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InTroduCTIon
Parking as an Economic Development 
Strategy?
The idea that parking can be an effective economic development 
strategy has gained greater and greater acceptance as innovative 
programs from around the country have proven this concept with 
many successful examples. We have documented several of these 
case studies in this white paper.

however, as the principles have become more accepted many clients 
are asking us how they can take this concept to the next level.

 » What new trends are emerging?

 » What are the specifics strategies that have proven to be most 
successful?

 » What are realistic ‘return on investment’ ratios?

in this White Paper we will evaluate these questions and many more.Leverage 
parking  
development 
to catalyze 
additional 
community 
development.
Having a well-defined 
and shared vision 
relative to preferred 
or targeted types 
of development is a 
key first step in the 
process.

Parking can also be 
used as a “platform” 
to achieve a variety 
of other community 
goals, beyond parking 
infrastructure.

Consider parking as a platform 

to support these other potential 

community priorities:

 ; Downtown Residential  

Development

 ; Urban Parks/Green Space

 ; Activated Street Level Retail 

with Office or Residential 

Above

 ; Public Art / Local Artist 

Community Engagement

 ; Sustainable Development /  

Renewable Energy
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overvIew
several maturing parking programs across the Us want to move into 
a new phase for their organizations. They are looking for ways to 
improve their communities and stimulate additional community and 
economic development opportunities by leveraging strategic parking 
and mixed-use facility development.

These programs have developed more advanced and sophisticated 
planning capabilities in recent years. They have well defined ”parking 
analysis zones” and actively monitor changes to parking supply and 
demand. They measure and track changes to on-street utilization. 
Using pricing and regulation (time-limits, special permitting strate-
gies, etc.) they are managing their limited on-street resources to 
maximize their value by promoting turn-over. Price is being used, as 
recommended by the noted Ucla economist dr. donald shoup, to 
achieve a targeted on-street vacancy rate of 15%.

new technologies are emerging that will greatly change the parking 
management landscape in ways that would have been hard to image 
even a few years ago. The impact of “smart meters”, wireless sensors, 
web-based parking availability data, on-line parking reservation 
systems and even satellite-based mechanisms that employ GPs and 
Gis “geo-fencing” technologies will combine to create “smart park-
ing systems” that will help reduce green house gas emission, improve 
parking availability and make paying for parking easier and more 
customer friendly. all of this is even more powerful when combined 
with sophisticated new mobile devices such as the i-Phone. indeed, 
at last count there were already 60+ “apps” designed just for parking 
related uses. it is hoped that this new data rich world of “smart park-
ing” will allow us to better utilize existing parking resources (and 
recapture some the value inherent in the “over-built” parking supply 
of the past decades) as well as to begin providing better designed 
parking facilities that are integrated with a variety of mixed-uses and 
that better complement the urban fabric in which they exist.

Mixed-Use Parking as an Economic 
Development Catalyst
There are many variations on the theme of parking as an integrated 
use in a mixed-use development project. There is little doubt that 
parking is an essential element in the success of these projects. in 
many cases, it is often the parking dimension that, from a developers 
perspective, makes the project “not pencil”. Parking facility design 
and management have dramatically improved in recent years. We 
no longer “deaden an entire block or half block in a downtown for 
a “vehicle warehouse”. We now see parking facilities more as the 
“interface between the vehicular and pedestrian experience”. Parking 
facilities are being designed more as “people places” than simply as 
dull, grey, utilitarian storage facilities. 
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Mixed-Use Parking Design Advances
architecturally, parking is being developed to better blend into and 
even contribute positively to the “urban form”. several successful 
design approaches for integrating parking in urban environments 
with other uses are becoming well accepted. These models include:

Description: This 912 space, 3 bay parking facility is located at 316 s. 
spring street, Greenville, sc. This multi-level parking garage, located 
adjacent to the Wachovia Building and the Bookends development, 
provides monthly, daily and event parking in downtown Greenville.

Description: This 686 space, 2 bay parking facility is located at 
15th street and Pearl street in downtown Boulder is conveniently 
located near the Pearl street mall. This multi-level parking garage is 
wrapped with retail uses on the street level and office space above. 

Parking Design 
Approach

Design Approach 
Example

Parking 
facilities 
book-ended 
with other 
uses

City of 
Greenville, SC
Spring Street 
Garage

Parking Design 
Approach

Design Approach 
Example

Parking 
facilities 
wrapped 
with other 
uses

City of  
Boulder, CO
15th & Pearl 
Street Garage
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The facility provided monthly and hourly parking.

Description: The Wynkoop garage in the lodo district of down-
town denver is an example of a “stack” garage design with 2 levels 
of below grade parking, a destination restaurant at grade, 4 levels of 
above grade parking below 4 floors of residential development.

Description: The terrace at riverplace is located just off of main 
street and across from the $13.5 million river Falls Park on the 
reedy river in downtown Greenville, sc. The terrace is part of the 
$65 million riverPlace mixed use development which includes 155 
riverPlace, riverhouse, The terrace, and The hampton inn and 
suites. The project includes office space, retail space, restaurants, and 
condos. riverPlace also offers underground secured parking with 
card access.

Parking Design 
Approach

Design Approach 
Example

Parking 
facilities 
stacked 
between 
other uses

LoDo District 
Downtown 
Denver, CO
Wynkoop 
Garage

Parking Design 
Approach

Design Approach 
Example

Parking 
facilities 
‘below’ with 
other uses

The City of 
Greenville, SC
Terrace at 
Riverplace
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ParkIng as an  
eConomIC develoPmenT 
sTraTegy?
Best Practices Research
innovative municipal parking programs, urban redevelopment agen-
cies, business improvement districts and downtown development 
authorities have led the charge as it relates to leveraging investments 
in strategic parking and mixed-use facility development as a key 
strategy to improve their communities and stimulate additional 
economic development opportunities. 

one key trend we have identified is that many of these parking 
programs have developed more advanced and sophisticated planning 
capabilities in recent years. They have well defined ”parking analysis 
zones” within their downtowns and actively monitor changes to off-
street parking supply and demand. They also have begun measuring 
and tracking changes to on-street utilization. Using demand-based 
pricing and other creative parking management strategies such as 
extended time-limits combined with progressive on-street parking 
pricing, pay-by-cell phone options, special permitting strategies, etc., 
they are beginning to manage their limited on-street resources to 
maximize their value by more effectively promoting turnover and 
also providing enhanced customer services and more flexible park-
ing options. Price is being used to achieve the goal of a 15% on-street 
vacancy rate. This has had the related effect of improving access to 
businesses, reducing traffic congestion, lowering fuel consumption 
and lessening greenhouse gas emissions.

These advances in planning and management are being combined 
with another, and perhaps more important trend – a philosophy that 
aims at making parking more visitor friendly (and thereby positively 
impacting the “overall downtown experience”). it is important to 

note however, that “friendly” does not equal 
“free”. Parking is never free, even when there 
is no direct charge to the customer – someone 
somewhere is paying the price for providing 
not only the space, but the utility costs, the 
maintenance, the management, etc.

as part of the research effort for this project 
we focussed on identifying new or creative 
approaches to using parking as a tool for 
economic development. 

Following are a series of interview questions 
and responses from several respected industry 
professionals.
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researCh InTervIews 
1. What are the current industry best practices and successful 

strategies related to parking facility development? how are 
these development deals structured? 

a. “Generally public/private deals are not unlike pure private 
deals insofar as each side has assets to bring to the table to 
leverage the assets of their partner. The primary negotia-
tion revolves around how much each side is willing to 
offer to get what the partner can provide. Thus it is very 
important on the private side to understand what the pub-
lic interest is for any given project, and tailor a response to 
that. Usually it is clearly articulated in a plan (a downtown 
plan for example) or in a series of goals in the commu-
nity’s comprehensive plan. 

b. From the public side, it is important to understand how 
the developer is structuring a proforma…what market 
they are trying to land and where their cost centers and 
risk centers are. For example, if a major tenant is insist-
ing on available parking while the lender is insisting on a 
certain return ratio, the ability of the public to bring the 
parking availability to bear to remove the cost and risk of 
building and operating parking from the developer’s pro-
forma, while addressing the tenant’s demand, can make 
the difference as to whether a project gets the necessary 
bank funding to get off the ground. Understand, however, 
that unlike private / private agreements, the public side is 
heavily wrapped in legal limitations, public process and 
transparency. This comes with the territory, so any time a 
private developer wants to leverage their idea by working 
with a public entity, they need to build in sufficient time 
and resources to work through a lot of the necessary “fair-
ness” limitations the public side has to work with, and be 
ready for the “sunshine” laws to come to bear…so lots of 
documentation will be necessary.

c. consider the concept of a “Bridge investment” rather than 
a full subsidy as in the example below. From the public 
entity perspective, understanding the “real needs” of the 
private sector partner can mean the difference between a 
project moving forward or not. our agency was in discus-
sions with a partner to redevelop a surface parking lot into 
a 600,000 square foot mixed-use project. originally the 
developer asked the agency to build them a $12,000,000 
parking structure. Ultimately it was determined that the 
there was financing gap of $180,000 per year for five years. 
rather than a cash incentive, the agency ultimately agreed 
to lease the developer 200 parking spaces/year (which it 
had available in a nearby parking facility) for five years 
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at no charge (an in-kind contribution of approximately 
$1,000,000 in value). This essentially equated to a “bridge 
investment” by the agency that allowed the deal to move 
forward.

2. What is the best way to interest potential development 
partners? 

a. transformational investments. if an existing property 
or area has inherent value that is not being tapped, the 
market will already have responded to that and you will 
be fending off development proposals. Usually the case is 

that the public is trying to interest developers in 
property that really does not appear to have inher-
ent value beyond its current use. The way to change 
that is for the community to decide on what can be 
done on the public side to inject value where there 
was none before.  

For example, before our Fayetteville street renais-

sance project was funded and under construction, 
nobody would take a risk on downtown raleigh. 
after…suddenly a lot of properties were being ac-
quired, new buildings built and everything seems 
to have taken on new value and a transformed 

market image that generated a lot of tax base. deciding 
what that transformational investment or investments 
are is the key. you need lots of private sector, market 
savvy input before pulling the trigger on expensive public 
projects to ensure that there will be a fish on the end of 
the hook when you cast it.

b. Boise essentially created a parking district that over-built 
supply in strategic locations and then worked on multiple 
tracks to stimulate community development to “grow into 
it”. We approached parking as a utility to support long-
term growth. Under this approach it is perfectly logical to 
build capacity ahead of immediate demand needs.

c. our approach also considered the “idealized build out” 
of the downtown based on our downtown master plan. 
We developed our parking development plan to sup-
port the desired build out. We were guided by two major 
principles – first, we desired to keep the public parking 
supply between 30 – 40% of the total parking supply. This 
approach provides us flexibility relative to attracting new 
development and allows us the capacity to address uses 
in the realm of the “public good”. second, we understood 
that we would have to make more of our parking invest-
ment on the front end of the process.

d. Boise made it to the top of the Forbe’s “Best Places to do 
Business” list by “creating places where people want to 
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be”. The combination of integrated parking (all of our 
parking is in convenient, mixed-use facilities with acti-
vated street-level uses) and a concentrated effort on “place 
making” and public realm improvements.

e. We embraced the idea of an “e Zone” or “energy Zone” in 
the downtown core. The synergies created by the down-
town environment is large part of our success. Parking, 
and specifically parking facility design, is an important 
component because it contributes to our compact urban 
form and the reduction of surface parking lots.

3. What combinations of financing options are most popular 
and most successful? 

a. one successful strategy is “certificates of Participation”. 
They offer several benefits. First, they are mortgage-
backed, essentially, because city assets are put up as col-
lateral, thus making them low risk and thereby low cost 
investment vehicles. We have found them equivalent to 
General obligation financing in terms of cost, without the 
necessity of any kind of taxpayer referendum on their use. 

b. When putting together public / private partnerships, one 
of the benefits of working with the public is that public 
sector entities are often more tolerant of longer-term 
payback schemes where an asset is provided by the public 
to leverage private development, much more so than 
equity partners or banks, so this ability to be around long 
enough to tolerate a longer horizon is a potential “asset” 
that public entities bring to the table. 

c. another option to consider is the “condominiumization 
of parking”. Under this scenario the land doesn’t have to 
be purchased by either party. The condominium associa-
tion owns the land and manages the property including 
shared expenses and taxes.

4. What combinations of incentives are currently being offered? 

a. right now (due to the economic downturn) we are not 
offering a lot of direct incentives, but generally when it 
comes to land development, the cost of land is one of the 
first things the developer goes after. if the public can ac-
quire land and then re-sell it at favorable terms, this helps 
leverage a private proforma. 

b. many communities provide cash incentives based on jobs 
or total investment. some believe that this rarely deter-
mines whether the project gets built, particularly in a 
downtown. Usually after the private side team has already 
determined where it wants to build, then it goes after as 
much cash as it can leverage out of the elected officials. 

c. Parking is a favorite downtown leverage tool, as it is a 
business the public is often already in and it is usually 
(unless you are in a really big or very enlightened mar-

The Cube is a unique and 
innovative landmark tower that 

will occupy a prime location within 
Dubai Sports City. Parking condos 

are available in the basement level.
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ket) a key factor for lenders as to whether they will finance 
a project. co-development with transit stations for those 
communities with a fixed-guideway transit system is also 
a huge incentive to partner with the public. 

5. What specific options are seen as producing “win - win” sce-
narios for different communities? 

a. deals that are structured where there are documented re-
turns to the public are often easiest to justify…a cash flow 
that can be documented such as specific tax base enhance-
ment commitments, creation of permanent jobs if a major 
employer is involved, etc. 

b. on the other side, developers need to see both a short 
term (this current project is profitable in the short run) 
and a longer term (this deal will potentially spin off more 
deals with the same public entity) benefit from playing 
ball with the public sector. This is often why working with 
local developers with more of a stake in the success of the 
local market sometimes works better than going after the 
big, national development entity who may flee the market 
if times turn bad.

6. What are the common obstacles that tend to sour these 
public-private partnerships? 

a. Unrealistic expectations…on both sides. also an unwill-
ingness to trust. There is no way you can write down every 
last contingency in a deal. all deals involve some level of 
trust on both sides. This has to be clear up front, and a 
commitment made to work through things in the middle 
when something unexpected comes up. The best thing to 
do is to talk clearly about how to deal with unexpected is-
sues, not to try to anticipate all of them and write them all 
into an agreement up front. 

b. The public sector is all about process and fairness. There 
will be multiple committee meetings. The design will 
likely be micromanaged to some degree. it is very impor-
tant for private side entities to build this extra time into 
the project schedule and make sure somebody on their 
team is good at navigating the public process. 

7. What types of deals should public agencies avoid? Why?

a. avoid anything that involves putting the public in the role 
of primary risk-taker. risk analysis in land development 
is not something public sector agencies do particularly 
well, and in a public/private deal it should be made clear 
up front that the public is not in the entrepreneur role in a 
typical deal. That should be the private sector entity’s role, 
and the public risk ought to be clear, simple, and lim-
ited…the major financial benefits may need to go to the 
private side but the primary risk should be there also. 

With capital funds in short 
supply, public investment can 

sometimes make the difference 
with “projects on the bubble”. 
The key is often understanding 

the real estate equation. The 
agency needs to understand 

where to draw the line. 
Sometimes, the fact that an 

incentive is offered at all is as 
important as the amount.
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b. Public entities also ought not to make their decisions 
based on a glorious vision of a very cool development. 
instead, the decision should be made looking at a spread-
sheet and a balance sheet. The key success factors on pub-
lic / private developments revolve around the strength of 
the private side financing package and the predictability 
of behavior of the public side partner. to the extent these 
can be maximized, the likelihood of the project being a 
success is enhanced. 

8. What creative combinations of land uses have produced spe-
cial benefits for their communities? 

a. Projects that attract the young as well as the working age 
public. Kids bring parents. Parents bring money and come 
back on the weekend if they like what they see. youth 
brings energy.

b. libraries are excellent tools for attracting kids, as are 
museums. Places to have big outdoor parties that gener-
ate lots of press (new year celebrations, food celebrations, 
concerts, etc.) are great compliments to retail and office as 
well as urban residential. in Boise, housing projects have 
generated the greatest amount of “spin off” benefits. 

c. sports venues bring lots of people but beware…they also 
tend to spawn lots of surface parking that kills life around 
it when an event is not taking place. The best public 
investments we have made in raleigh have symBolic 
value! The reconnection of iconic architectural views 
between the state capitol and the performing arts center. 
a major artwork that can be seen on the skyline, creating 
a postcard view. These things change the way people think 
about a place, and lift everyone’s boats.

9. From a planning perspective, are there new concepts or 
specific development code approaches that encourage creative 
urban designs and special partnership opportunities? 

a. “Form-based” codes often work well in dense urban areas, 
by creating an emphasis less on land use and more on 
form, relationship of the building to the street, density 
and amenity access. having a rehabilitation code option 
that applies realistic building code standards to old build-
ings means more investment in historic buildings that 
bring character and interest to a city. 

b. most of the incentives that might encourage more public-
private arrangements would happen on the state level in 
states that govern the activities of cities. The ability of 
public entities to engage in private projects is often limited 
by “no-competition” limitations or by restrictions on the 
ability of the community to provide tax or fee incentives 
for projects with a public benefit. 

And if you are really creative, 
your parking garage can 

compliment your new library 
very nicely (Kansas City Public 

Library Parking Garage)
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Case sTudIes
Case Study #1
The Ashley Mews Project 
Ann Arbor, MichigAn

ashley mews was one of the first downtown developments since 
the early 1980’s. The city owned a piece of land at the intersection 
of main/Packard and wanted to sell it for redevelopment with the 
goal of seeing at least some affordable housing units (80% of ami) 
included as part of the project. 

The ann arbor downtown development authority (dda) helped 
facilitate the conversation between the city & the developer (syndeco 
is the real estate arm of detroit edison). Final arrangement had a 
9 story office building with first floor retail and penthouses on the 
top, and approx. 50 stacked townhouses of which 8 are permanently 
affordable. 

The developer brought 120 of their own underground parking 
spaces, but needed 100 more parking spaces plus some gap financing. 

The dda provided some funds toward the affordable 
housing units and additional funds toward the project’s 
pedestrian improvements to make the numbers work. 

We gained a wonderful mixed use project that made it 
possible for detroit edison to bring 400-500 high paying 
jobs (the building houses all the energy company’s 
subsidiaries such as detroit edison nuclear, detroit 
edison Wind, etc.) plus more than 50 new downtown 
residents (the penthouses were a slower sale because the 
space wasn’t built out and residents clearly had trouble 
understanding what $1 million was buying them). 

Lesson Learned: 
1. The city must know what it wants up front in a development 

deal like this so we can understand if it’s worth providing a 
limited public asset (lots of public parking spaces) to accom-
plish their goal.

2.  if possible, use these public/private arrangements to clean 
up previous mistakes (before the dda took over parking, 
the city had given away parking permits in a contract for 3 
renewable 20 year terms at the cost of operations plus bond 
payments. The bond payments were ending/if we hadn’t 
revised the agreement the developer would have been paying 
$10-20/month for permits that cost other downtown users 
$100/month).

3. consider all the elements that can make a project work, not 
just the parking elements. 
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4. supporting documents:

a. ashely mews development agreement
b. ashely mews Parking agreement
c. ashely mews Planned Unit development (PUd)  

agreement

Case Study #2
“BoDo” Development 
Capital City Development Corporation, Boise, Idaho

The capital city development corporation (ccdc) is the urban 
renewal agency in Boise, idaho. The ccdc manages three separate 
districts in the downtown area as well as managing the off-street 
public parking system. 

ccdc has a stated goal of a 5 to 1 return on infrastructure invest-
ments. With the recent completion of the so called “Bodo” (Boise 
downtown) project, they leveraged $15.5 million dollars in public 
infrastructure investment (The civic center parking garage 
[$8,000,000], the myrtle street garage [$6,000,000] and a $1,500,000 
investment in streetscapes) in return for $87,000,000 in private 
development – a 5.61 return on investment! 

Beyond this initial success, the “Bodo” project also generated 
another $650,000 in tax increment financing revenues that the 
ccdc will reinvest in downtown and the project is generating 
an additional 1,000 parkers per day for an estimated $800,000 in 
additional parking revenue per year. it is also worth noting that the 
“Bodo” project brought several targeted types of development to the 
downtown including a 17 story residential development, a multi-plex 
cinema and a new hotel. 

Lessons Learned:
1. ccdc has successfully used “parking development as a cata-

lyst for other development”

2. They have a defined expectation ( 5 to 1) relative to parking 
and other infrastructure investments.

3. Their standard agreement is a “blank page”. Be flexible. con-
sider all options,

4. housing/residential development projects have more spin-off 
benefits.

5. Their parking strategy was based on an “idealized build out” 
of the downtown based on the downtown master plan. Their 
parking development plan is designed to support the desired 
build out. 

6. Goals: Keep the public parking supply between 30 – 40% of 
the total parking supply & realize that more parking invest-
ment is needed on the front end of the process.
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Case Study #3
Village Green 
Ann Arbor, Michigan

Village Green is the ann arbor dda’s most recent development 
project. The city distributed an rFP to sell/redevelop the site of our 
oldest parking structure. The Village Green project was selected and 
plans include a multi-story apartment building with an underground 
public parking structure. 

The development agreement was 
much simpler than the ashley mews 
Project discussed above. The dda 
formulated early what it was willing 
to provide to make this deal work 
($100K per unit for up to 4 units of 
affordable housing to 60% ami = 
$400,000 and exact dollar amounts 
for what it would pay to have the 
underground parking structure 
constructed ($35,000/above ground 
space + $45,000/below ground 
space). This eliminated negotiations 
later on, as the developer bids on the 
property were made knowing that 

these were the only two sources of local funds for the project. 

currently the dda has no developers on its board so knowing the 
cost up front made sense for us. since we no longer had folks on the 
board with real estate experience to negotiate for us.

Lessons Learned: 
1. if the developer is building a public parking structure as part 

of this public/private development, come to an agreement up 
front on what the dda or city is willing to pay per parking 
space since it is virtually impossible to delineate what is/isn’t 
part of an underground parking structure (earlier developers 
wanted to charge the dda for their construction crane costs, 
all costs to bring utilities to the site, etc.) once this price is 
established, it makes it easier to sort between various bids for 
the site since the variables are reduced.

2. The dda /Village Green parking agreement has us providing 
73 spaces for monthly parking + 73 flex parking spaces, leav-
ing some number for public parking. The flex parking num-
bers made the banks happier about providing financing since 
the project has more parking spaces per unit - even though 
the flex spaces can only be used at night. 

Supporting Documents
1. Village Green Parking agreement




