OVERVIEW
Cesar Chavez showcases how to successfully redesign a
primary arterial route into a neighborhood destination,
improving modal share, water sensitive design, biodiversity and
safety whilst maintaining through traffic efficiency.
The Cesar Chavez Street Improvement Project was undertaken
on the western portion of one of San Francisco’s busiest corridors
from 2011 to 2013. The project successfully transformed a high
speed, unsafe six lane “highway” to a much safer, more
pedestrian-focussed street.

PROJECT SUMMARY
Cesar Chavez Street is a major corridor running east-west from
San Francisco Bay through several inner city suburbs to the
central area of San Francisco.
The street had been uniformly widened during the 1930s and 40s
to its present six lane configuration.
The 2011 project included both major improvements to the
existing sewer system in and around the local area as well as
major streetscape improvements.
The western end of this long street is surrounded by residential
neighbourhoods and city parks while the eastern part of Cesar
Chavez Street is a vital truck route connecting the City’s main
industrial districts to highways leading to the Bay Bridge and to
the peninsula.
Work is now underway to similarly improve and slow the eastern
section of this corridor.

Cesar Chavez Street is a major corridor running east-west from San Francisco Bay through
several inner city suburbs to the central area of San Francisco.

“When we talk about improving urban livability, we
can proudly point to Cesar Chavez Street,” said
San Francisco Public Works Director Mohammed
Nuru. “This is one of our busiest corridors, used by
tens of thousands of cars and trucks every day.
Now it is safer for pedestrian and cyclists and a
much more pleasant, welcoming environment.”
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KEY PROJECT INFORMATION
STREET TYPE

STREET LENGTH / AREA

DESIGN TEAM

PROJECT DATES

BUSY STREET / MAJOR ARTERIAL

1.6 KMS / 1 MILE (APPROX)

VARIES

MID 2011 - JANUARY 2014

CLIENT

Consultation and concept design: options – mid
2008-mid 2010.

SAN FRANCISCO CITY
COUNCIL

Construction period: 2010-11

PARKING

PROJECT COST

ON-STREET PARKING

$US 28M

Limited on-street parking is
provided along the street
length.

Streetscape improvements: $12 million
sewer improvements: $16 million.

SITE LOCATION/ AREA

KEY PROJECT WORKS

SAN FRANCISCO
Major section of one of the most major
east-west corridors in inner city area.

•

Six lanes were reduced to four lanes.

•

Widening of the existing median to allow
for substantial landscaping and tree
planting.

•

Providing left turn bays (equivalent to NZ
right hand turn) for turning vehicles.

•

Widening the footpath at corners.

PROJECT DESCRIPTION

•

Installing stormwater planters.

Two co-ordinated projects: major sewer
upgrade and transformation of primary
vehicle corridor to a busy, but pedestrianfriendly environment; street reduced from
six lanes to four lanes.

•

Upgrading the street lighting along the
corridor to LED.

•

LID features such as pervious paving and
bioretention.

PROJECT TYPE
STREET IMPROVEMENTS
AND SEWER LINE UPGRADE
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PROJECT GOALS
1.

Improve safety for people by enhancing
pedestrian crossings, widening footpaths, and
better lighting.

2.

Incorporate high quality landscaping, gracious
trees, pedestrian lighting, and other design
treatments within the cross section.

3.

Reconnect surrounding neighbourhoods by
making Cesar Chavez Street a destination, rather
than a divide.

4.

Improve the area’s natural ecology by integrating
stormwater design elements into the street.

5.

Improve bicycle connections and safety in both
directions.

6.

Ensure that traffic doesn’t spill over into
surrounding neighbourhoods.

Looking down the attractively landscaped median of Cesar Chavez Street.
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UNDERSTANDING THE DESIGN PROCESS
1.

Street was formerly hostile to pedestrians and cyclists
due to the high traffic speeds. However, because of
their safety concerns with the street, residents
lobbied hard to have this project prioritised.

2.

There was a long and extensive planning process for
the project with stiff resistance to removing traffic
lanes.

3.

From 2008 to 2010 council officers worked with
neighbourhood groups, listening to their concerns
and putting together a series of design options for the
street.

4.

As a result of the extensive community engagement,
before the first asphalt was uplifted almost everyone
was on board.

5.

The project involved a coordinated approach and
coordinated project management by several
departments within San Francisco City Council and
the utilities companies.

6.

No “carmageddon” occurred as a result; cars and
trucks move at a smooth but calmer pace.
Chavez Street is a vital truck and bus route connecting the City’s main industrial districts to highways
leading to the Bay Bridge and to the peninsula.
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GETTING IT RIGHT Cesar Chavez - BEFORE

Western Cesar Chavez Street in San Francisco in 2011.

Western Cesar Chavez Street in San Francisco in 2011.
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GETTING IT RIGHT 1. DESIGN STREETS AS PUBLIC SPACES
1.

One of the project goals was to reconnect the
neighbourhood by making Cesar Chavez a destination
rather than a divide.

2.

The Improvement project has helped to reclaim the
street for the residents (and visitors) by slowing the
traffic through a reduced number of lanes.

3.

The removed-lanes space has been incorporated into
the sidewalks and a planted median, changing the
perception of the street in drivers minds from an urban
motorway into a neighbourhood boulevard. This
change in perception has lowered drivers speeds
accordingly.

4.

The Improvement project has made the street far
easier to cross now with calmer traffic speeds and a
wide refuge median, and more crossing points, without
adversely affecting traffic flow.

5.

The 302 new street trees make Cesar Chavez
immanently more liveable.

6.

Two new plazas create places for people to pause, and
to gather. One celebrates Cesar Chavez, the best
known Latino American civil rights activist.
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Looking at the public footpath and car parking lane down upgraded Cesar Chavez Street.
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GETTING IT RIGHT 2. DESIGN FOR CONTEXT
1.

Cesar Chavez Street is one of San Francisco’s busiest
vehicular corridors.

2.

Western Cesar Chavez Street runs through a residential
neighbourhood which includes families with children, a
hospital, schools and city parks.

3.

Cesar Chavez Street also divided two, largely
residential neighbourhoods, the Mission and Bernal
Heights.

4.

Due to vehicle speeds and freight use the road was
unsafe. Crossing the road had been dangerous, there
had been several fatal accidents.

5.

The formerly six lane road was narrowed and other
traffic-calming devices were installed to slow the traffic
and ensure the street was appropriate for its context.

6.

3
4

2
5

1

Pedestrian crossings were located where required by
adjacent land-uses ( e.g. schools and retail areas)

Introducing new planting in specific locations helps to give a softer feel to the residential areas on this
4 lane busy street, as well as assisting in narrowing the street and slowing the traffic.
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GETTING IT RIGHT 3. DESIGN FOR CONNECTIVITY
1.

Until this project was undertaken, two residential
neighbourhoods were divided. The street
improvements strengthened and promoted connectivity
between the two sides of the street by:
- Providing more pedestrian crossings.
- Providing a wide, central planted median refuge.
- Reducing six lanes to four lanes.

1.

Wide crossings are used to raise awareness of the
crossing for drivers and pedestrians, and provide
additional buffer space between pedestrians and the
traffic, enhancing their comfort.

2.

Bike connections and safety were improved by
changing partial and part time cycle lanes to complete
and continuous lanes.

1

2

Bright, new pedestrian crossings, in conjunction with intersection build-outs, have helped to
reconnect the previously divided, two sides of the street.
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GETTING IT RIGHT 4. DESIGN FOR SAFETY
1.

One of the key drivers for this project was the safety
concerns from residents in the area; there had been
several serious accidents and some fatalities on this
street.

2.

Safety and traffic calming devices utilised included:
- Improved crossings.
- Widened footpaths.
- Extra width on pedestrian crossings
- Build-outs at street corners.
- Enhanced lighting.
- Making the formerly part-time and partial bike lane
full-time and continuous.

1
2

Continuous cycle lanes and the introduction of a wide, planted median have reduced 6 vehicle lanes to 4
lanes resulting in slowed traffic and making the street safer for cyclists and pedestrians.
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GETTING IT RIGHT 5. DESIGN FOR ENVIRONMENTAL SUSTAINABILITY
1.

Environmental sustainability was a primary goal of this
project.

2.

Water sensitive design approach has informed all
aspects of the projects.

3.

Stormwater planters and pervious pavement were used
to allow rainwater to percolate through the ground
thereby putting less burden on the sewer system. The
stormwater planters also added green landscaping
pockets on the street.

4.

302 new street trees and 7,600 plants along the
median and the footpaths. In all, approximately 38,000
sq. ft / 3,590sq.m) of concrete and asphalt were
converted to green space, enhancing biodiversity along
this busy arterial.

5.

Streetlights along the corridor also were upgraded to
LED for energy efficiency. The LEDs also provide a
brighter, whiter light.
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New intersection where a build-out and rain garden were added (right), Looking down the
landscaped median strip which provides a great visual buffer (left).

11

GETTING IT RIGHT 6. DESIGN AND PLAN STREETS TO BE FIT FOR PURPOSE
1.

A well considered Maintenance Plan was developed to
ensure the planting and special features such as the
biofiltrating gardens and median strips are well cared
for and will continue to function efficiently into the
future.
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Cesar Chavez Street is a major corridor running east-west from San Francisco Bay through several
inner city suburbs to the central area of San Francisco.
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