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* This section would be added as a sidebar in Chapter 2 (Section 2.3, page 28) of the 
Draft Better Streets Plan.  Follow the link to see the original chapter. 

 
New Sidebar 
Streetscape Maintenance: Rights and Responsibilities 
 
Maintenance of public streets and sidewalks in San Francisco is split among various 
public agencies, utilities, and property owners. 
 
Roadways 
The roadway is generally maintained by DPW, including travel lanes and parking lanes.  
Catch basins are managed by the PUC, but maintained by DPW.  Utility providers often 
excavate in the roadway to maintain or repair utility lines – utility providers are 
required to replace paving in‐kind per the Public Works Code (Article 2.4) and DPW 
Director’s Order #176,707 (Section 12.4.B). 
 
Sidewalks 
On most streets in San Francisco, sidewalk maintenance and repair is the responsibility 
of the fronting property owner.  Resources are available through DPW’s Sidewalk 
Inspection and Repair Program (SIRP), which enables property owners to use DPW 
contractors to repair sidewalks.  The Sidewalk Landscape Permit is also available 
through DPW, which enables property owners to replace portions of the sidewalk in 
front of their property with landscaping, which may preclude the need to repair 
portions of broken sidewalk. 
 
SIRP: http://www.sfgov.org/site/sfdpw_page.asp?id=89724 
Sidewalk landscape permit: http://www.sfgov.org/site/sfdpw_index.asp?id=42766 
 
Utility providers often excavate in the sidewalk to maintain or repair utility lines – 
utility providers are required to replace paving in‐kind per the Public Works Code 
(Article 2.4) and DPW Director’s Order #176,707 (Section 12.4.B). 
 
Utilities 
Utility main lines are the maintenance responsibility of the utility provider.  However, 
utility laterals (which connect from individual parcels to the main line) are typically the 
responsibility of the property owner to maintain or repair. 
 
Street trees and landscaping 

  www.sfbetterstreets.org 

  A ‐ 1 
 

 

http://www.sfgov.org/site/uploadedfiles/planning/Citywide/Better_Streets/Draft_BSP_2_Context.pdf
http://www.sfgov.org/site/sfdpw_page.asp?id=89724
http://www.sfgov.org/site/sfdpw_index.asp?id=42766


Attachment A    10/14/2009 

 

  www.sfbetterstreets.org 

  A ‐ 2 
 

 

On most streets in San Francisco, maintenance of trees and landscaping on the sidewalk 
is the responsibility of the fronting property owner.  Property owners and the City often 
partner with the non‐profit organization Friends of the Urban Forest to plant and 
maintain trees.  DPW is generally responsible for trees and landscaping in medians. 
 
On some streets, DPW is responsible for maintenance of street trees on the sidewalk.  A 
map of these streets can be found at: 
http://www.sfgov.org/site/sfdpw_index.asp?id=33189 
 
Streetlights 
Streetlights are managed and maintained by a variety of agencies, chiefly the PUC and 
PG+E.  Pedestrian lights are typically not managed by the utility providers, and, where 
provided, are typically maintained by DPW.  
 
Site furnishings 
Many streetscape elements, such as the pedestal newsracks, kiosks, sidewalk restrooms, 
and Muni bus shelters, are provided and maintained by private companies as part of 
advertising contracts with the city.  Other site furnishings are maintained by DPW (such 
as trash receptacles), or MTA (such as bike racks or bollards); yet others are maintained 
by fronting property owners (such as benches or kiosks not part of a contract or other 
maintenance agreement with the City). 

http://www.sfgov.org/site/sfdpw_index.asp?id=33189
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* This section would be added as a sidebar in Chapter 2 (Section 2.3, page 30) of the 
Draft Better Streets Plan.  Follow the link to see the original chapter. 

 
New Sidebar 
Community‐Led Streetscape Improvements 
 
Community‐led improvements represent a significant positive contribution to the City’s 
streetscape environment.  Individuals or community groups may be involved in the 
design, construction, or maintenance of improvements to the public right‐of‐way (with 
appropriate permits) such as adding sidewalk plantings, reclaiming street areas for 
community space, or placing café seating or merchandise displays on public sidewalks.   
 
The Better Streets Plan is intended to facilitate the ability of community members to 
make improvements on their own streets.  For the first time in the city, the Better Streets 
Plan provides a comprehensive guide to applicable guidelines and standards for design 
of streetscape and pedestrian facilities.  Where applicable, the Plan references necessary 
permits and other relevant guidelines and standards for making streetscape 
improvements.  Simultaneously, the City is studying how to streamline its street design 
and permitting process, making it simpler and more straightforward for community 
members and others to navigate. 
 
Depending on the scope of the work, a community‐led project may require one of a 
number of permit types from DPW or other agencies: tables and chairs permit, sidewalk 
landscape permit, minor encroachment permit, major encroachment permit, or others.  
The project must meet all applicable guidelines for these permits, and will include 
agreements for maintenance and liability.  Standards and guidelines to ensure proper 
safety, accessibility and design must be met. 
 
The Better Streets Plan is intended as a guide: it is not a hard and fast template that must 
be replicated exactly throughout the city: differences in neighborhood preference, 
topography, existing infrastructure, and transportation characteristics make this 
impossible and undesirable.  Rather, the Better Streets Plan uses a kit‐of‐parts approach, 
describing appropriate standard elements by street type, and potential case‐by‐case 
additions.  For each particular element in the plan, there are many guidelines and some 
hard and fast standards.  The Plan will also include an exceptions process: where a 
particular community (or other) project proposes a design that varies from the plan 
guidelines, but results in overall better design as determined through a set process, 
exceptions may be considered.  With any design, the overall design of street 
improvements should meet with the intent of the plan’s goals and policies for the 
variety of uses for the street. 
 
Permits for Private Use of the Public Right‐of‐Way 
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Most street improvement permits are available from DPW and can be found at: 
http://www.sfgov.org/site/sfdpw_index.asp?id=32969 
 
Common permits include: 
Sidewalk landscape permit: Required for a property owner to replace paved sidewalk 
with landscaping in front of their property 
 
Tree planting permit: Required for a property owner to plant a street tree in front of 
their property 
 
Minor encroachment permit: Required for encroachments, either surface or sub‐surface, 
by private properties into the sidewalk area less than 10% of the area, or 25% of the 
frontage, in front of the adjacent property.  Typical encroachments include retaining 
walls, steps, ADA level landings, and driveway slopes. 
 
Major encroachment permit: Required for encroachments by private property owners 
into the right‐of‐way, either surface or sub‐surface, of a more substantial nature.  
Examples include private utility lines or special paving and grading of the entire right‐
of‐way. 
 
Tables and Chairs/Display merchandise permits: Required for placing outdoor seating 
or merchandise in the public right‐of‐way. 
 

http://www.sfgov.org/site/sfdpw_index.asp?id=32969
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* This section would be added as new policies in Chapter 3 (Element 5, page 40) of the Draft Better Streets Plan.  Follow the link to 
see the original chapter. 

 
New Policies 
Element 5: Promotes Human Health 
 

5.0 Promotes Human Health       
          
  Policies* GUIDELINES Next Steps Agencies 

5.1 

Enable opportunities to create active 
recreational spaces on streets, such as 
paths or pocket parks 

Build streets that include space for 
recreational activities, such as in sidewalk or 
median pocket parks, particularly in dense 
neighborhoods that are deficient in open 
space 

Identify areas that are deficient in open 
space where streets could be used for 
recreational opportunities and identify 
priority projects for improvements 

Planning, SFMTA, 
DPW, SFPUC, 
Rec/Park 

      

Clarify maintenance responsibilities and 
assess maintenance requirements for 
street-based pocket parks DPW, Rec/Park  

    

Create occasional open space using existing 
city streets to provide safe space for 
physical activity free of motorized vehicles 

Support and expand 'Sunday Streets', 
'Healthy Saturdays' and similar 
programs DPH, MTA, Rec/Park 

5.2 

Emphasize improvements to streets 
that link to schools, parks, recreation 
centers, and other community uses   

Identify streets that are important 
connectors to schools, parks and open 
spaces, and identify priority projects for 
improvements 

Planning, SFMTA, 
DPW, SFPUC, 
Rec/Park 

5.3 

Develop and continue programs and 
policies that encourage the use of 
pedestrian facilities for physical 
activity   

Develop, support and expand programs 
to encourage street-based physical 
activity, such as the Shape Up 
Coalition, Safe Routes to School 
Program, and the Walking Challenge DPH, MTA 

5.4 

Use quantitative methods to measure 
pedestrian health, safety,  and walking 
quality   

Select and use methodology for 
measurement of pedestrian health, 
safety and quality DPH, MTA, Planning 

www.sfbetterstreets.org 
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‐ Within the new street network, overall street (curb‐to‐curb) width should be 
minimized while retaining necessary transportation access.  Many pedestrian 
safety countermeasures such as pedestrian refuges, traffic calming measures, and 
signage and related engineering measures may not be necessary if the overall 
width profile of the street is minimized from the outset.  

 
Figure G.2. New streets should minimize overall width 
 

‐ Where a new street network is being created, streets should be designed with an 
overall concept for on‐street parking, taking into account adjacent land uses and 
off‐street parking provided as part of new development.  The design of new 
streets may use strategies such as providing parking pods, using deliberately 
placed parking and loading bays (as opposed to a full parking lane), or even 
eliminating the parking lane altogether on certain streets to narrow the overall 
street width. 

 

 
Figure G.3. New streets should integrate on‐street parking into the overall street design 
 

‐ Where new streets are created, streetscape features can be designed in tandem 
with new utilities and infrastructure, rather than adjusted to fit around existing 

www.sfbetterstreets.org 
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utilities. Sidewalk widths, stormwater facilities, and utilities should be designed 
and laid out to optimize design goals toward a consistent overall aesthetic and 
functional whole. 

‐ New development fronting on new streets should minimize curb cuts, using 
alleys where possible for service and access functions. 

 

 
Figure G.4. New streets should incorporate alleys for driveway access 
 

‐ New streets present the opportunity to create meaningful and unique places or 
designs; the process for permitting new streets should allow flexibility for 
superior design. 

 
Specific guidelines for new streets include: 
 

‐ New streets should follow all Better Streets Plan guidelines regarding street 
designs and sidewalk elements (Chapters 4, 5 and 6). 

‐ New streets should include, at a minimum, the standard improvements for each 
street type.  Case‐by‐case additions should be considered as well. 

‐ Sidewalks on new streets must be built to recommended sidewalk widths.  
Where consistent building setbacks are provided, the sidewalk width may be 
reduced by the width of the frontage zone, as determined on a case‐by‐case basis. 

 
Street Designs 
‐ Curb extensions 

o Curb extensions should be provided at all corners per Section 5.3.  
Alternatively, on narrow, low‐volume, and low‐speed streets, designers 
may consider eliminating the parking lane to create a narrower overall 
street profile, or using parking bays rather than a consistent parking lane. 

www.sfbetterstreets.org 
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‐ Medians 
o Medians, where provided, should be wide enough to include street trees 

and understory plantings.  See Section 5.4. 
‐ Pedestrian‐Priority Designs 

o New alleys should be designed as shared public ways.  See Section 5.8. 
‐ Transit‐Priority Designs 

o Transit stops should be designed to Better Streets plan standards.  See 
Section 5.5. 

Streetscape Elements 
‐ Major new development or redevelopment areas should create a streetscape 

master plan to guide the selection of streetscape elements, including trees and 
plantings, lighting, paving materials, and site furnishings; the design of such 
elements should be internally consistent, and harmonious with the character of 
surrounding areas.  Streetscape elements should come from a City‐approved 
palette, where applicable. 

‐ Urban Forest 
o Street trees should be planted on all sidewalk lengths, per the guidelines 

in Section 6.1.  Understory plantings should be included as well on 
appropriate street types. 

‐ Stormwater 
o Major new development or redevelopment areas in combined sewer 

areas must comply with the requirements stated in the San Francisco 
Stormwater Design Guidelines. See Stormwater Design Guidelines, and 
Section 6.2 of this plan.  

o In new development areas, there is an opportunity to create the drainage 
profile of the street from scratch; the best solution may not always be the 
standard crowned street.  For example, single‐surface alleys could be 
designed to drain to the center of the street, or the gutter may be placed 
between the parking and travel lanes.  Non‐standard drainage profiles 
should be considered on a case‐by‐case basis, based on functional 
performance measures.  The City is currently developing more specific 
guidelines for drainage on new streets. 

‐ Lighting 
o New streets should meet the recommended targets for pedestrian 

lighting, per Section 6.3.  Pedestrian lighting may be supplemented with 
roadway lighting as necessary to light the street to required levels. 

‐ Utilities and driveways 
o New streets provide an opportunity to locate utilities so that they do not 

interfere with pedestrian circulation and sidewalk activity.    Utilities 
associated with new buildings should be located on private parcels (away 
from public‐facing ground‐floor facades) wherever possible.  If utilities 
must be in the right‐of‐way, they should be located in the roadway as 
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feasible, in driveways, in the Edge Zone of the sidewalk, or otherwise 
located to minimize disruption to the overall streetscape.  See Section 6.6. 

o Driveway cuts should be minimized to minimize disruption to the 
streetscape, maintain a consistent street edge, and reduce conflicts with 
pedestrians and bicylists.  Alleys should be used wherever feasible for 
garage access.  See Section 6.6. 
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* This section would replace the existing text on Sidewalk Width and Zones in Chapter 4 (Section 4.2, pages 90 
‐ 94) of the Draft Better Streets Plan.  Follow the link to see the original chapter.  Significant areas of new 
content are shown in red underline. 

 
Revised Guidelines 
Sidewalk Widths and Sidewalk Zones 

SIDEWALKS 
Well-designed sidewalks are a fundamental part of good multi-modal streets. They are the building block of a great pedestrian 
environment and are critical to the quality of public life and pedestrian safety in San Francisco.  
 
Sidewalks should be included on both sides of all streets throughout the city. As pedestrian crossings at intersections are considered 
extensions of the sidewalk, crosswalk closures create discontinuous sidewalks and should be evaluated and re-opened as appropriate 
(see Section 5.1). 
 
Sidewalks should enable active public space and accessible pedestrian travel.  Amenities such as landscaping, lighting, seating, and 
merchandise displays work to activate the street.  These amenities should be properly organized to ensure safe and accessible travel. 
To accomplish this balance, a sidewalk must simultaneously be viewed holistically and through the organizing logic of a set of zones. 
The five zones, from property line to curb, are: 
 

Frontage Zone: The area adjacent to the property line where transitions between public sidewalk and the space within 
buildings occur 

Throughway Zone: The portion of the sidewalk for pedestrian travel along the street 

Furnishing Zone: The portion of the sidewalk used for street trees, landscaping, transit stops, street lights, and other site 
furnishings 

Edge Zone: The area used by people getting in and out of vehicles parked at the curbside 

Extension Zone: The area where pedestrian space may be extended into the parking lane, via features such as bulb outs 
with mid-block plazas 

These terms are used throughout the document. 
 

Sidewalk Width 
Sidewalk width has significant implications for streetscape design and the quality of the pedestrian environment. Sidewalks that are 
too narrow prevent pedestrians from moving safely and comfortably.  Narrow sidewalks also make if difficult or impossible to provide 
important additional streetscape elements and amenities that serve people on foot. 
 
A wide sidewalk offers pedestrians enough space to walk at their chosen pace, stand, sit, socialize, or merely enjoy their surroundings. 
Wider sidewalks also offer more space for landscaping and amenities, making the streetscape more useful and attractive and also 
acting as a buffer between fast-moving traffic and pedestrians.  In limited cases, sidewalks may be too broad, such that they become 
derelict or unused, and create a misallocation of right-of-way space.  

http://www.sfgov.org/site/uploadedfiles/planning/Citywide/Better_Streets/Draft_BSP_4_Approach.pdf�
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In addition to the Better Streets street types as described below, the following variables should be considered in determining 
appropriate sidewalk width: 
 

Adjacent land use: High-intensity uses attract more pedestrians, generally necessitating greater sidewalk widths. 

Adjacent building form:  Taller buildings create greater shadow and scale; wider sidewalks can create greater separation 
from the buildings, and allow more sun to reach sidewalks opposite tall buildings  

Adjacent ground floor use:  Office and residential uses are often slightly set back to allow a transition from public to 
private spaces.  In contrast, buildings with active ground floor uses typically front more directly onto the street and often 
spill out into the sidewalk with seating or merchandise displays.  These features may constrain clear sidewalk width. 

Roadway characteristics:  The speed, volume, and mix of vehicle traffic on a street can all have a strong effect 
on pedestrian comfort.  Pedestrians are typically more comfortable on sidewalks that are buffered from moving 
vehicles.  Faster, higher volumes of cars and trucks will require a wider buffer to create a comfortable walking 
environment.  On-street parking and bicycle lanes can serve as buffers; where they are not present, additional 
sidewalk width and landscaping may be necessary. 

Minimum Sidewalk Width 

All sidewalks should be designed to meet the minimum widths described in Figure 4.4, as measured from the back of the curb (not the 
face), as feasible given right-of-way constraints.   
 
Existing sidewalks may be narrower than the minimum widths for a variety of reasons, from physical constraints to historical context. 
Sidewalks that are below these widths should be considered deficient; when funding allows or the street is otherwise being 
reconstructed, they should be considered for widening as feasible given right-of-way constraints1.  
 
Where it is not possible to achieve minimum widths within existing rights-of-way, requiring building setbacks may be considered as a 
way to provide extra space.  Where building setbacks are present or proposed for at least an entire block, minimum sidewalk width 
may be narrowed by the width of the applicable frontage zone (described below); this should be considered on a case-by-case basis, as 
conditions (pedestrian volumes, land use, building form, roadway characteristics, etc.) allow. 
 
Recommended Sidewalk Width 

Sidewalks should strive to meet or exceed the recommended sidewalk widths, as measured from the back of the curb, shown in Figure 
4.4.  The recommended width describes the necessary minimum width to fit desired streetscape elements into the sidewalk.   Major 
new development or redevelopment areas that create new streets must meet the recommended sidewalk widths at a minimum.  Where 
building setbacks are present or proposed for at least an entire block, minimum sidewalk width may be narrowed by the width of the 
applicable frontage zone (described below); this should be considered on a case-by-case basis, as conditions (pedestrian volumes, land 
use, building form, roadway characteristics, etc.) allow. 
 
Streetscape improvement projects should evaluate opportunities to widen sidewalks to the recommended minimums as conditions 
allow.  However, most street improvements in San Francisco take place within existing constrained rights-of-way (as opposed to 
entirely new streets), and trade-offs among various travel modes are often necessary.2   
  

                                                 
1 Recommended and minimum sidewalk widths describe necessary widths for achieving a desired pedestrian-supportive environment; however, in cases where right-of-

way space is limited, the Better Streets Plan does not suggest how sidewalk space should be traded off with space available for other travel modes 
2 Ibid 




