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One-way streets 

Background: It’s the context that counts 
UK local authority guidance often recommends against the use of one-way streets. They are strongly 

associated with post-war motor-centric road systems hostile for walking and cycling. Many documents from 

local authorities make the general assertion that 'One-way streets often lead to an increase in traffic speed'; 

and indeed post-war one-way systems have often sought to increase motor traffic flow and/or speeds. 

Yet many other European countries, the use of one-way streets is seen as a traffic calming/motor traffic 

reduction technique. Elvik (2001), based in Norway, wrote in a systematic meta-analysis of studies (emphasis 

added): 

'Area-wide urban traffic calming schemes are typically implemented in residential areas in towns in order to 

reduce the environmental and safety problems caused by road traffic. A hierarchical road system is 

established and through traffic is removed from residential streets by means of, for example, street closures 

or one-way systems.' 

Similarly a Cochrane review of traffic calming included both one-way and two-way conversions as potential 

traffic calming techniques (Bunn et al 2003). This suggests that neither system in itself will always either calm 

motor traffic or raise speeds and capacity. 

In similar vein – although portraying this negatively – some UK sources associate one-way operation with 

worsened conditions for motor traffic. Manual for Streets (DCLG/DfT 2007: 42) argues against one-way 

operation because such streets 'require additional signing and result in longer vehicular journeys'. An ITS 

Leeds review (Harvey 1992) criticised both modal filtering and one-way operation because of negative 

impacts on motor vehicle permeability, describing both as ‘very much a last resort in terms of traffic calming 

as they restrict the choice of routes available for local access traffic. However, they can be very effective in 

removing through traffic.'  

One-way operation has been used to regenerate urban neighbourhoods: a recent Californian study examined 

one such programme. Here one-way operation was used specifically as a means 'to reduce traffic volume and 

to slow speeds' (Day et al 2007). The authors acknowledged success will be context-specific. In this case, 

following the change to one-way operation, motor speeds dropped from 19mph to 17mph, and pedestrians 

found the street more legible and easier to cross. Talking about a very different context, San Diego's arterial 

roads, Peter Calthorpe (undated) suggests that there, 'Splitting the arterials into one-way couplets allowed an 

urban grid to organize the site and provided for a pedestrian scaled environment.' 

In other contexts, one-way operation can – as British planners have often feared – be deeply hostile to 

pedestrian environments, an in an example from Jordan where modellers have recommended two rings of 

one-way streets to speed motor traffic flow (Al-Omari et al 2013). However, a current major scheme to make 

Epsom town centre two-way has a similar headline aim: ‘Reducing congestion … It currently takes around 10 

minutes to travel through the town centre [by car] from one side to the other and it is estimated that journey 

times will improve by 1-2 minutes [with two-way operation].’ 

Therefore the impacts of streets being two-way or one-way will vary, depending on context, goals, scheme 

design and broader area traffic management. 
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LCC’s position 
1. Two-Way Cycling. We believe two-way cycling should be the default on streets in London. Permitting 

this in many City of London one-way streets has proved successful, even in very narrow streets. 

2. Case-by-Case Basis. LCC will not necessarily oppose or support changes from one- to two-way, or vice 

versa. Our position will depend on scheme-specific impacts on cycling, in line with LCC policy. 

3. Cycling Space. In particular, LCC believes we need to create more space for cycling (defined as per our 

policy; either very quiet streets with slow motor speeds, or separated tracks on busier roads) in 

London, preferably through re-allocating space allocated to motor traffic or otherwise poorly used 

(e.g. hatched areas). 

4. In principle, then, we may support creating space for cycling by removing one direction of motor 

traffic. In such cases – as generally – LCC would also recommend speed reduction techniques and 

facilitation of easy pedestrian crossing movements. 

5. Smaller Streets. It may be acceptable to make smaller or residential streets one-way as part of a 

traffic management programme, rather than filtering them – provided cycle contraflows are provided. 
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