
Reference Guide: 
Modification of Sidewalks and Safety Buffers 
The Planning and Development Department 
 

Overview 

This guide is intended for reference only. Sidewalk standards modification requests are often unique 
and may have requirements and conditions not anticipated by this guide. For questions about sidewalks, 
please contact pd.sidewalkandrealm@houstontx.gov or the Planner of the Day at 832-394-8849. 

On October 1, 2020, the Planning and Development Department began reviewing sidewalks and safety 
buffers for new construction, renovation, conversion, and addition projects along public streets in 
Houston. The Office of City Engineers reviews the engineering details while the Planning department 
reviews location and widths. These changes were implemented to: 

• Streamline the permitting process, provide clarity and flexibility on when and where sidewalks 
are required 

• Improve walkability and pedestrian safety in Houston 
• Support the Vision Zero goal of ending roadway deaths and serious injuries by 2030. 

A sidewalk standards modification allows you to request to build a narrower sidewalk or safety buffer 
than would otherwise be required by the city ordinance (Sec. 40-550). In certain cases, a modification 
may allow an applicant to build no sidewalk when doing so would be infeasible, dangerous, or 
unreasonably costly. 

Projects that require sidewalks 

• New sidewalks or repaired/replaced sidewalk segments 20 feet or longer 
• New single-family homes 
• New commercial development or new residential developments requiring platting 
• New parking lots, additions of 10 or more spaces, or lot reconstruction affecting 10 or more 

spaces or 25% of the total parking lot area 
• Off-site parking facilities that require new pedestrian paths 
• Alterations to commercial or multi-family buildings along Transit-Oriented Development or 

Walkable Places streets that involve additions of 250 square feet or more, or 25% of the building 
footprint 

(Sec. 40-552 b) 

Deadlines 

The sidewalk standards modification team reviews applications on Wednesdays. Applications must be 
submitted no later than Tuesday by noon. to be reviewed the same week. 

Applications are reviewed in the order they are received. City ordinance caps review time at a maximum 
of 10-15 business days once a complete application has been accepted (Sec. 40-550). 

Submittal requirements 

To file an application, download the form from the Planning and Development Department website at 
http://www.houstontx.gov/planning/Forms (Application for Modification of Sidewalk Standards) and 
complete the following steps. 
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Step 1: Submit package 

1. Download the application form  
2. Fill out the application form, providing supporting documentation 

• Site plan showing width and location of proposed sidewalk and safety buffer as well as 
other existing and proposed features in the right-of-way (required) 

• Photos (optional) 
• Street views (optional) 
• Deed restrictions (optional) 
• HOA rules (optional) 

3. Submit the form to pd.sidewalkandrealm@houstontx.gov or at the Houston Permitting Center, 
1002 Washington Ave., Third Floor. 

Step 2: Pay fee if applicable 

Pay the non-refundable $1,174.46 review fee if necessary. The section on Frequently Asked Questions in 
this guide and section two of the application for modification of sidewalk standards clarify when this fee 
applies. If payment is required, applicants will receive a sales order once their application has been 
deemed complete. 

Step 3: Application review 

Sidewalk standards modification requests undergo review by the Planning and Development 
Department as well as the Office of City Engineers and the Mayor’s Office for People with Disabilities.  

Applications should be reviewed in a maximum of 10-15 business days depending on the type of 
modification being proposed (Sec. 40-553 b). Staff will reach out to applicants if more information is 
needed. 

Step 4: ProjectDox review 

After the applicant has received an approved modification and uploaded it to the “planning” folder in 
ProjectDox, the normal review process for the project involving a sidewalk standards modification can 
proceed. 

If an application for a sidewalk standards modification is rejected, the drawings will need to be revised 
to show the required sidewalk and safety buffer and uploaded to the appropriate folders in ProjectDox 
for further review. 

Tips for filling out the application 

• The City Council district can be found at http://mycity.houstontx.gov/houstonmapviewer by 
searching for the property address in the box at the top left of the page and referencing the Council 
District designation in the box that appears on the map. 
 

• If the property abuts more than one street, make sure to list all the streets that will require a 
modification in the spaces provided. Leave any extra spots in this section blank. 
 

• Part one of the “Statement of Facts” section asks for justification for a sidewalk standards 
modification. Approval will require proof that existing paths already provide safe pedestrian access 
OR that existing conditions would make a sidewalk unsafe or infeasible OR that the cost of building 
the required sidewalk exceeds 50% of the total project cost. At least one of these must apply, 
although more than one may be included in the application. 
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• Parts two and three of the “Statement of Facts” section require written confirmation that the 
applicant did not create the conditions that require a sidewalk standards modification, and that 
approving a modification would meet the larger intent of the city’s sidewalk ordinance to improve 
safety, connectivity, and walkability. Both must apply. 

Definitions  

Back-of-curb - the lateral line of a roadway measured from the back of the roadway's curb nearest the 
property line. 

Public street - a public right-of-way, however designated, dedicated or acquired, that provides access to 
adjacent property. 

Safety buffer - the area between the back-of-curb or the roadway, and the edge of the sidewalk nearest 
the back-of-curb or the roadway. 

Sidewalk - a publicly accessible firm-and-stable-surfaced path that is improved and designed for or is 
ordinarily used by pedestrians. 

Site plan – a detailed, graphical representation of the arrangement of buildings, parking and loading 
facilities, driveways and other improvements on a tract of land. 

Walkable Places Plan (WPP) street – The Walkable Places Plan designates certain areas such as 
Midtown, Hogan-Lorraine Street, and Emancipation Avenue for enhanced pedestrian safety and comfort 
features to boost walkability in the city. Special sidewalk and safety buffer rules may apply. 

Transit-Oriented Development (TOD) street – Streets close to certain areas with high-quality public 
transit facilities are subject to special sidewalk and safety buffer rules in order to facilitate pedestrian 
access to transit in the city. 

Frequently asked questions 

When is the $1,174.46 fee required? 

Applications that propose both a sidewalk and a safety buffer, even if they are somewhat narrower than 
the widths otherwise required, are not subject to the $1,174.46 fee. If no sidewalk is being proposed, or 
if there is a sidewalk being proposed without a safety buffer, the fee will apply. 

It is important to note that this is an application fee, not a fee in lieu of compliance. It does not 
guarantee that an application for sidewalk standards modification will be approved. 

What are the exceptions to sidewalk requirements?  

New sidewalks are typically not required in the following situations: 

• When existing sidewalks are in good condition and meet city standards (Sec. 40-555). This 
includes existing sidewalks with no safety buffer, so long as the width of the sidewalk meets the 
current requirements 

• On private streets 
• Along grade-separated freeways without at-grade frontage roads 
• Along limited-access roads with unsafe or infeasible conditions (as determined by city staff). 
• When the cost of building a sidewalk is more than 50% of the total project cost, with exceptions 

for the Central Business District and Walkable Places, Transit-Oriented Development, and 
Transit Corridor streets 

• Along streets in the Fourth Ward  



• Along unconstructed streets that are not part of a new development and can be confirmed by 
the city engineer as not being part of any other planned capital projects or improvements. 

(Sec. 40-554 c) 

What are some common situations that DO NOT qualify for an exemption? 

Sidewalks must be provided even in cases in which there are no other sidewalks on the street, and in 
cases in which existing obstacles such as trees or ditches would require a narrower or partially re-routed 
sidewalk. Existing ditches or obstacles can serve as evidence to support a sidewalk standards 
modification but still require an approved modification for the rest of the project to proceed. 

Deed restrictions and HOA rules apply to private property. Because sidewalks are built in the city right-
of-way, these restrictions often do not apply and sidewalks and safety buffers may still be required. 

How can I find out what kind of street (i.e. local street, major thoroughfare) my property fronts? 

Applicants can find out what kind of street they are on by visiting 
http://mycity.houstontx.gov/houstonmapviewer.  

• Click the tab to Select Layers and tick the boxes for Transportation and Planning and 
Development.  

• Click the + by Transportation and tick the box for Major Thoroughfare Plans (MTFP).  
• Click the + by Planning and Development and tick the boxes for Transit Corridor Streets, 

Walkable Places Streets, and TOD Streets. 
• Type in the address of the property in the search box at the top.  
• If there is no colored line in the streets bordering the property, then they are local streets. If a 

colored line appears, click it and look for the information in the Road Class section.  
• Some streets may have more than one classification indicated by the note (1 of X) in the upper 

left hand of the box that appears when the colored line is clicked. Click the arrow in the upper 
right hand of the box to see additional information.  

What happens if my application is denied? 

A denied application typically means that the full sidewalk and safety buffer standards must be met.  

Applicants may submit new sidewalk standards modification requests containing additional supporting 
information if the first request is denied, but this does not ensure a different outcome. Additional details 
are provided in a letter sent to applicants. 
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