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Summary
The Recreation and Park Department (RPD) of the City and County of San Francisco (City) is
responsible for 220 parks in the City. While the RPD maintains most parks to a reasonably high
standard, some parks’ pathways pose safety hazards for park-goers. Currently, the RPD’s
website does not identify which parks have accessible pathways, nor do they specify the
condition of the pathway surfaces in the park description. This poses a challenge to park-goers
who may need this information for their personal safety. When planning a trip to visit a park,
park-goers make assumptions about its accessibility, but they are not able to check from the park
description before planning a trip. Every year, the City uses significant resources to evaluate its
parks and produce reports with parks’ feature scores, but these scores are not communicated to
the public on the RPD’s description for each park. In this report, the San Francisco Civil Grand
Jury (Jury) makes recommendations to the RPD about providing clear and comprehensive
information to the public regarding disability access and pathway surface conditions in terms of
safety for pedestrian traffic. The Jury also makes recommendations to improve the current parks’
evaluation system, so the RPD can better identify parks with poor surface conditions. By doing
so, the RPD can fix them in a timely manner to ensure everyone is able to safely enjoy a park in
the City, regardless of their physical conditions or limitations.
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Background
Ranging from the grand parks such as the iconic Golden Gate Park to tiny neighborhood gems
such as the Prentiss Mini Park, the 220 parks in the City are a crucial fixture in San Franciscans’
daily lives. In a dense city environment, parks are oases for all residents and should serve them
all equally. Any San Franciscan, no matter their age or physical condition, should be able to
enjoy a park nearby with the expectation that they are well maintained, fun, and safe.
Even though most parks are well maintained by the RPD, many pathways are in poor condition.
The photos in Figure 1 show a few examples of tripping hazards and surface defects on pathways
in the City’s parks. Poor surface conditions of pathways like these not only potentially cause
injuries and falls in the City’s parks that might lead to costly litigation, but they also create a
potential barrier to equitable access for all residents and visitors.
Figure 1. Defective Pathways in Buena Vista Park, Lincoln Park, and Brooks Park

An elderly individual using a walker or an individual using a wheelchair may want to avoid
parks whose pathways are in dangerous conditions like those shown in Figure 1, and more
importantly, they want to avoid a park that has no wheelchair access at all. However, it’s almost
impossible for them to easily find out about these conditions: they will not get such information
from the RPD’s website,1 or at the entrance to every park. For example, wheelchair users cannot
visit the Hyde and Vallejo Mini Park at all because there is no ramp available beside the concrete
stairs, but such information is not available at the RPD’s website, as shown in Figure 2.2

1

SF RPD Explore Our Parks: https://sfrecpark.org/384/EXPLORE-OUR-PARKS

2

Hyde and Vallejo Mini Park at RPD’s website: https://sfrecpark.org/Facilities/Facility/Details/Hyde-Vallejo-Mini-Park-174
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Figure 2. The Hyde & Vallejo Mini Park's Description at RPD's Website

In 2017 the RPD declared, “San Francisco became the first city in the nation where all residents
have access to a park within a 10-minute walk.”3 But for many, particularly for the disabled, the
elderly, parents with strollers, or anyone with a walking aid, finding a park to access can be
challenging. The RPD’s website does not indicate if and how each park is in compliance with the
Americans with Disabilities Act (ADA), nor does it contain information about the park’s surface
condition for pedestrian or wheelchair travel.4
The RPD routinely assesses its 220 parks, but the results from these evaluations are not
incorporated into each park's description on the website. In addition, the RPD’s evaluations do
not help create a functional RPD maintenance schedule. This disconnect can cause delays in

3

SF Recreation and Parks - About Us: https://sfrecpark.org/388/ABOUT-US

4

Parks and Facilities: https://sfrecpark.org/facilities
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fixing defective pathway surfaces. Furthermore, the RPD does not routinely survey surfaces for
ADA accessibility.

Methodology
The Jury interviewed City officials and employees from various departments, reviewed the ADA
requirements for public access, studied documents related to computing park maintenance
scores, examined Recreation and Park Commission meeting minutes, toured several parks to
look at pathways’ surface conditions, and researched the scoring system that evaluates parks.

Discussion and Analysis
ADA Access Information
For most parks, the ADA access information is not available at RPD’s website or at the park
entrances.
Since the ADA became law in 1990, the RPD has had a transition plan to identify issues in the
City’s parks regarding compliance with the law5. The last assessment analyzing all City parks’
accessibility according to ADA requirements was completed in 2016, and the results are not
readily available to the public because the assessment is not posted on the RPD’s website. The
RPD’s website for Hyde and Vallejo Mini Park, shown in Figure 2, is one of the many examples
showing why it is difficult for a park-goer to get information and choose a park wisely,
especially if the park is not wheelchair accessible.
The RPD should adopt an accessibility communication standard such as that used on the website
of California State Parks,6 which has pictorial symbols that clearly indicate the accessible
activities in their parks, as shown in Figure 5. The guidelines prepared by the State Parks
Department also give exact descriptions and specifications of accessibility. 7

5

Mayor’s Office on Disability, ADA Transition Plan, https://sfgov.org/mod/ada-transition-plan

6

Accessible Parks for All, https://www.parks.ca.gov/?page_id=21944

7

California State Parks Accessibility Guidelines:
https://www.parks.ca.gov/pages/21944/files/2015%20california%20state%20parks%20accessibility%20guidelines.pdf
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By adding these pictorial symbols to the RPD’s website in addition to text descriptions, the RPD
will provide easily available information to help park-goers easily choose a park that best suits
their needs.
Figure 3. Pictorial Symbols Used by State Park for Accessibility

Before 2020, the previous version of the RPD’s website included some accessibility information,
but this information is not currently included on the website. Furthermore, there is no process to
notify the public if a park which is known to be accessible has a temporary or ongoing
accessibility issue. Should someone with mobility issues wish to visit a park, often the only way
to get accessibility information is to make multiple phone calls to the RPD staff with direct
knowledge of that park. Accessibility information should be readily available, both at every
park’s entrance and on the RPD’s website.
Pathway Surface Condition Information
No one wants to trip and fall while walking in a park. The pathway surface condition in a park is
a critical factor to ensure the safety of park-goers. But currently, pathway surface conditions are
not available at the RPD’s website for each park.
8
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Because some defective pathway surfaces in the City’s parks do exist, as shown in Figure 1, it’s
crucial to identify them so that the RPD secures the necessary funds and prioritizes repairs. After
examining the RPD’s evaluations of pathway surfaces and reporting, the Jury discovered that the
RPD does not have a mechanism to mandate a repair of a defective pathway based on RPD’s
routine surveys. The main mechanism to report a pathway maintenance issue is through SF3118
and on an ad-hoc basis.
Evaluate Park Features with Park Scores
Let’s have a look at how currently the City evaluates its parks.
The San Francisco Charter Section F1.102 requires the Controller's Office to conduct an annual
performance audit of the City's park maintenance and cleaning operations. To do so, the RPD
conducts surveys each quarter for every park. Trained park surveyors fill out report cards for
each park in each of the 12 categories, called features, as shown in Figure 4.
Figure 4. The 12 Evaluated Park Features

8

SF311: https://sf311.org/
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These survey report cards are stored in a database, and then the Controller’s Office aggregates
the data and computes park maintenance scores, based on these report cards from four quarters,
and publishes an annual report.9 Even though these scores do not identify specific defective
pathways in a park, an overall low score reflects the poor health of a park. The Controller’s
Office has been using the overall park maintenance score as one parameter to gauge the City’s
parks, as stated in its latest annual report for Fiscal Year 2018-19: 10
“Since FY15, the citywide average park score has increased steadily, going from 86% in
FY15 to 92% in FY19.”
In addition to the overall scores, for each of the 12 features listed in Figure 4, the Controller’s
Office computes the feature scores for each park. The latest 2019 average scores are shown in
Figure 5.
Figure 5. Average 2019 Scores over 220 Parks for Each Feature

9

San Francisco Park Maintenance Scores: https://sfcontroller.org/park-scores

10

Park Maintenance Standards Annual Report (FY 2018-19): https://openbook.sfgov.org/webreports/details3.aspx?id=2777
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Although the park maintenance scores are available for each year,11 they are not displayed in a
park’s description at the RPD’s website. This disconnect not only fails to communicate with the
public about a park’s health, but it also undermines the usefulness of the park maintenance scores
produced by the Controller’s Office.
Hardscape – the Feature Matters to the Pathway Surface Condition
Is the RPD evaluating the surface conditions of a park’s pathway? Sort of, but not quite.
Among the 12 park features in Figure 4, only one feature, hardscape, is related to the surface
condition of a pathway for foot and wheelchair traffic, and none for ADA accessibility.
Hardscape refers to hard surfaces such as asphalt, concrete paved paths, or dirt hiking trails. The
evaluation of this Hardscape feature includes assessing 11 aspects, called Elements, as shown in
horizontal axis labels in Figure 6.
Figure 6. Hardscape Evaluations for Various Elements

11

San Francisco Park Maintenance Scores:
https://sfgov.maps.arcgis.com/apps/MapSeries/index.html?appid=04937b03318a44ae81d90c240de4e3d1
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As shown in Figure 6, in 2019, 17,922 survey report cards are entered for each element of the
Hardscape feature, and the figure shows how many report cards are recorded for each element.
Among them, only the three orange-colored elements (Paths & Plazas, Stairways, and Walkway
Clearance), 30% of them are related to the pathway surface condition.
Hardscape Score Is Inadequate
Is a Hardscape Score adequate to measure the surface condition of a park’s pathways? The
answer is no.
For a park-goer who is looking for information about the pathway surface condition, this
Hardscape score does not accurately give the answer. That’s because among the 11 elements
used to compute the Hardscape score, only three of them, Paths & Plazas, Stairways, and
Walkway Clearance, are directly related to the surface conditions for accessing the park. And the
conditions of the remaining eight elements have little impact on walking on the pathways. For
example, while graffiti or weeds on a pathway may make the path look unattractive, they don’t
affect mobility.
Currently, there is no score rating the surface condition of a park’s pathways, but just a score for
the overall Hardscape. Therefore, the Hardscape score is inadequate for measuring pathways’
surface conditions in a park. When a park’s Hardscape score is higher or lower than if it were
evaluating the pathway surface condition alone, it provides misguided information to the RPD
for setting maintenance priorities, and to the public about how safe its pathways are.
Introducing the Pathway Condition Feature As a Remedy
Of course, there are many new and better ways to evaluate parks such as reporting any particular
defective section of a pathway in a park. Taking the cost and the implementation into
consideration, the Jury recommends computing scores of each park for a newly defined feature,
Pathway Condition, as a remedy.
Even though there is no feature in the City’s evaluation in Figure 4 that directly assesses the
pathway conditions related to pedestrian and wheelchair traffic, a simple solution can change that
situation. The Jury recommends a new feature, Pathway Condition, and the Controller’s Office
12
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would compute the Pathway Condition score in their annual audit. This feature would be defined
by evaluating only three elements in the evaluations – Paths & Plazas, Walkway Clearance, and
Stairways – that are related to pedestrian or wheelchair traffic. This new Pathway Condition
feature score should be published along with the other 12 features in Figure 4. This new feature
score would better reflect the hard surface conditions for park-goers.
The Jury calculated the proposed Pathway Condition feature score by using the RPD’s report
cards for Hardscape. The difference between the Hardscape feature score and the Pathway
Condition score for a park can be substantially different. For example, as shown in Table 1, the
latest Hardscape score of Brooks Park (shown in Figure 1) published in 2019 is 74.6,12 Brooks
Park’s Pathway Condition score would be 41.7, which better reflects the poor surface conditions
of that park. On the other hand, Embarcadero Plaza’s Hardscape score is 68.8 in 2019, but its
Pathway Condition score would be 100, which better reflects that Embarcadero Plaza is a perfect
place to take a stroll.
Table 1. The Comparison between Hardscape Scores and Proposed Pathway Condition Scores
Park Name

Hardscape Score

Pathway Condition Score Difference

Brooks Park

74.6

41.7

-32.9

Buena Vista Park

81.7

75

-6.7

Lincoln Park

75

65

-10

Embarcadero Plaza

68.8

100

+31.2

Tie Pathway Condition Feature Score to Maintenance
To connect the pathway surface evaluations with the maintenance operations, the RPD should set
a baseline for the proposed Pathway Condition feature scores and adjust RPD’s priority to bring
all parks’ Pathway Condition feature scores above that threshold.
If any park’s Pathway Condition feature score falls below the set baseline, the RPD should give
priority to fixing the surface of that park’s pathway and bring that park’s Pathway Condition
feature score above the baseline within a reasonable time, such as two years. This mechanism
12

San Francisco Park Maintenance Scores:
https://sfgov.maps.arcgis.com/apps/MapSeries/index.html?appid=04937b03318a44ae81d90c240de4e3d1
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will establish an administrative protocol to systematically identify a park that needs pathway
repair.
For example, based on computations performed by the Jury, among the 220 parks, 25% of them
(55 parks) have Pathway Condition feature scores below 74.4 in 2019. A realistic baseline may
be set at 75 or 80, to ensure that at least 75% of the 220 parks are in a reasonably good condition
for pedestrian and wheelchair traffic.
Provide Feature Scores on RPD’s Website
A park’s evaluation scores may be useful and relevant only if they are displayed at each park’s
description on the RPD’s website.
Every year, the City uses significant resources to evaluate its parks and produce reports with
parks’ feature scores. Yet, these feature scores are not displayed as part of each park’s
description at the RPD’s website, as shown in the example in Figure 2. That disconnect not only
fails to communicate with the public about a park’s health, but it also undermines the usefulness
of the park feature maintenance scores produced by the Controller’s Office. The Jury
recommends that the RPD incorporate the latest park feature scores13 into the RPD’s description
of each park on its website, in addition to accessibility information for the disabled. Once the
Pathway Condition Feature scores are calculated, those should also be included in each park’s
description.
Conclusion
To help the RPD provide equitable access to all, the Jury makes recommendations in this report
to improve RPD’s website by providing informative descriptions about the surface conditions of
each parks’ pathway and the level of ADA accessibility. The Jury also recommends a structural
modification of the existing park evaluation system so that park reports would also reflect
pathway surface conditions and make such evaluation information available to the public.

13

San Francisco Park Maintenance Scores:
https://sfgov.maps.arcgis.com/apps/MapSeries/index.html?appid=04937b03318a44ae81d90c240de4e3d1
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Furthermore, the Jury makes a recommendation that the RPD link a park’s pathway maintenance
to its evaluation.
The City’s 220 parks are beloved treasures in this beautiful city, and they are invaluable
resources for peoples’ daily lives. Parks allow residents and visitors to connect with natural
wonders and open space. Parks need to be safe and welcoming and bring people together. The
Jury hopes the recommendations in this report will improve safety and accessibility for parkgoers, by giving the public a better way to find out about pathway conditions and providing
better communication about parks’ accessibility. These changes will enhance the park experience
for users and make the parks more accessible, equitable, and enjoyable for all.
Findings and Recommendations
Finding
F1

Published Hardscape feature
scores for the City’s parks fail to
reflect the true surface
conditions of pathways for
pedestrian and wheelchair
traffic, thus providing misguided
information to the RPD for
setting maintenance priorities,
and to the public about a park’s
accessibility.

Recommendation
R1.1

The Jury recommends the Controller’s
Office create a Pathway Condition
feature from existing park scoring
systems that specifically assesses
pathway surface conditions by
December 31, 2022.

R1.2

The Jury recommends the RPD set a
baseline for the Pathway Condition
scores defined in R1.1 by March 31,
2023.

R1.3

If a park's Pathway Condition score falls
below the baseline defined in R1.2, the
Jury recommends the RPD improve that
park’s pathway to raise this score to be
above the baseline within a reasonable
time.

15

Safe and Accessible Parks for All

Finding

Recommendation

F2

The RPD doesn’t integrate the
park scores into each park’s
description.

R2

The Jury recommends the RPD
incorporate the most recent park feature
scores under each park’s description on
the RPD’s website by December 31,
2022.

F3

The RPD fails to provide park
accessibility information on
RPD’s website and at all park
entrances.

R3.1

The Jury recommends the RPD include
accessibility information on the RPD’s
website by July 1, 2023.

R3.2

The Jury recommends the RPD post
accessibility information at all park
entrances by July 1, 2024.

Required Responses
Pursuant to California Penal Code Section 933 and Section 933.05, the Jury requests the
following responses.
● From the Board of Supervisors within 90 days:
Findings: 1, 2, 3
Recommendations: 1.1, 1.2, 1.3, 2, 3.1, 3.2

Invited Responses
The Jury requests the following responses from these city agencies.
● From the Controller’s Office within 60 days:
Findings: 1
Recommendations: 1.1
● From the Recreation and Park Department within 60 days:
Findings: 1, 2, 3
Recommendations: 1.1, 1.2, 1.3, 2, 3.1, 3.2
● From the Recreation and Park Commission within 60 days:
16
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Findings: 1, 2, 3
Recommendations: 1.1, 1.2, 1.3, 2, 3.1, 3.2
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