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Public Right of Way

Public Works is the official 
caretaker of San Francisco’s public 
right of way, under City code. 

“Public right of way shall mean the 
area across, along, beneath, in, on, 
over, under, upon, and within the 
dedicated public alleys, boulevards, 
courts, lanes, roads, sidewalks, 
spaces, streets, and ways within the 
City, as they now exist or hereafter 
will exist and which are or will be 
under the permitting jurisdiction of 
Public Works.”



High Demand for Limited 
Sidewalk and Curbside Space 

• Pedestrian travel (safe 
and accessible)

• Curb ramps

• Fire hydrant/fire 
suppression water supply

• Traffic signals

• OCS Poles                        
for overhead wires

• Street lighting 

• Parking meters

• Signage

• Transit stops

• Street trees

• Utility connections (e.g., 
water, sewer/stormwater, 
energy, communication)

• Surface-mounted utilities 
(e.g., traffic signal 
controllers, telephone 
splice boxes)

• Driveways

• Bike racks

• News racks

• Trash cans

• Seating/gathering

• Shared spaces program

• Landscaping

• Public art

• Wind mitigation features

• Stormwater management

• Tables and chairs

• Parklets

• Display merchandise

• Commemorative plaques

• Security bollards



San Francisco Better Streets Policy

“The design of the right of way 
and adjacent development, 
including the maintenance and 
removal of street trees and other 
landscaping, allowance of curb 
cuts, and placement of utilities, 
have significant impact on the 
street environment. Decisions 
regarding street design must 
consider and prioritize pedestrian 
safety, enjoyment, and comfort.”



San Francisco General Plan
Urban Design Element Policies

“Maintain a strong presumption 
against the giving up of street 
areas for private ownership or 
use, or for construction of public 
buildings.”

“Review proposals for the giving 
up of street areas in terms of all 
the public values that streets 
afford.”



San Francisco Better Streets Plan

“The Plan seeks to balance the needs of 
all street users, and reflects the 
understanding that the pedestrian 
environment is about much more than 
just transportation – that streets serve a 
multitude of social, recreational and 
ecological needs.” 

“Utilities should be efficiently located to 
minimize impacts on other existing or 
potential streetscape elements, maintain 
basic access and maintenance 
requirements, and be consolidated into 
shared vaults, boxes, or trenches 
wherever possible.”



San Francisco Urban Forest Plan

“Trees work hard every day – cleaning the air, 
storing carbon and providing habitat . . . The Plan 
recommends maximizing the benefits most relevant 
to the city.” Those benefits include: 

• Improved Air Quality

• Stormwater Retention

• Enhanced Public Health

• Biodiversity and Habitat Creation

• Carbon Sequestration

• Support Local Economy       



San Francisco Urban Forestry Ordinance: 
Sidewalk Landscaping 

“To ensure that landscaping in sidewalk areas is 
properly constructed and maintained in order to 
maximize environmental benefits, protect public 
safety, and limit conflicts with infrastructure.”



Public Works Policy

“It is the policy of Public Works to require that all 
electrical transformer vaults be located on private 
property.”



MOU between San Francisco Public Works 
and San Francisco Planning

Seeks to balance public values that streets 
afford by taking into consideration the desire 
for active uses at ground floor and 
maximization of housing units including below 
market rate units.



Going Forward
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