
LEAVE THE 1950s BEHIND  
CURTAILING THE HARM OF MINIMUM PARKING REQUIREMENTS 
 

One of the most effective ways to reduce traffic, pollution, and housing costs is to encourage a shift to more sustainable 

transportation modes through reforming parking requirements. Through smarter management and reduced subsidies 

and requirements for parking, people can better choose if they want to drive and park, or opt for a more sustainable 

mode of transportation. For over fifty years, the D.C. zoning code has required almost all new construction in the city to 

include off-street parking even when unnecessary. The 1958 zoning code’s automobile-oriented vision of the city’s 

needs is no longer appropriate in today’s world of high costs for housing and car ownership, congested roads, and global 

warming.  In contrast to the 1950s view of the future where riding transit would be replaced by driving, and car 

ownership would be nearly universal, we live in a different reality today.  Since the 2000s, the country and D.C. have 

experienced a pronounced drop in the amount that people drive, after decades of increase. While low car ownership 

rates are associated with lower incomes, car-less by choice is also increasing among households who could afford a car. 

Today, 38% of D.C. households are car free. Car free living by necessity or choice offers a more affordable option for a 

large share of D.C. households. Our zoning regulations should recognize this. 

 

Demand for urban living is being reshaped by the desire of the largest American generation, Millennials (born 1983-

2000), who are seeking to live in more urban and less automobile dependent places. The revolution in mobile Internet-

connected technologies and social networking are making transportation alternatives to not owning a personal vehicle 

more convenient, allowing a larger share of households to adopt for car free and car-light lifestyles with dramatically 

reduced rates of driving and individual car ownership. Baby boomers too are seeking more convenient, urbane places as 

empty nesters and retirees downsize. D.C. has benefited from these trends as our population has grown since 2000, and 

shot up in the last two years when we added over 30,000 new residents, more than the total added over the last 

decade. D.C. can accommodate more people living and working in the city, but if they all brought cars, our streets would 

not be able handle the added traffic.  

 

Evidence of long term trends show declining demand for driving and car ownership, and accelerated demand for living 

and working in transit-rich, walkable, bikable urban neighborhoods and business districts.  To ensure that D.C. 

successfully manages its turnaround from a shrinking to growing city, it needs to build on the strengths that are 

retaining and attracting residents. At the heart of D.C.’s success is its acclaimed walkability, supported by an extensive 

transit system. Neighborhoods with the greatest walkability and accessibility are attracting most of D.C.’s new residents. 

Updating the zoning code to better accommodate this demand, will help make housing more affordable, and foster the 

trend away from individual car ownership and its associated driving and traffic congestion.  

 

The Proposal in a Nutshell 

Through an extensive public process beginning in 2008, D.C. Office of Planning proposes to reform the city’s parking 

regulations. The most important changes are the significant reduction of minimum parking requirements for higher 

density mixed use areas that are well-served by transit, along with lifting minimums altogether for downtown.  This 

proposal is a step back from the earlier proposal which would have eliminated parking requirements for mixed use areas 

well-served by transit and for single family zones.  The current proposal, however, will address most of the harms 

associated with minimums, even if it is a compromise with vocal opponents to eliminating unnecessary minimums. The 

proposed code would establish a 1 parking space to 3 housing unit ratio for apartment buildings greater than four units, 

and require only half of the total minimum for areas within one half mile of Metro or one quarter mile from major bus 

routes (called bus priority corridors). The proposal reinstates a requirement that single family lots provide one parking 

space, and requires two space per two units for rowhouses, but exempts lots without alley access. Where vehicle 

parking is required, the revised code will allow parking to be shared or provided off-site. It will also permit parking 

reductions through a special exception process rather than the current more stringent variance standard. In addition, 

the proposal supports bicycling by requiring apartment buildings to adequate bicycle parking. The proposal will promote 

car sharing by requiring all projects with large amounts of parking to devote spaces to car sharing and counts these 



spaces toward fulfilling the minimum. For developments that provide parking significantly in excess of the minimums, 

mitigation measures such as adding bike parking, carsharing, will be required through an administrative process. 

 

Why We Need Change 

The proposed changes to parking regulations reflect recognition that minimum requirements have produced more 

parking than people want to pay for, which increases housing costs, subsidizes car ownership, and adds to traffic 

congestion, and air and water pollution. The proposal goes a long way, though not as far as we had hoped to 

fundamentally rethink vehicle parking mandates. The proposed minimums for higher density development around 

transit will be lower than what most developers would likely choose to build. The significant reductions in parking 

minimums will give leeway to new buildings to right-size parking for a market that is increasingly demanding less.   

 

Over the last several years, urban planners, affordable housing advocates, and environmentalists have recognized the 

need to reform 1950s parking policies that required too much parking and didn’t account for the many types of people 

and locations where far less parking is needed or wanted.  Many communities have revised their parking standards, 

eliminating requirements in some cases, and in a few places instituting maximums. From an environmental, urban 

design, transportation alternatives, and affordability perspective, reforming parking minimums is an important part of a 

smart growth strategy for D.C.  Here are some of the main reasons we need these changes.  

More parking in D.C. means more cars and traffic in D.C.  

Retaining minimum parking requirements mean that most new residential and office development in the District will 

include parking, whether it is needed or not. The proposal to reduce parking minimums to low levels (one space per 6 

apartments next to transit) will potentially reduce the future number of cars in the city. Building more parking means 

more cars to park in them and more driving. Studies show that when parking is limited and priced, people drive less and 

own fewer cars. Supporting the large share of D.C. households to no own a car benefits car owners by reducing traffic. 

Higher minimums encourages more cars and driving. Does the city want to do this as it to offer more convenient and 

cost-effective alternatives to car ownership?  

Building more off-street parking will not solve the “parking problem” 

Many garages and surface lots are underutilized because curbside parking is cheaper or free. If we price curbspace to 

ensure availability and let the market do its work, existing off-street garages will be used more. Zoning rules cannot 

manage on-street parking, D.C. Department of Transportation (DDOT) is responsible for managing street parking. 

Minimum parking requirements increase the cost of housing 

Underground parking costs can be $50,000 per space or higher. The price that a resident pays to buy or rent a space 

often does not pay for the cost to build and maintain that space. That means that all residents of a building are 

subsidizing the parking spaces and subsidizing car ownership. A recent analysis for construction costs and parking prices 

in U Street shows that while the market price for leasing a parking space is $221 per month, the cost of building the 

space is $480. The result is higher rents for everyone and an incentive to own more cars since owners don’t pay the full 

cost of storage. Other studies have found that minimum parking requirements can increase the cost of housing by 10-

20%. Even as more residents are choosing not to own a car, they are however forced to pay for part of the cost of off-

street parking that they don’t use and may not be used by anyone. The bottom line is that minimum parking 

requirements make housing less affordable for D.C. residents.  

Minimum parking requirements can reduce the quality of development  

New projects devote so much space, money, or both to parking spaces, that developers have to cut costs elsewhere. 

They may build fewer homes, or spend less on the façade and landscaping. Ultimately, unnecessary parking can reduce 

the quality of new buildings, which affects us all.  

  

  



Answers to Common Concerns  

Will apartments and condo buildings include parking? Where will people park? 

New development will continue to include parking based on market demand. Buildings with less parking will attract 

people who do not own cars and don’t want to pay for parking. Increasingly, D.C. is livable without owning a car. In fact, 

38% of households in D.C. are already car-free and in many neighborhoods, the percentage is much higher. A recent 

study of parking demand in the U Street neighborhood found parking demand correlates to walkscore and transit score 

(walkscore.com), a scoring system that rates walkability and transit access. In buildings built in the last few years, those 

with walkscore in the high 90s (on a scale of 100, a “walkers paradise”) had a parking demand of 0.47 to 0.33 spaces per 

units.  Some of these buildings, however, offered parking ratios at significantly higher rates and resorted to leasing 

spaces to outsiders to recover some of the cost of the vacant parking spaces. For example, the Hudson, at 1425 P Street 

NW (facing Whole Foods) built 66 parking spaces (a 0.79 parking space to unit ratio), but only leased 36 spaces to 

building residents. Another 30 available parking spaces were rented to outsiders. The market prices for these spaces, 

however, do not cover the cost of the spaces, meaning that building residents are subsidizing car ownership for others.  

 

With new services and technologies like carsharing (i.e. Zipcar, Car2Go, Hertz 24/7, EnterpriseCarShare.com, 

RelayRides), Uber, Capital Bikeshare, NextBus information, going car-free is getting even easier. A 2012 survey by the 

Washington Post found that 19% of D.C. residents have used Zipcar or a similar service, up 9% in 2010. Studies of 

carsharing users show significant reductions in car ownership. In San Francisco, after joining a car-sharing organization, 

30% of households reduced their car ownership and more than 60% decided against purchasing an additional car. In 

2011, after steady growth by Zipcar and few other services, carsharing memberships skyrocketed by 40%. Since then, 

major car companies have entered the market. Car2Go launched its D.C. operation in March 2011. By July 2012, Car2Go 

had 26,000 members. Smartphone-enabled transportation services continue to grow as smartphone use expands.  A 

recent analysis shows that while smartphones did not exist in 2000, over half of all U.S. adults own smartphones. The 

figure is even higher for African Americans – 64% of African Americans own a smartphone. 

 

People who need to own their own car will more likely look for an apartment with ample parking in a garage to avoid the 

hassle of finding a curbside space that may be far away. One apartment developer on U Street NW offering few parking 

spaces said that while the building may lose some leases due to not offering parking, many other renters are eager for 

the opportunity to live in the neighborhood and don’t need a car. A leading condo broker has also said that recent sales 

have been brisk on units, but slow on parking space sales.  The broker said that condo buyers have incentive to buy a 

parking space if they have a car because the space can be financed through the mortgage. Thus if market rate condo 

buyers are not buying parking spaces, it’s because they don’t need a parking because they don’t have a car.  

 

Finally, DDOT acknowledges it needs to better manage curbside spaces either through pricing or improvements to the 

residential parking permit program. Given how indirect the demand for street parking is affected by off-street parking, 

DDOT should be the focus of addressing concerns about availability of street parking for residents, not zoning. 

What about retail development? Will it include enough parking? Where will people park? 

Developers know that retail customers must have easy access to the stores or the project will fail. Therefore, if walking, 

cycling, and public transportation are not viable to support retailers, developers will build parking, even in those zones 

without minimum requirements. Retail spaces in many recent developments are underutilized because the site is highly 

accessible without driving, or too many spaces were built. The most notorious case of this is DC USA at the Columbia 

Heights Metro station which received a variance to reduce the amount of retail parking below the minimum 

requirement. Despite this reduction, the parking garage is way too large and is severely underutilized. This oversized 

garage was paid for by and continues to be owned by the city. 

The zoning revision will encourage sharing. Sharing parking may be a way to better utilized existing excess supply of off-

street parking.  

  



Next Steps 

The zoning code has a great deal of influence over how D.C. looks and feels, and how people get around. D.C.’s 1958 

zoning code is, not surprisingly, based on a vision of the city that is dominated by the automobile. By reforming parking 

provisions, the Office of Planning’s proposal will address some of the bias that favors the automobile to the detriment of 

those who walk, bicycle, ride transit and do not own a car. Curtailing the harm of parking minimums will make D.C. a 

more attractive place to live and work, and put the city in a better position to address its challenges, including housing 

affordability, traffic, pollution, and energy efficiency.  
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