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ORIGIN OF THE PROJECT 
In 2013, urban planner Jeff Speck presented a series of recommendations to the City of Memphis on 
what he felt were the most impactful ways of reshaping how Memphis residents engage with the 
waterfront along the Mississippi River. One of the recommendations of this plan noted that Riverside 
Drive “still functions much like a highway, moving four to five lanes of traffic speedily through 
downtown, creating a high-speed barrier that discourages pedestrian activity and river access.” To this 
point, Mr. Speck made a series of proposals that would help to reduce travel speeds of motor vehicles 
on Riverside Drive, increase the capacity for bicycle travel along the entire riverfront, and increase the 
safety and visibility of pedestrians attempting to cross Riverside Drive to gain access to the many parks 
and attractions along the Riverfront. 
 
In order to best assess the feasibility of an alternative roadway configuration along Riverside Drive, the 
City of Memphis launched a pilot project that, for 12 months, allowed city officials to measure the direct 
impact of these changes to traffic patterns along Riverside Drive and parallel roadways in downtown 
Memphis. Additionally, the pilot allowed the city to observe factors related to safety and accessibility for 
persons traveling by foot or by bike. 
 
Key factors and data being considered along Riverside 
Drive, but also along parallel roadways such as Front 
Street, Main Street, 2nd Street, & 3rd Street during the 
pilot included: 

 Automobile traffic volumes 

 Automobile speeds for comparison to posted 
speed limits 

 Vehicular crashes 

 Use by people riding bicycles or walking 

 Turning movements at key intersections 

 User experiences and comments 
 
 
THE PILOT PROJECT 
Although the final project scope intended for implementation included the length of Riverside from 
Carolina to Jefferson, the pilot configuration was implemented only between Beale Street and Carolina 
Avenue. The pilot project maintained the configuration used by Memphis In May, reducing Riverside 
Drive from 4 lanes for automobile traffic to 2, one in each travel direction on the east side of the 
median. Additionally, the extra space left on the west side of the median was opened and designated for 
use by persons riding bicycles or walking/running. The landscaped median separated the automobile 
traffic from the bicycle/pedestrian traffic. 
 
New intersection treatments were used to indicate where automobile traffic and bicycle/pedestrian 
traffic will encounter each other. The bicycle pathway is indicated in green and the pedestrian pathway 
in white. These marking provide high levels of visibility to all users of the roadway and encourage 
caution when driving, walking, or riding a bike in this area. In each case, persons riding a bike or walking/ 
running have the right-of-way, indicated to automobile traffic by signs. 
 
The purpose of this pilot project was to generate public discussion and encourage various opinions to be 
heard over a period of time. Coupled with the data and information being gathered in the field, this 
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input will likely lead to an outcome that is more reflective of the community’s needs and better suited to 
a multitude of users. This approach is similar to methods used on other roadways in the city – Broad 
Avenue, Cleveland Street, Mississippi Boulevard – and represents a new innovative way to receive public 
comment and input on projects. Rather than discussing scenarios and situations from a theoretical 
standpoint, this approach allows a temporary change to the street to become the point of discussion 
and leads to a more complete project once the final vision is executed. 
 
 
PUBLIC INPUT 
A series of three public meetings were held in 2014-2015 that were used to solicit feedback related to 
experience that Riverside users were having and to gather insight into how the pilot design could be 
improved. A brief summary of each meeting is listed below: 
 
 Meeting #1 – July 29, 2014 

This community meeting was the first scheduled during the pilot period and was used to 
introduce the project in a public setting. This meeting included information about what data 
would be gathered and assessed during the pilot, the projected schedule of future meetings, 
and what the public can expect for the duration of the pilot period. 
 

 58 citizens registered their attendance at the meeting. 
 
Meeting #2 – October 30, 2014 
This community meeting was the second meeting scheduled during the pilot period. This 
meeting included information about data that was gathered, a summary of preliminary findings, 
and some alternative design solutions based on those preliminary findings. 
 

 48 citizens registered their attendance at the meeting. 
 
Meeting #3 – March 26, 2015 
This community meeting was the third meeting scheduled during the pilot period. This meeting 
included information about additional data gathered, a summary of preliminary findings, and a 
narrowed list of alternative design solutions based on community feedback. 
 

 51 citizens registered their attendance at the meeting. 
 
Online Questionnaire – March 2015 
Accompanying the press release and notification for the third public meeting, the City invited 
residents to provide feedback and preference for design choices similar to the questions being 
asked at each public meeting. The answers from this questionnaire were used to help shape the 
content of the third community meeting held on March 26, 2015. 
 

 407 citizens provided responses to the online questionnaire. 
 
While downtown residents represented 71% of participants of the first community meeting, this 
representation dropped to 52% during the second meeting and 60% during the third community 
meeting. Only 31% of online survey participants indicated they were downtown residents. 
 



 

Riverside Drive Pilot Phase Overview  
and Summary Report   3 

The primary reason why meeting participants stated they used Riverside Drive was to “access the parks 
and waterfront” (81%, 79%, and 96% from the 1st, 2nd, and 3rd community meetings) compared to 
smaller numbers using Riverside to “commute to/from work” (52%, 59%, and 80%). While still 
representing a majority of responses, 69% of online survey participants indicated “access the parks and 
waterfront” as their primary use of Riverside Drive and only 45% using the roadway to “commute 
to/from work.” 
 
 
DATA COLLECTION 
Final data collection results presented at the third community meeting offered a number of insights 
related to the effectiveness of the pilot project. It was determined that there were no adverse impacts, 
from a technical standpoint, to travel conditions along Riverside Drive as a result of fewer travel lanes 
for automobiles. Many of the minor complaints or negatives from this design could be mitigated in the 
final design and would likely have no long-lasting impacts. 
 

 Traffic volumes along Riverside Drive remained constant during the pilot phase. No significant 
shifting of traffic volumes to parallel streets in downtown 
 
Traffic volume counts were taken at 10 locations throughout downtown during the course of the 
pilot project. Three of those locations were on Riverside Drive itself, while the remaining seven 
locations were used to measure the impact of traffic that might be diverting from Riverside to 
avoid the pilot configuration. The end result of this analysis indicated that traffic volumes and 
travel patterns throughout downtown remain unchanged during the pilot configuration. There 
was no evidence of traffic diverting to other routes and some indication that traffic volumes on 
Riverside Drive actually increased slightly during this period of time. 
 
Following the conclusion of the pilot program and the simultaneous opening of Bass Pro Shop at 
the Pyramid, a slight increase in traffic volumes has been measured, but is not outside the 
volume trends measured since 2010 and analyzed during the course of the pilot project. 
 

 Traffic speeds reduced slightly compared to measures before pilot implementation, but 
remain well above the posted speed limit 
 
Prior to the pilot project, traffic speeds were measured 
consistently at 47mph (85%). Even though vehicles still 
exceeded the posted speed limit, the pilot phase 
experienced much slower travel speeds for its duration. 
Speed plays a direct impact on the safety and accessibility 
of the roadway. 
 
Following conclusion of the pilot project, traffic speeds have 
climbed back up to previously measured values. 
Subsequently, crashes caused by loss of control at excessive 
speeds and the severity of those crashes are also on the rise. 

 
 

 Vehicle Speed (85th%) 

YEAR REGULATORY MEASURED 

2006 40mph 47mph 

June 2014 (Pilot) 35mph 44mph 

Sept 2014 (Pilot) 35mph 38mph 

Jan 2015 (Pilot) 35mph 44mph 

July 2015 35mph 48mph 

October 2015 35mph 46mph 
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 Recorded crash incidents were higher during the pilot phase than in previous periods of time, 
but the type of crash changed and the severity was greatly reduced 
 
The raw number of automobile crashes did increase during the pilot phase. However, the 
location of crashes and type of crashes changed significantly. Prior to the pilot phase, nearly half 
of crashes were out of control, run off the road crashes typically linked to excessive driving 
speeds. During the pilot phase, however, these types of crashes greatly reduced and were 
replaced by slow speed rear end and sideswipe crashes often times located near the entrance of 
Tom Lee Park parking lot.  
 
It was suggested that these minor crashes could be further mitigated by the installation of a left 
turn lane in the final design to remove queueing vehicles from the drive lane, eliminating the 
likelihood of vehicles being a position where rear end crashes were likely, and by separating 
moving automobile back across the median. Both of these recommendations were included in 
the final design alternatives. As a result, the final design alternative is believed to be a safer 
option for automobile users as it reduces the risk of more severe crash types through speed 
control. The separation of automobiles across the median should all but eliminate the likelihood 
of additional sideswipe crashes, while the installation of turn lanes will drastically reduce 
prominence of rear end crashes experienced during the pilot phase. 
 

 
 

 Bicycling use along Riverside Drive increased dramatically as a result of the on-street, 
separated bicycle lanes, but pedestrian use of this space was limited and underused. 
 

PILOT
June 2012 to

May 2013

June 2013 to

May 2014

June 2014 to

May 2015

June 2015 to

December 2015

# of crashes 18 20 32 12

11% 15% 16% 17%

0% 0% 0% 0%

6% 15% 3% 8%

39% 45% 13% 42%

22% 10% 41% 33%

22% 15% 28% 0%

Severity

0% 0% 0% 0%

33% 30% 16% 33%

67% 70% 84% 67%No Injury

Injury

Fatal

Side Swipe

Angle

Head On

Left Turn

Out of Control

Rear End
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Bicycling use of the Riverside Drive corridor 
prior to the pilot was extremely low. 
Measured counts indicated occasional bicycle 
trips along Riverside during non-peak 
nighttime hours, but little regular daytime or 
nighttime use that would typically be 
associated with common commuting or 
recreational patterns. After the pilot phase 
was put in place, bicycle use along Riverside 
rose dramatically and remained in constant 
use relative to favorable weather patterns. Intercept interviews with persons traveling by 
bicycle indicated a greater reception of this new bicycle lane compared to the trails offered 
along the Riverwalk due to the lack of conflict with pedestrians, continuous access along the 
riverfront, and the capability of reaching more consistent traveling speeds. 
 
The pilot configuration also created a new dedicated space for pedestrian use which went 
largely underutilized. This feature of the design was quickly dismissed as a necessary element 
was no longer included in any design alternative presented after the first public meeting. 
 

 
DESIGN ALTERNATIVES 
Feedback provided during the community meetings and through other methods of solicitation directly 
impacted the discussion about what design alternatives would be sought. Actual quoted comments 
were used throughout the process to demonstrate that the design choices being presented were 
created based on this feedback and not at the full discretion of traffic engineers. Each community 
meeting offered a narrowed list of alternatives and participants were asked to provide preferences and 
feedback based on this refined list at each subsequent meeting. Final design alternatives were also 
presented for similar comment using the publically available online survey. 
 
Input during the first four months of the project, 
including comment from the first public meeting, 
helped Engineering to develop the initial four 
design scenarios. These alternatives were created 
based on consensus and prevalence in the 
feedback coupled with a feasibility assessment 
performed by Engineering. These four 
alternatives were presented at the second public 
meeting and assessed for merit among those at 
the meeting. A narrowed list of only two 
alternatives was presented at the third 
community meeting (and using the online survey), 
leading to a final design alternative chosen in 
accordance with the feedback received. 
 
There were several areas of concern raised by citizens that were addressed throughout the design 
process and clearly acknowledged during the community meetings. 
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 Parking 
o Multiple recommendations received on the best way to handle accessibility of parking 

near Tom Lee Park and Beale Street Landing 
o Left-hand turns out of the Tom Lee Park parking lots were cited as an enabling means of 

“cruising” through the parking lot, especially on weekend nights 
o Final design considerations do not propose the closure of parking lots at Tom Lee Park 

or Beale St. Landing 

 Median 
o Concerns were raised about the perceived danger of two-way traffic existing solely on 

the east side of the existing landscaped median 
o Multiple recommendations were received about how to situate the traffic lanes and 

bike lanes around the median that would best serve all roadway users 
o The current division of automobile traffic on one side of the median and bicycle & 

pedestrian traffic on the other side were most popular with those that indicated they 
were using the new bike/pedestrian lanes 

o Final design considerations return automobile traffic divided between the landscaped 
median 
 

 Congestion & Crashes 
o Feedback indicated that congestion did become a concern during certain periods of the 

day or as a result of specific circumstance 
o Turning vehicles (into Tom Lee Park) or at any of the cross streets (Beale, Georgia, 

Carolina) all experienced backups during heavy peak periods of automobile travel 
o Crashes that occurred between Beale and Georgia left no room for automobiles to move 

around the crash site and proceed ahead. This situation causes congestion until 
emergency responders can make the scene and remove the barriers to travel 

o Final design considerations will address the addition of turn lanes at key intersections 
and provide clear access in case of crashes 
 

 Pedestrian Access  
o Concerns were raised about the difficulty of crossing Riverside Drive as a pedestrian due 

to relocating automobile traffic to east side of landscaped median 
o Even though the crossing distance was half of its original configuration, pedestrians 

noted that the frequency of automobiles left little time for breaks in traffic, resulting in 
increased time waiting to cross 

o Few pedestrians used the designated pedestrian lane finding the park trails more 
attractive and preferred for use 

o Final design considerations return automobile traffic divided between the landscaped 
median and do not contain any designated pedestrian space within the roadway width 
 

 Project Limits at Beale Street  
o Transition to the pilot configuration at the Beale Street intersection was a cause of 

concern for all roadway users 
o Crash incidents at this intersection increased during the pilot phase as drivers sought to 

jockey for position within the transition area 
o Despite its origin as a pilot configuration, many users urged for future improvements 

that would enhance its connectivity and access for bicycle and pedestrian use 



 

Riverside Drive Pilot Phase Overview  
and Summary Report   7 

o Final design considerations will include continuation of all lanes and access north to 
Jefferson Ave/Bass Pro Drive 
 

 I-55/Carolina/Georgia  
o Concerns related to turning vehicles, pedestrian crossings, and traffic speeds at this 

intersection existed prior to the pilot configuration 
o Multiple users provided feedback related to the continuation of these problems under 

the pilot despite increased measures to bring visibility to the I-55 transition area 
o Under the current conditions, there are not enough vehicles to warrant a traffic signal, 

but the conditions will continue to change as TDOT begins work on the Crump/I-55 
interchange. 

o Final design considerations will seek to minimize the negative impacts to travel at these 
intersections while TDOT’s Crump/I-55 interchange project is constructed 
 

 Front Street 
o Concerns were raised about pedestrian activity along Front Street as it relates to 

residents accessing Riverside Drive via the Riverwalk and stairways from Huling 
o Multiple recommendations were received on raising visibility of pedestrian activities in 

this area including crosswalks, warning signs, and curb extensions 
o Final design considerations for curb extensions and crosswalks at Front/Huling are being 

prepared for installation 
 
 
FINAL DESIGN RECOMMENDATION 
The selected final design recommendation includes the following features: 
 

 Two lanes of automobile traffic (one in each travel direction) separated by the existing 
landscaped median 

 Two bicycle lanes (one in each travel direction) separated from automobile travel lanes by a 
painted buffer and landscaped planters 

 The planters on the east side of the median are removable, intended to be moved and stored 
during the Memphis In May festivities. The planters on the west side of the median may be 
permanent construction, pending funding availability 

 Left turn lanes for turning vehicles at the entrance of Tom Lee Park surface parking lot 

 Enhanced crosswalks at pedestrian crossing locations 

 Enhanced intersection treatments indicating where bicycle and automobile collisions are likely 
to occur 
 

 


