








Overhead utility wires detract from the aesthetic 
experience of the streetscape

Utility Undergrounding in San Francisco

Community members often cite utility undergrounding as 
one of the top priorities for street improvement. When under-
grounding occurs, placement of utilities should follow the 
guidelines in this section to minimize disruption to the overall 
streetscape design. The bigger challenge with utility under-
grounding is the ability to pay for an on-going program of 
undergrounding.

To address this challenge, the Board of Supervisors created 
the Utility Undergrounding Task Force (UUTF) in 2004, 
consisting of 15 appointed voting members, and staff from 
City agencies and utility providers, to advise the Board on 
the future of utility undergrounding in San Francisco. The 
UUTF presented a final report to the Board of Supervisors on 
January 26, 2007.

To paraphrase the UUTF final report:

BACKGROUND

In 1996, the Board of Supervisors legislated the underground-
ing of forty-two miles of overhead utility wires (subsequently 
expanded to 45.8 miles). After completing those 45.8 miles, 
San Francisco will have undergrounded 520 miles of over-
head wires out of 990 miles, leaving 470 miles remaining.

The main obstacle in continuing to underground the City’s 
utilities is a lack of funding. Utility undergrounding in 
California is primarily funded by two sources, known as Rule 
20A and Rule 20B, both overseen by the California Public 
Utilities Commission (CPUC). Rule 20A funds are paid 90% 
by utility providers (such as PG+E), and 10% by the City and 
County. San Francisco has received an average of $6 million 
in Rule 20A funds, enough to pay for about 1.5 miles of 
undergrounding per year. However, as of 2007, San Francisco 
had borrowed twelve years into the future for Rule 20A funds.

Rule 20B funds are shared by utilities and property owners, 
typically through special Community Facilities Districts (Mello-
Roos Districts); the property owner share may also be borne 
by the City. San Francisco has not generally used Rule 20B 
funds; however, the opportunity to use these funds exists.

RECOMMENDATIONS

The UUTF recommended the following City actions:

1.	 Develop a long-term master plan and a properly 
funded program to underground all utility wires within 
fifty years. 

2.	 Create a transparent community process that involves 
residents in the decision-making process. 

3.	 Request the CPUC to approve an electric/natural gas 
surcharge for San Francisco residents. 

4.	 Seek alternative funding sources for utility 
undergrounding. 

5.	 Establish a City policy of no new overhead utility 
wires. 

6.	 Implement a utility undergrounding program that 
reduces current project timelines by 50% and project 
costs by 25%. 

The City is currently exploring ways to continue to fund under-
grounding efforts in San Francisco. 

For more information on the report or undergrounding in San 
Francisco, see:
http://www.sfgov.org/site/sfdpw_page.asp?id=32694

Source: Utility Undergrounding Task Force Report to the San Francisco Board of Supervisors, 
January 26, 2007
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New Development and Major Redevelopment

Within new development and major redevelopment areas:

Where appropriate, the City should support the ¼¼

installation of separate stormwater and wastewater 
collection systems in areas where not already imple-
mented by SFPUC.

New residential development areas should incorpo-¼¼

rate alleys for vehicle, utility, and service access so as 
to enable a more consistent streetscape and minimize 
above-ground utilities.

New development should locate new utilities to mini-¼¼

mize disruption to streetscape elements per guidelines 
in this section.

Abandonment

Currently abandoned dry conduits should be reused or 
consolidated if duplication of lines are discovered during 
street improvement projects. Utilities should be contacted 
for rerouting or consolidation.

Where it is not possible to reuse abandoned mains, 
conduits, manholes, laterals, valves etc., they should be 
removed per agency recommendations when possible in 
order to minimize future conflicts.

Abandoned water and sewer lines may be retrofitted as dry 
utility conduits where available or if possible to minimize 
the need for future conduit installations.

Process

Utilities should be installed during a full-street, half-street, 
or full or partial sidewalk improvements rather than as a 
separate utility cut wherever possible.

New development should submit utility plans with initial 
development proposals so that utilities may be sited 
to minimize interference with potential locations for 
streetscape elements.

Utility installation or repair should be conducted from the 
bottom up; scheduled utility installation or repair should 
occur prior to planned street reconstruction or major 
streetscape improvements.

The City should use major utility work as an opportunity 
to build streets back to desired conditions, per Better 
Streets Plan guidelines.

Best Practice:  
New York City High Performance 
Infrastructure Guidelines 
New York, New York

 
The New York City High Performance Infrastructure 
Guidelines provide a roadmap for incorporating 
street wide best management practices (BMPs) into 
New York City’s right-of-way infrastructure capital 
program. They are written for the Department 
of Design and Construction, but they are just as 
useful for by planners, designers, engineers, public 
officials, and all other services involved in con-
structing, operating, or maintaining the right-of-way.

The guidelines act as the first step toward 
improving design collaboration while enhancing 
environmental, social, and economic outcomes for 
the City’s infrastructure investments.

See http://www.nyc.gov/html/ddc/html/ddcgreen/
highperf.html
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streets in locations requiring frequent access for large trucks 
or semi-tractor trailers, where two-way driveway curb cuts 
may be up to 24 feet in width.

DPW standard plans for driveways should be consulted for 
engineering standards for driveway construction.

Curb cuts are discouraged in pedestrian-intensive areas. 
Reducing driveways reduces the number of conflict points 
between pedestrians and vehicles and can dramatically 
improve safety.1

Wherever possible, commercial, industrial, and large 
residential properties should consolidate driveways by 
interconnecting parking lot and loading area entries and by 
sharing parking among uses. 
 
In areas of San Francisco where alleys provide access to the 
rear of properties, curb cuts onto streets are strongly dis-
couraged; all parking and service access should be provided 
via the alley.

On new streets, alleys should be provided, minimizing the 
need for new driveway cuts on primary streets.

Because driveways handle relatively low volumes of traffic, 
alternative surfacing materials including unit pavers and 
other permeable materials may be installed in driveways 
where frequent heavy trucks are not expected to cross over. 
The clear throughway zone of the sidewalk should be a 
continuous material.

Driveways may be bounded by permeable paving, curb 
extensions or landscaping areas that extend from the 
sidewalk into the parking lane, eliminating the need for 
driveway aprons.

1	 Source: http://www.ctre.iastate.edu/research/access/toolkit/3.pdf.  See also pages 11-13 of the following 
document: www.ctre.iastate.edu/PUBS/tsinfo/ts1-6.doc

Driveways

Driveways allow necessary access across the sidewalk to res-
idential and commercial garages. Too many driveways are 
a negative presence in the pedestrian environment, as they 
present potential conflicts between drivers and pedestrians 
and increased possibility that pedestrian through travel will 
be compromised. 

In many areas, the high number of driveways and width 
of driveway curb cuts reduces the available space for 
planting and other amenities. Improved driveway design 
can provide added space for planting to improve street 
aesthetics.

Guidelines

Driveways should be designed to minimize impact on 
through travel or pedestrian use of the sidewalk.

Driveway curb cuts for individual residential properties 
should not be wider than 7 feet with 1 1/2 foot wings (10 
feet total width). Where truck loading is the dominant 
activity, they should not be wider than 8 feet with 1 1/2 
foot wings (11 feet total).

Driveway curb cuts for two-way traffic should not be wider 
than 18 feet. An exception should be made on industrial 
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Existing Curb

Parking-lane planters can be located between driveways where space 
is too narrow to allow a vehicle to park. Where planters extend into the 
sidewalk furnishings zone, they can be designed to occupy the space of 
driveway wings, narrowing the driveway and widening the planting area.
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