CHAPTER 1

Introduction: Reframing Parking
Requirements as a Policy Choice

Parking requirements stand in the way of making aities hivable, equitable, and sus-
tainable. This is because parking is a prodigious and inefficient consumer of land.
It parking was a person we might say that s/he is very poor at multitasking. Park-
ing serves one type of transportation—the private vehicle—and uses more land or
building area per trip served than any other travel mode. Weekly farmers markets
notwithstanding, parking is rarely used for any other purpose. Frequently, parking
requirements define urban design, land use density, and experience of place out-
comes more than any other zoning regulation. Indeed, meeting parking requirements
1s often the pivotal factor in project feasibility analysis. Finally, parking serves a travel
mode that is energy intensive, polluting, and unavailable to those who cannot drive
or afford a vehicle. Recently, a colleague related a story about a regional govern-
ment that was developing growth scenarios, building upon local zoning information
to determine build-out potential. The modelers were surprised to learn that parking
requirements, not building floor area ratios or height limits, were the primary deter-
minant of development intensity. When it comes to planning and development, park-
ing is too often the tail that wags the dog.

This book explains why that is the case and provides guidance on reforming
parking requirements. It addresses the technical, policy, and community participa-
tion aspects of parking requirement reform, seeking to place that reform at the top
of the priority list for city officials, politicians, and community members. While the
book addresses many aspects of parking requirements, its focus is on reforming mini-
mum parking requirements, the local regulation that compels developers to provide
specified amounts of off-street parking.

Although one mught be tempted to consider US metropolitan areas as mostly
built out, Nelson (2004, 8) projects that half the built landscape in 2030 will not have
existed in 2000—there will be 213.4 billion square feet of new built space, reflect-
ing growth and replacement of existing buildings. Reforming parking requirements

now is an essential task in making sure the next half of US built form supports broad
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community goals. The urgency for reform is even greater in developing countries
that are experiencing rapid growth, urbanization, and increasing vehicle ownership
rates.

Most minimum parking requirements drive up the amount of land and capital
devoted to parking. Since private vehicles spend more time parked than they do
driving, it 15 not surprising that there are more spaces than cars in the United States.
At this moment, my car is parked at my home office, but there are unoccupied spaces
waiting for it at my job, the shopping mall, the donut shop, and the funeral parlor.
The total amount of parking in the United States is difficult to estimate, since it in-
volves esiimates of parking in private residential garages; along street nght-of-ways;
and in surface, structure, and underground facilhities. Chester, Horvath, and Madanat
(2010) review the literature and conclude that the most defendable estimates are be-
tween 520 and 840 million parking spaces in the United States, or about 3.4 spaces per
vehicle—and many more parking spaces than people. The researchers also calculate
the impact of parking in the lifecycle performance of various types of private vehi-
cles, finding that parking adds between 6 and 23 grams of carbon dioxide equivalent
per passenger kilometer traveled.

If there was any doubt about the effect of parking requirements on urban form,
the images in figures 1.1 and 1.2 display the consequences. They show a suburban
area located at the intersection of the I-10 and 1-215 freeways in the eastern portion of
Southern California known as the Inland Empire. The aenal view provided in figure
1.1 reveals a mix of commercial, entertainment, office, residential, and recreational
uses in the cities of Ontario and Rancho Cucamonga. This ample parking provides
convenient and accessible parking for residents, employees, and shoppers, support-
ing their decisions to travel using private vehicles. At the moment the image was
taken, much of the parking is emply, revealing a wasteful use of land made clear in
the pedestrian eye view in figure 1.2. The primary reason for this waste of land is that
land uses have different peak times of occupancy, yet the common practice in mini-
mum parking requirements is to compel each use to provide more than enough park-
ing for its own peak utilization period, as if it is a parking “island” with no ability to
share with other uses. This parking oversupply is not limited to suburban areas. The
city of Seattle surveyed neighborhood parking occupancy (on- and off-street) and
found that peak period parking occupancy was generally below 75 percent of supply
(City of Seattle 2000). Collectively, this aggregate oversupply of parking produces
negative consequences that are described in chapter 2.

Contrast those suburban images with a parking solution adopted in an older ur-
ban arca. Figure 1.3 shows an image from a strect in Boston where parking in the
middle of the street (apparently in both directions) is allowed on Sunday mornings

(only!) to accommodate churchgoers. This neighborhood was built before parking
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Figure 1.2. Underutilized parking at Ontario Mills Mall, weekday
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requirements existed, and therefore it has a parking “problem.” This “middle of the
street” solution goes against most conventional parking principles, such as avoiding
traffic flow disruption and preventing pedestrian/vehicle interaction. Yet the com-
munity has found a way to take advantage of precious urban real estate and tailor a
solution to a ime-specific problem.

Parking requirements cause more parking to be built than developers would
provide if they made the decision on parking supply. If this was not the case, there
would be no need for minimum parking ratios. If off-street parking supply was not
regulated by zoning codes, developers would assess the degree to which parking
adds net value to the development, considering costs, impacts on project revenue,
and the opportunity cost of not using land for other purposes. Developers would
consider the preferences of tenants and customers in reaching this decision. Oppor-
tunistic developers might seek to use on-street and other off-street parking resources
to avoid building parking, but this practice is easily prevented through parking time
limits, parking pricing, and access rules. By replacing the developer’s analysis with
a code requirement, creative ideas such as shared parking are less likely to occur.
Of course, some national retailers or office locations, lenders, and institutional in-
vestors may require the same amount as code requirements, but my research shows
that parking requirements are the most important factor and one that other parties
consider in creating their own standards. Developers, lenders, and project design-
ers think local zoning codes "know” the right amount of parking (Willson 1994). We
have little knowledge of the amount of parking that developers would provide on
their own because it is so rare that a developer has that choice outside central busi-
ness district (CBD) environments. In those CBD environments, we see innovation in

parking provision and a more balanced set of transportation access modes.

Parking Requirements as Policy

Far from being a technical matter best reserved for traffic engineers, parking require-
ments are a policy choice that lies at the intersection of land use and transportation
planning. As a component of the transportation system, parking provides terminal
facilities at the end of each vehicle trip. By favoring private vehicle transportation,
parking reduces the competitiveness of other travel modes such as transit. It leads
to a one-dimensional transportation system based on private vehicles that is not
resilient in the face of disruptions such as energy crises or requirements to reduce
greenhouse gas emissions. As a land use, parking affects design and urban form by
shaping site design, lowering density, and contributing to sprawl. But transportation
and land use are not the only policy areas affected by parking requirements. Parking
requirements affect economic development by influencing the cost of development,
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Figure 1.3. Parking “chacs” in Boston

business formation and expansion, and ongoing operations. They determine sustain-
ability outcomes directly (as a land use) and indirectly, by encouraging private ve-
hicle travel and lowering density. Automobile-oriented, lower-density places, in turn,
increase air, water, and other forms of pollution and greenhouse gas emissions. Park-
ing requirements tilt the playing field in favor of those who can afford to and /or are
able to drive private vehicles. Finally, parking requirements create environments that
harm public health by reducing physical activity and increasing pollution.

Figure 1.4 represents these ideas in four overlapping circles. Each circle is a policy
domain on its own, but parking requirements link them together in rarely recognized
ways. We must enlarge the traditional view of parking as simply a mitigation mea-
sure for development to recognize these interconnections.

In addition to understanding the policy implhications of parking requirements for
metropolitan development, there are policy choices in the way we think about ad-

dressing parking issues. Table 1.1 shows four ways that a public agency can address
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Figure 1.4. A policy frame for parking requirements

parking, drawing on a conceptualization of types of policy actions developed by Pat-
ton et al. (2013, 10). The traditional approach is the left-hand side of the diagram,
where the jurisdiction either builds public parking or adopts parking regulations that
developers must follow, such as minimum requirements or parking maximums. The
regulatory mindset in parking is strong, reflected in the sentiment that the devel-
oper “owes” the jurisdiction a plentiful parking supply. The approaches in the right
column of the table receive less attention, as they use pricing and subsidies to affect
parking demand and increase parking use efficiency with information systems. We
should recognize that parking requirements are only one tool to solve parking issues.
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Table 1.1. Alternative public sector parking strategies

Direct strategies related to Indirect strategies affecting parking use
parking supply and efficiency
Monetary Provide, purchase Tax, subsidize
[$'s effectuate * Parking construction + Tax parking
the result) = Restriping + Parking pricing/cash out
* Lease parking +* Unbundle parking cost from rent
* Subsidize alternative modes
Monmonetary Require, prohibit, allow Infoarm, implore, organize
{rules, convinging, = Minimum parking requirements + Parking inventory and parking
or brokering) = Parking maximums availability/guidance information
» Requirement allowances, & g, BYStEms
shared parking reduction + Marketing for alternative modes
= Parking dimension and design * Brokering shared parking agreements
Measures between private parties

= Shared parking

Over more than two decades, researchers have revealed the problems with park-
ing requirements, pointing out that they often require more parking than is used and
make free parking inevitable. They point out that standardized data sources on park-
ing utilization, such as the Institute of Transportation Engineers Parking Generation
handbook (ITE 2010), provide data that is used uncritically and builds in assump-
tions that parking is free and generously supplied, and that transit is largely unavail-
able. Parking Generation collects utilization studies from across North America and
compiles them into tables that show parking rates for different land uses.

Some jurisdictions have reformed their parking requirements (see examples in
chapter 3), bul progress is slow in many places. This i1s because parking requirements
often fall between the cracks in understanding and action. In research, parking re-
quirements fall between the fields of land use planning, transportation planning, com-
munity development, economics, and avil engineering. In municipal government,
responsibility for parking requirements falls between planning, public works, and
engineering departments. Planners generally write the codes but they often defer to
engineers for technical matters in transportation, including parking requirement ratios,

Progress is also slow because residents, stakeholders, and elected officials are
conflicted on the subject. Often they favor mixed-use development, transit, and so
on, but when it comes to the essential parking reforms that make those ideas work,
they demur. A mitigation mindset, in which all project impacts must be mitigated to
imsignificance, often includes parking. As a result, the possibility that a project will
have less parking than 1s demanded (when parking is free) is considered an environ-
mental harm instead of a condition that requires parking management and reduces

automobile dependence. Also, since most people drive and park, otherwise “green”
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stakeholders may suffer from a conflict of interest with regard to parking. Facing
more expensive parking (the result of tighter supply/demand conditions) may be
perceived as a problem rather than a green policy, even though the impacts of less
parking might be greater than recycling, organic food, or renewable energy. Over the
years, | have met many committed environmentalists who nonetheless want to keep
their parking privileges.

Parking requirement reform calls for a new understanding of the relationship
between land use and transportation planning. Through the history of cities, inno-
vations in transportation allowed new land use forms to emerge. For example, the
electric streetcar enabled suburban expansion and the development of freeways ac-
celerated that trend. In most early transportation planning exercises, land uses beget
transportation facilities. In other words, transportation models predicted travel de-
mand based on land use patterns and growth, and transportation planners/engineers
sized roadway facilities accordingly. Later, in the era of growth management and
environmental impact reports, transportation capacity limited land use intensities.
Growth was controlled to match transportation capacity. Now, there is a bidirectional
relationship in which new transportation capacity opens up areas for land use expan-
sion and infill, but some development and urban redevelopment is limited by trans-
portation capacity. An integrated approach is needed where reform-minded cities
chose policy in both transportation and land use that reinforces desired community
goals, such as increasing density or multiimodal transportation. For example, a aty
may adopt plans for dense mixed-use development and new transit options, strategi-
cally reducing road capacity at the same time. To support this, parking requirements
may be cut, district-level parking supplies may be capped or reduced, and market
pricing for parking may be introduced. Local jurisdictions must decide if they are in
the “transportation capacity follows land use growth” model or if they are going to
deliberately change transportation capacities in search of a new integrated land use
and transportation vision.

The conceptual challenges are formidable. The way we think aboul parking af-
fects the type of solutions we imagine. Figure 1.5 shows that parking requirements
are at the bottom of the hierarchy of accessibility goals and implementation tech-
nmiques. The top of the pyramid 15 access—the ability to make connections over geo-
graphic space—for trips between home and work, work and shopping, and the like.
The primary methods of accomplishing access are land use planming, telecommuni-
cation substitution, and transportation. Each of those realms has a vanety of tech-
niques, with private vehicle transportation being one of many techniques, but not
the only one. Vehicle parking, in turn, 15 an element of a system that provides for
private vehicle transportation. Parking requirements, then, are one way of addressing
parking supply. Parking supply is one way of dealing with parking availability. The
conceptual confusion occurs when stakeholders perceive the hierarchy upside down,
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and instead of starting with accessibility, they consider parking requirements as an

end rather than one of many means to the true end of accesﬁibility.

How Did We Get Here?

The public officials who invented parking requirements thought they were creating
paradise. They used development regulations to produce a pattern of separated land
uses and efficient automobile mobility to connect the dots. It was an orderly world
where there were no surprises—no discordant land uses, no traffic congestion, and
importantly, no problem finding a parking space. For them, parking requirements
were a practical way to create vehicle storage for the expansion of personal vehicles
that began in the early 1%00s and accelerated after World War II. Parking require-
ments seemed a logical extension of police powers that form the basis for zoning and
were appealing because they produced parking without direct cost to the local juris-
diction. What could possibly go wrong?

Goal { Access between land uses
_ | |
- . Telecommunication Transportation
Method Lang Wi RRnAing substitution infrastructure and services
- I_l_I ]
_ | | | 1
Land use Tele- Social Private Human
Densi Transit
proximity v conferencing | | media vehicle - powered
| |
Roadway | | Vehicle || Support
capacity | | parking | | systems
|
| |
Technique -
Parki Parking
ng
demand
supply management
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Parking :"_"'r:: Public
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Figure 1.5. The role of parking in accessibility
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This vision of orderly development with plenty of off-site parking turns out to
have many unintended consequences. The social and environmental movements of
the 1960s drew attention to resource consumption, pollution, and social 1ssues associ-
ated with an automobile-oriented transportation system, but parking requirements
by themselves were not considered a policy issue. They flew “under the radar.” More
recently, critics have addressed problems with parking requirements directly, tracing
their impacts on multimodal transportation, design and urban form, economic devel-
opment, and sustainability. Ironically, the initial goal of parking requirements was
to avoid the ills of traffic congestion because cars would not be circling looking for
parking. Parking requirements have made it easier for motorists to find a space, but
the hoped-for reduction in traffic congestion has not been realized in the automobile-
dependent places that parking requirements have produced.

Smart Growth proponents have described an alternative paradise, that of livable
places. Emily Talen (2012) calls it “good urbanism,” with characteristics of compact
urban form; pedestrianism; environmental sustainability; social, economic, and land
use diversity; connectedness; good public spaces; equitable access to services; and
support of human health. Now, many cities have lofty goals and plans to create liv-
able places, reflecting their recognition of environmental constraints, quality of life,
and changing tastes among their residents.

Adopting goals for good urbanism is the easy part. The hard part is delving into
and changing the institutionalized regulations that structure city form and transpor-
tation. These rules often produce outcomes that are at odds with current goals be-
cause they are locked in by precedent, relieving planners from renegotiating complex
webs of stakeholder interests. Without a doubt, this new vision of paradise—good
urbanism—cannot be fully realized until zoning codes are reformed. The Local Gov-
ernment Commuission (2003) expressed this well when it said, “The current challenge
isn’t to visualize the things that make up these [Smart Growth] neighborhoods, since
good examples are all around us. Rather, the task is to fix our modern zoning codes
so planners and developers can once again create them for us” (Tracy 2003, 2).

In a way, we might see ourselves in the purgatory, caught between good urban-
ism “heaven” and suburban sprawl “hell,” with our fate resting on the reform of
zoning codes and their parking requirements. Achieving laudable dreams of transit-
oriented development, walkable places, and environmental sustammability hinges on

parking requirement reform that will break the cycle of automobile dependency.

Origins and Current Practice

Interestingly, early zoning ordinances did not have off-street parking requirements.
Talen (2012) traces the origins of zoning in nuisance law, deed restrictions, and other
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tools designed to respond to chaotic conditions in dense urban centers in the 1800s. In
the United States, the first comprehensive zoning ordinance was implemented in New
York City in 1916, addressing building bulk, land use, and the separation of buildings.
The primary justification for zoning was to reduce the external impacts of individual
projects such as might occur when a new building presents a fire risk to the building
next door. Zoning code provisions regarding safety, permitted uses, and building bulk
burdened the private property owner to achieve public goods such as fire suppression,
access to light, and so forth. It was a small step for local officials to argue that parking
requirements were also justified under police powers to address the problem of surface
street congestion associated with patrons driving to a site, looking for parking.

In the early days of zoning, automobiles were for wealthy people, not for daily
travel by the general population. As vehicle ownership grew, parking requirements
became a central aspect of codes. Parking requirements were first adopted for mul-
tiple-family dwellings in Columbus, Ohio, in 1923, Fresno, California, expanded its
parking requirements to nonresidential uses in 1939 (Weant and Levinson 1990).
Widespread adoption of parking requirements began after World War 1, associated
with the suburbanization of American cities and growth in automobile ownership.
By 1947, seventy cities had parking requirements, and by 1972, 214 of 216 cities sur-
veyed by the Eno Foundation had them (Weant and Levinson 1990). Today, parking
requirements are a universal part of zoning codes.

Parking requirements were legally challenged (Denver versus Denver Buick, Inc.
1959) under the complaint that they had the effect of taking private property for pub-
lic purpose without compensation. The public purpose was reducing traffic conges-
tion around the site that might result from drivers looking for spaces, queuing to
enter the site, or parking on the street. However, subsequent court cases rejected the
takings criticism, justifying parking requirements as part of the muniapality’s police
power to mitigate externalities in the public realm (Chen-Josephson 2007).

Unlike many elements of transportation policy, parking requirements are the ex-
clusive domain of local governments. Talen (2012) calls zoning codes “the mother
lode” of city rules that shape the quality of urban environments. Indeed, the first
example offered in Talen’s book i1s about parking requirements. It describes a situa-
tion in which minimum parking requirements produced a low-density, automobile-
oriented urban form in Arizona. In that case, the negative effects are worsened by
the absence of parking regulations that mitigate the site impacts of parking, such as
requiring shared parking or design requirements. Talen notes that “"Nothing in the
rules prohibits parking from being a defining feature of the landscape” (2012, 2).

One might think that parking requirements are a uniquely North American 1ssue.
On the contrary, parking requirements are worldwide. They are a critical policy ques-

tion in developing countries in which increased private vehicle ownership is running
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up against limited parking supply. A study of fourteen Asian cities found that they
all imposed minimum parking requirements (Barter 2012). Requirements for CBD of-
fice buildings averaged (.65 spaces per 1,000 square feet, while requirements for non-
central office buildings and shopping centers averaged 1.02 and 1.13 spaces per 1,000
square feet, respectively.

Recently, The Fconomist reported social unrest in Beijing over residential park-
ing for upper middle-class housing developments (Fconomist 2012, 46). Disgruntled
residents were promised rental parking at good rates, but the owner sold the spaces
to the highest bidders at around 526,000 a space. One might suggest that minimum
parking requirements should have forced a higher supply level to prevent parking
from having such a market value. Given that the cost of providing structure parking
can easily exceed that level, though, the real problem is the expectation of free or low-

cost parking that parking requirements have created.
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