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Scope: Sidewalk maintenance practices should be addressed in a TRB synthesis.  Given the severely constrained resources facing local governments and related pedestrian safety, accessibility, and liability concerns, many agencies would benefit from a summary of best practices for sidewalk maintenance.  Sidewalk maintenance, as defined here, is the function of preserving, repairing and restoring hard-surface sidewalks and keeping them in condition for safe, convenient and accessible use.  Maintenance includes repairing surface defects and changes in level, controlling vegetation encroachments as well as snow/ice and debris removal.  While major construction or reconstruction activities such as widening a sidewalk to comply with accessibility requirements or adding missing links to sidewalk networks are important for providing safe and convenient conditions for pedestrian travel, they are not defined as maintenance.  Similarly, multi-use trails, while an important part of the transportation network, are not considered as sidewalks for purposes of this synthesis.  

Although sidewalks are not subjected to the same “traffic loads” as roads and streets, in some ways maintenance of them is more challenging due to the prevalence of drainage and vegetation issues coupled with accessibility requirements.  Additionally, sidewalk systems in many jurisdictions are poorly documented.  The situation is complicated by the wide variety of parties responsible for sidewalk construction and maintenance (e.g., state governments, different levels of local jurisdictions, land developers, and private property owners).  Many jurisdictions have ordinances or laws addressing sidewalk maintenance.  However, the specificity and enforcement of these regulations vary widely.

In spite of these challenges, there are a number of jurisdictions using innovative practices to accomplish high-quality, cost-effective sidewalk maintenance.  For example, some communities have initiated cost-sharing arrangements with private property owners or have developed equipment, materials and procedures specifically designed for the sidewalk environment.   Unfortunately, much of the information about these policies, procedures, and equipment is not documented in the published literature.  

The proposed synthesis will identify sidewalk maintenance best practices and present them as a guidebook.  The guide would have three main elements: policies, procedures, and legal/risk management considerations.  The first element would provide examples and experiences from jurisdictions that have developed effective sidewalk maintenance policies in terms of responsibilities, enforcement, allocation of costs and related issues (e.g., dealing with utilities and private excavators).  While the focus will be on United States communities, effective policies from other countries may also be highlighted.  Background research should cover policies in New Hampshire that have been implemented following a court ruling that found local government policies requiring abutters to clear adjacent sidewalks were tantamount to an unconstitutional tax.  The second element would identify best practices in terms of inspection/monitoring programs, procedures for reporting problems, prioritizing maintenance needs, routine maintenance methods, identification of maintenance requirements for different types of sidewalk surfacing materials, classifying and prioritizing repairs, geographic/climatic differences in sidewalk maintenance, types of equipment used and other issues of this nature.  The third element would discuss how agencies address liability issues related to sidewalk maintenance and legal restrictions that may prevent certain types of policies and practices from being employed.  
This synthesis project would be accomplished by a critical review of published literature, an internet search, interviews with individuals from selected governmental entities and professional/technical associations and a survey instrument to be completed by representatives of jurisdictions with experience/information about sidewalk maintenance practices.  The review and survey will also identify potential topics for further research where best practices may not have developed, but are needed.
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