
California May Become First State To Drop
Parking Mandates for Developers

New Legislation Makes Housing People More Important Than
Housing Cars, Backers Say

A nonprofit developer plans to convert a parking lot near Oracle Corp.'s former
headquarters in San Jose, California, into affordable housing. (CoStar)
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California's on-site parking requirements, a cost of doing business for

real estate developers and businesses, could become a relic of the past

if a state bill — the �rst of its kind in the nation — becomes law.

Assembly Bill 1401, introduced by Laura Friedman, a Democrat who

represents Glendale, Burbank and La Cañada Flintridge in Los Angeles

County, and co-authored by three other lawmakers, is part of a

growing effort to address California's housing shortage and

skyrocketing costs that have contributed to an exodus of businesses

and residents from the state and increased the size of the nation's

largest homeless population.

The bil would prevent cities from imposing or enforcing minimum

automobile parking requirements on residential, commercial or other

developments within a half-mile of public transit stops.

California city planners were among the �rst in the United States to

impose minimum parking requirements back in the 1920s, an

initiative that accelerated in the 1950s. City leaders and zoning

of�cials feared that insuf�cient parking for of�ces and apartments

would cause traf�c to spill over into surrounding residential

neighborhoods.



Now, Friedman and other lawmakers hope to lead the way in reversing

what they say are outdated mandates that force developers to set aside

land and construction dollars that would be better spent building

properties to ease California's housing shortage, a de�cit that has

been estimated at more than 3.5 million units. That has caused prices

to soar and contributed to increasing the state's homelessness

population, which accounts for as much as a quarter of all homeless

people in the United States.

"We have abundant housing for cars while homelessness is

skyrocketing," Matthew Lewis, spokesman for California YIMBY, a

nonpro�t group working to end the state's housing shortage that

supports the bill, told CoStar News. YIMBY is an acronym for "Yes In

My Backyard," a colloquialism for housing development supporters

that was coined in response to the popular characterization of anti-

development positions as "Not In My Backyard," or NIMBY.

Parking covers a staggering 200 square miles in greater Los Angeles

alone, four times the entire land area of San Francisco, and parking

averages 1,000 square feet per car across the United States, compared

with 800 square feet of housing per person, Friedman and University

of California urban planning professor Donald Shoup said in a co-

authored article on Bloomberg.

Parking ratios were becoming obsolete even before the work-from-

home shift raised questions about how much of�ce and parking

demand will return after the pandemic. Younger urban residents often

prefer to walk, take public transit, use ride-hail services or ride bikes,

and some don’t even own a car. The advent of safe autonomous

vehicles could further discourage car ownership.

Cities such as Minneapolis, Boston, San Diego, San Francisco, and

Buffalo, New York, have eliminated or explored doing away with

parking requirements, but California would be the �rst state to require

cities to drop the mandates.

Advocates often cite Buffalo’s success since doing away with the

mandates in 2017. A recent study published in the Journal of the

American Planning Association shows that many developers in the

city have jumped at the chance to include less parking, especially in

mixed-use projects.

The idea also has legs at the federal level. President Biden’s proposed

infrastructure bill includes at least $5 billion for affordable-housing

grants that would encourage cities to relax parking requirements, lot

size minimums and density restrictions.

https://www.bloomberg.com/news/articles/2021-04-26/to-save-the-planet-kill-minimum-parking-mandates?sref=gOqXFymm
https://product.costar.com/home/news/21713489
https://www.tandfonline.com/doi/full/10.1080/01944363.2020.1864225


Large U.S. cities have required developers and businesses to provide

ample on-site parking since at least the years after World War II.

Massive federal outlays to build the country's interstate highway

system helped promote suburban sprawl that created massive demand

for parking, roadside development and other infrastructure in

America's new car-focused culture, according to some urban planning

experts and historians.

Assembly Debate

More than two-thirds of California cities require at least two parking

spaces for every multifamily unit, at an average cost of $23,000 per

parking garage space, according to research by University of

California, Berkeley's Terner Center for Housing Innovation.

"Whether they drive a car or not, residents pay every penny of that

cost," Friedman and Shoup said in their article. "Minimum parking

requirements even apply to low-income housing projects where many

residents can’t afford to own a car."

The lawmaker and professor cited UCLA research that the availability

of ample parking due to the mandates increases the likelihood that

residents will own a car, contributing to traf�c congestion, air

pollution and safety risks to pedestrians and cyclists.

The legislation, which would not apply to local requirements that

developers provide parking for electric vehicles or people with

disabilities, cleared two Assembly committees this spring and is

expected to reach the Assembly �oor within the next week. Lewis

expects the bill to receive �erce opposition from groups such as the

League of California Cities, which advocates for municipalities and

opposes most state mandates that force cities to hand over local

control.

If passed, the bill could allow developers and transit agencies that are

not accountable to local voters to dictate parking requirements in

large areas of many cities because the de�nition of public transit

includes entire bus corridors, not just high-frequency bus or rail stops,

the league's legislative director Jason Rhine said in a letter to

Friedman.

The bill could also undermine the state's so-called density bonus law

that is aimed at providing incentives and waivers to developers that

include affordable housing in their projects. The new bill gives away

parking concessions without also requiring builders to produce

affordable units, Rhine said.



"Parking requirements are most appropriately established at the local

level based on community needs," Rhine said. "A one-size-�ts-all

approach to an issue that is project speci�c just does not work."

California YIMBY's Lewis countered that the bill is the �rst major

effort by a state to roll back parking requirements that add another

costly hurdle to housing development in a state with some of the

nation's highest land, development and housing costs that are

hollowing out the middle class, accelerating an exodus by businesses

and residents and exacerbating California's worsening homelessness

crisis.

"This is �ring a shot across the bow of 40 years of land-use planning

being dominated by decisions about parking," Lewis said. "You can’t

just sprawl your way to prosperity because people will sprawl their

way to Arizona or Nevada or Texas. We either are on the verge of a

breakthrough or we’re on the verge of a total breakdown in California."

"We've done a great job in ensuring that every car in California has a

safe and affordable place to live," Lewis said. "Let's make sure there's

housing for humans and then �gure out where to put the cars." 

Selling Off Parking Lots

There are some signs that building owners are beginning to imagine

their projects with less available on-site parking.

Lane Partners, which recently paid $155 million for software giant

Oracle Corp.'s trophy Silicon Valley of�ce towers in San Jose,

reportedly just resold a surface parking lot near Balbach Street and

South Almaden Avenue at the site to Berkeley-based Satellite

Affordable Housing Associates. Satellite plans to build 87 affordable

units there, according to the San Jose Mercury News.

Jason Rupp, a partner at AO Architects based in Orange who has

designed multifamily parking structures in the state for over 30 years,

agreed that eliminating the requirements could sweeten the deal for

developers hesitant to advance affordable housing projects due to

higher land and other costs.

“It frees up dollars that would be spent just paving and puts them into

project bene�ts,” Rupp said. “That makes the project far more

available to be penciled because parking and land is expensive and

there’s no real realization of bene�ts other than a place to park your

car.”

On the other hand, cutting out parking could make the property less

palatable to some car-owning residents, he said.

https://product.costar.com/home/news/1695717126
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“It's a concept that is 180 degrees counter to what everybody’s been

doing, and the level for entry is going to be harder," Rupp said. "You

may be able to immediately get some residents in without parking, but

will you be able to fully lease it? I’m not positive. The one negative is

that your project may not be everything to everyone."
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