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CONSENT CALENDAR
April 11, 2023

To: Members of the Berkeley City Council

From: Councilmember Mark Humbert (Author)
Councilmember Rigel Robinson (co-sponsor)

Subject: Budget Referral: Fully fund the City’s 50-50 Sidewalk Repair Program

RECOMMENDATION
Refer $2.2 million to the FY 24 Mid-Biennial Budget Update for the purpose of fully 
funding clearance of the existing backlog in Berkeley’s 50-50 Sidewalk Repair Program. 
Refer an additional $1 million per year (above the existing $1 million baseline funding 
for sidewalk repair) to future budget processes to ensure all of Berkeley’s sidewalks are 
kept in a state of good repair.

SUMMARY
Providing safe, passable sidewalks is one of the most basic functions of any City 
government. The City’s 50-50 sidewalk repair program splits sidewalk repair costs 50-
50 between the City and property owners. Although Berkeley has made progress in 
addressing cracked and uneven sidewalks, there is a significant backlog of 
maintenance requests in the 50-50 repair program. It is estimated that $2.2 million 
would be necessary to clear this backlog. It is further estimated that an additional $1 
million per year in regular sidewalk maintenance funding (in addition to the current $1 
million baseline) would be necessary to avoid the creation of a new backlog. Repairing 
Berkeley’s sidewalks more expeditiously has the potential to save the City money in the 
long run and help fulfill the City’s mobility, equity, and climate action goals.

FINANCIAL IMPLICATIONS
$2.2 million in General Fund impacts in the first year (FY 24), decreasing to an 
additional $1 million in General Fund impacts annually (above current baseline) 
thereafter.

Due to the nature of the backlog and the City's practice of contracting with outside firms 
for repair, it is expected that these amounts will allow the 50-50 program to easily scale 
up without requiring significant additional staff time or additional hires.

BACKGROUND
Property owners in Berkeley are responsible for maintaining the sidewalks adjacent to 
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their property in a safe condition, including repairing cracks, deterioration, and other 
damage. (BMC 16.04.010) To repair a damaged sidewalk, property owners can choose 
to hire a contractor at their own cost, or request support from the City in repairing the 
sidewalk through the 50-50 program. The City will perform the repair, then bill the 
property owner for half the cost. City staff review requests to be added to the 50-50 
program. If a request is approved, the City adds the property owner to a waitlist. Being 
on the waitlist does not relieve property owners of their responsibility to maintain a safe 
and usable sidewalk.

CURRENT SITUATION AND ITS EFFECTS
Berkeley’s Measure T1 has provided additional funding for sidewalk repairs through the 
City’s 50-50 program. This has allowed the City to make progress on the sidewalk repair 
backlog, reducing it from over ten years to perhaps 3–4 years.1 However, an estimated 
350–450 properties remain on the waitlist, with new properties being added each year. 
This results in a significant number of sidewalks remaining uncomfortable or even 
potentially hazardous for pedestrians longer than they should.

RATIONALE FOR RECOMMENDATION
Fixing damaged sidewalks is something the City must do eventually, and doing so 
sooner has the potential to save City resources. Although owners are responsible under 
state and local law for maintaining sidewalks adjacent to their properties and can be 
legally liable in the event someone is injured, “trip and falls” remain a significant source 
of claims against the City, costing staff time and sometimes settlement money—even if 
a court might hypothetically not ultimately find the City liable. Additionally, regardless of 
who may be liable, injuries resulting from poor pavement conditions are a burden on 
those who experience the injury, the medical system, and economic productivity.

Damaged sidewalks are also a deterrent to walking and other forms of alternative 
transportation and tend to have an outsized effect on the mobility of seniors and people 
with disabilities. Poor quality sidewalks are difficult to safely navigate, present greater 
dangers for at-risk groups, and thus discourage people and certain populations in 
particular from walking for pleasure or everyday tasks.

Front-loading these fixes and then consistently providing the resources to ensure 
sidewalks remain in a state of good repair can allow residents and the City to enjoy 
greater benefits and overall cost savings over time. Given that the City will presumably 
need to eventually fix these sidewalks anyway, the difference in total direct costs over 

1 “Berkeley’s sidewalk repair backlog is shrinking,” Berkeleyside, Dec. 26, 2022, 
https://www.berkeleyside.org/2022/12/26/berkeleys-sidewalk-repair-backlog-is-shrinking 
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the long run would be negligible. Moreover, as with roads, sidewalk repair costs tend to 
compound over time (with early interventions preventing more expensive future 
failures). Frontloading these repairs could actually result in overall direct cost savings. 

ENVIRONMENTAL SUSTAINABILITY AND CLIMATE IMPACTS
Because this item is fundamentally about accelerating planned repairs to existing 
infrastructure rather than expanding infrastructure, this item is not anticipated to result in 
direct sustainability or climate impacts above and beyond what is already anticipated 
from planned maintenance/repair.

However, this action has the potential to indirectly improve sustainability and climate 
action outcomes by encouraging alternatives to driving. In the Climate Action Plan and 
Resilience Update originally planned to be presented by staff at Council’s March 14th, 
2023 meeting2, it was reported that transportation accounted for nearly half of 
Berkeley’s greenhouse gas (GHG) emissions in 2020. Given that use of transportation 
in general was down significantly in 2020 as a result of the pandemic, it’s reasonable to 
assume that the proportion of Berkeley’s GHG emissions attributable to transportation 
has risen again—perhaps to the roughly 60% that had been seen in the times prior to 
the pandemic. This expectation is consistent with the conclusions of the staff report. 
Since transportation generates such a large proportion of Berkeley’s GHG emissions 
and since walking is a low-emissions form of mobility, encouraging more walking by 
ensuring that sidewalks are safe and pleasant to use can help reduce GHG emissions 
from transportation in Berkeley.

Encouraging walking in this way is also consistent with Berkeley’s Climate Action Plan 
and its Electric Mobility Roadmap, both of which seek to reduce reliance on automotive 
transportation and instead encourage alternatives like walking, biking, transit, and 
electric micro-mobility devices. Since people on bikes, scooters, and transit are also 
likely to be pedestrians for some portion of their journey, sidewalk conditions are very 
important to their safety, comfort, and willingness to use these non-car mobility options.

CONTACT PERSON
Councilmember Mark Humbert District 8 510-981-7180

ATTACHMENTS

1. City of Berkeley Sidewalk Repair Page

2 Climate Action Plan and Resilience Update, Berkeley City Council, March 14, 2023 
https://berkeleyca.gov/sites/default/files/documents/2023-03-
14%20Item%2023%20Climate%20Action%20Plan.pdf
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2. Berkeleyside Story - Berkeley’s sidewalk repair backlog is shrinking
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