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Another Look at Boulevards

Allan B Facobs, Yodan Y. Rofé,

Elizabeth S. Macdonald

Boulevards, we believe, should be
reconsidered —— classie, mulafunctional
boulevards, with side access roads and
strong lines of trees 1n medians

These days, planners and designers
accept the idea that streets should serve
one primary traffic funcoon — such as
local traffic, collector traffic, through
waffic, or fast, long-distance traffic
With persuasion (which is readily
accepted) from engineering and public
works professionais, we often design
for these simgle purposes

But bife and what happens on our
streets 1s not so sumple, nor should i
be Boulevards often represent excel-
lent transportaton and design solu-
aons to complex urban movement and
land-use 1ssueg

Dunng the 1980s 1n Los Angeles,
participatng 1o the design of a major

new devejopment through which a
hugh-volume arterial road passed, we
proposed side access roads to serve the
adjomming commeraial and residential
properties and to slow and calm local
traffic, basically a boulevard configura-
uon However, we discovered that lane
width standards for the new access
roads were so vade as to take away the
local quality desired and we were
adwised that intersectnons along such
streets would be exceedingly danger-
ous Solving the problems would take
so much space under operanve stan-
dards and norms that the 1dea ded
Durnng field research for the book
Great Streets, considerable time was
spent on a variety of boulevards, espe-
cally observing mtersections and the
nature of motorist and pedestrian
movements there These streets did not
2ppear to be partcularly dangerous,
people simply adapted to what was
there and did so safely Perhaps most
umnportantly, these streets were delight-
ful places to be Pedestrians, local
motorists and those passing tuough
quickly seemed to get along together

£ Brief History of the Boulevard

The classic bouievard 1s characterized
by a central roadway of at least four
lanes for fast through maffic and two
access lanes on each side, which are
separated from the central roadway by



med:ans that contain lines of trees
The medians can be of various widths,
as are the side access roads for moving
velacles and (usvally) parking
Medians may be nothing more than
planung strips or they may contain
walks, benches, tranut stops and even
horse trais or bike paths The side-
welks may or may not have therr own
lines of trees

The boulevards we know today fol-
low models developed in France during
the mid-nineteenth century when they
were mserted mto the existing medieval
street patterns or laid out as part of aity
expansions In addinon to the obiec-
tives of beautfying the city and of
asserang the pubiic role of city buld-
ing, these boulevards were designed to
move people and goods through the
city, improve communications, add san-
reation fines and other mfrastructure
systems, and open up crowded neigh-
borhoods where soc:al wnrest was fer-
menting They also gave structare and
comprehension to the whole city often
as laige monumental ways that linked
smportant destimanons

Poulevards were mported to the
U S as a part of the park movement
and City Beaunful movement.
Comciding with the rapid expansion of
cines, they were more often associated
with new development than with
streets cut through old quartess Often
bl before the buldings that were to
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lne them they were mntended to give a
sense of good things tc come

In the twentieth centory, the emerg-
ing fieid of transportauon planning
embraced the notion of the functional
classification of streets Thus approach
sought to resolve the potennal conflict
mbherent in the dual roles of urban
streets as thoroughfares and access
providers by specializing them accord-
ing to the movement functions they
were mtended to serve For the most
part, only local streets were to provide
access to adjacent property, while “col-
lector” streets, “artenals,” “express-
wavs” and alomatety “freeways” were
characterized with increasing reswric-
tons to access Each road type was
assoctated by lane-width standards, cur-
vatures, superelevations, mtersection
geometries and spacing

In this context, boulevards of the
type we are studying are problemanc
They do not fit easily into any one

A eariy madarr boulevarn
K Street in northwest
Wasnngior B C, 2 srime ot
pOsi-v ar cummercisl rxpec

ston {Drawing rom 2 1557

RrPOin )

functonal classificanon category Anal-
ogous to rmuxed land uses — a vicum of
the preferences and standards of city
planners and developers since World
War I — the boulevard 1s 2 mixed-use
public way that 1s mulnfuncnonal by
nature and was therefore discarded
Boulevards have also falien prey o
changing standards of road bulding
Over the years, there has been a ten-
dency to widen lane wadths, for exam-
ple, from exght or mine feet to twelve
or thirtzen feet Median widths have
also mncreased, left- and nght-turning
lanes have become standard. and turn-
g radn atintersectuons have hecome
larger Parking lanes have become
wider Acceptable tree-spacing norms
have become much greater, especally
requirea distances from intersections
The reasoming for these changing
standards always mcludes a major safety
component. Safety considerations are
often based on geometric and physical
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assumpuons and applied logic, not ne
essarily on observaton of real behavy
on streets On boulevards, these cons
eranons are especially focused on mte
sections The sheer number of possib
conflicung movements — weaves fror
side access roads to the central lanes
and vice versa, possible nght rurns
from central lapes across straight mov
ing traffic on the access roads — sug-
gest logically that boulevards must no,
be as safe as other sweers Our researc
suggests otherwise

The focas of ts study of boule-
vards has been on countable data, suc]
as acodents and traffic volumes on
phvsical measurernents of boulevards
and their unmediate environments,
particulariy at intersecaons, and on
visually momtoring behavior on boule
vards 1n person and through the use u
tune-lapse and video photography

So-called “hard’ data, we have
found 1s seldom as hard as we might
wish Accdent data 1s counted differ-
ently from cty to cty and country to
country Different phenomena are
counted, precise locanons of acaidents
may or may aot be given, and accident
at mtersections may be “credited” to
one street, thereby raising 1ts accident
rate, when perhaps they should be
counted for the other street.

Traffic volume data may also be less
reliable than desired At times, the vol-
urmes are not based on actual counts,
but on samples and parual data that1s
then assigned and expanaed viz traffic
modelling Nor is m-the-field momni-
toring of benavior without 1ts hmta-
tons, one always wonders if anvthing
crieal 1s bemng overlooked

These caveats notwithstanding,
what we found 1s that boulevards, in
general, are no less safe than other
major traffic carriers To be sure, all
boulevards canmiot be sa1d to be safe
But that .s true of other siveets as well

PLACES 10 !



The research not only permats a con-
clusion as to the general safety of
boulevards but also leads to observa-
uons (the reader may call these
hypotheses) about boulevard design
and the relatonship between design
and behavior on them

Why Boulevards Work

Fyrst, a general obsevvation vegarding
bebavior on boulevards people follow the
rules Motorists do not generally go
through red Lghts, they do not general-
ly make right turns from central lanes
of a boulevard if that s clearly prohibit-
ed, they use mid-block breaks in med:-
ans (f provided) to move between the
central lanes and the access lanes, they
obey left-turn prohibitions and they
park where they are supposed to park.
Pedestrians generally pay attention to
hghts, cross with them and, for the
most part are very mmndful of vehucles

But motorusts and pedestrans will take
advaniage of opportunaties that may be
aganst the rules, if domg so 15 percerved as
safe This observation 1s most draman-
cally extubited by the large number of
pedestrians who regularly cross access
roads agamst a traffic ight to get to the
median, using It as 4 haven, before
crossing the fast-moving central lanes
when they are supposed to Pedestrians
also regularly walk on narrow access
lanes, even mothers with small children

Motorssts will back out of slow-
movmg or stopped access lanes nto
mtersecuons if they perceive that will
get them moving again without acci-
dent Some motorists move from cen-
tral lanes to access lanes, or from
access lanes to central lanes, at inter-
sections where this 15 prohubited U-
turps are not uncommon whether or
not they go agamst the rules

It 1s notable that, generally, people
pause before taking advantage of

PLACES 10 1

< N
< v AN
&~ e
L S
/:,Q'\A 5
FANEN Y
f 4 A E
-———-———\\J -
D) b | S
= s N

Confitct pornt disgram
of the interseciion of
Seean Parkway ana
Eitmas Avenue, Brooh-
tyn. iliustraves the
numerous traffic mova-
ments pessibie at boule-
vard intersections

—— W 1 r
g' fﬂ’[' 3 Y “; :ﬁ@ Iv”F'”}f }‘/S!fiﬁ*%m.y ““,ai/, ;7;&#1 o "’Z’;Uf!ﬂ‘ﬁz‘&’a 7 ,{%
= 7 4 e /1,.41,, I fadre s m‘%«"fi LB b T
; Vi ”“** i " 2 a" o BH R

T

e ’?% W%
i o CXI 23 XL A ;
o
G/ YRR R¥ E (
mha 4, "N‘ncb“r .%, %}

Rt x"é?ﬁy AL ,&Uf‘:% ’*‘( g r’

Qbenamivi i Srles

Quecpepta L el
'c‘,:,u,,f)n nf‘fl§' -1,3},,." ’E’z’@ ;;,ﬁ?sf,.‘igé,y %,@'z?";";g

E 'f h}f!w%ﬂ,g?'é“m fw f’ﬁ? J;r? *?:
ujg W’w" eﬁ"’ % ,~\; @' 4%3?%
; a :"n/l',ml

A kit 3
S o i wss'a 9 frﬂ# ' o
,,ﬁg 'm’vé- o u-‘\,,' it o 05 Ja’= h;‘;vw ‘., i, "3?"*]'#‘«.},» i ey

s 2 Pr i %
" Niglime fiér;é,ssgg?w temslonAlerage

: S ndih ‘*44 7'4 il
;:'ffeedem:a lAgoidentsye

43 474, J uk w”bm-'r., fh; ,r Af’

wRati{a (&aﬁ@g{j Bfe;a{esfna mAcc
?Pedestrlamzwade

R eef ¢ o A

/ M’mﬂfn wi

SLenTIc v 2 %é ’%F:‘-‘“

& R Dot G V) .'i"?’wﬂ: gﬁ‘.{

4t 1 ﬁ'#m ol .éi T 5&' zw"x
iy

aEE <
i Fﬁz‘%?@mh m‘»é“ﬁ”ﬁ' ’“ff‘ / xﬁh

‘vsz@f i :-b.‘:\@%
iﬁ‘vwﬁ

ﬁ' f‘n:iz 5
,\,c
/i cegh ”Aﬂg 5 J
s *%« m
_ 5 ‘; LT, 114 5y
v%‘l‘ u?’ ré;wqxig 1395};’ 5.3:[@; «»Ld »’V'y i
., -y S ) n ":l: &3
"," i Ry ,'."‘5&,, “.( ,x ,[ S
?»“‘4-‘!{""”’ -‘w’i«t«ﬁ""' bty 5,:%!3"7 i ”w }?ﬁgv TS »&"‘,ﬁ; ;’f'rt""i,‘%m DA

- 1
"ay.. ,ﬁ 5! fiad O
alhﬂfﬁg?gﬁﬁﬂ%;u rdeptstand s 51t
gg!,g ey rms, Myea jt n-per n‘ten,seﬁtmhf Acmaen‘w
7 ,JNH ‘:.r , 2 l;‘rﬁm,‘ jret S 2
gg{swd 'aslha'hi 'cf @ccxdéntsgl%}gma'gn@d 5
w‘“ 7 N PRI
lt]me./ 3:1:",6,‘”,&‘,%.«7# ‘L1J‘£"57‘4‘,"{.h.ﬁr*‘”’""'“ ;

w 55,7

]r Ve ,y Lol i Gtk b

'@Ir ‘&# ﬁr;!;ifﬁwiﬁﬁﬁzﬁzfg%“

& L;"xys‘

! ;“;f .

,R&zﬁ’f"n, @, 'cr:u:) oy o

..H
iy
7'-')-'#:’:“

1,
.51 ;’[\i‘{ 17'-5_/ rIJ

R

5 wm-u’»!. ;'Muqln

,’]v
" “‘*’,’f’;"&;“’%,’a' .J Tyt s

"/)
bt msw*",‘ms "Ii,:r"‘ i ‘

k47 ‘5",

Gl e GRS
e

opportunities that may be agamst the
rules Observed behavior suggests that
people see a chance to achieve an
objecuve, understand that the action
mught not be according to the rules,
make an assessment as to whether or
not they can do what they want safely
and without gerting caught, and then
do 1t 1f the answers are positive

People on boulevards edapt ther bebav-
107 to sttuations, but when choices are
many and complez, people move with more
caution 'The mtersections of boulevards
seem problematic on traffic flow dia-
grams that show all the possibe con-
flact ponts Bur the travel world does
not necessanily work as foreseen m
those diagrams, particularly on the
best-designed boulevards

On Avenue Marceau in Panis, there
are some tuly comphcated mtersec-
tions, not so much with access streets

but with cross streets At one pomt,
four streets mtersect Avenue Marceau
which has access streets on both sides
The number of possible movements 15
staggenng, and 1t seems that all of
those are executed Over two hours of
observation reveals that drivers become
aware of the complexity of the place
they are entering and act with caution
Accident data at thus intersection
reveals that pone of the intersecuons
have more than ten acadents a year
Boulevards with wide traffic lanes and
long blocks are associared with bigher
vebicular speeds and wmore mud-block cross-
wmgs by pedestrians Queens Boulevard
and the Grand Concourse are consid-
ered among the meost unsafe streets
New York for pedestrians Both have
simular physical aesign characteristics
that mught account for this status they
have two access lanes for fast traffic
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Plan of Paseo de Graca,
shew,ng tne many func-
tons of tne med.an

that are wider than any other of the
boulevards we studied Tratfic volumes
on these lanes approach those on the
central lanes and traffic speed 1s equal
to or rwvals that 1o the central lanes

These boulevards also have greater
distances between imrersections than
other boulevards or greater distances
between designed crossings Given
tnese physical condions more people,
apparently, choose to jaywalk rather
than to walk to distant mtersections
and double back to their desunations
across a wade street.

In genes al, street trees are less of a
vzsual barrier than other obyects placed at
street mtersections, and less of a barrer
than parked or stopped vehicles, whose exis-
zence 15 mevitabie Simply put, 1t1s con-
siderably easier to see around a tree
trunk, even around 2 wide one, than 1t
1s to sze around a parked or stopped
car, a mnsfgzrner box on a Iight pole,
or a battery of newspaper vending
machines ined vp along the curbs at
mntersecuons INerther accident data
nor observauon carried out as part of
this study permit a posiuve correlation
between safety and trees, their spacimng,
or their nearness to mtersections

1o work well a boulevard must estub~

76
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hsw an extended pedestrian vealm. If the
access roads of a boulevard are separar-
ed strongly from the center roadway
and zre narrow, and if the medians have
closely spaced trees and perhaps bench-
es, have a afferent paving and a level
change, and if there are transit stops or
other functions that draw people to the
median, then pedestrian and motorist
behavior suggests that people consider
the whole space from buildings to the
central lanes — the sidewalks, the
access roads, the medians ~— as ¢ pedes-
tnan realm, or at least an area in which
they are equal with velucles

On boulevards where this pedestri-
an-paced quality exists, 1t 1s common to
see autos and pedestrians sharing the
access roads Vehicles move slowly and
quietly behind pedestrians who are
wallang on the street, or 2 mother may
fee] safe enough to stroll down the
access street with an infant m a stroller

Boulevards can work well as mayor
commes el <treets, vesidential paykways,
or mmaed residential and commercial
streets "The boulevard form also allows
the street to change as the context of
the city changes around 1t There
seems to be no reason, based en
reviews of the case studies, why a

boulevard cannot work as well for a
residential, commercal or mixed-use
environment

Conclusions

In situations where both through and
loeal traffic are heavy, each with differ-
ent needs and conflicting with the
other, boulevards seem to be most
appropriate as solutions to the needs of
both They balance the different and
conflicting uses, and do so . an ele-
gant way

‘When 2 major urban street passes
through an area of sutficient residential
density, or of intense commercial actv-
1ty (esther of which may include public
transit service and Stops), or a mix of
the two, areas through which pedestri-
an actvity may be sigmficant and in
which velucular access to adjacent
properues 1s relatrvelv constant, safety
problems potentially exastm the con-
flict berween those acovines and
through traffic Boulevards, because
they separate through traffic from local
traffic, and because they can accommo-
date public transit as well as private
vehucles and pedestrians in appropriate
subrealms of the same public right of
way, can resolve the inherent conflicts
on such corridors.

But, to be effective and safe, boule-
vards must be des:gned approprately
The data and observanons of this
research suggest very strongly that
‘ appropriately” means that a pedestri-
an realm must be established along the
side access roads, and that, within this
context, relagvely narrower vehicular
cartways are essentzal

To be sure. the research we carried
out and the data we collecred from
exisung sources as & part of this study
cannot be said to prove, unequivocaily,
our hypotheses — parucularly those
about safety — but they come close

PLACES 12 1



enough The combimmaton of quanuta-
uve data and physical observatzon
makes the argument for well-designed
boulevards compelhng

Boulevard safety, as with other
streets, depends on many factors not
the Jeast of which 1s design  Essenually,
bigger may not be better, especrally m
relation to the side access roads Wide
lanes, fast traffic, absence of parking,
widely spaced intersections, easy turns
and widely spaced trees — standards
and norms most associated with con-
temporary roadway design — may be
counterproducnve on boulevards

Good boulevard design ires in
understanding and accepung the
nouon of multifuncuonal streets,
rather than single-purpose streets, and
then in designing them accordmgly

The side access roads are for local traf-

fic, slow-moving traffic, pedestnans,
for access to public transit, access to
sbutting propernes, parking and
maybe for various recreation and
cycling Complex, even crowded
designs seem 1o work best Tightoess
of dimensions characterize the best
poulevard access roads

Future Opportunities

Just as planners and designers mcreas-
1ogly look upon mixed-use areas as
both convement and healthy, so, 1t
seems, they should explore the possi-
biiraes of multfuncuonal streets such
as boulevards

Only i newly developing areas,
largely peripheral to exisnng
metropolitan. development. may we
expect new roads at 2 significant scale,
and these are not likely to be new free-
ways We may expect .ncreasing efforts
at Jetter arrangement and manage-
ment of the exssung framework of
roadways, conastent with 2 higher pri-
onty of attention and funding given to

FPLACEY 102 9

A Fredarick Law Clmsteu boulevard
Gceean Patkway Brooklyr Soulevards
work best wnen they astaabsh an
eniended pedestran teaim

public transit, to lugher densities, and
to revitalizaton policaes and programs
in inner-city areas and older suburbs

Within central cizes and older sub-
urbs, there are two notable situations
where boulevards cax provide soluuons
to movement and land use problems
the redesign of emsting boulevards that
for one reason or another do not func-
ton well presently, and the redesign of
major roadways, usually arter:als that
esther need to be or can be reconfig-
ured A signaficant finding of thus stdy
15 that a rght-of-way of 125 feet, or

shghely less, 1s all that s required
Urbanstes have been delighted wath
boulevards, with the prospect of
stroling along tree-lined streets in
dappled Light, meetng friends, snop-
ping, stopping at a bench or 2 cafe,
protected from fast-moving traffic in
the center by parked cars along a side
access road and by rows of closely
spaced trees The best of them that
remamn offer all of these experrences
sull Boulevards deserve a second look’





