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FINDINGS:  CURB MEASUREMENTS  

 Curb cuts for private driveways appropriate public parking space for exclusive 

access to private driveways and garages. In order to quantify this appropriation of space, I 

measured the total curbside and curb cut spaces for all four sides of ten blocks of census 

block group 228.032 (see chapter on Methodology). On average, driveway curb cuts 

consumed 30.2% of the total curbside space available for parking. 

 However, due to the placement of garages, the net effect of a sidewalk bisected by 

driveways is much more significant in terms of the total number of curbside parking 

spaces lost. Of the 40 block segments measured, the insertion of driveway cuts resulted in 

an average 41% reduction in public curbside parking spaces because many residual 

spaces are too short for most automobiles. See Table 5.3. This decrease in parking spaces 

ranged from a 13% decrease on a block of Harrison Street (a block with angled and 

parallel parking, and few garages) to a 72% decrease in parking spaces on the south side 

of Twenty-Second Street between Hampshire and York Streets. See Map 5.12.  Twelve 

of the 40 block segments measured had a decrease of 50% or more in total number of 

parking spaces due to garage additions.  

 Out of 878 potential parking spaces, a combined total of 356 parking spaces were 

lost to driveway curb cuts, a decrease of 41%. As mentioned in the Building Survey 

Findings section, the 2000 census for this block group reports an aggregate 883 vehicles 

available. Garages have clearly very significantly decreased on-street parking 
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opportunities; in theory, all but five automobiles on this block group could have parked 

on the street simultaneously if garages had not been added
49

.   

 Further analysis and the implications of this very significant loss of public 

parking, is discussed further in the following Discussion chapter. 

 

Street 
segment 

Parking 
spaces 

Parking if 
no garage 

Percent 
decrease 

Alabama 20 33 -40% 

22nd 6 12 -50% 

Florida 19 32 -40% 

21st 8 12 -32% 

Block total 53 89 -40% 

Harrison 20 32 -37% 

22nd 6 12 -50% 

Alabama 18 32 -44% 

21st 9 12 -27% 

Block total 53 88 -40% 

Bryant 14 31 -55% 

21
st
 8 12 -33% 

Florida 13 32 -59% 

22nd 8 11 -27% 

Block total 43 86 -50% 

York 14 32 -56% 

22nd 7 12 -42% 

Hampshire 22 31 -29% 

21st 5 12 -58% 

Block total 48 87 -45% 

Harrison* 26 30 -13% 

23rd 8 12 -33% 

Alabama 13 27 -52% 

22nd 10 12 -17% 

Block total 57 81 -30% 

Alabama 19 32 -41% 

23rd  5 12 -58% 

Florida 22 32 -31% 

22nd 7 12 -42% 

                                                 
49

 However, the constriction of on-street parking opportunities likely has also limited demand. 
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Street 
segment 

Parking 
spaces 

Parking if 
no garage 

Percent 
decrease 

Block total 53 88 -40% 

Florida 19 32 -41% 

23rd 10 13 -23% 

Bryant* 12 25 -52% 

22nd 6 12 -50% 

Block Total 47 82 -43% 

York 18 32 -44% 

23rd 7 11 -36% 

Hampshire 15 31 -52% 

22nd 4 14 -71% 

Block total 44 88 -50% 

Bryant* 24 35 -32% 

23rd 9 12 -25% 

York 20 31 -35% 

22nd 10 12 -17% 

Block total 63 90 -30% 

Bryant* 26 43 -40% 

22nd 7 12 -42% 

York 20 32 -38% 

21st 8 12 -33% 
Total / 

Average 522 878 -41% 

 

Table 5.3  Per block net parking loss due to private driveway curb cuts. Blocks with a * indicate a 

combination of parallel, angled, or perpendicular parking spaces. 
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Map 5.13  The presence of driveway curb cuts significantly decreased the number of on-street parking spaces. Blocks with few 

garages and adjacent non-residential land uses, generally lost the lowest percentage of on-street parking spaces.  Blocks with  many 

residential garages and high percentages of single-family units commonly lost more than 50% of its on-street parking spaces. 
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FINDINGS:  SPATIAL EXTENT OF AUTOMOBILITY 

GIS analysis of existing street space reveals the extent of public space dedicated 

to automobility. A full 21.3% of the land surface within the study area is street space 

dedicated to automobiles. This is street roadway space only; it does not include the 

pedestrian space of sidewalks. Parking lots and large parking garages increase the total 

surface land devoted to automobiles to 27.3%. See Figure 5.28. The spatial area of front 

yards replaced with driveways is estimated at 217,900 square feet, or 1.3% of land within 

the study area. Private garage spaces consume an estimated 404,800 square feet, or 2.5% 

of the total study area land. A total of 32.1% of the study area’s surface land is dedicated 

to roadway space, surface parking lots, parking garages, gas stations, auto repair shops, 

driveways, and residential garage space. See Map 5.13. Public parks, by comparison, 

make up just 2% of the total area within the study area.   

Southworth and Ben-Joseph (2003) estimated that nearly half of all urban areas in 

the United States are devoted to street space, including sidewalks. In a dense, built-out 

pre-automobile suburb such as the Mission District the relatively high proportion of space 

dedicated to automobiles (excluding sidewalks) provides multiple opportunities for new 

types of public spaces. 
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Map 5.14 Spaces dedicated to automobiles include streets (excluding sidewalks), parking lots, parking garages, auto repair  

spaces and gas stations. 
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5.28 Parking lots on Capp Street.  During my field observations, I rarely saw more than a dozen 

automobiles parked in the 103-space parking lot on the right.  A half-block row of pre-1900 Victorian 

flats, similar to those visible across the street, were razed to make room for the parking lot. Photos by 

Mary Brown 

 

Measurements of curb width also confirm the preferential dedication of 

automobile space over pedestrian space
50

. Some sidewalks’ width was cut nearly in half 

in order to accommodate additional space for automobiles. For example, the heavily used 

sidewalks on Potrero Avenue, were cut from 16 feet to just 8.5 feet, significantly 

diminishing space for pedestrian travel, while allowing for five lanes of vehicular traffic 

and two lanes for parking
51

. On Potrero Avenue, pedestrian sidewalk space accounts of 

just 18% of total street space. Several north/south residential streets had both wide 

sidewalks (15 feet) and narrow streets (30 feet), resulting in a 50% ratio of street to 

sidewalk space. See Table 5.4.  However, on Valencia and Twenty-Fourth Streets, 

                                                 
50

 See the Historical Context section of the Study Area chapter for more background of cutting back of 

sidewalks. 
51

 The exact year that the Potrero Avenue and Valencia Street sidewalks were narrowed is unknown. The 

Major Streets Report of San Francisco lists the total width of the Potrero Street sidewalks as 32’ and 

Valencia Street sidewalks as 30’ wide. (Dohrmann 1928). 
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commercial streets with very high volumes of pedestrian traffic, the sidewalks were cut 

back to 10 feet and 12.5 feet respectively
52

. The Mission Street commercial corridor 

retained its 15 feet sidewalks. As noted in the Study Area chapter, sidewalks on Capp, 

Bartlett (between 21
st
 and 22

nd
 Streets), and Guerrero Streets were narrowed in order to 

provide extra capacity for automobiles.  

The widening of Cesar Chavez Street represents the most extreme example of 

conversion to automobility
53

. The sidewalks were narrowed to 7-10 feet and private 

property condemned in order to widen the total street space to 100 feet
54

.  Apartments 

and houses were removed entirely or moved further back on shrinking lots, in order to 

increase vehicle capacity to six travel lanes and two lanes of parking. See Figure 5.29. 

Today, sidewalks on Cesar Chavez Street comprise just 18%-25% of total street space, 

although drivers routinely encroach upon the remaining narrow sidewalks by parking in 

driveways or halfway on the sidewalk in order to avoid getting side-swiped.  

                                                 
52

 The sidewalks on Valencia Street were narrowed by 5’ on each side sometime after Dohrmann’s (1928) 

Major Streets Report and are therefore likely, though not confirmed, to have been reconfigured to 

accommodate automobiles, rather than streetcars. 
53

  The widening of Cesar Chavez Street (then called Army Street) occurred in two stages. The first stage 

occurred in the late 1930s, when building permit records from 1938 show residences, such the house at 

3012 Army Street, were moved back to conform to the new property line.  According to Department of 

Public Works Subdivision Maps, the remaining section of Cesar Chavez Street was widened to 100 feet in 

1953.  
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5.29 This newspaper photograph of Cesar Chavez 

Street (then Army Street) looking west to Harrison 

Street shows the significant amount of space 

converted for automobile use. The accompanying 

caption from the March 13, 1940 News Call 

Bulletin reads "The motorist moves nicely along 

widened Army Street – until he reaches Harrison. 

Then Army narrows into an alley-like street.”   

Source: San Francisco History Center, San 

Francisco Public Library 

   

 

 

Street 
Sidewalk Width 

(in feet) 
Street Width* 

(in feet) 

Street and 
Sidewalk 
(in feet) 

% Space for 
Sidewalks 

20th  15 34 64 47% 

21st   15 34 64 47% 
22nd   west of South 
Van Ness 12 40 64 38% 

22nd   east of South 
Van Ness 15 34 64 47% 

23
rd

   15 34 64 47% 

24
th
   12 40 64 38% 

25
th
   15 34 64 47% 

26
th
   15 34 64 47% 

26
th
   east of Mission 12 40 64 38% 

Cesar Chavez west 
of York 10 80 100 25% 

Cesar Chavez east 
of York** 7 85 100 18% 
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Street 
Sidewalk Width 

(in feet) 
Street Width* 

(in feet) 

Street and 
Sidewalk 
(in feet) 

% Space for 
Sidewalks 

Cesar Chavez east 
of Hampshire 9 freeways 

 
 

Valencia 10 62 82 24% 

Bartlett* 15 30 60 50% 

Mission 15 52 82 37% 

Capp 9 42 60 30% 

South Van Ness  12 58 82 29% 

Shotwell   15 30 60 50% 

Folsom   15 52 82 37% 

Treat   15 30 60 50% 

Harrison   15 52 82 37% 

Alabama  15 30 60 50% 

Florida  15 30 60 50% 

Bryant 15 54 84 36% 

York 15 30 60 50% 

Hampshire 12 36 60 40% 

Potrero 9 82 100 18% 

* Street space excludes sidewalks. 

** The sidewalk on the south side of this section of Cesar Chavez Street is 8 feet. 

*** Bartlett Street sidewalk narrows to 8 feet midway down the block to Cesar Chavez. 
 

Table 5.4  Street and sidewalk width within study area. 

 

As these findings reveal, the increasing spatial extent of automobility, the 

privatization of curb space in order to accommodate private driveway curb cuts, the 

widening of streets to increase automobile traffic capacity, and the modification of the 

architectural landscape, combined, have reconfigured the built environment in order to 

accommodate and facilitate automobility. In the following section, I explore the 

implications of this shift to automobility, examine current challenges to the obduracy of 

current street function, discuss the claims to public space, include proposals to reduce the 

disparity in access to parking spaces, and suggest new uses for public street space. 


