June 16, 2000

THE POTENTIAL FOR REVISING PARKING STANDARDS

TO REDUCE HOUSING COSTS

Problem:  Zoning regulations for many jurisdictions require more on-site parking than needed.  The cost of providing on-site parking can be significant, particularly underground or structured parking (more than $20,000 per space).  Requiring excessive parking promotes the inefficient use of land, unnecessarily adds to the cost of housing construction and may even cause housing construction to be infeasible at certain locations.  Housing developers have indicated that easing parking standards would be a significant contributor to reducing housing cost.

Goal:  Reduce unnecessary housing costs and allow for the efficient use of land.  Establish a rational basis for regulating parking.

Potential Solutions:  Local Zoning Codes could be revised to reduce parking requirements, for example, in the following circumstances:

1. For smaller dwelling units.  Studio and one-bedroom apartments typically house fewer people and consequently need fewer parking spaces than larger units.  


2. For transit-oriented development.  Housing built near transit centers or in high density urban centers with nearby employment opportunities and services offers residents non-automobile mobility options and allows for reduced car ownership. 
 

3. To allow shared parking.  Housing mixed with other land uses offers the opportunity for shared parking when peak-parking demand for the different uses occurs at different times of day.  Parking can be shared among mixed uses within the same development or between two or more nearby developments.
  

4. Where on-street parking is available.  Housing located in areas with available on-street parking has less need for on-site parking, particularly for parking to serve visitors.
  

5. For large buildings.  Research suggests that tenants of buildings with greater density have lower automobile ownership.  There may also be economies of scale in larger buildings that allow sharing of on-site spaces.
 

6. For special needs housing.  Senior housing, assisted living facilities, transitional housing and other types of housing that serve unique populations have very different and typically lower parking needs than conventional housing.


7. To reduce unneeded visitor parking.  Parking standards are sometimes set higher than necessary to accommodate resident parking needs in order to assure that there is ample visitor parking.  However, visitor parking needs may differ based on such factors as available on street parking, the potential for shared off-site parking, and economies of scale that allow guests to park in unused resident spaces.
 

8. To allow expansion of existing projects with surplus parking.  Some existing projects built to comply with applicable parking codes may have more on-site parking than needed by tenants. Parking codes could allow for the conversion of excess parking area for additional housing or other uses in cases where it can be demonstrated that parking spaces are not being used.


9. Eliminate minimum parking requirements and/ or establish maximum requirements. Maximum parking ratios prevent the construction of excess parking. Elimination of minimum requirements allows the marketplace to decide how many spaces are necessary.

The private sector can also take actions to reduce excessive parking.  For example:

10. Separate parking costs from unit rent.  Apartment rents typically cover the cost of providing parking, and thus allow tenants to park free. By charging for parking separately, those with fewer automobiles are charged less.


11. Reduce parking requirements established by lenders.  Local governments are not the only ones to regulate parking.  Banks and other lenders typically establish minimum rates of on-site parking as a condition of providing loans.  

What Should We Do, and Who Should Do It?

1. Local governments:  The governmental regulation of parking occurs entirely at the local level. This is appropriate, since different local conditions require different regulatory approaches. Historically, the objective of regulating parking has been to assure that there is sufficient on-site parking to meet the peak demand of on-site residents and tenants and to prevent any off-site parking impacts.  To achieve this objective, local governments have tended to establish minimum parking requirements that err on the side of requiring more parking than is often actually needed.  Regulations also are typically based on worst-case assumptions about automobile ownership and use.  Unfortunately, this regulatory approach has added to the cost of housing and encouraged the inefficient use of land in contradiction to growth management principals. Consequently, it is appropriate that local parking regulations be reviewed and revised with the new objective of requiring, or even allowing, as few parking spaces as absolutely necessary.

2. Growth Management Planning Council:  Because parking is regulated locally, the role of the GMPC is most appropriately that of a catalyst to promote a new perspective on parking regulation and encourage local governments to revise their regulations.  One option would be to adopt a new countywide planning policy that would direct or encourage local governments to regulate parking using the “minimize” instead of the usual “maximize” approach.  Another option would be for the GMPC to compile and disseminate model parking regulations or practices.

3. Private Sector:  Landlords could reduce the demand for parking by charging for on-site parking separately from the units themselves.  Lenders could eliminate or reduce parking requirements to the lowest feasible levels.  Like local governments, lenders could make their requirements more flexible to recognize situations where less parking than usual is needed.
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