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Financing Public Parking

Finding the funds when you really do need more parking
Effectively managing the existing parking supply and providing other travel options besides the single occupant auto should be the first options for providing access to any commercial area. However, sometimes additional off-street parking is necessary to support an existing business district or planned future growth. There are local options, state programs, and private responsibilities that can be used to pay for construction and operation of a public parking surface lot or garage.

Providing off-street parking can be expensive. Construction costs per space can range from roughly $1,500-2,000 per space for surface parking in suburban areas to over $20,000 for underground parking in urban areas, not counting land costs, which can be substantial, especially in urban areas. Annual operation and maintenance costs can run from $100-500 per space. All told, the annual costs per parking space can run from roughly $400 a year for suburban surface parking, over $1,200 a year for a 2-level suburban structure, to over $2,000 for an urban parking structure. [1] In addition to the direct costs of building and maintaining the spaces, parking takes up space that could otherwise be used for additional commercial space or housing; incurs environmental costs including increased stormwater runoff and pollution and heat island impacts; and costs to the transportation system from its impact on the relative appeal of driving versus alternative modes. These costs should be recognized and balanced against the benefits parking provides in driver convenience and access.

Where to build a surface parking lot or a parking garage depends both on the number of spaces needed and on the value of land where you are building. One study suggests that land must be valued at $1,000,000 per acre or more for a garage to be cost-effective.[1] A parking study can help you determine how many new spaces you need. Several hundred new spaces at a minimum should be needed before you consider a parking garage. While a garage may cost 10 times what a surface lot will cost, the extra land made available by a smaller garage footprint can bring in considerable sales and tax revenues to the community. In some communities the first floor of a garage contains retail uses which can also produce rental revenue for the community. Garages also typically have the additional environmental benefit of a smaller paved area and reduced rainwater runoff.

Using Local Funds
The most common way to pay for public parking lots is by issuing municipal bonds. These can be general obligation bonds, which are backed by a community's general taxation revenues, or revenue bonds, which are typically paid off through revenues from parking fees. Revenue from parking enforcement might also be used for this purpose, but typically money from parking tickets is deposited directly into a community's general fund. A double-barreled obligation bond would usually rely on both a revenue pledge plus the full faith and credit of the community (i.e. a general obligation) in case revenues are not sufficient. Under a special assessment bond, those that benefit from the public parking lot, like local businesses, can be charged a special assessment to pay off the bonds. If a tax increment finance bond is issued, some of the additional taxes expected to be generated from the increase in property values due to the new parking can be pledged to pay off the bond.

The revenue collected from on- and off-street meters can also be returned to a Parking Benefit District or Business Improvement District for local transportation improvement projects.

State Funding Sources
The following Commonwealth of Massachusetts programs can be used, sometimes, to pay for new off-street parking facilities. All of these programs are based on competitive grants, and community applications must demonstrate that the planned garage is eligible and will provide the benefits that the program is designed to promote. Check with the appropriate state agency for eligibility requirements and application procedures.

Public Works Economic Development - PWED (Executive Office of Transportation and Public Works)
· This program assists municipalities in funding transportation infrastructure that will stimulate economic development. The PWED regulations are "designed to provide eligible municipalities with maximum flexibility and discretion as it relates to project development and implementation" (701 CMR 5.01), but vest in the Secretary of Transportation the responsibility for evaluating and selecting eligible projects that will facilitate economic growth consistent with applicable state policies. For more information follow this link to the Executive Office of Transportation and Public Work ’s PWED page.

Transit-Oriented Development - TOD (Executive Office of Transportation and Public Works)
· This program funds capital grants on a competitive basis to public agencies for planning, design and construction of housing, parking, bicycle and pedestrian infrastructure located near transit stops. In most instances, Transit Oriented Development funding leverages other project funding provided by the Department of Housing and Community Development (DHCD), the Massachusetts Housing Partnership, Mass Housing and private developers. More information about transit-oriented development can be found here.

Community Development Action Grant Program - CDAG (Department of Housing and Community Development)
· This program leverages both public and private investment in an effort to stimulate local economies and create jobs that would not occur by private enterprise alone. CDAG provides funding for publicly owned or managed projects that will have a significant impact on the economic condition of a city or town, including activities that will leverage significant private investment and generate or retain long term employment, as well as projects that will significantly improve the conditions of low and moderate income persons through the support of workforce housing production and/or the preservation of public housing. Any city or town in the Commonwealth is eligible to apply to DHCD for CDAG funds. CDAG can be used in a variety of ways, including installation, improvement, construction, repair, rehabilitation or reconstruction of publicly owned or managed buildings or other structures, facades, streets, roadways, thoroughfares, sidewalks, rail spurs, utility distribution systems, water and sewer lines, for site preparation and improvements, demolition of existing structures, and relocation assistance. For more information follow this link to the Department of Housing and Community Development’s CDAG web page.

Community Development Block Grant - CDBG (MA Department of Housing and Community Development, US Department of Housing and Urban Development)
· Mass CDBG is a federally funded, competitive grant program designed to help small cities and towns meet a broad range of community development needs. Assistance is provided to qualifying cities and towns for housing, community, and economic development projects that assist low and moderate-income residents, or by revitalizing areas of slum or blight. Municipalities with a population of under 50,000 that do not receive CDBG funds directly from the federal Department of Housing and Urban Development (HUD) are eligible for Mass CDBG funding. Eligible Mass CDBG projects include but are not limited to housing rehabilitation or development, micro-enterprise or other business assistance, infrastructure, community/public facilities, public social services, planning, removal of architectural barriers to allow access by persons with disabilities, and downtown or area revitalization. The federal program funded by HUD has the same basic program goals and eligibility requirements, for communities with populations of at least 50,000. The federal requirements can be found here.

Off-street Parking Program (Executive Office of Administration and Finance)
· Established in 1980, this program provides matching grants to municipalities for the construction of public, off-street parking facilities in Commercial Area Revitalization Districts. A Commercial Area Revitalization District is "a commercial area for which a commercial area revitalization plan has been adopted by the governing body of the municipality and approved by the Secretary of Communities and Development and the project is consistent with the plan. The purpose of the plan shall be to prevent or arrest or reverse the decay of the area covered by the plan. The plan shall describe the area and set forth the development or redevelopment including public improvement proposed to carry out the purposes of the plan." Communities must pay at least 30% of the project cost. Only communities with populations above 20,000 are eligible. More details can be found here.

Massachusetts Downtown Initiative (Department of Housing and Community Development)
· DHCD’s Massachusetts Downtown Initiative (MDI) offers a range of services and assistance to communities seeking help on how to revitalize their downtowns. The primary mission of the MDI is to make downtown revitalization an integral part of community development in cities and towns across the Commonwealth. Assistance is provided for planning activities, but construction costs are not provided. Eligibility requirements vary among program components and restrictions may apply, but planning for parking is an eligible activity. The Technical Assistance Site Visit Program is restricted to non-entitlement CDBG communities. More details can be found here.

Requiring the Business Community to Contribute

As mentioned above, some of the taxes or fees from new development can be allocated directly to a Parking Benefit District or can be used to pay off a tax increment finance bond. Parking regulations can also maintain required minimums but allow developers to pay a fee in lieu of each required space not provided, with the fees to be used for providing public parking. A concern with reduced parking requirements is that if new developments (or redevelopments) are not required to provide parking where previous developments were, the burden of providing parking may be unfairly distributed on the properties that have been there longer. Using the fees to pay for public parking available to all may reduce those concerns. Finally, if the parking required is not needed during part of the day, or on weekends, parking regulations can require or suggest that these spaces be available for public use during certain times.

Sources:
1. Todd Litman, Victoria Transport Policy Institute, "Parking Evaluation: Evaluating Parking Problems, Solutions, Costs, and Benefits", Online TDM Encyclopedia.
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How to Do a Parking Study

About Designing Local Parking Surveys
We believe any discussion of parking needs should start with a survey of existing parking use. Whether your concern is parking in the town center or how much parking to require of a new development, you need to know have much parking is currently available and how is it used. Both public and private parking spaces should usually be part of any survey, and any set of solutions. Many simple counts can be accomplished by community staff or local volunteers with minimal training. The guidance below is intended primarily for community staff and local volunteers in designing and carrying out your own survey, or for community staff reviewing proposed data collection proposals as part of the special permit process.

The Need for a Survey
Area versus Site-Specific Surveys
Local parking surveys are usually designed to answer one of two questions:

· Is there enough parking nearby?

· How much parking should be required for a new development?

Area Parking Surveys
Area parking surveys are intended to consider all the parking available in an area, whether it's the downtown or a neighborhood commercial center. They are usually conducted in response to a perceived lack of parking, now or in the near future, and having a sound knowledge of current conditions is a good basis for deliberations about how to respond.

Besides identifying who is parking and how long, area surveys can also identify where there are unused spaces nearby that could be shared, for specific purposes and targeted parkers. For example, church parking could be used for overflow parking for the few peak shopping days of the year, rather than building to peak parking needs which will remain empty (and not generating profits and taxes) for most of the year.

An area survey will also give you an indication of how well your local zoning requirements are matching supply of parking with demand.

Site-Specific Surveys
Parking requirements in many zoning ordinances frequently result in many empty spaces and extra costs for the developer. The traditional way to determine parking requirements is through the use of parking ratios developed nationally by the Institute for Transportation Engineers [2] and surveys of existing regulations across the country from the American Planning Association [3]. These have been developed for hundreds of different uses based on surveys of existing buildings and areas and are based on anticipated square feet or acres of development or the number of employees that might work there. They are easy to use and legally defensible, but they almost always lead to more parking than is needed for most days. These are generally collected at suburban locations poorly served by transit and are designed to encourage auto use.

We believe locally developed standards, based on surveys, better serve local needs. If you don't have the time or resources for a survey, at least use these correction factors developed by the Victoria Transport Policy Institute based on studies from around the US and Canada that allow you to customize your requirements based on your local situation (see flexible parking requirements for more information). [1]

Parking Requirement Adjustment Factors

Counting vehicles parked at a comparable site or sites can better tailor parking demand to local conditions, and also factors in New England weather and our propensity to drive, for example.

Parking minimums and special permit surveys allow developers to demonstrate that their use will not need the normally required number of spaces. Parking maximums and special permit surveys allow developers to demonstrate they need more. Setting all parking requirements through the special permit process allows the community to decide on the parking needs for a specific use at a specific site. Any of these approaches provides a flexibility that provides for much more efficient use of land than a simple adherence to strict parking standards.

There is a potential future problem with this survey approach however. If a site is redeveloped in the future, a potential new use may legitimately require more parking spaces than were built to match the current needs. Rather than having a redevelopment parcel lie empty waiting for just the right match between new use and available parking, contingencies like landscaped parking reserves or fees-in-lieu can be built in now to allow for the future expansion of parking supply.

The Survey
Survey Stakeholders First
Before beginning any survey you should interview local stakeholders to learn about perceived parking needs and problems. Try to get the local stakeholders involved in the survey and in the search for solutions. Is overcrowding a problem for only a few blocks or is there a mismatch between supply and demand covering a large area? What times of the day do the problems occur, and is this weekdays only or are weekends involved? How you design your survey will depend on the answers to these questions.

Survey Design
The survey includes an inventory of spaces, counts of vehicles parked, and an analysis of the results. In total the survey should give you a clear picture of how existing parking is being used in the area surveyed. How the demand for parking might change in the future is a different type of analysis, and we'll give you some ideas about how to go about doing that in the last section below.

These basic survey procedures apply whether you are surveyed a central business district or just an individual lot to determine future parking requirements. If you are surveying a single private parking lot you should certainly explain your purpose before counting there. For an area survey, widespread publicity is not recommended so as not to influence the outcome, but notification of the local police and operators of enclosed, gated lots is necessary.

Inventory existing parking
· Define the study area (talk to stakeholders) - at least a few blocks beyond the area if spillover parking is a concern. The outer edge of the study area should be defined by the maximum distance someone would park and walk who has business near the center of the area. The larger your study area the more volunteers you will need to help with a count.

· Number the blocks. Number the block faces and all the individual parking areas (public and private) within a block. Put this information on a good map before you start counting spaces and vehicles parked. For all private parking you should also find out who owners the property, or at least the entity that is currently leasing the spaces for use.

· Count the number of spaces, on-street and off, for each of the numbered parking areas. If spaces aren't marked, take the maximum number of vehicles you found parked, and estimate how many additional vehicles could be parked without blocking other vehicles, fire lanes, trash receptacles, etc. You can use the chart below to estimate on-street parking (do not count driveways in the measured distance). As you are counting, note any restrictions on the use of these spaces. 

· Are they private parking spaces, restricted to employees and customers (who)? Handicapped plates only? Loading zones or trucks only? 

· Are there limitations on how long or what hours of the day the spaces may be used? 

· Where a fee is charged, what are the rates? 

This information can all be recorded as you are counting the numbers of vehicles parked, but if that count will cover many block and parking areas in a limited amount of time it is probably best to prepare this inventory before you begin counting cars. You should include bicycle parking racks, rings, and all types of equipment specifically designed for bicycle use in this inventory.
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The chart is from "Parking Management Made Easy: A guide to taming the downtown parking beast. Transportation and Growth Management (TGM) Program, a joint program of the Oregon Department of Transportation (ODOT) and the Oregon Department of Land Conservation and Development (DLCD).
Inventory all parking spaces - record or estimate number of parking spaces, owner, who is allowed to park, cost, and any time restrictions. For any area, include all spaces within ½ mile of the target area.

Count the number of parked vehicles
· This can be a simple count of the number of vehicles parked in each of the numbered parking areas. You should survey at least 3 or 4 different time periods during the day, including all times with peak demand. You may also need to count on Saturday or Sunday, depending of the weekend demand.

· One or more persons can do these counts, depending on the size of the area to be covered. A good map with the number of spaces available at each location should be marked, and a walking route to follow should be designated if more than one person is involved in the counting. Besides counting the numbers of cars parked legally, double parked vehicles, or those blocking other vehicles in lots should also be indicated, and any large trucks blocking more than one space should be recorded. Make sure you count the number of bicycles parked as well, even if they are not attached to a piece of bike parking equipment.

· Make sure to count only on days when the weather is good. If you count in winter make sure there is no accumulated snow blocking parking spaces that would normally be available.

· Counting how long vehicles remained parked provides more useful information for parking management solutions, but requires more work. Knowing the duration of parking allows for different parking pricing or time restriction policies, may uncover opportunities for sharing spaces, and can provide helpful information to businesses looking to move to an area.

Duration counts require that license plate numbers be marked, and that counters return frequently (at least once an hour) to a space to record this information. For high parking turnover locations (post offices, banks, convenience stores, etc.) you may want to check back every 15 minutes. This is usually best accomplished by numbering all spaces on the map, and by providing both maps and numbered sheets with room to record the license plate numbers. Again, record both legally and illegally parked vehicles.

After the survey is completed, by matching licenses plates you can determine how long vehicles remain parked at the same spot (you may also be able to use license plate matching to notice if some people are moving their cars between nearby spaces). To measure parking duration there is no need to match license plates with vehicle ownership records, and all the recorded license plate information can be destroyed as soon as the duration analysis is completed. Be sure to emphasize to anyone concerned that not of the information collected will be used for enforcement of parking regulations.

Land Use Information
Besides counts of the numbers of vehicles parking, you need information on the land use that the parking is serving. If you are counting a single use on a single lot, the size of the lot in acres, the number of usable square feet in the building, and the type of use of the building are all necessary pieces of information. Where there are multiple companies and uses of a building the approximate square footage used by each should be estimated. Types of uses and usable square feet should be measured in the same way that your local ordinance defines them. The number of employees working in the building at the time of the survey will also be extremely helpful if you can get it. If you are surveying an area the local assessor's office is probably the best source of use and square footage. Involving building owners and the local business community in the survey is probably the best way to both insure accurate information and their involvement later in the search for solutions.

Analyzing the Results
Two measures of parking use typically result from these studies. Counting cars parked allows you to calculated occupancy, the measure of how many of the available spaces are occupied. Vehicles parked divided by the number of spaces is occupancy. Occupancies of 85-90% are usually considered full, since someone looking for a space will not find an empty one easily and may need to circle as few times before one becomes available. Occupancies above 100% are possible, when vehicles park in the aisles, or block other vehicles. Occupancies should be calculated separately for every parking area you identified, and for each time period you counted.

Duration is the length of time a car remains in a space, and can be estimated from the license plate information, if collected. Calculate the duration for each vehicle observed, and then calculate an average duration for all spaces by parking area and time period. Report average durations in 15 minute intervals for averages under 1 hour, in hourly increments over one hour.

Turnover is the inverse of duration, and allows you to calculate how many cars can use a space in a given period of time. For example, for an average duration of 15 minutes, 4 different vehicles parked there in an hour. If the turnover/duration remained unchanged, 32 different vehicles could be accommodated in that one space over an 8 hour period.

Keep all these results separate, at least initially, by location, time of day and day of week. Graphics and displays on maps will be helpful in explaining your results.

Knowing occupancy allows you to determine whether or not you have enough parking. Occupancies of 85-90% or just below are ideal - the demand is being met without waste. High occupancies in one area combined with lower occupancies nearby indicate a parking management problem - you need to figure out how to get some of the excess demand to use the nearby available supply (lack of knowledge of nearby spaces or restrictions on who can park there are two examples why demand and supply don't match up.

Knowledge of duration allows you understand the parking market better (the need for short-term versus long-term parking, for example) to redefine time restrictions and parking fees and to use existing spaces more efficiently. Duration information should reveal if there are different parking markets in different areas, and different time periods.

Occupancy and duration information shows if overflow parking to residential neighborhoods is an issue, and when. And the maps you prepare can ultimately be used to publicize parking locations and underutilized spaces.

Sources:
1. Todd Litman, Evaluating parking Management Benefits. 2006. VTPI.

2. Institute of Transportation Engineers, Parking Generation, 3rd Edition, 2004. Available for purchase from the ITE website: http://www.ite.org/tripgen/parking.asp.

3. Michael Davidson & Fay Dolnik, Parking Standards (PAS 510/511), APA Planning Advisory Service, 2002. Available for purchase from http://www.planning.org/APAStore/Search/Default.aspx?p=2423.
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Provide Feedback

Tell us what you think!
The MAPC Sustainable Transportation: Parking Toolkit is a work in progress that will be updated and modified in response to feedback and recommendations from users. We encourage you to let us know how we can improve it. Is there information that you were looking for but couldn't find? Does the toolkit provide enough detail to meet your needs? Are there topics that you think we should cover that aren't included?

Please contact Transportation Planner Jim Gallagher at jgallagher@mapc.org. We would appreciate if you can tell us a little bit about yourself (e.g. whether you work for a city or town, a developer, consultant, etc, and if so, which one and in what capacity) and your purpose in accessing the toolkit.

Parking Issues and Questions

Identify Strategies Based on Your Issues and Questions
Both information and local values come into play in identifying parking needs in your community. The checklist below is designed to provide a list of common concerns - more than one probably applies in your community. Clinking on any link will provide a more detailed description of the issue and its roots and strategies that may help in its resolution.

· There is not enough parking in the downtown area; customers have trouble finding spaces and frequent double-parking blocks spots and causes congestion

· Lack of available parking is causing spillover into nearby neighborhoods and parking areas for other purposes

· There is too much land devoted to parking in our downtown; we would like to convert some of it into uses that produce more taxes

· The cost of providing required parking is making it difficult to build affordable housing in our community

· We can't redevelop existing buildings because the parking requirements for preferred new uses are too high.

· Should we charge for parking on-street and in municipal lots? Will we lose business to neighboring towns or shopping centers?

· We are concerned about the environmental impacts of surface parking
· How do we get people to park once and walk? How can we create a pedestrian-friendly downtown that also has enough parking?

· How can we work with employers to reduce traffic and parking demand from employees?

· How much parking should be required for various uses?

· How do we convince lenders that their projects will succeed with less parking?

· How can we finance the construction of additional public parking?

· Creating a "Park Once" District
· Financing Public Parking
· How much parking to require?
· Making the Case to Lenders
· Not Enough Parking Downtown
· Oversupply: Parking Taking up Valuable Space
· Parking, Development Costs, and Affordability
· Parking Requirements Preventing Redevelopment and Reuse
· Parking Spillover
Charging for On-street and Public Parking

Charging for parking is one of the simplest ways to manage parking demand, but it is not necessarily easy to implement. Although parking is never really free - the costs are just subsumed into the price of goods and services - drivers pay no charge for parking for 99% of their trips [1, p. 8]. Moving towards a "user pays" system of parking nearly always generates at least some resistance, but that does not necessarily mean that the costs outweigh the benefits or that the opponents will outnumber the supporters. Figuring out whether, where, when, and how much to charge for parking is a question of local politics as much as any other consideration, but the recommendations below can provide some input into the decision-making process.

The question of whether to implement or increase charges for on-street parking usually arises when demand exceeds supply (charging for parking when there isn't high demand is generally a bad idea - pricing should be used to manage the parking supply efficiently, not simply to raise revenue). There are many ways to address a mismatch between supply and demand, including charging for parking in certain areas. It is a good idea to start by assessing where, when, and to what extent parking demand exceeds supply by conducting a parking survey (see how to do a parking study for more information).

Armed with a better understanding of the problem, you can use the information below to decide: whether charging for parking is right for you, how to set the rates, and what to do with the revenue, or you can get additional ideas on how to address a perceived parking shortage downtown (or in another busy commercial or mixed use area), from the page describing how to deal with Not Enough Parking.

Won't Charging for Parking Deter Shoppers and Hurt Business?

Many communities fear that implementing a charge for parking on the street and/or in public lots in downtown or other commercial districts will drive away customers, who will choose to shop at a mall or strip-mall outside the downtown instead. This is certainly a valid concern, but it is not a foregone conclusion. To understand whether charging for parking at the curb and/or in off-street municipal lots will help or hurt your community, there are a number of things to consider.

· If free on-street parking means there are never any spaces available, charging for parking can improve business. The inability to find a parking space can be at least as much of a deterrent as the need to pay for one, so if charging a nominal fee for parking means that there are usually a few spaces available rather than there rarely being any spaces available, this may make the area more attractive to customers.

· In order for charging for parking to be effective, it must free up some parking spaces, which means it must impact travel behavior and reduce demand for parking. The question is whether discouraging people from parking discourages them from visiting the area, or simply encourages them to get there another way. Some possible impacts of charging for parking are given below. Whether potential shoppers who might be deterred by the price of parking are driven away or whether they simply find other ways to get there will depend in part on the availability and appeal of alternate ways to get to the area.

· Some visitors may choose to shorten their stay, increasing turnover and parking availability, though potentially reducing casual shopping.

· If there are free parking areas that are less convenient, some people may choose to park a bit farther away rather than pay for parking (see "shuttle service and offsite parking" on this page for more information). If there are nearby neighborhoods where on-street parking is unregulated, spillover parking may become more of an issue (for information on potential solutions to this issue, see addressing spillover).

· People who live near the area may choose to walk or bike downtown rather than drive if the sidewalks and bike facilities are good (see "bike parking and amenities" on this page for more information). Encouraging residential development downtown can provide a customer base that can easily walk to stores.

· People planning to shop with friends or family may choose to carpool rather than driving separately to meet downtown (see "priority parking for carpools" on this page for more information).

· If public transportation provides good access to the area, some people may choose to ride public transit rather than drive (see "providing subsidized transit passes" on this page for more information).

· Some people may choose not to make the trip at all, or to drive somewhere else to do their shopping.

· If revenue from parking meters is re-invested in the district, providing additional maintenance for the roads and sidewalks, street sweeping, streetlights, etc, the area may attract more people and increase business (see "how to use the revenue" on this page). People will also be more likely to support a proposal to install or increase the rates on meters if some of the increase in revenue will be used to benefit the district.

· Charging for parking in public lots or garages while on-street parking is free can mean that people circle the streets searching for on-street parking rather than paying to park. If off-street parking is priced, generally speaking on-street parking should be priced too.

· Part of people's resistance to the installation of parking meters is due to the method of payment, rather than the need to pay. While standard parking meters are cheapest and easiest to install, many people find them frustrating because they have to have the right coins and can't get money back if they overestimate how long they'll be staying. New parking payment technologies can make payment easier, however, which may reduce resistance and increase collection. (See advanced parking payment technologies for more information.)

· A large part of whether charging for parking will negatively impact businesses depends on how attractive the district is relative to other options. If there is a popular mall a short drive away providing many of the same goods and services with free parking, that can increase the likelihood that people will go elsewhere. On the other hand, if the downtown provides enough amenities and attractions - such as restaurants, bars, and appealing outdoor spaces - that cannot be replaced by a mall or isolated shopping center, the downtown is more likely to succeed.

An effective outreach campaign explaining the reasons for and benefits of implementing paid parking and the right rate structure and payment options can help neutralize resistance.

Setting the Rates

There are several issues to consider in setting the rates for on-street or municipal off-street parking:

· Costs that should be covered by the total revenue generated

· Rates in comparable locations

· Rates for other nearby parking options, e.g. privately operated garages

· Rate structure, e.g. hourly rates that increase for longer stays

· Hours when rates will be in effect

Costs and Total Revenue

Massachusetts General Law stipulates that the fees charged at on-street parking meters "shall be established and charged at such rates that the revenue there from shall not exceed in the aggregate the necessary expenses incurred by such city or town for the acquisition, installation, maintenance and operation of parking meters and the regulation of parking and other traffic activities incident thereto." (M.G.L. Ch.40, §22A) This may or may not become a limiting factor for a community in setting parking rates, but it is advisable that communities track all expenses related to parking, including enforcement, maintenance, cleaning, necessary safety improvements, etc. Parking rates should be set to recover as much as possible of this total cost.

Rates in Comparable Locations

Parking rates that are wildly out-of-sync with the rates charged in similar locations in nearby communities can increase the risk that the cost of parking will encourage people to take their business elsewhere. This does not mean that rates must exactly match those of the surrounding communities, especially if those places have less demand for parking, but it is advisable to factor in the rate structures that drivers encounter in other similar places.

Rates for Other Parking Options

Many people prefer to park in on-street parking rather than an off-street lot or garage because of the convenience. If off-street parking is limited or is primarily available as pay lots or garages while on-street parking is free, drivers will tend to circle blocks repeatedly looking for an open space on the street rather than paying to park. This congests streets with unnecessary traffic and pollutes the air with unnecessary emissions. It also means that expensive garages in which the municipality may have invested a significant amount of money may be underutilized and generate less revenue than expected. In this type of situation, implementing charges for on-street parking is critical to free up on-street spaces, encourage drivers to use pay lots or garages, and reduce "cruising" for parking. If off-street parking is priced, on-street parking should be priced as well, and should ideally be priced higher than structured parking. If off-street parking is mostly free surface lots and there is rarely a shortage of spaces available, low prices may be effective in encouraging people to use off-street options where available if convenience is not a top priority.

Rate Structure

Charges for prime on-street parking spaces can be combined with programs offering the first hour free or parking validation through local businesses in off-street pay lots or garages in the area (if these have capacity available). To encourage turnover and discourage long-term parking, rates can be set to rise for longer stays, e.g. $1 per hour for the first hour, $2 per hour for the second hour, $3 per hour for each additional hour. This is also a way to encourage shorter stays without time limits - people can stay as long as they want but it will get progressively more expensive. This allows them to pay a few dollars extra if they stay longer than expected rather than risking a parking ticket. This rate structure is only effective with advanced payment technology that can charge a total when the driver leaves rather than requiring pre-payment. Whatever the fare structure, it should be clearly explained on the meter or a sign easily visible from the parking space.

For long term parking, several sources discouraged offering discounted monthly passes or rates, and suggested offering books of daily passes instead so that people would save money for every day they didn't drive, rather than feeling like they should "get their money's worth" out of a monthly pass.

Hours of Operation

The hours when drivers must pay for parking should correspond to the hours when demand for parking exceeds the supply of spaces (see how to do a parking study for information on assessing demand). It is common for parking in metered areas to be free on evenings and weekends, but in districts with significant shopping and/or restaurant traffic, these may be the busiest times. The times that meters are in operation can vary from district to district or street to street based on the hours of demand and types of uses present, but if this is the case, extra effort should be made to provide information to drivers of the options available and the different hours and rates, such as through a map or website.

How to Use the Revenue

In Massachusetts, the use of parking meter revenue is governed by M.G.L. Chapter 40 §22A-C. These sections generally provide that the revenue may be used for expenses related to the meters themselves, acquisition and maintenance of off-street parking areas, and for parking and traffic control. Revenue from the meter receipts must be kept in a separate account and accessed through appropriation.

One of the national best practices being discussed and promoted around the country is called a "Parking Benefit District". This is a program through which the city or town returns all or a portion of the parking revenue from meters or non-resident passes generated in a neighborhood or district to an entity representing the district, such as a Business Improvement District, for extra maintenance, security, beautification projects, etc. [1] (For more on Business Improvement Districts in Massachusetts, see the Massachusetts Department of Housing and Community Development's website on the topic: http://www.mass.gov/dhcd/components/cs/1PrgApps/BID/default.HTM.)

Current state law does not allow for parking benefit district programs per se, but a municipality may be able to make an agreement with a neighborhood or district that some of the revenue collected from parking meters in that area would be spent (by the municipality through the appropriations process) on parking- and traffic-related maintenance, improvements, or activities in the area as specified under M.G.L. Chapter 40 §22A-C. This would primarily be useful if the district is resistant to implementing paid parking and the municipality is willing to reinvest a portion of the revenue generated into the district.

Sources:

1. Donald Shoup, The High Cost of Free Parking (2005), Planners Press, American Planning Association. Available for purchase from http://www.planning.org/APAStore/Search/Default.aspx?p=1814.

