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HAZARD CONTROL
Peer-Reviewed

Hidden Hazards Related to  
Common Landscaping Practices
By Albert Weaver III, William Ojiambo, Jessica Kemp, Drew Diserafino, Anna Simmons and Isabella Goss

LLANDSCAPE EDGING HAS CAUSED INJURIES to people 
from tripping or lacerations due to the sharp edging 
sometimes protruding from the ground. In some cases, 
these incidents lead to lawsuits and economic losses 
when people who come onto a property, whether invited 
or not, feel they were not appropriately warned or pro-
tected from the hazard.

Frederick Law Olmsted, considered the father of U.S. 
landscape architecture, was known for designing the land-
scapes of Central Park in New York City and the Biltmore 
house and its 125,000-acre estate near Asheville, NC. Now, 
some areas of both Central Park and the Biltmore Estate 
are edged while other areas have no edging. Even prior to 
Olmsted’s work, gardening practices used edging mate-
rials in the 18th and 19th centuries. These edgings were 
typically constructed using plants such as boxwood or a 
material such as earthenware, stone, iron or wood (Na-
tional Gallery of Art, 2021). At Monticello, built between 
1767 and 1809, Thomas Jefferson marked the perimeters 
of garden beds using pieces of brick known as “brick bats” 

(National Gallery of Art, 2021). 
In February 1900, a patent for 

lawn edging was granted in the 
U.S. The inventor claimed that 
the open top gutter was composed 
of terra-cotta or similar material 
and adapted to form an edging for 
lawns. The accompanying patent 
application drawing showed a lawn 
on one side and an adjacent path 
or road on the other side (Payne, 
1900). The granting of this patent 
began a new wave of edging in lawn 
care and maintenance.

Injuries Due to  
Landscape Edging

The National Electronic Injury 
Surveillance System collects injury 
data from emergency visits across 
select U.S. hospitals. This database 
can be accessed to view summary 
statistics about causes and demo-
graphics of certain injuries. As 
shown in Figure 1, most injuries in-

volving lawn edging occur in children under age 17. There 
is a record of injured persons over age 62 that spans to age 
91, although the frequency of injuries in this age group is 
much lower than that of the under 17 age group. As shown 
in Figure 2, fractures and lacerations are the most common 
types of injuries suffered by patients 65 and older. Of the 
110 cases detailed in Figures 1 and 2, 54 (49%) were noted 
to have involved metal edging (CPSC, 2019).

In a retrospective study, Rittichier and Bassett (2001) 
reviewed charts of 126 pediatric patients (age 1.5 to 18; 
median age 9) with injuries caused by metal landscape 
edging from 1995 to 1997 at three emergency departments 
in Colorado. The most frequent body parts for these land-
scape edging injuries were the feet (40%) and the knees 
(26%). While all injuries occurred from landscape edging, 
the majority (82%) of the mechanisms of injury were fall-
ing from walking or running, and walking or running 
barefoot. While 80% of the patients were treated with no 
closure or single-layer closure (skin closure only), the other 
20% required double (includes subcutaneous suturing) or 
triple (includes muscle or fascia suturing) closures, as their 
injuries were more extensive. Ritticher and Bassett (2001) 
concluded that “although most injuries are small and re-
ceive single-layer closure, some injuries are more serious 
and require more extensive therapy.”

ASTM C1055-20, Standard Guide for Heated Sys-
tem Surface Conditions That Produce Contact Burn 
Injuries, addresses the temperatures of heated surfaces 
that produce thermal burns to the skin. The standard 
notes that if no specific standard is given, the accept-
able contact time is 5 seconds for industrial processes 
and 60 seconds for consumer items. The standard cites 
Wu (1972), advising that a 1-minute exposure limit be 
used for design purposes for persons with slow reaction 
times (e.g., infants, elderly) or for those who “freeze” 
under severe hazard conditions (i.e., do not react to the 
burn stimulus).

Based on Wu’s findings and the relevance of higher 
thermal inertia materials, it can be concluded that natural 
options for landscape edging materials such as wood or 
natural composites will not be as hot to the touch as high-
er thermal inertia materials such as steel or aluminum. 
Thermal inertia is the “tendency of a material to resist 
changes in temperature” (Presley, 2002). Because they are 
a source of high thermal inertia and have higher thermal 

KEY TAKEAWAYS
•Sidewalk- and edging-related 
falls are a major cause of occu-
pational injuries for courier and 
delivery occupations. According 
to 2020 estimates, 18,730 couri-
ers and messengers in addition 
to 334,810 postal service mail 
carriers are working in the U.S. 
•Landscape edging has been 
determined to be the causative 
factor in many sidewalk fall inci-
dents. The “open and obvious” 
legal doctrine is often used by 
both the plaintiff and defense in 
landscape injury lawsuits.
•Lacerations and fracture inju-
ries from falls onto landscape 
edging are common for humans 
and pets. The populations with 
the greatest injury rates from 
landscape edging contact are the 
toddler through late teens age 
range, and the over 65 group.
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conductivities, steel and aluminum will not only heat up 
faster than other products such as wood, but will also 
have more heat at the surface (ASTM, 2020).

According to ASTM C1055-20, temperatures between 
111 °F (43.9 °C) and 140 °F (60 °C) can cause pain, redness 
and thermal inactivation of tissue contents, also known as 
second- degree burns. Dense-graded asphalt and concrete 
have about the same specific heat of 0.90 kJ/kgK (FHWA, 
2021). “Specific heat is the energy needed to raise a unit 
mass of a substance by one unit of temperature” (FHWA, 
2021). Comparatively, the specific heat of aluminum is 
0.91 kJ/kgK (Engineering Toolbox, 2003) and that of mild 
steel is 0.511 kJ/kgK (Engineers Edge, n.d.). With similar 
specific heat values, aluminum and asphalt can become 
heated to a temperature that can cause second-degree 
burns on a hot day. Choosing the appropriate landscape 
edging could therefore reduce the burn hazard potential.

Lawsuits & Case Law
Legal issues arise as injuries such as those described may 

involve expensive medical care or long-term treatment. In 
many of the cases in which an individual has been injured 
after tripping over landscape edging, both plaintiff and 
defense have relied upon the “open and obvious” provisions 
of premise liability law to support their arguments.

The American Law Institute established guidelines for 
that are often used by states and courts to interpret prem-
ise liability law. According to FindLaw (2017):

These guidelines specify that a possessor of land 
is liable for harm caused by a condition on the 
land if [the person]: 

•knows about, or through reasonable care 
would discover the condition, and should realize 
that it presents an unreasonable risk of harm;

•should expect that invitees won’t discover the 
danger, or will fail to protect themselves against 
it; and

•fails to exercise reasonable care to protect 
the invitees from the danger.
While the American Law Institute is a basis for decisions, 

the actual laws vary among states for landowner or resident 
responsibilities. The differentiation between an invitee and 
a trespasser is often important when specifying individuals 
that the landowner has a duty to protect. Invitees might be 
clarified as social, such as guests to a party at a residence, or 
business, such as patrons entering a restaurant or store. Any-
one not invited or expected to be on a property is a trespasser.

The open and obvious rule states that if a reasonable per-
son with ordinary intelligence could discover the hazard or 
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FIGURE 1
LAWN EDGING INJURIES, 2010-2018

Age distribution of lawn edging injuries, 2010 to 2018.

Note. Data from “NEISS estimates query builder,” by U.S. Consumer 
Product Safety Commission, 2019. 
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condition upon casual inspection, the landowner is either 
not liable or less liable for not fixing the condition or warn-
ing the person injured. In theory, a visitor should be able 
to recognize open and obvious dangers and in turn protect 
themselves from harm (Broaddus, 2016; FindLaw, 2017; 
J.R. Leonard, personal communication, April 5, 2022; P.C. 
Ridgeway, personal communication, July 28, 2021). Tres-
passing laws may vary between states and between countries. 
Therefore, the property owner, property manager and others 
responsible should ensure that the grounds of a facility are 
safe for use and consult appropriate legal counsel for addi-
tional guidance. For additional information on where the 
open and obvious legal premise has been used, readers can 
reference the following cases involving injuries due to trip-
ping or falling over landscape edging: Pulley v. Rex Hospital; 
Webb v. North Carolina Department of Transportation; Ward 
v. Shoney Inc.; Held v. North Shore Condo Association; and 
Armentrout v. Myers Garden Center and Landscaping Inc.

Photo 1 shows edging alleged to have caused a person’s 
fall at the entrance to a nationwide chain restaurant. The 
sidewalk was designed with a 90° angle for adjoining side-
walk sections and did not include a curve at the junction 
of the two sidewalk sections, which created a desire path. 
However, the edging did make a 90° turn to follow the 

sidewalk (K. Waegerle, personal communication, July 27, 
2021). All these ambulatory design issues are discussed in 
sections that follow.

Occupational Hazards
Segmented by industry sectors from the North Amer-

ican Industrial Classification System, the Occupational 
Employment and Wage Statistics (OEWS) provides esti-
mates of industry sizes. For industry sectors 48 and 49, 
transportation and warehousing, the OEWS estimates 
that 18,730 couriers and messengers, and 334,810 postal 
service mail carriers were working in the U.S. in 2020. 
This data was filtered by Standard Occupational Clas-
sification title (BLS, 2021). Therefore, at least 353,540 
workers have this exposure to sidewalk and landscape 
edging hazards and risks. Businesses that provide delivery 
services such as florists, restaurants, and furniture and 
appliance stores would also be exposed to sidewalk and 
landscape edging hazards and risks. 

Bentley and Haslam (1998) conducted a retrospective 
analysis of 1,734 fall cases that occurred during the deliv-
ery of postal mail between April 1993 and March 1995 in 
Great Britain. Their analysis revealed that trips involved 
taking shortcuts, among other causes. This is addressed 

in this article as the use of desire lines 
and dog paths. The analysis showed that 
outdoor falls represent the largest cause 
of lost time for postal employees and 
constitute nearly 30% of the reported 
incidents and more than 35% of days lost. 
Andersson and Lagerlöf ’s (1983) analysis 
on slip and fall incidents revealed that 
tripping incidents were most often con-
nected with walking surfaces. In Bentley 
and Haslam’s (1998) analysis, respon-
dents reported that taking shortcuts 
across grass areas or over walls or fences 
were contributing factors to falls.

Interviews with U.S. postal carriers 
confirmed that training provided to 
them made the use of sidewalks manda-
tory, and prohibited the use of shortcuts 
(e.g., walking across lawns or vegetated 
areas), use of ear buds or other auditory- 
compromising devices, and fingering the 
mail while working, and promoted main-
taining a visual focus on the task (USPS 
letter carriers, personal communications, 
July 18, 2021).

A follow-up investigation addressed 
unsafe behavior and work practices, 
among other causative factors (Haslam 
& Bentley, 1999). The study found that 
taking shortcuts was commonplace and 
that 26 of the 40 employees interviewed 
(65%) admitted using this practice during 
normal working hours. Shortcuts includ-
ed climbing over walls and walking across 
grass. Saving time was the most frequent 
reason given for taking the shortcuts.

Corazza et al. (2016) defined an evalu-
ation index for sidewalk conditions as a 

Photo 3 (above): Example of a beveled 
sidewalk because of uplift. Photo 4 (right): 

Campus desire path. 

Photo 1 (left): Edging not flush with the 
walkway that allegedly caused a fall. Photo 
2 (below): A sidewalk with major uplift from 
tree roots. 
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part of an efficient setup similar to those 
used for road management systems. It was 
validated as a case study of a residential 
district in Rome, Italy. The researchers 
found that the observed behavior pat-
terns included walking with shopping 
carts (35%), walking with pets (25%) and 
general strolling (30%). In addition, the 
majority (about 65%) were jaywalking, 
detouring from the sidewalk or walking 
on the roadway. Sidewalk conditions that 
contributed to this behavior included 
edge disruption of the asphalt walkway 
(e.g., caused by tree roots). Photo 2 shows 
an example of a sidewalk with a major 
uplift of the concrete caused by tree roots. 
Where edge displacement has occurred, 
many municipalities or property owners 
bevel the adjoining section (Photo 3) so 
that a ramp is created that is compliant 
with the slope requirements of the exist-
ing building codes.

The Americans with Disabilities Act (ADA) Standards 
for Accessible Design specify that the beveled slope of 
edge displacements between 0.25 in. and 0.5 in. must 
have a minimum slope of 1:2 (U.S. Department of Jus-
tice, 2010). Some states such as North Carolina adhere 
to International Code Council (ICC) codes including 
A117.1 (2017). Chapter 11 of the North Carolina Building 
Code (2018) states that “buildings and facilities should 
be designed and constructed to be accessible in accor-
dance with this code and ICC A117.1.” ICC A117.1 (2017) 
contains a similar provision to the ADA standard, as it 
states that the maximum vertical level change shall be 
0.25 in. and that the beveled slope of edge displacements 
between 0.25 in. and 0.5 in. should be a minimum slope 
of 1:2. When vertical displacement has occurred, such as 
is shown in Photos 2 and 3, it often requires repouring or 
repaving that section of the walkway.

Slips, trips and falls have been acknowledged as a world-
wide hazard. Leamon and Murphy (1995) investigated the 
incidence of slips and falls from data available from a major 
insurance company and found that falls from the same 
level were more common than falls from elevation.

Desire Paths
In many of the cases noted, the plaintiff was following 

a desire path. Saxena et al. (2020) describe these as “un-
paved tracks which are commonly used by pedestrians 
alongside paved paths wherever they are available.” De-
sire paths create a shorter travel distance, but are unsafe 
for reasons such as uneven surfaces, potential for insect 
bites or slippery surfaces in wet weather (Saxena et al., 
2020). These paths occur after many people repeatedly 
walk over a patch of natural landscape. Studies to de-
termine what makes people take desire paths instead of 
using a sidewalk include the work of German researcher 
Dirk Helbing, who “discovered a human constant: that 
travelers will form a desire path if the prescribed route 
is 20% to 30% longer” (Schorr, 2019). Photo 4 shows an 
example of a desire path made naturally by students at 
North Carolina State University.

Some college campuses lay out their campus pathways 
through a process of allowing students to form the web of 
desire paths across the campus in an unpaved state, then 
placing pavement over the desire paths. Some planners start 
the layout process by predicting where the heavily trafficked 
areas of the campus will be. As Schorr (2019) explains:

These pedestrian generators are typically park-
ing locations, including car and moped lots as 
well as bike racks, metro stops, large lecture 
halls, student housing population centers, and 
main entrances and exits to the building. From 
there, they try to connect these places and trace 
the likely routes, relying as much on human in-
stinct as comprehensive planning experience. 
Photo 5 shows an example of a desire path with no 

shorter route as well as a markup of where a flare has been 
added to the sidewalk so that pedestrians are not walking 
on uneven ground or have debris in their desire path.

A desire line is often created by 90° turn angles as 
pedestrians cut the corner of the path to create a more 
desirable path despite obstacles such as landscape edging. 
They follow the desire line that balances convenience and 
shortness. In an open area with no landscaping, this de-
sire path may pose less risk to the pedestrian, but falling 
and tripping risks arise when obstacles are in the desire 
path. As Photo 6 shows, landscape edging can become 
deformed over time as people walk over it.

According to Schatz and Sundloff (2017), “Landscape 
edging is commonly found in transitional landscape 
areas, often areas receiving a relatively high volume of 
pedestrian traffic.” Many instances have occurred in 
which landscape edging has caused trips and falls from 
that high volume of traffic, resulting in serious injuries. 
Signage can sometimes help minimize the creation and 
use of dog paths, but that seems to be a temporary fix. A 
study conducted at a recreational park in the suburbs of 
Sydney, Australia, compared usage and other parameters 
of a desire line and a parallel paved concrete path. The 
desire line and paved path were 80 m (262 ft) and 92 m 
(302 ft), respectively. The study found that “the use of 

(Left to right) Photo 5: Concrete addition to eliminate 90° junction. Photo 6: Bent landscape edg-
ing due to high pedestrian traffic along desire line. 



18   PSJ PROFESSIONAL SAFETY  JULY 2022  assp.org

desire lines decreased from 44% to 9% after the use of 
signage but increased 4x as time passed, which shows a 
persistent disobedience” (Saxena et al., 2020). Additional 
design steps beyond signage must be taken to protect 
pedestrians and prevent them from making hazardous 
desire paths with uneven terrain.

Biomechanical Aspects of Walking
In order to design more pedestrian-friendly walkways, 

it is critical to recognize the biomechanical components 
of walking. The components of a walking step include the 
toe off, swing phase and heel strike where the cycle begins 
again. To analyze human biomotion regarding foot lift 
over a 1-in. obstacle (representing landscape edging), a 
gait analysis animation was created based on the gait of 
an older person. Using a 3D computer graphics program 
for making animations (Autodesk 3ds Max), the simula-
tion was built to represent a standard biped with standard 
female body type padding. Stride length and stride height 
were obtained from two peer-reviewed sources.

Figures 3 and 4 represent an older adult attempting 
to walk over 1-in.-high landscape edging. Contact with 
the edging can be seen in Figure 3 during the heel strike 
phase of walking. Figure 4 shows the toe striking the edg-
ing during the swing phase of walking, indicating that the 
person could potentially trip over the 1-in.-high landscape 
edging. This model is based on an average older female 
adult with anthropometric characteristics for height, 
maximum foot clearance, walking speed and age.

Similar data and analyses are noted in texts such as The 
Work Environment: Occupational Health Fundamentals, 
where Hansen (1991) states: 

Slow-motion analysis of the path of a pedestrian 
foot in transit reveals that the heel of the foot 
skims across the floor surface as close as 0.25 in., 
therefore, if the walking surface provides an irreg-
ular protrusion of more than 0.25 in., which is not 
perceived by the pedestrian, a trip hazard exists.
Since the risk of same-level falls increases with age, 

walkways should be designed to keep the growing popula-
tion of older citizens safe (Nemire et al., 2016). 

As noted, these data are used as a model due to tripping 
hazards increasing for adults as they age. Grimmer et al. 
(2019) measured the physical and functional loss caused 

by aging. This body of work reviewed narrative litera-
ture to understand what mobility-related measures are 
influenced by aging. The findings identified a direct cor-
relation between becoming older and the loss of mobility. 
Their research found:

•aging and chronic conditions result in wide- 
ranging losses in physical and sensory capabilities

•there is a need for mobility solutions to secure 
an independent daily life

•20% of all daily trips for adults are performed 
by walking

•there are inevitable physical losses with increas-
ing age or due to mobility impairments (Grimmer 
et al., 2019)
Sidewalks reduce the strain some may have when walk-

ing. Often, however, these are not the fastest or most com-
fortable routes to a pedestrian’s destination and, because of 
this, many individuals might veer off the path, creating a 
desire line, to compensate.

90° Turns
Muscle strain can be worsened by having to turn cor-

ners sharply while walking, especially for older people. A 
study was done to measure how 90° turns and spin turns 
to the right influenced how a pedestrian’s gait and speed 
might change while walking. The study concluded that 
“turning is likely to cause lateral slip at weight acceptance 
because of the increased centripetal force (force that must 
be exerted to move objects in a curved path) compared 
with straight walking” (Yamaguchi et al., 2017). This 
poses a risk for anyone who has trouble walking, such as 
people with disabilities or older people, because they will 
experience more strain when having to make sharp turns 
on sidewalks with a 90° turn.

Other than in military units and marching bands, the 
90° turn is rarely seen. Therefore, sidewalks laid out in 
this manner have a section that is often unusable (i.e., the 
90° angle formed by two sidewalks). The U.S. Postal Ser-
vice (USPS, 2018) recognizes and addresses the impossi-
bility of making 90° turns in aisleways. In its Supervisor’s 
Safety Handbook, USPS specifies that all 90° intersections 
are to be chamfered by 4 ft at a minimum (Figure 5), 
which results in a 135° angle.

FIGURE 3
HEEL STRIKE PHASE

FIGURE 4
SWING PHASE

FIGURE 5
CHAMFERED 90°  
INTERSECTIONS
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Kurosawa et al. (2020) evaluated the kinematic char-
acteristics of healthy older adults using the timed up 
and go (TUG) test on 22 younger (ages 20 to 22) and 
28 older (ages 65 to 81) healthy adults. The TUG test is 
a “clinically useful index for understanding the motor 
characteristics of older adults” (Kurosawa et al., 2020). 
Their results show that older adults require a longer 
time ratio to complete a walking task that required them 
to return to their point of origin. They also found that 
the trajectory for older adults was longer than that for 
younger adults, and that older adults’ inclination angles 
during the turn was longer than that of younger adults. 
The study found that older adults had a longer trajectory 
during the turn subtask than younger adults that was 
significant at the p < 0.001 level and that the body level 
inclination of older adults (11.5° ± 3.2) was smaller than 
that of younger adults (15.3° ± 3.7), which was also sig-
nificant at the p < 0.001 level of significance (Kurosawa 
et al., 2020). This shows that it is more difficult for older 
adults to make sharper turns and that 90° junction side-
walks are not as easy to navigate. Knowing that older 
adults make wide turns, it can be concluded that they 
might cut the corner to achieve a smaller radius of cur-
vature for the turn and thus create a desire line.

In the same way that cars cannot make exact 90° turns 
(leading to local regulatory requirements mandating 
intersections of some roads and corners to be curved), 
humans struggle to make exact right turns. Desire lines 
demonstrate that people would rather walk in a curved 
path around a corner as opposed to completing a 90° turn 
that the layout of many sidewalks would require. Beyond 
desire lines, the data presented show that biomechanical-
ly, turning exact 90° angles causes strain on the human 
body. Because cars cannot make 90° turns, driveways and 
street corners are rounded to provide easier access and 
avoid cars running over curbs (Photo 7). Sharp turns such 
as corners on sidewalks can be curved (Photo 8) to avoid 
pedestrians walking over the 
inside edge and potentially 
tripping on any uneven surfac-
es or landscape edging.

Proposed & Existing  
National Standards

As of July 2021, no U.S. 
standards specifically address 
landscape edging, including 
its placement or height. Some 
standards apply to protru-
sions in walkways or include 
more general statements for 
pedestrian paths. ASTM 
F1637-95, Section 4.2, Walk-
way Changes in Level, states 
that changes in walkway lev-
els of less than 0.25 in. (6 mm) 
in height may be without edge 
treatment. This indicates that 
any vertical displacement 
of the sidewalk that is more 
than 0.25 in. is not permissi-
ble. ASTM F1637-13, Section 

5.7, Exterior Walkways, states that “Exterior walkways 
should be maintained so as to provide safe walking 
conditions” and “should be repaired or replaced where 
there is an abrupt variation in elevation between surfac-
es.” Many areas in which landscape edging are risks are 
adjacent to the walkway instead of the walkway itself, 
making these standards inapplicable.

ASTM F1646-16 defines a foreseeable pedestrian path 
to be “any place where a pedestrian could reasonably 
be expected to walk.” Based on the literature on desire 
lines, particularly with respect to 90° corners, this fore-
seeable pedestrian path might include the same property 
owner liability as other walkways. Therefore, the terrain 
of that path should reflect the same standards for verti-
cal displacements in walkways (e.g., ASTM F1637-95) for 
landscape edging and other tripping hazards. 

In a report containing recommendations for develop-
ment of guidelines for newly constructed or altered pedes-
trian facilities, the Public Rights-of-Way Access Advisory 
Committee of the U.S. Access Board proposed Standard 
X02.1.11.1 discussing edge protection in conjunction with 
public sidewalks. Section B notes that “edge protection 
adjacent to public sidewalks containing pedestrian access 
routes is desirable in many instances because persons with 
disabilities often have limited agility and therefore have 
difficulty recovering if they encounter an uneven or po-
tentially hazardous edge condition” (Barlow et al., 2001). 
The committee also addresses the need for safe boundaries 
along public sidewalks. The report notes that a level land-
scaped space “provides a discernible edge” for someone 
walking on the sidewalk. However, it further notes that a 
landscaping space that is not level with the sidewalk poses 
a hazard that warrants consideration of other edge protec-
tion. This proposed standard was not officially adopted 
in the draft guidelines released by the U.S. Access Board, 
but the consideration of using edge protection in scenarios 
with nonlevel landscaping surfaces is significant.

Photo 7 (above): Driveway radius of curvature with 10-ft 
diameter. Photo 8 (right): No edging along driveway. 
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When examining accessibility guidelines for pedestrian 
facilities, the Architectural and Transportation Barriers 
Compliance Board (2011) noted that:

A “path of travel” includes a continuous, unob-
structed way of pedestrian passage by means 
of which the altered area may be approached, 
entered, and exited, and which connects the al-
tered area with an exterior approach (including 
sidewalks, streets and parking areas).
Landscape edging in an area that could be passed 

through when approaching or exiting an area might 
therefore be included, especially in legal challenges.

In the same way that vertical displacements on side-
walks are a tripping hazard, they also pose a challenge for 
those in wheelchairs or other wheeled mobility devices. 
They must “expend extra energy or effort that makes it 
more difficult for them to use the walking surface, and the 
resulting surface vibration can cause discomfort or pain 
that may prevent them from using the walking surface all 
together” (ATBCB, 2011). Landscape edging around desire 
lines, particularly corners, could cause the same difficulties 
as the edging is a vertical displacement that would impede 
the movement of the wheeled mobility device.

Edging & No Edging Choices
Permanent landscape edging comes in various materials 

depending on the purpose and style that the landscaper, 
builder/contractor or property owner desires. Steel, alumi-
num, plastic, wood, concrete, brick, natural stone and com-
posites are frequently used. The strips of edging are staked 
at regular intervals and most of them can bend and contour 
with the lines of a walkway or vegetated bed. Steel and alu-
minum are popular due to their durability. Steel is often used 
because it is a strong, stiffer and long-lasting material. Alumi-
num weighs less and is more resistant to corrosion than steel. 
Plastic is a lighter-weight option but is more difficult to install 
and maintain. Other options may be more attractive and 
naturalistic but some, such as wood, are not as durable as the 
steel, aluminum or plastic options (PLANET & Associated 
Landscape Contractors of Colorado, 2011).

Landscape edging suppliers carry rubber-edge trim 
guards that can be placed along the top of metal edging to 
protect people from laceration, contusion and burn risks. 
Most are made of rubber or other pliable substances with 
a U-shape channel that slides over the top of the edging. 
These devices are an additional cost but protect people, 
especially children and pets, from the sharp top of the 

FIGURE 6
WALKWAY OUTSIDE AT NORTH CAROLINA STATE UNIVERSITY
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metal. While this reduces the risk of lacerations, contu-
sions and burns, the tripping hazard is still present if the 
edging is not flush with the surfaces that abut both sides 
(Edge Right, n.d.).

The edging can also be installed flush with the surface 
of a walkway, as with the aluminum edging shown in 
Figure 6. According to Professional Landcare Network and 
Associated Landscape Contractors of Colorado (2011):

Edging should be installed so that it is even with 
the top of the sod on one side and with the top 
of the decorative material on the opposite side. 
This will contain material while allowing a mow-
er to pass over it. Edging that is not flush with 
surface materials can be a tripping hazard and 
can damage mowers.
Opting for no permanent edging for the lawn or land-

scaped area is an option. However, this option can require 
more maintenance (Gilmer & Schmidt, 2016).

Figure 6 shows an exemplary model of a pedestrian 
walkway adjacent to a vehicle roadway on a college cam-
pus. Elements used in the design include brick pavers and 
concrete block edging to create a 96-in.-wide walkway that 
allows for two wheelchairs to pass. An aluminum railing 
system is also used to provide edge protection from the rip-
rap bed separating the walkway from the abutting mulch 
and flower bed. The riprap is held in place using alumi-
num edging flush with the walkway as well as thicker steel 
edging against the mulch bed to keep rocks and mulch in 
place. The use of railing to guard from hazardous walking 
conditions beside the walkway in addition to edging flush 
with the brick pavers eliminates a tripping or falling risk 
to pedestrians who might veer off the walkway. The layout 
and dimensions of these elements are shown in Figure 6.

Conclusions & Recommendations
Property owners, design engineers, landscape architects 

and property maintenance personnel among others should 
be cognizant of the risks associated with landscape edging 
to both humans and pets. Where desire lines are found on 
properties, the appropriate personnel should attempt to 
provide a transit area that embraces the desire line. A radi-
us of curvature should be employed at the junction of two 
sidewalks to eliminate 90° angles and an extremely diffi-
cult turn for many segments of the walking population. 
Edging, where installed, should be maintained no greater 
than the height of the surfaces on both sides of the edging 
and of an appropriate material for the environment for 
which it has been chosen. Property owners and business 
managers should provide training to their staff that ad-
dresses safe walking practices and establish maintenance 
protocols for sidewalk and landscaping edging. Edging is 
one component of a landscape system, typically associated 
with transit paths and decorative beds. All components of 
that system should be designed and maintained in accor-
dance with existing standards.  PSJ
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