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OFFICE OF THE CITY CONTROLLER                                         CHRISTY BRADY 
1230 Municipal Services Building                                        City Controller  
1401 John F. Kennedy Boulevard 
Philadelphia, PA 19102-1679                                                                                       
(215) 686-6680                                                                                                                    

              August 21, 2024 

Honorable Kenyatta Johnson, City Council President 
City of Philadelphia 
City Hall, Room 497 
Philadelphia, PA 19107 

Dear Council President Johnson, 

In accordance with the Philadelphia Home Rule Charter, the Office of the City Controller 
conducted a review of the city’s Outdoor Dining Program. Our objective was to analyze 
Philadelphia’s outdoor dining licensing process to identify any barriers that prevent businesses 
from fully utilizing outdoor dining opportunities. 

Our office found that the city’s repeated reforms of the Outdoor Dining Program have created 
certain programmatic burdens for potential applicants for streeteries. Specifically, the current 
version of the program contains a complex application process, high costs for prospective 
licensees, and regulatory challenges. 

We believe that, if implemented properly, the findings and recommendations contained in this 
report will help the city’s restaurant industry flourish, drive tax revenues from the resulting 
transactions and wages, and better balance residents’ need for safety and accessibility. 

We would like to express our thanks to the management and staff of the city for their courtesy 
and cooperation in the conduct of our review. 

Respectfully submitted,  

 

CHRISTY BRADY, CPA 
City Controller 

CC: Honorable Cherelle Parker, Mayor 
Honorable Members of City Council 
Bridget Collins-Greenwald, Quality of Life Director
Basil Merenda, Inspections, Safety & Compliance Director 

       Alba Martinez, Commerce Director

C I T Y  O F  P H I L A D E L P H I A  



 

 
 

 

CITY OF PHILADELPHIA 
OFFICE OF THE CITY CONTROLLER 

REVIEW OF THE 
OUTDOOR DINING PROGRAM 

 
EXECUTIVE SUMMARY 

 
 
Why the Controller’s Office Conducted the Review 
In accordance with the Philadelphia Home Rule Charter, the Office of the City Controller 
(Controller’s Office) conducted a review of Philadelphia’s Outdoor Dining Program. Our objective 
was to analyze Philadelphia’s outdoor dining licensing process to identify any barriers that 
prevent businesses from fully utilizing outdoor dining opportunities.  
 

What the Controller’s Office Found 
The Controller’s Office identified significant obstacles including: 

● Revenue Impact: The increase in business tax revenue from expanding outdoor dining 
would boost local business income and city tax revenue, balancing out any loss in parking 
meter revenue. 

● Complex Processes: The application process for outdoor dining involves multiple steps 
and strict regulations on size, location, and compliance of outdoor dining setups, 
complicating the process for obtaining a license and operating once approved. 

● High Costs: The city currently extracts a significant financial cost from restauranteurs to 
obtain licensure, in addition to constructing a streetery and maintaining all the 
requirements of the program, for negligible reduction in parking revenue. 

● Regulatory Challenges: Strict regulations regarding size, location, and compliance of 
outdoor dining setups complicate the establishment and operation of these spaces. 

 
What the Controller’s Office Recommends 
The Controller’s Office has developed a number of recommendations to address the findings 
noted above and in the body of the report. These include: 

1) Streamline the Application Process: Simplify the steps required to obtain an outdoor 
dining license and reduce the number of approvals needed from different departments. 

2) Lower Costs and Financial Barriers: Decrease outdoor dining license application and 
renewal fees; and reduce insurance requirements and other costs of operating them. 

3) Ease and Clarify Regulations: Clarify outdoor dining regulations regarding size and 
location to make compliance easier and provide clear, accessible information to business 
owners regarding all requirements and processes for establishing outdoor dining areas. 

4) Strengthen Public-Private Partnerships: Foster collaboration between the city and 
private businesses to create a supportive environment for outdoor dining while engaging 
with local community groups to gather input and ensure the outdoor dining program 
meets the needs of the neighborhood.
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Introduction 
The Office of the City Controller (Controller’s Office) conducted this review after the business 
community and City Council raised concerns over the complex and costly application procedures 
to obtain a streetery license. Our objective was to analyze Philadelphia’s outdoor dining licensing 
process to identify any barriers that prevent businesses from fully utilizing outdoor dining 
opportunities. 

Dining and Business Landscape 
Philadelphia has been home to numerous successful commercial ventures, particularly in the 
restaurant industry. In the 1970s, the city experienced a “Restaurant Renaissance” with dozens 
of new eateries blossoming in Center City and beyond, demonstrating experimental dining with 
a focus on French and Italian cuisine that elevated Philadelphia to one of the top destinations for 
dining nationwide.1 In the decades since, the trend has picked up steam, with U.S. News and 
World Report ranking Philadelphia the 6th Best Food City in the United States in 2023.2 Many 
credit our immigrant-rich history for allowing a vibrant and incredibly diverse food scene. 

While carrying the reputation of one of the nation's best food cities, Philadelphia has been ranked 
as one of the hardest places to do business in the country.3 The city’s requirements for starting 
a restaurant involve a complex and extensive list of steps. 

Outdoor Dining - 2013-2020 
Outdoor dining has long been a cherished aspect of Philadelphia’s restaurant culture. However, 
before the COVID-19 pandemic, outdoor dining was primarily confined to sidewalk cafes. The 
concept of sidewalk cafes has been a part of Philadelphia's dining scene since the issuance of the 
first license in 1997. These cafes were restricted to specific areas of the city that allowed for 
designated spaces for tables and chairs. Between 2013 and 2019, approximately 249 sidewalk 
cafe licenses were in operation. The licensing process for these cafes was relatively streamlined, 
though often taking up to a year for approval, with minimal variation, governed by strict 
regulations concerning the size, location, and compliance of the outdoor dining setup.4 To obtain 
a sidewalk cafe license, restaurants were required to follow a series of steps outlined below, 
which included having a licensed design professional create a site plan. 

1. Pre-Application Preparation: Applicants needed to ensure familiarity with the 
Philadelphia Code, specifically Title 11, governing street use and pedestrian facilities, with 

 
1 Nepa, S. (2022, April 15). Restaurants. Encyclopedia of Greater Philadelphia. https://philadelphiaencyclopedia.org/essays/restaurants/ 
2 Elizabeth, V. T. (2023, June 13). Best Food Cities in the U.S. | U.S. News Travel. U.S News and World Report. 
https://travel.usnews.com/rankings/best-foodie-destinations-in-the-usa/  
3 Metz, J. (2024e, July 10). The most and least risky cities for small businesses. Forbes. https://www.forbes.com/advisor/business-
insurance/most-risky-cities-for-small-business/ 
4 Philadelphia Streetery License Guide – Outdoor Dining Program: Department of Commerce. City of Philadelphia. (2024, February 15). 
https://www.phila.gov/documents/philadelphia-streetery-license-guide-outdoor-dining-program/  
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particular attention paid to sections outlining requirements for sidewalk cafes. The 
proposed location had to be evaluated to confirm it met all zoning and public right-of-
way requirements. Adequate pedestrian clearance and adherence to accessibility 
standards were crucial. 

2. Application Submission: Applicants had to fill out the "Sidewalk Cafe License Application" 
form, which was available on the Department of Licenses and Inspections (L&I) website. 
Necessary documents, including a site plan illustrating the cafe layout, dimensions, and 
clearances, were collected. Photographs of the proposed area, proof of liability insurance, 
and a copy of the current business license were also required. Prerequisites regarding 
insurance and other requirements as well as a non-refundable application fee, as 
specified by L&I, had to be prepared and paid. The fee schedule was also accessible on 
L&I’s website. 

3. Community and Stakeholder Engagement: Local community groups and adjacent 
property owners needed to be informed about the sidewalk cafe proposal. Any feedback 
received was collected and documented by the owner. A public notice had to be displayed 
at the proposed cafe site for a minimum period as mandated by L&I, ensuring visibility to 
passersby and stakeholders. 

4. Review and Approval Process: The application and supporting documents were submitted 
to L&I for initial review. This stage assessed compliance with city codes and regulations. 
Applications were often forwarded to other city departments, such as the Streets 
Department, the Art Commission, and the Office of Transportation, Infrastructure, and 
Sustainability, for further evaluation. If the location required a variance, the proposal had 
to be presented to the Zoning Board of Adjustment for approval. Attendance at a public 
hearing might have been necessary. 

5. Permit Issuance and Compliance: Upon approval, applicants received a sidewalk cafe 
license from L&I. The license had to be prominently displayed at the business premises. 
Continuous compliance with all operational standards was required, including 
maintaining cleanliness, noise control, and adherence to the approved site plan. 
Inspections may have been conducted by city officials to verify compliance.5 

Outdoor Dining - 2020-2022 
As the pandemic unfolded in 2020, Philadelphia faced unprecedented challenges, prompting the 
city to develop the COVID-19 Commercial Recovery Plans to provide essential guidelines for 
various business sectors. Among these measures, outdoor dining regulations were introduced 
and subsequently updated in 2021, to address the evolving needs of restaurants striving to 
reopen and serve their communities safely. 

 
5 Team, D. (2018, September 23). How to get a sidewalk cafe license in Philadelphia. https://www.designblendz.com/blog/how-to-successfully-
get-pla-sidewalk-cafe-license-in-philadelphia  
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While the permitting process for outdoor dining took up to a year; under pandemic emergency 
measures, applications were processed within 3 days. The permit approval process for outdoor 
dining was expedited, allowing a surge in outdoor seating permits, totaling 793 issued by 
December 2020.6 Many barriers were removed from the initial process to expedite restaurant 
owners’ ability to operate their outdoor dining. This included expanding outdoor dining options 
to four categories: Sidewalk Cafe, Streetery, Temporary Street Closure, and Temporary Use 
Permit, outlined in Illustration 1 on the next page. The application also was able to be completed 
online through the city’s electronic commercial licensing, inspection and permit services 
enterprise (eCLIPSE). This application required no additional application or submission fee and 
maintained prerequisites of first obtaining a commercial activity license, a food preparation and 
serving license, and (optionally) a liquor license. Appendix A highlights more thoroughly the 
guidelines for outdoor dining at that time. Recognizing the importance of continuity, City Council 
extended the validity of these initial permits from the original expiration date of December 31, 
2020, to the end of 2021. This extension allowed restaurants to maintain outdoor alongside 
indoor operations throughout the winter months, contributing to a revitalized economic 
environment. 
 

 
6Number totaled from 751 Temporary Licenses issued in 2020 combined with 42 Sidewalk Cafe Licenses issued in 2020 
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Illustration 1 

 

 

 
During the pandemic, sidewalk cafes and streeteries emerged as crucial lifelines for restaurants 
seeking to survive and adapt under new public health guidelines. The first streetery rollout kept 
consumers and business owners alike happy. Using outdoor space for dining meant keeping more 
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workers employed and more revenue generated. According to Washington DC’s Department of 
Transportation, 87% of restaurants with outdoor dining increased their business revenue.7 That 
original rollout did well not just in its popularity, but as a workable compromise in a time of 
rampant public health concerns. Sidewalk cafes predate the pandemic but the streeteries were 
favored for their separation from foot traffic and more space generally. 

With restaurants beginning to operate again, public opinion and feedback played a significant 
role in shaping the program’s next steps. Prior to the pandemic, reserving on-street parking for 
public use was generally met with resistance by some neighbors and community members. 
During the pandemic, however, the necessity of outdoor dining led to broader acceptance. 
Patrons noted the enhanced dining experience and the added sense of safety in the midst of the 
pandemic, while business owners valued the adaptability and convenience of streeteries. For 
instance, the restaurant owners on the 1500 block of Sansom Street advocated to keep the block 
closed to vehicular traffic indefinitely.8 

A report called “What Diners Expect in 2021” released by the James Beard Foundation and Open 
Table gave insight into what restaurant-goers thought of dining mid-pandemic and what they 
hoped for the future.9 21,000 diners across the US and Canada were surveyed. The report found, 
as of February 2021, 31% of respondents had returned to dining out per usual, and 54% planned 
to dine at a restaurant within the year at least once a week. 82% said they wanted restaurants to 
continue outdoor dining. An earlier report by the National Restaurant Association showed that 4 
in 10 people dining at a streetery within the year after the initial outbreak of COVID-19 in March 
2020 and nearly twice as many believed streeteries should remain in operation beyond the 
pandemic.10 

Outdoor Dining - 2022-Present 
In 2021, City Council unanimously passed a bill known as the Permanent Outdoor Dining 
Program.11 The implementation of that bill is detailed in the Philadelphia Streetery License Guide, 
found in Appendix B, which provides an overview for restaurant owners of the regulations and 
application processes to obtain an outdoor dining license. There are two types of such licenses: 
one for sidewalk cafes and another for streeteries. 

 
7Prince Of Petworth. (2021, March 4). “According to DDOT’s survey, 89% of local businesses operating a streetery overwhelmingly support a 
permanent DDOT streetery program.” PoPville. https://www.popville.com/2021/03/reopen-washington-dc-alcohol-act/ 
8 Robertson, E. (2022, March 29). A block of Sansom street reopens to traffic, and restaurant owners are not too happy. The Philadelphia 
Inquirer. Retrieved from https://www.inquirer.com/food/sansom-street-restaurants-20220329.html.  
9 James Beard Foundation. (2021). What diners expect in 2021. Open Table. https://restaurant.opentable.com/wp-
content/uploads/sites/156/2021/03/q1-2021-diner-survey-v2.pdf 
10Grindy, B. (2021). Consumers want to keep “streeteries” in place beyond the pandemic. National Restaurant 
Association.https://restaurant.org/education-and-resources/resource-library/consumers-want-to-keep-%E2%80%98streeteries%E2%80%99-in-
place-beyond-the-pandemic/ 
11Moselle, A. (2021, December 3). Philly Council passes Bill to legalize “streeteries” permanently in some areas. WHYY. 
https://whyy.org/articles/philly-council-passes-bill-to-legalize-streeteries-permanently-in-some-areas/ 
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Types of Licenses 
Sidewalk Cafe Licenses: The sidewalk cafe license allows restaurants to use sections of the 
sidewalk directly in front of their establishments for outdoor dining purposes. This license 
ensures that adequate space is preserved for pedestrian movement and accessibility, including 
provisions for individuals with disabilities, such as specified seating areas and accessible routes 
onto the streetery. It also ensures regulations on noise and cleanliness to mitigate any potential 
disturbances to the neighborhood. The goal is to create a pleasant dining experience while 
maintaining public space integrity. 
Streetery Licenses: The streetery license allows restaurants to occupy parking spaces in front of 
their premises for outdoor dining, with these areas protected by crash barriers. It enables 
restaurants a more expansive increase their seating capacity, which is particularly valuable in a 
post-pandemic recovery context. The regulations governing the streetery license are designed to 
ensure the safety and accessibility of the space for street traffic, diners, pedestrians, and 
individuals with disabilities. Similar to the sidewalk cafes license, the streetery license includes 
stipulations on noise and cleanliness to ensure minimal impact on the surrounding environment. 

Types of Streeteries 
The Permanent Outdoor Dining Program in Philadelphia distinguishes between three types of 
streeteries: Pavement, Platform, and Structure. 
Pavement Streeteries are located directly on the street pavement and are enclosed by crash 
barriers. These do not require a building permit or Art Commission review. The barriers for 
pavement streeteries must be concrete or water-filled jersey barriers, standing 32 inches above 
the pavement and at least 18 inches deep. They must also include a safety reflector and a street 
address. A barrier of equal strength certified by a licensed engineer may be approved as an 
alternative. It is highly recommended that removable floor access panels be incorporated into 
the design to facilitate cleaning. Each restaurant must ensure ADA-compliant seating 
andaccessibility features, and the design must allow stormwater to flow through the barrier and 
along the curb. 
Platform Streeteries feature a platform that is flush with the curb and is surrounded by crash 
barriers placed directly onto the street pavement. Like pavement streeteries, platform 
streeteries do not require a building permit or Art Commission review. The platform must also 
ensure ADA-compliant seating and accessibility features, and stormwater management must be 
considered. 
Structured Streeteries are distinct in that they are enclosed by an overhead covering which must 
be at least 48 inches higher from the pavement. The overhead covering should be between 7 and 
8 feet above the ground. As with pavement and platform streeteries, structured streeteries 
require crash barriers on all three sides of the enclosure, however, no overhangs are permitted 
over the travel lane. The requirements for spacing, ADA compliance, and barrier specifications 
for structured streeteries are consistent with those for pavement and platform streeteries. 
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Structured streeteries require an Art Commission review that the sign and streetery committee 
will make comments/edits on the design of the structure.12 

Challenges with New Regulations 
The transition from the more lenient emergency permitting guidelines implemented during the 
COVID-19 pandemic to the stricter Permanent Outdoor Dining Program has highlighted several 
challenges for Philadelphia's restaurant industry, including complications with the new 
application process and discrepancies between the permit handbook and actual regulations. The 
updated rules imposed strict limitations on space and location, enforced rigorous infrastructure 
and safety requirements, and have led to a notably low application rate for renewing outdoor 
dining setups as shown below.  

Illustration 2 

 

The regulations - which include detailed specifications for structural integrity, safety barriers, and 
restrictions on amenities, such as prohibiting gas heaters and limiting electrical lines, as well as 
imposing a substantial $1,750 annual licensing fee - have proven burdensome for many 
restaurant owners. The high costs and stringent requirements have forced some to dismantle 
their streeteries. Additionally, the regulations have raised concerns that they disproportionately 

 
12Apply for construction approval from the Art Commission, https://www.phila.gov/services/zoning-planning-development/get-a-plan-
review/art-commission-plan-reviews/apply-for-construction-approval-from-the-art-commission/ 
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burden smaller, independent restaurants, placing them at greater risk of closure and 
undermining their ability to sustain a safe and viable outdoor dining environment.13 

The Future of Outdoor Dining 
Since the swearing-in of the current City Council in January 2024, improvements to the streeteries 
program have already begun to be implemented. Bill No. 240331,14 proposed modifying the city’s 
requirements and standards related to streeteries to streamline the process for restaurant 
owners. Since enacted, this bill also permits streeteries to extend beyond a restaurant’s direct 
right-of-way15 and into that of an immediately adjacent property, with the written approval of 
that neighboring property’s owner, similar to pandemic and pre-pandemic regulations. 
 
In a Committee on Streets & Services hearing on May 10, 2024, to consider the bill, City 
Councilmembers heard a wide range of testimony in support of the legislation. The Office of 
Policy and Strategic Initiatives within the City of Philadelphia Department of Commerce 
(Commerce), testified in support of the bill. Commerce explained that using a portion of the right-
of-way as a streetery is a privilege that restaurants can expand patron capacity. Permission from 
an adjacent property owner would be required in writing every year or any time property 
ownership changed. Anticipating potential additional improvements to the program, Commerce 
also recognized that the existing outdoor dining program has many challenges, including 
businesses being “frustrated with the rules and the licensing process.” 

In a broad display of support for the streetery initiative, various neighborhood and business 
organizations supported the revised policy. The Old City Special Services District highlighted 
critical deficiencies in the existing streetery regulations. The organization noted that the previous 
limitations on right-of-way space have constrained outdoor dining options, making the pursuit of 
a license less appealing due to its significant cost and complex application process. The Old City 
Special Services District advocated for allowing streeteries to extend into the right-of-way of 
adjacent properties, arguing that such an expansion would enhance seating capacity without 
substantially increasing costs to business owners. This change would also benefit the city by 
generating additional tax revenue from sales and employment, as well as from application and 
renewal fees. 

The Pennsylvania Restaurant & Lodging Association (PRLA), which represents over 400 operators 
in Philadelphia and more than 5,000 statewide, also testified in favor of allowing adjacent use for 
streeteries. PRLA emphasized that this adjustment would result in increased seating, customer 

 
13 Philadelphia Streetery License Guide – Outdoor Dining Program: Department of Commerce. City of Philadelphia. (2024, February 15). 
https://www.phila.gov/documents/philadelphia-streetery-license-guide-outdoor-dining-program/  
14Bill No. 240331, 2024 City Council of Philadelphia. https://phila.legistar.com/LegislationDetail.aspx?ID=6647939&GUID=677CBF5B-780E-
4DEB-A269-AB2BEEF9FD57&Options=ID%7CText%7C&Search=240331&FullText=1 
15"right of way" refers to the legal right to use a specific piece of land for transportation and access purposes, such as streets, sidewalks, and 
utility corridors, which must be kept clear of obstructions to ensure public access and infrastructure maintenance. 
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volume, and employment opportunities, particularly benefiting older and historic establishments 
that often face spatial constraints. 

Restaurateurs also voiced strong support for Council’s bill. A group that operates several 
restaurants in Philadelphia pointed out the limitations imposed by current regulations, which 
restrict some restaurants to only a few outdoor seats due to space constraints. Expanding into 
adjacent properties would enable these establishments to significantly increase their seating 
capacity. Another restaurant owner who operates in the South Street Head House Business 
District echoed this sentiment, arguing that such an expansion would invigorate the industry and 
benefit operators, employees, and patrons alike. 

Further suggestions for improving the streetery program emerged during the May hearing. 
Commerce proposed several potential enhancements that align with the PHL Open for Business 
Executive Order signed by the Mayor in April. Laying out the Mayor’s commitment to creating a 
more business-friendly government, this executive order aids the city in removing regulatory 
burdens, expediting approval timelines, streamlining permit and licensing processes, and 
otherwise improving government services for the business community.16 In regard to streeteries, 
Commerce has adhered to this initiative by finding ways to streamline the application process, 
engaging design experts to create a standard streetery model to expedite approvals, and 
exploring modifications such as expanding by-right areas and making all streeteries open-air and 
seasonal. 

Best Practices 
While the administration and City Council’s commitment to enhancing the efficiency and 
accessibility of outdoor dining reflects a proactive approach to supporting Philadelphia’s 
restaurant industry, the path forward requires a careful examination of potential challenges. In 
particular, issues surrounding revenue generation, compliance with L&I requirements, and the 
processes adopted by other cities will significantly influence the effectiveness of these reforms. 
Analyzing these factors will provide a clearer picture of the potential hurdles the city may face in 
balancing robust revenue streams with manageable regulatory frameworks, ensuring that the 
outdoor dining program achieves its intended goals without inadvertently creating new obstacles 
for businesses and municipal administration alike. 

As Philadelphia seeks to innovate its outdoor dining regulations, we looked at how other cities 
have successfully managed and refined their outdoor dining practices in response to the 

 
16 Department of Commerce. (2024a). Mayor Cherelle L. Parker signs PHL Open for Business Executive Order & introduces Mayor’s Business 
Action Team: Department of Commerce. City of Philadelphia. https://www.phila.gov/2024-04-15-mayor-cherelle-l-parker-signs-phl-open-for-
business-executive-order-introduces-mayors-business-action-
team/#:~:text=“PHL%20Open%20for%20Business%20is,at%20the%20speed%20of%20business.  
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pandemic. Cities like Pittsburgh, Baltimore, Chicago, San Francisco, New York, and Seattle have 
implemented innovative approaches that offer valuable lessons. 

Pittsburgh has established a versatile framework for outdoor dining that accommodates a broad 
range of businesses, not limited to restaurants. Unlike Philadelphia's cross-departmental reviews, 
Pittsburgh’s streamlined licensing process requires businesses interested in outdoor commerce 
to submit a consolidated set of documents, including a Certificate of Insurance and proposed site 
plans in one step, which simplifies and accelerates the approval process.17 Pittsburgh's model 
emphasizes both safety and convenience, creating a more manageable path for businesses to set 
up outdoor dining areas. 

Baltimore’s, Curbside Commercial Facilities program,18 which became permanent as of April 
2023, has proven effective in expanding outdoor dining opportunities. The prerequisites of this 
program are a minor privilege permit, commercial general liability insurance, workers' 
compensation, and liquor liability (where applicable). The curbside commercial fee, which varies 
based on the equity score of the area, reflects a nuanced approach to balancing revenue 
generation with accessibility. The Baltimore City Department of Transportation oversees the 
review process and requires detailed site plans that include information on roadway grade and 
parking restrictions. Despite some concerns about costs, this program has successfully enhanced 
outdoor dining spaces and provided significant benefits to businesses and patrons. 

Chicago offers three distinct models for outdoor dining, each catering to different needs. The 
Sidewalk Cafe program is exclusive to restaurants and bars and requires proof of a valid Retail 
Food Establishment License and, if applicable, a Liquor License.19 Full Street Closures involve at 
least three establishments applying together, with stringent requirements to maintain 
accessibility for emergency vehicles and ensure that the street can be cleared within 24 hours.20 
Curb Lane Closures can operate alongside sidewalk cafes or independently, requiring a valid 
Retail Food Establishment License.21 Chicago's approach, managed by the Department of 
Transportation, is noted for its simplicity and efficiency, facilitating the revitalization of urban 
spaces despite occasional complaints about space usage.22 

 
17 City of Pittsburgh – Department of Mobility and Infrastructure. (2022). Outdoor Dining & Retail License - application guidelines. 
18Title 14: DEPARTMENT OF TRANSPORTATION. (2023). In Subtitle 03: Right of Way | Chapter 04: Curbside Commercial Permits. 
19 City of Chicago: Business Affairs and Consumer Protection. (2024). Sidewalk Cafe. 
https://www.chicago.gov/city/en/depts/bacp/supp_info/sidewalkcafe.html 
20City of Chicago: Business Affairs and Consumer Protection. (2024). Full Street Closure. 
https://www.chicago.gov/city/en/depts/bacp/supp_info/fullstreetclosure.html 
21 City of Chicago: Business Affairs and Consumer Protection. (2024). Curb Lane Closure. 
https://www.chicago.gov/city/en/depts/bacp/supp_info/curblaneclosure.html 
22 Zimmermann, S. (2019, August 15). Chicago’s sidewalk space crunch: Cafes gobble up space, and more pedestrian complaints are coming in - 
Chicago Sun-Times. Chicago Sun-Times. https://chicago.suntimes.com/consumer-affairs/2019/8/16/20750745/sidewalk-cafes-space-crunch-
disabled-accessibility-pedestrian-chicago 
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San Francisco has implemented the Shared Spaces program, which allows for the use of 
sidewalks, parking spaces, and streets for various outdoor activities. This program simplifies the 
application process by reducing regulatory barriers and supports businesses in transforming 
public spaces into vibrant dining areas. By permitting diverse uses of public space, San Francisco’s 
program has revitalized local businesses and enriched that city’s street life, demonstrating how 
temporary pandemic measures can evolve into effective, long-term policies.23 

New York City’s Open Restaurants program, initially a pandemic response, has been extended 
due to its success. This program allows dining on streets and sidewalks, featuring a 
straightforward application process and temporary permits. The user-friendly online portal and 
extensive outreach efforts have facilitated widespread participation, enhancing New York City's 
dynamic street environment and supporting local restaurants. 

Seattle’s Street Food and Outdoor Dining Program integrate outdoor dining into public spaces 
while ensuring safety and accessibility. The program simplifies permit requirements and supports 
various outdoor dining configurations. Seattle’s approach highlights the importance of adapting 
regulations to accommodate business needs and improve the overall dining experience. 

These cities collectively showcase a range of successful outdoor dining strategies, from 
Pittsburgh's streamlined application process to Baltimore’s nuanced fee structures, Chicago's 
flexible models, and the innovative programs of San Francisco, New York City, and Seattle.24 Their 
diverse approaches provide valuable insights for Philadelphia as it seeks to refine and enhance 
its outdoor dining policies. 

Application, Licensing, and Inspection 
Examining successful outdoor dining programs in cities such as Pittsburgh, Baltimore, and 
Chicago highlights strategies that help benchmark Philadelphia's performance on a national 
stage. Those cities have refined their application processes and regulations to support dynamic 
outdoor dining environments. By aligning local practices with these successful models, 
Philadelphia can benefit from similar efficiencies and improvements. Recent reforms initiated by 
the Joint Task Force on Regulatory Reform (Task Force) are a step in this direction, aiming to 
streamline procedures and optimize performance, thereby positioning Philadelphia to achieve 
the effectiveness seen in other leading cities’ outdoor dining programs.25 

 
23Outdoor dining allowed under new health directive | San Francisco. (2020, June 12). https://www.sf.gov/news/outdoor-dining-allowed-
under-new-health-directive 
24Office of Economic Development | Seattle.gov. (2024). Outdoor permitting for restaurants, food trucks and carts, and retail stores. 
https://www.seattle.gov/office-of-economic-development/outdoor-permit 
25 Created by City Council and the Mayor to hear concerns about the effectiveness of L&I and propose reforms to its structure and operations. 
https://www.phila.gov/documents/joint-task-force-on-regulatory-reform/ 
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The Task Force’s comprehensive final report, adopted unanimously, addressed several critical 
areas: (1) Mission, Scope, and Funding, (2) Retention and Recruitment, (3) Training, and (4) 
Enforcement. Of particular relevance to outdoor dining, the report underscored the need for 
improved enforcement strategies to ensure compliance with streetery regulations. It also 
recommended restructuring L&I to better allocate its diverse responsibilities, which could 
significantly streamline the licensing and application processes for outdoor dining. 

A recent reorganization of L&I changed the city’s approach to managing outdoor dining. By 
creating distinct divisions for Quality of Life, and Inspections, Safety and Compliance, the city 
aims to address the multifaceted needs of Philadelphia’s evolving business landscape. This 
strategic restructuring is designed to integrate outdoor dining into the Quality of Life Division, 
thereby streamlining processes and enhancing regulatory efficiency. The alignment of L&I’s 
outdoor dining functions with quality-of-life initiatives not only addresses long-standing concerns 
but also ensures that restaurants that have them will be better supported. 

Revenue Considerations 
As recent reforms within L&I take effect, evaluating their potential impact on revenue generation 
remains a consideration. Analyzing how more outdoor dining can boost local business income 
and, subsequently, increase city tax revenue, will be crucial for guiding future policy and 
optimizing the benefits of the revamped outdoor dining program. 

In assessing the financial implications of expanding streetery and sidewalk cafe permits in 
Philadelphia, several key revenue considerations emerge. Beyond the direct fees from 
applications, there is a potential for increased tax revenue from other local businesses benefiting 
from the additional foot traffic that outdoor dining attracts. This, in turn, could lead to more 
income, profits, receipts, and sales (with their respective taxes) as other, neighboring businesses 
thrive. 

The PPA generates an estimated $37.2 million annually in parking revenues across 15,406 
spaces.26  If almost 250 metered spaces were converted to streetery dining spaces, total metered 
parking revenue would be $36.6 million, a reduction of $600,000. However, the additional 
business generated by the outdoor dining amenity would likely increase sales at the restaurants 
and generate about $480,000 in new tax revenues for the city.27 The revenue difference is almost 
neutral by converting metered parking spots to streetery dining spaces. Additionally, it could 
produce $14 million in revenues for the local restaurants. While there are currently 26 (25 active) 
licensed streeteries in the city, the illustration below demonstrates the hypothetical restaurant 
revenue totals with 249 licenses (the total number of sidewalk cafe licenses before the 
pandemic), 500 licenses, and 864 licenses (roughly the total number of temporary outdoor dining 

 
26 On Street Annual Report 2018, https://www.philapark.org/wp-content/uploads/On-Street_Annual_Report-2018.pdf 
27 The illustration shows only two business taxes, specifically BIRT (gross receipts $1.415 per $1,000) calculated by restaurant revenue 
multiplied by 0.001415 and 2% city sales tax calculated by restaurant revenue multiplied by 0.02 
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licenses issued at the peak of the pandemic). Illustration 3 assumes that all streeteries exist within 
metered parking spaces. 

Illustration 3 

 

Recommendations to Philadelphia Streetery Dining 
Streamlined Application Process 
The current streetery and sidewalk cafe application process, requiring separate approvals both 
from the Street Department’s Formstack application28 and from L&I’s online eCLIPSE platform, is 
overly complex and difficult for restaurateurs who may lack experience with city bureaucracy or 
technology expertise.29 Simplifying this process is crucial to encourage more participation from 
small businesses. Council’s recent hearing revealed that many more businesses applied for 
streeteries than were ultimately licensed, indicating disconnect between application completion 
and final approval. A more cohesive process would involve better coordination between the 
Streets Department, L&I, and the Art Commission, ensuring applicants receive clear, 
comprehensive notifications of their status. Creating one online system where applicants can 
track their application progress would significantly enhance transparency and reduce confusion. 
Learning from Pittsburgh, where multiple documents can be submitted together on a single 
platform at the beginning of the process, Philadelphia should allow integrated submissions and 
coordinated departmental reviews to streamline approvals. 

Lower License/Permit Cost 
Philadelphia’s current streetery licensing costs are prohibitive for many small businesses. The 
$1,750 annual license fee, combined with the cost of construction and renewal penalties, can be 
burdensome. The city also recommends consulting licensed architects for ADA compliance, 
adding to already steep costs. To alleviate these financial pressures, Philadelphia should consider 
extending the term of each license to reduce the frequency of renewals, similar to New York 
City’s four-year permits. This approach could lessen the immediate financial burden on these 
businesses. Alternatively, reducing the annual fee to be more in line with Pittsburgh’s $150 fee 

 
28Philadelphia Streetery prerequisite approval form, https://phila.formstack.com/forms/application_for_streetery_prerequisite_approval 
29 Mohsen, A. (2024, April 15). Philly Outdoor Dining Questions for City Council. Billy Penn at WHYY. 
https://billypenn.com/2024/04/11/philadelphia-outdoor-dining-program-streetery-hearing-city-council/  
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would make the program more accessible.30 By extending the licensing terms and/or reducing 
fees, more businesses could afford to participate, ultimately increasing overall revenue for the 
city. 

Lower Insurance Cost 
The current requirement for restaurant owners to purchase a $1 million insurance policy is a 
significant barrier to participation. The city should consider reducing this minimum insurance 
requirement or adjusting it based on the size and type of streetery being constructed. Lowering 
insurance costs would make the program more affordable for small businesses, encouraging 
more owners to participate and invest in outdoor dining spaces. By reducing financial barriers, 
the city can support small businesses and enhance the overall viability of the streetery program. 

Clear and Defined Roadmap 
Currently, there is one visual guide for constructing all the different types of streeteries (see: 
Appendix A), despite each process involving different steps and departments. This has led to 
confusion among applicants. The city should create two distinct guides: one tailored to the 
specific requirements of pavement and platform streeteries; and another for structure 
streeteries. These guides should be comprehensive, clearly outlining the steps and departmental 
interactions required for each type of streetery. By providing detailed, easy-to-understand 
resources, the city can reduce confusion and help business owners navigate the application 
process more effectively. 

Clear Identification of Locations 
To streamline the application process further, the city should develop a detailed map highlighting 
zones where streeteries are permissible, including areas restricted due to high-speed traffic, 
critical arterial roads, or floodplain regulations. This map should be readily accessible to business 
owners, providing clarity before they begin the application process. By clearly identifying 
permissible and ineligible locations, the city can save businesses time and resources, reducing 
the likelihood of applications being rejected late in the process. 

Online Streeteries Marketplace 
Philadelphia should establish an online marketplace, similar to New York City’s, where restaurant 
owners can access pre-designed, compliant streetery kits. This marketplace would include a 
directory of companies offering products for the design, fabrication, installation, and 
maintenance of streeteries.31 Pre-designed concepts that adhere to all relevant regulations 
would be available for purchase, simplifying the process for business owners. This approach 
would reduce the need for costly architectural consultations and ensure that all streeteries meet 

 
30Mieleszko, A. (2023, September 6). Philadelphia Embraced Outdoor Dining. Until it Didn’t. Strong Towns. 
https://www.strongtowns.org/journal/2023/2/8/philadelphia-embraced-outdoor-dining-until-it-didnt  
31 Dining Out NYC Marketplace. Marketplace | Dining Out NYC. (n.d.). https://www.diningoutnyc.info/marketplace  
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city standards. By involving the Streets Department, L&I, and the Art Commission in the creation 
and maintenance of this marketplace, Philadelphia can provide a streamlined, efficient solution 
for restaurateurs. 

Strengthening Connections with Neighborhood Organizations 
To foster community support and enhance the streetery program, the city should encourage 
stronger connections between participating restaurants and neighborhood organizations. 
Registered Community Organizations (RCOs) and residents play a vital role in the development 
of their communities. Allowing them to provide input on streetery applications can ensure that 
the program aligns with neighborhood needs and preferences. Engaging with RCOs can help build 
local support for streeteries, promoting economic activity and enhancing the outdoor dining 
experience. By involving the community in the decision-making process, the city can create a 
more inclusive, sustainable streetery program. 

Conclusion 
This review by the Controller’s office has determined that the current outdoor dining licensing 
process in Philadelphia is characterized by complexity and high cost, which pose significant 
barriers for businesses seeking to utilize outdoor dining opportunities. The recommendations 
provided in this review, if applied, would allow for the city to better support local businesses, 
foster a vibrant dining scene, and capitalize on the economic benefits of expanded outdoor dining 
opportunities. 
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Appendix A – Outdoor Dining Guidelines 2020-2021 
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Appendix B – Philadelphia Streetery License Guide 
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