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Background Paper

“Free parking” is not just a corner space on a Monopoly game board.  It is also a cornerstone of public policy both in California and the United States.  Public and private employers offer free parking to employees.  Cities and counties generally require new development to provide sufficient free parking to meet peak demand, and most neighborhoods and business districts offer free parking.

Yet free parking has significant economic, social, and environmental costs.  

First, the high cost of land, construction, and maintenance to provide free parking adds significantly to the cost of economic development, making many housing and commercial financially infeasible.

Second, where new development can sustain the costs of free parking, these additional costs are passed on to everyone through higher prices.   Free parking at stores is paid for by all customers through higher prices for goods.  Free employer parking is paid for by lower wages for all workers.  Free on-street parking is paid for by the entire community in the form of higher taxes.   In each case, these prices are also paid by those who do not drive.

Third, free parking encourages vehicle trips, thereby increasing traffic congestion, pollution, and greenhouse gas emissions.  For example, one study showed that employer-paid parking increases employee vehicle trips by 27%.
  

Fourth, excessive governmental parking requirements to ensure free parking expand the built footprint and increase travel distances, thereby increasing the number of  vehicle miles traveled and reducing the viability of other transportation modes, such as walking, bicycling, and transit.  

Eliminating subsidies and revealing the actual cost of parking to drivers has enormous potential to reduce development costs, traffic congestion, and greenhouse gas emissions.  In addition, while higher prices for parking may be a hardship on lower-income households who drive, eliminating subsidies for parking supports social equity generally by reducing costs for all households that do not drive, many of whom have the lowest incomes.  

Moreover, employing market-based pricing strategies for parking can achieve lasting changes.  Pricing reduces demand, and using pricing in parking permanently reduces the use of roads, highways, and parking facilities, thereby decreasing emissions and the pressure to fund expensive road and highway projects.  

The current policy of promoting free parking has evolved over decades with little conscious debate.  The timing now seems right to step back, look at the pros and cons of this policy, and consider whether or not it meets today’s needs.   
Purpose of the hearing
Experts in the fields of transportation, land use, and climate change have recently awakened to the role of parking.  Regional planning agencies that are responsible for developing plans to reduce both traffic congestion and greenhouse gas emissions increasingly see parking policies as an immediate and cost-effective way to meet this challenge and support the land use strategies they are promoting.  
The purpose of this hearing is to open a public debate regarding the costs and benefits of current parking policies and to explore the role that parking pricing can play in achieving other social goals, such as economic development, traffic congestion reduction, clean air, and arresting climate change.
The hearing will provide an introduction to current parking policies and their impacts as well as describe the potential for addressing these impacts through parking policy reform.  The hearing will also highlight examples of innovative parking policies adopted by local governments and discuss other possible reforms that could also be considered.    

Questions for members to consider
During the hearing, members of the committee may wish to consider the following issues:
· Is free parking necessary?

· Do the benefits of free parking outweigh the economic, social, and environmental costs?

· Could parking policy reform play a significant role in reducing traffic congestion and greenhouse gas emissions?

· If reform is desirable, what policies are most beneficial and what entities are in the best position to implement them?
· To the extent that parking reforms increase the demand on public transit, how can that demand be met?
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