
  
 
 
 

 

November 2, 20016 

 

The Hon. Todd Turner, Chair 

Transportation, Housing & Environment Committee 

Prince George’s County Council 

County Administration Building 

14741 Governor Oden Bowie Drive 

 

RE: Support for CR 85-2016: Urban street design standards and specifications  

 

Dear Chairman Turner: 

 

Please accept these comments on behalf of the Coalition for Smarter Growth (CSG). The Coalition for 

Smarter Growth is the leading organization working locally in the Washington, D.C. metropolitan region 

dedicated to making the case for smart growth. Our mission is to promote walkable, inclusive, and 

transit-oriented communities, and the land use and transportation policies and investments needed to 

make those communities flourish.  

 

We are pleased to express our enthusiastic support for CR-85-2016, a resolution that establishes state-of-

the-practice urban street design standards for the county’s designated centers. We have reviewed these 

standards carefully and discussed them with experts. First and foremost, we want to commend DPW&T 

and the County for crafting such forward-looking standards. Rather than allowing complete streets 

guidelines to languish, these standards operationalize state-of-the-practice urban street design. We 

applaud the efforts of the Baker administration to craft these cutting-edge standards which place the 

county in a prestigious group of forward-looking jurisdictions which have modernized their street design 

standards to support their economic development and safety goals.  

 

When we started this process more than a year ago, I was unsure we would end up here – with such well-

crafted standards to support transit-oriented development and the vitality of walkable main streets. With 

the adoption of these progressive urban street design standards, the county is removing an important 

barrier to supporting investment in walkable, transit-oriented development.  

 

The proposed standards are in many ways the textbook standards recommended by leading transportation 

groups, such as the National Association of City Transportation Officials (NACTO). These include: 25 

mph design speeds, 10’ travel lanes (11’ for bus routes), 15’ turning radius, on-street parking, separated 

bike lanes. These standards are the basis for fostering truly walkable places that support all modes of 

travel, and support vibrant business streets. On residential streets, the standard supports even lower 

design speeds. This is a national best practice. Low speed residential streets directly benefit residents who 

have often endured hazardous traffic on their streets due to needlessly overdesigned roads. Design 

standards also include curb extensions, an important devise to support the overall design goals for safer 

traffic and better pedestrian access. These standards are nothing short of a breakthrough.  



2 

 

While we commend the administration for an outstanding effort with the creation of these proposed 

standards, we do have two suggestions to make them even better.  

 

1. Make the 16 foot median optional  

 

We suggest changing the design element of the 16-foot median to an optional feature for “Mixed Use 

Boulevards,” rather than always requiring it. The median, set at an appropriate 16 feet, is a good 

alternative, but many main streets should also permit no median.  

 

It’s often argued that medians provide a good resting point that allows pedestrians to more safely cross a 

street. The flaw with this argument is that what pedestrians really want is to get safely to the other side, 

not wait in the middle. Pedestrians would prefer to skip the extra travel time generated by the median if a 

street isn’t so wide, and traffic not so fast. The proposed urban street design standards solve this problem 

by offering low-speed streets that could be narrowed by eliminating the median. 

 

A median can also encourage higher vehicle speeds since drivers have a wider open field of vision. 

Driver perception of a wider open space can cause them to think they can drive faster and not consider 

the surrounding context of other users like pedestrians.  

 

Sixteen feet for a median is a good width when a median is appropriate. This is a significant 

improvement over the current, overly wide standard of 24’ or 26’. Wider medians create longer crossing 

distances for pedestrians, and could increase speeds by drivers. 

 

The motive to have a wider median as a location for stormwater management zone is not a common 

practice in urban places. NACTO street design standards do not show stormwater management features 

anywhere but along the outside curb of streets. Thus the county should recognize that it is adopting urban 

street standards. Truly urban designs would not encourage stormwater management in the median as a 

general practice. Where exceptions are needed, they can be justified and implemented. 

 

2. Clarify applicability of new standards 

 

While we appreciate the language in the resolution which states that urban street standards are “for use in 

the Prince George’s Regional Transit Districts and Local Centers…,” we suggest that this language could 

be further clarified with the following revisions to lines 12, 13 & 14: 

 

WHEREAS, the Urban Street Design Standards (“Exhibit A”) set standards and criteria for urban 

street standards WHICH SHALL BE USED for use in the Prince George’s Regional Transit 

Districts and Local Centers as set forth in Exhibit A as attached AND OTHER LOCATIONS AT 

THE DESCRETION OF DPW&T, and…” 

 

I restate again, our enthusiasm for these state-of-the-practice standards. These will play an important role 

in supporting quality, transit-oriented development, and main street revitalization for the county. Thank 

you for the opportunity to support this resolution. 

 

Sincerely, 

 
Cheryl Cort 

Policy Director   
 


