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EXECUTIVE SUMMARY

T was completed for the New York City Department of Transportation (NYC DOT), the agen-
cy that operates and maintains the public rights-of-way in New York City, including streets, sidewalks, 

bridges, tunnels, and more. Among its many responsibilities, NYC DOT manages curbs, deciding who can 
use them, when they can do so, what rules govern that usage, and how much (if anything) it might cost. 

THE PROBLEM: DEMAND FOR THE CURB IS DYNAMIC AND GROWING. THE SUPPLY IS FINITE.

NYC DOT’s curbs – all 11,468 miles of them – are an incredible asset. It is on the curb that New Yorkers can 
catch a bus, hail a cab, park a car, lock up a bike, drop off  a package, grab a bite to eat, and so much more. 
The humble curb can enable commerce, movement, recreation, beautifi cation, and access to the infi nite 
opportunities in a city as vast as New York. Yet while the potential uses of the 
curb are almost infi nite, the supply is not.

I explore three facets of that underlying problem in this report.

I. Relative to the demand, a disproportionate share of NYC’s curb 
space is free parking. The two thirds or more of curbs available as free 
parking provide a signifi cant benefi t to the individuals who can take 
advantage of it. However, free parking also has negative consequences 
for the rest of the city’s residents, including emissions, deaths from ve-
hicle collisions, and inadequate access for the many New Yorkers who 
rely on other modes like biking, walking, and public transit.

II. Curb space in New York City is increasingly contested. As new trans-
portation modes like ride-hailing have dramatically grown, the de-
mands on the curb have become even greater. The Department must 
weigh whether to allocate space on the curb to any of the many possi-
ble uses, old and new alike.

III. Changing the allocation of the curb is diffi  cult. Because the curb is 
so valued, people who benefi t from the status quo loudly oppose any 
changes to curb space allocation. Even when offi  cials successfully re-
purpose free parking into another curb use like bike lanes or loading 
zones, they face challenges of enforcement, evaluation, and scaling.

RECOMMENDATIONS: NYC DOT CAN REALLOCATE CURBS TO INCREASE PUBLIC VALUE.

I identify three categories of recommendations for NYC DOT.

First, NYC DOT should more systematically evaluate one use of the 
curb against another. Even with signifi cant gaps in the data, offi  -
cials can evaluate the impacts diff erent curb uses have on mobility, 
health, safety, environmental sustainability, and economic vitality. 
These comparisons provide useful insights and should inform inter-
nal agency deliberations over where, and how, to allocate the curb. 
I propose an illustrative framework, focusing on six uses of the curb, 
evaluated in neighborhoods across the city’s fi ve boroughs. There 

METHODOLOGY

This report’s qualita-
tive fi ndings are based 
on twenty interviews 

with US transportation 
professionals in New 

York City and elsewhere, 
as well as a review of 

curb management best 
practices.

Quantitative fi ndings 
rely on extensive anal-

yses of existing curb 
allocation inventories, 
NYC travel patterns, 

neighborhood-level data 
from the US Census, and 

observational data on 
curb-usage patterns.

Recommendation 1 in Practice: NYC 
DOT should use a systematic frame-
work to inform agency deliberations 
and messaging. While free parking 
leads to negative outcomes across 
neighborhoods, uses such as waste 
collection are valuable in high-densi-
ty areas like Morris Heights but not in 
less dense areas like St. George.
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are crucial diff erences in these costs and benefi ts, as well as their distribution, between diff erent parts of 
the city, with uses like waste collection having greater value in dense contexts but uses like Neighborhood 
Loading Zones having high value across the city.

Second, NYC DOT should allocate its curbs to maximize the usage of 
this valuable asset. Using the framework of this report, I identify strat-
egies the Department can use to combine curb uses in ways that maxi-
mize benefi ts. These include locating on-street bike parking at the end 
of the block to increase visibility in intersections for pedestrians and 
drivers alike. I also identify curb uses, like pick-up and drop-off  zones, 
that provide high numbers of uses per foot of allocated space, as well 
as demand management strategies to mitigate against any reductions 
in parking availability.

Third, NYC DOT can take actions today that will increase the likelihood 
of success when reallocating the curb. The Department can make more 
non-parking uses of the curb into standard operating practices, lever-
aging the examples of curb-prioritization hierarchies in Seattle and San 
Francisco. This would minimize the threshold required to implement 
a new policy, while also providing offi  cials with greater support when 
making the case for a reallocation opposed by a vocal minority. NYC 
DOT can also design its curb use practices in ways that increase their 
enforceability, such as by standardizing policies and minimizing unnec-
essary complexity. Finally, NYC DOT should strive to collect additional 
data on existing curb usage. This would enable evaluations of current 
practices and allow the Department to better understand the impacts 
of changes when they are made.

CONCLUSION: THE REWARDS OF REALLOCATING THE CURB ARE WORTH THE EFFORT.

New York City, like many of its peer cities around the globe, aims to reduce carbon emissions, improve safe-
ty, and enable mobility and commerce. NYC DOT has an integral role to play in each of these objectives 
through its stewardship of the city's curbs. However, managing the curb toward those goals is challenging. 
The emergence of new transportation modes like ride-hailing and shared bicycles have placed increased 
strain on an already contested space. The potential deployment of tomorrow’s transportation technologies, 
such as autonomous vehicles, could make that contest even greater.

Without large-scale reforms, free parking will almost certainly continue to be a predominant use of the 
NYC’s curbs in the coming years. Even without making such wholesale changes, though, the Department 
can and should strive to shift the balance, by reallocating some of the space currently allocated to free 
parking to other functions. Changing the status quo of the curb is no easy task, but just because it is diffi  cult 
does not mean it is not worth doing. By re-prioritizing its curbs, away from free parking and toward more 
active and equitably accessible uses, the Department can make the city a safer, healthier, greener, and more 
vibrant place for all the people who call New York City home.

Recommendation 2 in Practice: 
NYC DOT should combine active 
uses, e.g., by using bike corrals to 
“daylight” intersections. When re-
allocating parking, though, DOT 
should rely on demand manage-
ment techniques like pricing and 
information sharing.

Recommendation 3 in Practice: 
NYC DOT can leverage existing 
frameworks to inform its own hi-
erarchy of the curb, but additional 
data collection would help to bol-
ster the case for change. Across its 
curb uses, the Department should 
also emphasize enforceability, e.g., 
by unifying operating hours for the 
Neighborhood Loading Zones pro-
gram if expanded citywide.


