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Introduction
How I got here

Children’s Day School, San Francisco, with Jensen Architects
https://jensen-architects.com/work/childrens-day-school-dolores-park/ 

my baby (c. 2017)

https://jensen-architects.com/work/childrens-day-school-dolores-park/


Introduction
How I got here

poor condition no curb ramp

obstructions

where the 
sidewalk ends



Why???

Introduction
How I got here

What do other cities do?

Dallas City Code:



+Municipal codes
+City websites
+Pedestrian 
master plans
+ADA transition 
plans
+City newspapers

+Dallas Strategic 
Mobility Plan 
+Dallas Sidewalk 
Master Plan 

+Staff from 
Dallas, Austin, 
Portland, Phoenix, 
and Memphis

The Study
Sidewalk policies in 30 U.S. cities

Cities included in study



Findings
Property owners responsible for maintenance

Responsibility for Sidewalk Maintenance

City Property Owner

No plan No financial assistance

Plan in place Financial assistance

23% 77%

Austin+
Jacksonville+
Indianapolis+

Charlotte+
Washington, D.C.+

Nashville+
Boston+

1) Complete sidewalk inventory
2) Prioritization system
3) Funding mechanisms established



Findings
Owners don’t take the initiative to repair their sidewalks



Findings
Policies often unclear

Clear Policies

43%

1) Stated in municipal code
2) Stated on an easily-locatable city website
3) Consistent between the two



Consequence for Failure to Maintain

Property Owner City Does Work Unstated/None Other
23 17 4 2

Findings
Cities largely have mechanisms in place to enforce their rules…
Charges property owner
Places lien, if necessary

Fine (Philadelphia)
Misdemeanor charges (Fort Worth)

City of Dallas, Texas Code of Ordinances, Volume 2 §43-63 (2023).



Findings
…but enforcement is rare

Average 12 month period:
+1,646 Notices to Repair sent to homeowners
+1,025 notices to other City Bureaus
+2nd highest density
+Highest median household income

+Not enforced in Phoenix (Zoom call with Planning)
+Burden is too high for low-income homeowners 
(Portland)

+Lack of enforcement a key factor in deterioration
+Many cities cite untenable financial burden and 
community backlash



Proactive, regular inspection program
+Denver – inspects 1 of 11 areas yearly

Irregular inspections as part of a large 
planning effort
+Seattle, 2017
Sidewalk Condition Assessment Report
+San Antonio, 2008 and 2010
ADA Transition Plan
+Dallas, 2020
Sidewalk Master Plan

Complaints
+Portland – stopped proactive 
inspection during recession

Findings
Many cities don’t know sidewalk conditions

4

7

11 Prioritization map from Dallas Sidewalk Master Plan, June 2021



Findings
Lack of sustained funding

$2 billion  Dallas
$3.63 billion Portland
Backlogs: LA first program in 40 years

Constant decline:
+Memphis - another 33% of sidewalks in 
disrepair by the time current needs addressed 
+Dallas – 81 miles of sidewalks deficient yearly

City of Austin Public Works Department

www.tenor.com  

http://www.tenor.com/


Opportunities
Learn from peer cities

San Francisco
Property-owner responsibility
Proactive sidewalk inspection
Enforcement
Financial assistance

Austin
City responsibility
Proactive sidewalk inspection
Plan in place

Denver
Moving toward city responsibility
Proactive sidewalk inspection

1.

2.

https://www.denver7.com/news/front-range/denver/denver-sidewalk-fees-
clear-final-hurdle-billing-to-begin-in-
2025#:~:text=The%20Denver%20City%20Council%20on,outlined%20in%
20the%20original%20measure 

3.

https://www.denver7.com/news/front-range/denver/denver-sidewalk-fees-clear-final-hurdle-billing-to-begin-in-2025
https://www.denver7.com/news/front-range/denver/denver-sidewalk-fees-clear-final-hurdle-billing-to-begin-in-2025
https://www.denver7.com/news/front-range/denver/denver-sidewalk-fees-clear-final-hurdle-billing-to-begin-in-2025
https://www.denver7.com/news/front-range/denver/denver-sidewalk-fees-clear-final-hurdle-billing-to-begin-in-2025


Opportunities
Operationalize Complete Streets: Safe, accessible networks, not patchworks

2019 survey from 43 transit agencies
86.5% lack of sidewalks impacts 
transit accessibility (National Academies of 
Sciences, Engineering, and Medicine, 2019) 

Larger alterations (e.g., widening) – 
city responsibility

https://www.dnswm.org/a-lack-of-accessible-public-
transportation-creates-isolation/

Sidewalks separated 
from traffic Parkways

Lighting

Bike lanes
Crosswalks
Pedestrian signals

Trees

MassDOT Complete Streets example provided in CalTrans Complete Streets 
Elements Toolbox, July 2018

https://www.dnswm.org/a-lack-of-accessible-public-transportation-creates-isolation/
https://www.dnswm.org/a-lack-of-accessible-public-transportation-creates-isolation/


Opportunities
Consider equity beyond prioritization frameworks

Prioritization framework from Dallas Sidewalk Master Plan, 
June 2021

Property owner 
responsibility is regressive 
(Corning-Padilla & Rowangould, 2020)

Resource burden is more 
than financial (permitting, 
construction) 

Health – quality of life, 
access to opportunities

“equity” or “equitable” x 100
“health” or “healthy” x 2 



Inadequate 
physical 
activity costs 
the U.S. $117 
billion annually 
(in 2012 
dollars)

11% of 
aggregate 
health care 
expenditures 

(U.S. Department of 
Health and Human 
Services, 2015) 

Opportunities
Equity: Sidewalks as a social determinant of health

Theoretical framework based on the social-ecological model and adapted from Frank et al. (2019), the U.S. 
Department of Health and Human Services (2011) and Sallis et al. (2006).



Towards Equitable Networks
1. Centralize responsibility (with city), consider right-of-way holistically



Towards Equitable Networks
2. Increase efficiency

Limited funding can go further 
(Corning-Padilla & Rowangould, 2020)

27 Homeowners request 
estimates through cost 

share program

City measures & provides 
estimates

City re-measures based 
on requests for reduced 

scope of work

Homeowners consider 
repairs, one decides not 
to repair so they don't 

need to install curb ramp

8 homeowners, decide to 
make repairs (30%)

Work crews complete 
repairs in 1 week, spread 

all over neighborhood

Realize months later than 
1 house was missed

Crew comes back out to 
complete last house

Dallas 
example

https://napkinfinance.com/napkin/what-are-economies-of-scale/

https://napkinfinance.com/napkin/what-are-economies-of-scale/


Towards Equitable Networks
3. Identify additional funding

User fee on utility bills (Austin, Denver)
Commercial fees for sidewalk use (e.g., electric scooter parking)
Sales tax, property tax, gasoline tax (all still regressive)
(Corning-Padilla & Rowangould, 2020)

Consider health & environmental 
benefits!



Health in All Policies (HiAP)

Work across silos

Understand tradeoffs
Charlotte – every $1 spent on sidewalks results 
in almost $3 in direct medical expenses 
(City of Charlotte DOT, 2017)

State & Federal government
Delayed return on investment

https://www.ci.richmond.ca.us/2575/Health-in-All-
Policies#:~:text=Health%20in%20All%20Policies%20(HiAP,related%20government%20systems%
20or%20agencies.

Towards Equitable Networks
4. Connect to health

https://www.ci.richmond.ca.us/2575/Health-in-All-Policies
https://www.ci.richmond.ca.us/2575/Health-in-All-Policies
https://www.ci.richmond.ca.us/2575/Health-in-All-Policies


Austin – not always positive 
correlation between 311 
requests and repair needs 
(City of Austin Public Works Dept, 2016)

Boston – some 
neighborhoods use 311 
roughly twice as often as 
others (Irons, 2018)

San Bernardino County 
Transportation Authority, 
working with Fehr & Peers

Above: City of Seattle
Right: PathMet from pathVu

https://www.linkedin.com/pulse/why-does-
squeaky-wheel-squeek-briar-christensen 

Towards Equitable Networks
5. Inventory sidewalks – proactive, regular

https://pathvu.com/why_datacollection.php 

https://www.linkedin.com/pulse/why-does-squeaky-wheel-squeek-briar-christensen
https://www.linkedin.com/pulse/why-does-squeaky-wheel-squeek-briar-christensen
https://pathvu.com/why_datacollection.php


https://projectsidewalk.org/ 

Towards Equitable Networks
5. Inventory sidewalks – proactive, regular

https://projectsidewalk.org/


Towards Equitable Networks
6. Make a plan (that meets your goals) Dallas Sidewalk Master 

Plan, June 2021



ADA, Trip & Fall

Liability varies by state

CA – Gonzales v City of 
San Jose (2004): 
municipality can transfer 
liability to abutting property 
owner (shared in practice)

Address role of City 
Attorney
Balance risk vs. reward

Towards Equitable Networks
7. Reconsider risk assessment



https://health.gov/healthypeople/priority-areas/social-
determinants-health 

https://ladotlivablestreets.org/ 
https://yesonhla.com/ 

Towards Equitable Networks
8. Take advantage of existing policies, growing awareness & enthusiasm

https://health.gov/healthypeople/priority-areas/social-determinants-health
https://health.gov/healthypeople/priority-areas/social-determinants-health
https://ladotlivablestreets.org/
https://yesonhla.com/


dining walking, shopping

resting socializing playing

https://www.sociallifeproject.org/north-america-main-street-sidewalks/ 

Conclusion
Sidewalks do so much for us, let’s do more for them

https://www.sociallifeproject.org/north-america-main-street-sidewalks/


Thank you!
Get in touch: lmessier@usc.edu

This work was supported by the National Institute for Transportation and Communities and the National Science Foundation Graduate Research 
Fellowship Program under Grant No. DGE-1842487. Any opinions, findings, and conclusions or recommendations expressed in this material are 

mine and do not necessarily reflect the views of those organizations.

https://www.sociallifeproject.org/north-america-main-street-sidewalks/ 

https://www.sociallifeproject.org/north-america-main-street-sidewalks/
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