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Ten Parking 
Myths Busted!
The Mythbusters guys on 
TV make it look easy.  They 
FInd a weird urban myth, 
and then entertain us with 
some crazy experiments 
to test whether the myth 
could actually be true 
or is busted! 

We thought we’d use this 
approach to test some of 
the common ideas around 
car parking.  It turned 
out we didn’t need to do 
any costly tests. We just 
did a bit of digging around. 
Read on and decide for 
yourself.  Are these parking 
myths actually correct 
or are they busted?

Dean Cracknell and David Doy 
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Myth 1: Car parking is free

Parking guru Donald Shoup busted this myth 
in his 2005 book The High Cost of Free Parking. 
He summarised how 'free' parking distorts the 
whole economy: 

“When we shop in a store, eat in a 
restaurant, or see a movie, we pay for 
parking indirectly because its cost is 
included in the prices of merchandise, 
meals, and theatre tickets … We don’t 
pay for parking in our role as motorists, 
but in all our other roles - as consumers, 
investors, workers, residents, and 
taxpayers - we pay a high price.”

Each car bay is estimated to occupy an 
average of 35m², which includes aisles, ramps, 
manoeuvring areas, (pathetic) landscaping, etc. 
If land in the centre of a town or city averages 
$2,000 per square metre, the cost of the land 
alone for one surface car bay would be $70,000. 
Someone has to pay this high price. And that 
someone is you and me. Parking is never free - 
the costs are just cleverly hidden.

Myth 2: We need more parking

Do you want more parking for your business? 
Or do you really want more customers and 
dollars in your till?

Business owners have a special interest in 
car parking. They don’t typically want to 
solve parking problems per se. They want 
more customers and increasing sales. They 
assume more parking will lead to an increase 
in sales. But they’re sometimes making their 
own parking problems worse. Just think of a 
business whose staff park all day in the bays 
right out front, instead of leaving them free 
for their own customers. There is an easier 
solution: reserve the most convenient bays for 
potential customers.

A more effective question to ask is 'How can 
we increase business profit?' Asking the right 
question can lead to more creative ideas and 
effective solutions.
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Myth 3: Parking 'problems' are bad

There is an assumption that more car parking 
will solve perceived 'parking problems'. 
Unfortunately, it is not that easy in real life. 
Parking problems are frequently caused by 
inefficient parking management, inadequate 
enforcement, lack of information or a lack of 
viable alternate options, including walking, 
cycling and public transport. Parking issues 
can’t be 'solved', but they can be better 
managed.

All popular and successful urban places have 
'parking problems', according to somebody. So 
a parking problem could be a sign of success. 

Myth 4: Abundant parking is always 
good

Parking is good, right? So, more parking must 
be better, right? Unfortunately, it’s not that 
simple. Parking can negatively affect the 
amenity of a place and the feasibility and 
sustainability of development.

Car parking is usually considered separately 
from the wider transport system. In fact, they 
are directly connected. Numerous studies have 

found that abundant free parking influences 
travel choices, makes driving more attractive, 
helps exacerbate traffic congestion and 
undermines the walkability and attractiveness 
of places.

High minimum parking requirements also affect 
the feasibility of development. If a parking 
policy applies a common minimum parking 
standard of 10 bays per 100m² of restaurant 
floorspace, the development outcome being 
enforced is 350m² of car parking for every 100m² 
of restaurant. Parking is the major land use, 
while the restaurant is just an ancillary use. Is 
that the outcome you want?

Minimum parking standards force developers 
to build wider and larger buildings to 
accommodate all the parking required. This can 
compromise the ‘grain’ of places, with long blank 
facades and oversized ground floor tenancies. 
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Myth 5: We know how much is 
required

Parking is very important to the way our cities 
work. It’s natural to assume that there is 
evidence and justification for how much parking 
should be provided. 

Unfortunately, this is not true. Car parking ratios 
seem to be scientific, but they aren't based on 
relevant evidence or local research. There has 
never been a detailed parking study conducted 
across metropolitan Perth for instance. Parking 
ratios have been assumed, made-up and copied 
from other states and countries for decades. 
There is no local evidence supporting the car 
parking ratios employed in parking policies. 
And why would we want to satisfy the insatiable 
demand for free parking anyway? Let’s stop 
pretending parking ratios are scientific – they 
aren’t. 

Transport planner Todd Litman says that:

Myth 6: Parking must comply with 
ratios

The Institute of Transport Engineers states that 
car parking is a policy choice, not a technical 
assessment.  The Institute declares “it does not 
simply drop out of a formula or equation”. 

However, the current paradigm applies parking 
ratios rigidly, without exception. It assumes 
there is a clear link between floorspace 
and parking demand. Austroads Part 11: 
Parking observes that there is a questionable 
relationship between floorspace and parking 
demand. Austroads recommends that parking 
ratios be treated as guidelines, which may 
be varied and applied flexibly based on 
circumstances. This is a reasonable and 
sensible approach.

“The optimal parking supply is the 
amount that a motorist would purchase 
if they pay the full cost directly and had 
good parking and transport options.”
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Myth 7: Parking encourages 
visitation

People do not visit a place because it has 
fantastic parking, unless you want to do 
doughnuts in a deserted carpark… 

Central Perth experienced a surge of visitors 
from 2009 onwards. Was it because there was 
an increase in free parking? No, it was the 
attractions offered, such as Fringe World, Perth 
Festival, Elizabeth Quay and an explosion of 
bars and restaurants that enticed visitors.

It’s the value of the destination and what 
it offers that attracts people, not fantastic 
parking. Provided there is good information 
available, people can make their own choices 
on how to get there.

Myth 8: All parking users are 
important

Even when everybody would be able to find a 
parking spot, not everybody can park at the 
front door. Parking should be actively managed 
to favour higher priority users. So, who do you 
want to prioritise? Short-term parkers, such 
as customers, visitors and delivery? Or long-
term parkers, such as staff and commuters? 
Parking management prioritises parking users 
to achieve the desired objectives. It’s not a 
free-for-all. 

Myth 9: Driving is the only option

Travel Plans can make a big difference to 
the way people get to and from a business 
or place. Todd Litman compares the ‘old’ 
and ‘new’ parking paradigms in his Parking 
Management: Comprehensive Implementation 
Guide:

“The old paradigm assumes that transportation 
means driving, that parking lots should almost 
never fill, that parking costs should be borne 
indirectly by governments and businesses, and 
that every destination should satisfy its own 
parking needs. It assumes that the planning 
goal is to maximize parking supply and 
minimize prices.

The new paradigm strives to provide optimal 
parking supply and price. It assumes that 
transportation can include multiple modes and 
not everybody drives. It considers too much 
supply as harmful as too little, and prices that 
are too low as harmful as those that are too 
high. The new paradigm strives to use parking 
facilities efficiently ... It favors charging parking 
facility costs directly to users and providing 
financial rewards to people who reduce their 
parking demand”.
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Myth 10: We are creating good 
outcomes

Buildings and places are usually designed 
around parking. However, cities designed 
for cars fail everyone. There is very strong 
evidence that our current approach to parking 
encourages more people to drive, increases 
traffic congestion, increases development costs, 
makes it more difficult to walk or cycle and 
has significant environmental consequences. It 
produces poor outcomes that do not align with 
our strategic planning objectives.  

We reckon these 10 myths are busted! What 
do you think? It seems clear that we need to 
change the way we think about and manage car 
parking.

• 

For more information, check out:

• Parking Guidelines for Activity Centres (DoT)

• Parking Management: Comprehensive 
Implementation Guide, by Todd Litman

• Guide to Traffic Management Part 11: Parking
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