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Parking in a Town Center :
How Much is Enough?



The Parking Issue

Often overlooked, 
parking plays a 
key role in the 
economic and 
social vitality of 
Connecticut cities 
and towns



A growing number of cities & 
towns are beginning to say yes
� Too much parking can be as bad as too little
� The detrimental effects are hard to measure but quite real

Is there such thing as 
too much parking?



What About Parking in a Town Center?

In 2003, we started a 
two-year long study 

of parking at six centers 
around New England…



Parking at Mixed-Use Centers 
in Small Cities

Study Sites:  
� West Hartford Center
� Northampton, MA
� Brattleboro, VT

Conventional Sites:  
� Avon Center
� Glastonbury Center
� Somerset Square 

in Glastonbury, CT



The Sites

Study Sites
Mixed-Use

Compact development

Municipal parking

On-street parking

Garage parking

Parking Fees

Good pedestrian facilities

Conventional Sites
More homogenous use

Less compact

Private parking

Little or no on-street parking

Few parking garages

Free parking

Inconsistent ped. facilities

Vs.



CT MAP



Avon/WH Map



Parking 
Land Use



GIS Land Use



Parking Land Use

� For an average of 2,000 parking spaces, 
this equals more than 2.8 acresof extra land

Study Sites
468 SF per  Space

Control Sites
530 SF per  Space

Vs.



parallel on-street

Study Site 
With Parallel On-Street Parking



angled on-street

Study Site 
With Angled On-Street Parking



front parking lot

Conventional Site 
Front Parking Lot



Parking
Demand





Peak Parking Demand

� Wastes land that could be put to a more productive use
� Environmentally unsound 
� Empty parking lots create dead zones that discourage 

human activity and the vibrancy of a town center

Study Sites
80% Occupancy

Control Sites
< 50% Occupancy

Vs.



Parking 
Regulations



Conventional Attitudes

� Towns want to ensure that:
� Shoppers are not discouraged by a lack of parking

� Neighborhoods are not inundated by spillover demand 

� Businesses: 
� Want to provide cheap and convenient parking 

� Don’ t want to lose shoppers to the malls due to 
a lack of free parking



What’s a town to do?

Being conservative generally meant providing 
more parking supply than necessary

Most towns use 
zoning 

regulations
to mandate an
ample supply 

of parking



The Parking Regulations

� The regulations for the five towns all 
mandate about the same level of parking

� This is surprising based on the huge disparity 
between study sites and conventional sites in terms 
of the spaces provided and building square footage

� The average requirement is about 
5.5 spaces per 1,000 SF of floor area

This is more than 2.5 timespeak demand!



More Bang for the Buck…

� Study sites were much more vibrant with 
many more people actually on site

� Large number of people access the mixed-use 
study sites by foot, bicycle, and public transit

Study Sites
1.8 Spaces

per  1,000 SF

Control Sites
2.3 Spaces 
per  1,000 SF

Vs.



Zoning Regulations

� Based on “design hour” criterion
� Parking should serve the 20th busiest hour of the year

� In theory, this leaves: 
� Vacant spaces over 99% of the time
� More than half the spaces empty over 

40% of the time



How Did We Get It So Wrong?

ITE Parking Generation

� Very little information regarding how individual 
towns come up with their parking regulations

� Many were copied from nearby towns or towns in other states

� Most data based upon:
� Suburban sites
� Single land use
� Free parking
� Insignificant transit
� Automobile as sole mode choice



Example…
from ITE Parking Generation



� According to the data, 
parking demand is 
unrelated to floor area
� Yet, ITE reports exactly 

10.1 vehicles per 1,000 
SF of gross floor area

� Of the 101 parking 
generation rates:
� Half are based on four or 

fewer studies

� 22% are based on a single 
study 

Example…



Characterization of the
Provision of Parking



Advantages Found 
at the Study Sites

� Municipal lots and garages serve the whole 
center rather than individual businesses or 
plazas

Consolidated 
parking affords 
a great deal of 

efficiency



rear municipal parking lot

Study Site 
Rear  Municipal Parking Lot



rear parking garage

Study Site 
Rear  Parking Garage



front parking lot

Conventional Site 
Front Parking Lot



Study Site Advantages

� The study siteswere ‘park once’ districts 
� Most people at the control sites drive from one 

business to another using multiple parking spaces 

Conventional Site 
Sidewalk

Study Site 
Sidewalk

This is a very
inefficient use 

of parking!



Park Once or Not?

Study Sites
� The act of paying for 

parking cuts down on the 

tendency to move the car

� Mixed-use districts are 

easier to walk in and 
provide a more pleasant 
and more interesting 

environment

Conventional Sites
� Points of interest 

separated by large parking 

lots and busy roads

� Tended to have 

disconnected pedestrian 
paths and a generally 

unpleasant walking 

environment



study site sidewalk

Study Site Sidewalk



study site typ street

Study Site Typical Street



control site typ street

Conventional Site Typical Street



study site ped connection

Study Site
Pedestr ian Connection



control – no ped
connection

Conventional Site 
Without Pedestr ian Connection



How Does This Apply 
in a Downtown?

Too much parking…
� Wastes land
� Wastes opportunity
� Creates large dead zones
� Sabotages vibrancy
� Restricts ‘placemaking’



Whether Whether Whether 
parking will have a parking will have a parking will have a 

positive or negative impact positive or negative impact positive or negative impact 
on a town center depends upon:on a town center depends upon:on a town center depends upon:

� How it is arranged relative to the buildings
� Who owns it
� How it is operated



Strategies for  a
Town Center



Reduce Minimum
Parking Requirements

� Most towns have 
very conservative 
minimum parking 
requirements

� The towns in our 
study mandate 
2.5 times more 
parking than 
used during peak
shopping period



Re-instigate On-street Parking

� Tended to be most valued by customers and most convenient

� Reduces amount of land and impervious surface used



Consider Shared Municipal Lots

� Allows shared parking 
spaces and a more 
efficient overall system

� Encourages a ‘park 
once’ mentality

� Revenue can be used 
to beautify and maintain 
the public realm



Encourage Connected, 
Mixed-use Development

� Mixed-use centers
use fewer parking 
spaces much more 
efficiently

� Walkable streets 
connecting residential 
areas are essential to 
helping reduce 
parking demand


