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Older Neighborhoods Are Being Overrun  
With Utility Boxes 

Single-Family Homes 

Commercial 

Multi-Family Residential 

Church 



Unacceptable Design Choices Severely 
Damage Home Values 



Poor Design Choices in Commercial Areas  
Hurt Business 



  GRAFFITI MAGNETS 



WHY ARE UTILITY BOXES INSTALLED? 

 
1. Technology Upgrades 

 
2. Increased Demand  
 
3. Utility Undergrounding 
 Districts 
 
 

New above-ground utility boxes are generated by: 



 “The City is responding to its residents who are concerned 
about the aesthetics of overhead wires and safety concerns.”  

 “In addition, overhead wires are deemed to detract from the 
beauty of the City and have impacts on tourism and residents.”  

 “For these reasons, the City Council passed the Ordinance which 
provides for the implementation of an additional fee equal to 
3.88% of its annual gross receipts…” 

City Surcharge for Overhead  
Utility Undergrounding  
Based on Aesthetics 

                                                                              Source: SDG&E Letter to PUC, 2002 



This is Not a Good Trade 

Placing their supporting utility  
fixtures here is not 

Getting rid of poles is good 
for aesthetics  

  - BUT -  



  City General Plan Goals 

Utility Boxes Undermine: 

  
  BID Goals 
 
 Pedestrian-friendly right of ways 
 Inviting shopping/dining environment 
 Increased sales/property values  

 Urban Village Strategy 
 Mobility/ Walkability 
 Economic Prosperity 
 Historic Preservation 



• NO City review of utility box design or placement 

• NO public notice to property and business owners 

• NO Community Planning Group review or input 

 

• ONLY CITY REQUIREMENT: engineering permit 

 

Virtually No City Oversight 



WE CAN DO BETTER  
Mission Hills vs.Talmadge Undergrounding Experience 

(200 home sample areas) 

Mission Hills Talmadge 

AT&T vault 

Cox vault 

 
City Project Manager 

  Fewer AT&T/ Cox pedestals 
  More AT&T/ Cox underground vaults 

 
SDG&E Project Manager 

  More AT&T/ Cox pedestals 
  Fewer AT&T/ Cox underground vaults 



There is a utility box in each of these photos..... 

New Developments: Easements Allow Buffering 

Can you f ind them? 



Older Communities 

Utility 
Boxes in 

Sidewalks 
& 

Parkways  
Ruin  

Community 
Character 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 



Lost Opportunities 
 A small easement could have made a big difference 

Set back from sidewalk Move and screen 



 No public notice or public meeting requirement  

 No Community Planning Group review or input 

 Meetings held have been after-the-fact; engineering completed 

 No recourse for impacted business or property owners 

  Planning Groups, Homeowners 

  & Business Owners  

  Excluded From  

  Planning Process 



Recommended Utility Box Task Force 

Purpose 
 
 Develop standards for utility box design, placement,&  graffiti removal 
 Develop standards for public input process 
 
Membership (13 total) 
 

 1 Chair   CPC Chair 
 4 Community  CPC appoints from 4 CPGs 
 4 Utilities   SDG&E, Cox, AT&T & Time Warner 
 2 Business  BID Council appoints from 2 BIDs 
 1 Design Professional Regional design association appoints 
 1 Mayor’s Office  Mayor’s office appoints 
 
 

City Staff Support  
 
Meetings Noticed and Open to Public 
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