will allow the ulti-
mate design of the street to refl ect those 
various contexts.

Th e use of this “overlay” approach will 
likely need to be refi ned somewhat, as 
NCDOT moves away from its traditional 
thoroughfare planning process.  Recent 
attempts to make state road planning 
better refl ect multi-modal and context-
based design have resulted in a new 
type of plan to replace the Th oroughfare 
Plan – the Comprehensive Transporta-
tion Plan (CTP).  Th e CTP will use some 
diff erent classifi cation schemes than the 
Th oroughfare Plan. Th e Urban Street 
Design Guidelines classifi cation system 
should work in tandem with the CTP, 
with the major diff erence being the street 
function anticipated by NCDOT or the 
city.  

By having a set of street types that better 
refl ect and complement a variety of land 
use contexts, Charlotteans and visitors 
can expect to fi nd viable transportation 
choices as they travel through the City, 
something that has become increasingly 
diffi  cult in recent decades.  Further, by 
defi ning and implementing street designs 
to meet the intent of the diff erent street 
types, we have the best chance of meeting 
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the multiple and sometimes confl icting 
objectives of the diff erent users of our 
streets.  Charlotte’s Urban Street Design 
Guidelines will, over time, result in a 
well-connected network of “complete” 
streets that function well for all users 
and that complement and preserve the 
communities and neighborhoods they 
connect.     

C o n t e n t  o f  t h e 
G u i d e l i n e s
Th e following chapters are intended to 
provide a comprehensive treatment of 
Charlotte’s approach to street design.  
Each chapter provides a separate, stand-
alone piece of information pertaining 
to street design, but each chapter also 
relates to the others. In this fashion, the 
Guidelines provide both the “big picture” 
of developing Charlotte’s desired street 
network and the detailed guidelines 
necessary to design individual street seg-
ments and intersections.  Th e remaining 
chapters include:

•    Chapter 2:  Designing Streets 
for Multiple Users.  Th is chapter 

       presents a thorough treatment of 
       the need for and approaches to 
       evaluating the tradeoff s among 

              competing users and uses of the 
              street right-of-way.  

• Chapter 3:  Applying the Guide-
lines.  Th is chapter defi nes a rec-
ommended approach to applying 
the Guidelines, particularly in 
the case of non-local streets.

• Chapter 4:  Segments.  Th is   
           chapter contains detailed infor- 
           mation (text and diagrams) de- 
           scribing how to design the por- 
           tions of the streets between the  
           intersections.

• Chapter 5:  Intersections.  Th is 
       chapter contains detailed infor-
       mation (text and diagrams) de- 

          scribing how to design various  
          types of intersections.

• Chapter 6:  Glossary.  Th is chap-
       ter includes defi nitions or de-
       scriptions of diff erent design ele-
       ments, their intended purposes, 

       and how they are best applied.
  
• Appendices.  Appendices A-C  

  provide additional details   
  about the application of the   
  new  approaches outlined in the  
  Guidelines.

R e l a t e d  C o n t e n t  I t e m s 
t o  b e  D e v e l o p e d
Although the current document includes 
comprehensive coverage of planning 
and designing Charlotte’s street network, 
there are some additional, related items 
that will be developed over the com-
ing months and treated as supplements 
to the Urban Street Design Guidelines.  
Some of these are items that will require 
additional stakeholder comment or will 
be treated as part of the implementation 
of the Transportation Action Plan or the 
adopted Urban Street Design Guidelines.  
Th ese additional items include:

• a section on designing “special”  
 street types, such as green streets, 
alleys, culs-de-sac, one-way streets 
and private streets;
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• more details on “connector”   
streets, including development of  
 a connector map;

• a section describing access con- 
 trol, including driveway designs; 

• updates to the City’s Sight Distance 
Policy and pavement standards; 
and 

• an appendix describing horizontal  
and vertical curvature allowances 
on Local Streets.


