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parking analysis

One of  downtown’s most enig-
matic problems: PARKING.  

You never can seem to have enough 
or have it in the right locations.  
With competition from shopping 
malls and shopping centers with 
endless seas of  parking, the availabil-
ity of  convenient customer parking 
is one of  the most common excuses 
for unsatisfactory performance in 
downtown retail and business de-
velopment.  And it is often that; an 
EXCUSE. 

It is easy to blame parking for 
downtown’s economic misfortunes.  
After all it is everyone’s respon-
sibility and yet no one’s.  With an 
estimated value in annual retail sales 
of  somewhere between $20,000 
and $30,000 per parking space, the 
obvious shortsighted solution is to 
simply provide more spaces and 
sales will skyrocket!  If  it were only 
that simple.

Before any new parking stalls are 
developed, first you must adequately 
understand the existing situation.  

Knowledge of  the exact number of  
stalls, their location and the extent 
of  their use is key in developing 
any type of  parking strategy.  Also 
knowledge of  potential parking 
areas that could be easily improved 
and thereby increasing their use 
needs to be understood as well.

  A parking survey can be as simple 
as a basic count of  the number of  
spaces and how many of  them are 
occupied at various times during 
the day.  A simple street map with 
the stalls marked on it becomes the 
template.  Then at regular intervals, 
the surveyor can simply mark the oc-
cupied spaces.  This basic inventory 
can be expanded a step by noting the 
license plate of  the vehicle occupying 
each space.  This adds a critical com-
ponent of  turnover to the survey and 
helps to answer the question of  how 
long the average vehicle is parked in 
each parking area.

Besides the use and turnover, each 
parking lot should be assessed as 
well.  Are the stalls marked ad-

equately?  What are the time re-
strictions (if  any)?  Is the lighting ad-
equate for nighttime use?  Are there 
easy to read signs both in the lot and 
to help direct potential users to the 
lot from major streets?  

Once information has been gath-
ered concerning the existing supply 
and use of  parking in the down-
town, priorities and opportunities 
will become more evident.  

Many times there are privately 
owned spaces behind commercial 
properties that are inefficiently 
organized.  The overall parking 
supply could be increased by simply 
defining the most efficient parking 
layout with striping, railroad ties or 
standard “car bumpers”.  A more 
comprehensive plan is to combine 
several of  these existing areas and to 
develop a single cohesive lot design.  
While this requires a high level of  
cooperation between owners, it uses 
all of  the space available in the most 
efficient manner.  Not only should 
the number of  stalls increase, but 
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the parking will be easier to under-
stand and therefore, easier and more 
appealing to use.  These lots can also 
stimulate a side benefit by improving 
these sometimes unsightly areas.

In most downtowns there are a 
number of  parking stalls that are not 
effectively used during all time peri-
ods.  Churches, theaters and audito-
riums often have 
large amounts of  
private parking that 
go largely unused 
during weekday 
office hours since 
their peak demand 
periods are evenings and weekends.  
By working with these owners, their 
lots can often be shared by weekday 
users and still be available when 
needed for the owner’s peak parking 
demand.  

The analysis of  existing parking 
might turn up lots that seem to be 
almost totally unused.  There are 
a number of  reasons that could 
explain this situation, including 
location, condition and time limits.  
However, one obvious, but often 
overlooked factor could be direc-
tional signs.  After all, if  a visitor 
has a difficult time finding the lot, 
chances are it won’t get used.

High quality graphics that orient 
all users to services and ameni-
ties and also enhance the image of  
the downtown should always be a 
goal of  a downtown revitalization 
program.  Signs for public parking 
areas are a key component of  these 
systems.  Be certain that all lots in 
your community are clearly marked 
along the major streets so that a first 
time visitor can easily find any avail-

able parking.  Also be sure that each 
individual lot is clearly marked with 
any restrictions and fees.

With a good solid understanding 
of  your town’s current parking situ-
ation a more clearly defined parking 
strategy can be developed that will 
more effectively meet the needs of  
downtown shoppers, workers and 

residents.
Most people consider 

parking management 
in one way- tickets!  
While fines and ticket-
ing policies may be the 
most visible component 

of  a parking management program, 
an overall parking strategy and plan 
must be outlined so that the fine and 
ticketing program helps reach the 
overall goals of  the parking system.

While most people see parking 
tickets as a major annoyance and 
merchants may think strict parking 
enforcement discourages shoppers, 
a fair and balanced enforcement 
strategy is critical in a parking man-
agement program.  Without some 
type of  enforcement, time limits are 
virtually meaningless and turnover 
will be minimal.

Also the revenue generated from 
fines and parking meters (if  they 
exist) can be quite substantial.  This 
money can help develop and main-
tain new and existing parking areas 
and also cover the costs of  the park-
ing management program.

Parking management and enforce-
ment does not have to be negative.  
A “positive reinforcement” parking 
strategy can be very effective.  Re-
warding parkers that utilize designat-
ed parking areas can greatly impact 

parking use.
Drawings for gift certificates or 

other prizes create an incentive for 
people to use parking areas that are 
currently under utilized or to relieve 
pressures on other areas. Simple fli-
ers and a consistent high quality sign 
directional system can also improve 
parking utilization.

Parking management is a complex 
issue that cannot be totally analyzed 
in such brief  and simple terms. 
However, the key to any success-
ful parking strategy is to analyze 
existing conditions, plan effectively 
for future needs and to be consis-
tent and fair in management and 
enforcement. Always remember that 
complaints about parking are natural 
in a vibrant and active community. It 
is more worrisome if  parking is not 
an issue. 

For More Information:
Design Consultant, Main Street Iowa
Iowa Dept of  Economic Development
200 East Grand, Des Moines, IA  50309 
515-242-4762 
515-242-4792

Additional Reading:
The Parking Handbook for Small 
   Communities
John D. Edwards, National Trust for  
   Historic Preservation and The Institute  
   of  Transportation Engineers. 1994

‘‘

‘‘The analysis of exist-
ing parking might turn 
up lots that seem to be 
almost totally unused.


