
















Some background for thinking about 

parking policies 

American motor vehicles consume one-eighth of the 

world’s total oil production. 

We import half of all the oil we consume. 

We pay for these imports with borrowed money. 

U.S. has 18 percent more vehicles than licensed 

drivers. 

American drivers park free at the end of 99% of their 

vehicle trips. 

Anything that is unsustainable will eventually stop. 



Transportation systems have three basic elements: 

Vehicles  Rights of way Terminal capacity 

 

Trains  Tracks  Stations 

Airplanes  Sky   Airports 

Ships   Oceans  Seaports  

Cars   Roads  Parking spaces  



Zoning has three basic elements 

1. Permitted uses, such as residential, 

commercial and industrial zones 

2. Permitted bulk—regulated by floor-area 

ratios, height limits, setbacks, and open-

space requirements 

3. Off-street parking requirements  





Survey of parking 

requirements for 660 

land uses in 2002 





The Planning Advisory Service  (1991) reports that its 

surveys of parking requirements respond to a strong 

desire for information: 

[We] receive hundreds of requests each year about off-

street parking requirements for different land uses—in 

fact, we receive more requests year after year on this 

topic than on any other.  Drafting off-street parking 

requirements is clearly one of the most important tasks 

of a planning agency.  There is typically tremendous 

citizen concern about the availability of parking, its 

effect on the transportation network, and ultimately on 

the quality of life in a community.  There are also, of 

course, significant effects on developers and their 

projects, often with serious cost implications. 



The Planning Advisory Service’s own 

words summarize its main conclusions: 

The underlying assumptions used in drafting parking requirements are unknown 
(1964, 1). 

 

Copying other cities’ parking requirements may simply repeat someone else’s 
mistakes (1971, 1). 

 

For every land use whose parking demand planners know something about, at 
least a dozen remain mysteries (1983, 15). 

 

Absurd twists of logic in the way the standards were drafted sometimes make it 
impossible to say which of two cities requires more parking for the same land 
use (1991, 1). 

 

Many communities have created parking standards that require developments to 
build parking spaces far in excess of demand (2002, 6). 
 



A parking requirement sampler 

Barber shop  2 spaces per barber 

Beauty shop  3 spaces per beautician 

Nunnery   1 space per 10 nuns 

Rectory   3 spaces per 4 clergymen 

Sex novelty shop 3 spaces per 1,000 square feet 

Gas station   1.5 spaces per fuel nozzle 

Swimming pool  1 space per 2,500 gallons 

Mausoleum  10 spaces per maximum number 
    of interments in a one-hour  
    period 







Two Mistakes in Parking Policy 

1. Keep curb parking free or cheap 

2. Require lots of off-street parking 

 



San José's minimum parking requirements
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Off-Street 

Parking 

Regulations for 

All Districts, 

Except the 

CBD District 

and Vieux 

Carré Districts  

 













A Great Planning Disaster 

• Skew travel choices toward cars 

• Distort urban form 

• Degrade urban design 

• Raise housing costs 

• Impede reuse of older buildings 

• Limit homeownership 

• Damage the urban economy 

• Harm the environment 



Three Reforms in Parking Policy 

1. Charge the right price for curb parking. 

 The lowest price that will leave one or two vacant spaces 
on each block—performance-based pricing 

2. Return the meter revenue to the neighborhoods that 
generate it. 

 Revenue return will make performance-based prices for 
curb parking politically popular. 

3. Reduce or remove off-street parking requirements.  Do 
not require additional parking when a building’s use 
changes. 

 Freedom from parking requirements will allow higher 
density and new uses for old buildings. 



1.  Performance-based Parking Prices 

 Performance-based prices adjust over time to 

maintain a few vacant spaces. 

 The goal is to keep about 85 percent of the parking 

spaces occupied all the time. 

 About one curb space is vacant on each side of each 

block so that everyone can see that convenient 

parking is available everywhere. 

  















Different prices on Saturday 







Higher prices for special events 

Some areas host large, well-publicized events that 

greatly increase the demand for parking. 

Concerts, conventions, parades, street festivals, sports 

events. 

Curb parking prices for special events can range up  to 

$18/hour. 

Curb parking prices will be based on surveys of the 

prices at private off-street parking for the events. 

 









































Parking is well used but readily available
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What is the right price for curb parking? 

You cannot tell without looking at the results. 

The right price for curb parking is the lowest price the 

city can charge without creating a shortage. 

If one or two spaces are usually vacant on a block, the 

price is just right. 

The right prices will probably vary from block to 

block, by time of the day, by day of the week. 

An endless auction. 

A spot market in land. 

 



Cruising for Parking 



  

 Off-street: $20/hour        Curb: $1/hour         



Cruising for underpriced curb parking 

Suppose you want to park for 1 hour. 

Curb parking costs $1. 

Off-street parking costs $20. 

How long would you be willing to cruise for 

curb parking rather than pay the higher 

price for off-street parking? 









Cruising in New York 

Researchers interviewed drivers who were stopped 

at traffic lights. 

Are you searching for curb parking? 

28 percent of drivers on a street in Manhattan said 

they were searching for curb parking. 

45 percent of drivers on a street in Brooklyn said 

they were searching for curb parking. 

 







Get the prices right 



2.  Revenue Return 

 







1978 Plan for Old Pasadena 

“The area’s been going downhill for years.” 

“It’s a bunch of dirty old buildings.” 

“It’s filthy.” 

“It’s Pasadena’s sick child.” 

“The area is unsafe.” 

 



Old Pasadena Now 



Three parking solutions 

1. Charge performance-based prices for 

curb parking 

2. Return the revenue to pay for public 

improvements in Old Pasadena 

3. Reduce off-street parking requirements 

 



Parking meters with revenue return 

• City of Pasadena offered to return all 

parking meter revenue to Old Pasadena 

• Merchants and property owners 

immediately agreed to install meters 

• 690 meters operate until midnight, and on 

Sunday 

• Meters yield $1.2 million a year for Old 

Pasadena’s 15 blocks, about $80,000 per 

block. 





“The only reason meters went into Old Pasadena in the first 

place was because the city agreed all the money would stay 

in Old Pasadena. We’ve come a long way.  This might 

seem silly to some people, but if not for our parking 

meters, its hard to imagine that we’d have the kind of 

success we’re enjoying.  They’ve made a huge difference.  

At first it was a struggle to get people to agree with the 

meters.  But when we figured out that the money would 

stay here, that the money would be used to improve the 

amenities, it was an easy sell.” 

 

Marilyn Buchanan, Chair, 

Old Pasadena Parking Meter Zone Advisory Board 



Turning Small Change into Big Changes 















“This place, it’s perfect, really.  They’ve kept the 

buildings and the streets well.  That makes it so 

attractive.  People are walking around because they 

like the way it looks and feels.  It’s something you 

just don’t see in Los Angeles.  As a driver, I don’t 

mind paying more for what you have here.  I tell you 

what:  For this, I will pay.” 

 

Shopper interviewed by Los Angeles Times 



Will paid parking drive customers away? 

 The 85% occupancy rate means that the curb 

spaces will be well used but readily available. 

 Spending the meter revenue on public 

improvements will attract more customers. 

 Would you rather have free parking and dirty 

sidewalks or clean sidewalks and paid parking? 

 The visible public benefits will justify the 

performance parking prices. 
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Chart Title 

Old Pasadena 

South Lake 

Playhouse District 

Pasadena Sales Tax Revenue 



Parking Benefit Districts 

Transportation management tool. 

 Reduces traffic congestion, air pollution, 

and fuel consumption. 

Economic development tool. 

 Makes curb parking available, increases 

sales and property tax revenue, and employs 

people. 



Ventura parking ordinance 

 A program of managing on-street and off-street 

parking to achieve a 15% vacancy rate. 

 Using metered parking to achieve a vacancy rate of 

15% eliminates the need for time restrictions on 

those metered parking spaces. 

 All moneys collected from parking meters in this 

city shall be placed in a special fund, which fund 

shall be devoted exclusively to purposes within the 

geographic boundaries of the parking district from 

which the revenue is collected. 







3. Remove Off-street Parking Requirements 

















Effects of building job-adjacent housing 

on former parking lots 

Increase housing supply 

Reduce time spent commuting 

Reduce spending on cars and fuel 

Reduce traffic congestion and air pollution 

Maybe even slow down climate change 



Two Aspects of Parking Requirements 

1. For a new building, parking requirements 

determine the number of spaces a 

developer must supply. 

2. For an existing building, parking 

requirements limit the uses a city will 

allow. 



Los Angeles Adaptive Reuse 

Ordinance 
Until 1999, Los Angeles required two parking spaces per 
condominium unit in downtown. 

“a neighborhood of hoodlums, derelicts and winos—a 
neighborhood of echoing buildings full of absolutely nothing 
above the ground floor.” Los Angeles Times, 1982 

In 1999, Los Angeles adopted its Adaptive Reuse Ordinance 
(ARO), which allows the conversion of economically distressed 
or historically significant office buildings into new residential 
units—with no new parking spaces. 

Developers used the ARO to convert historic office buildings 
into at least 7,300 new housing units between 1999 and 2008. 

























Developers provided, on average, only 

1.3 spaces per unit, with 0.9 spaces on-

site and 0.4 off-site in nearby lots or 

garages. 

 

 Had the ARO not been adopted, the 

city would have required two on-site 

spaces for every unit, or more than 

twice as many as developers did 

provide.  





Other cities are removing parking 

requirements in downtown 

“to promote the creation of downtown apartments” 

(Greenfield, Massachusetts) 

“to see more affordable housing” (Miami) 

“to meet the needs of smaller businesses” (Muskegon, 

Michigan) 

“to give business owners more flexibility while 

creating a vibrant downtown” (Sandpoint, Idaho) 

“to prevent ugly, auto-oriented townhouses” (Seattle).  

 





If you want to: 
Reduce unnecessary vehicle travel 

Reduce traffic congestion 

Reduce air pollution 

Reduce energy waste 

Reduce greenhouse gas emissions 

Improve neighborhood public services 

Increase the supply of housing 

And do all this quickly 

GET THE PRICE OF CURB PARKING RIGHT 

SPEND THE REVENUE FOR LOCAL PUBLIC SERVICES 

REMOVE OFF-STREET PARKING REQUIREMENTS 











“All of us, if we are reasonably 

comfortable, healthy and safe, owe 

immense debts to the past.  There is 

no way, of course, to repay the past.  

We can only repay those debts by 

making gifts to the future.”  

      Jane Jacobs 



As our case is new, so must we think anew, 

and act anew. 

               

Abraham Lincoln 

 




