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By Alan H. Simon, President of Simon Design Engineering
As urban and suburban growth continues in tremendous  leaps, the pressure on facilities to provide parking for customers and employees increases exponentially.  But limitations on capital spending, urban development and institutional inertia provide overriding direction to logical choices, such as structured parking versus valet and/or remote parking with shuttle services.

In addition, the land available for parking is usually scarce and many are of the opinion that land should be reserved for a higher or more profitable use.

However, for many institutions, customer convenience and access are crucial to their ability to function effectively and profitably.   If people find it difficult to maneuver through a location, including its parking facilities, they will find alternative venues.   This is an especially important consideration for airports where smaller regional hubs are becoming more prevalent and a competitive alternative to the larger more established traditional airport hubs.

But parking will continue to be the major challenge for airport planners and their fiscal planning as airport authority, airline and FAA strategies change.   These changes give rise to a myriad of issues, including competition for funds, management control, decision making processes, personalities, local permitting and community concerns, land use, terminal and rental car demands, security, operator economics (large jets vs. small jets, i.e., more flights with fewer passengers), fuel costs, environmental concerns, aging airport infrastructure, airport controller shortages, limitations on travel routes, customer convenience, and airport as well as airline operational costs.  This leaves planners struggling to figure out how to integrate these complex and competing issues profitably, timely and optimally.

Meeting the immediate parking needs for many facilities can be a paralyzing dilemma in terms of financial planning and infrastructure issues.  Because of its immediacy, rapid growth does not wait for the ideal fiscal and site planning course, so planners are caught between their responsibilities to the customer, the bottomline, land management, as well as public funding and oversight.

So owners and planners are forced to explore various means of increasing parking capacity, such as valet parking, remote parking, automatic lifts, and temporary movable parking structures, automated parking facilities, and free standing conventional parking facilities.

Valet parking has limited ability to increase capacity, is operationally expensive, requires cultural adjustment and does not work well during peak loading times.  However, valet parking solutions are a necessity in certain applications where private self-parking is not available and the rates provided for parking, either directly or indirectly, will justify the additional expense for attendants.

Remote parking also has limited ability to increase capacity, is operationally expensive, requires cultural adjustment and does not work well during peak loading times.  Remote parking can be a viable solution if the added expenses for land leases, shuttle buses, attendants and drivers can be recouped.

Automatic parking lifts, storage machines which are typically metal structures with hydraulics, do increase the parking capacity of surface lots; however, there are limitations.  If used inside, they can be limited by overhead clearance unless facilities are specifically designed for lifts.  The hydraulics can be less effective in cold weather and require a full-time licensed operator and maintenance programs.  While the capital investment for lifts is only 30-50% of that of a new structure, when combined with operational costs, labor issues and service limitations, it becomes a more costly long-term solution.  It is common when employing these machines that many more lifts will be required, with substantial labor, in order to service patrons during the peak turnover volumes. 

Temporary movable parking facilities are a new and practical solution when dealing with both short and long-term parking needs.   Tight capital lending markets and limited capital can drive owners to seek a leased temporary solution where development and parking issues require a short-term solution in the 5 to 10 year range.  Current material technologies allow these types of facilities to be built according to permanent code requirements and be comparable to long-term facilities in both appearance and cost.  New temporary movable parking facilities can be constructed on small footprints within 6 to 8 months of signing the lease agreements with all revenue collection and operational oversight being managed by the holder of the lease.

Temporary movable parking structures can be a viable alternative for most long-term parking situations where the client can justify the premium of leasing facilities based on the payback return for the short and long-term convenience to patrons and maximization of land and facilities use.   The solution is ideal for non-profit, institutional and public parking providers whether parking is a revenue center or not.  Leasing a facility for 5 to 10 years eliminates the customary initial capital outlay required by the owner to design and build a permanent facility that may not be the best use of land either in the long or short terms.  

An optimal program for long-term campus development may include temporary movable parking structures where plans for growth allow permanent development to occur over extended periods.

First, a temporary movable structure is code compliant and designed for occupancy typically in six months.  Second, local permitting authorities can streamline the process of parking delivery by taking advantage of local permitting variances for temporary structures.  Aesthetical concerns, if any, can be addressed after the structure is in place and operating.  A temporary leased structure can be made permanent if the leasee desires and can be moved to another location or sold outright to the leasee at the end of the lease.

When leasing a temporary movable parking structure, the leasee, especially a public or not-for-profit entity, can retain the inherent tax advantages of the lease payments and the residual of the building for the permanent solution at the end of the lease.  In short, an authority leases the temporary movable facility for 5, 7, or even 10 years, takes the write down on the lease monies paid as expenses, spends no capital for the construction of  the parking facility, retains the earnings garnered from parking revenues (less lease payments), retains the parking structure at the end of the lease with a final residual payment, and can relocate the ‘temporary elements that have already been paid for’ to another location as the permanent solution, or integrate the elements into a new parking structure.

Automated parking is the new kid on the block and has finally made its way into the menu of options that owners and planners should consider in evaluating their optimal parking solutions.  The technology is based on the automated retrieval of vehicles from a series of transfer stations and robotically controlled lift systems.  This system requires no human intervention from the point of driver entry to driver retrieval, with transfer times ranging from thirty seconds to two minutes depending on the equipment configuration.  Though the initial cost of these facilities is about two times the cost of conventional freestanding facilities, it is offset by the benefit of less land investment, increased capacity, and less labor costs.

Lastly, the more common approach to adding parking consists of the design and development of a freestanding parking structure built on site.  This approach to increased parking has long been the standing solution planners and owners use.  

However, as land becomes less available, environmental issues escalate, costs associated with full-time employees rise and the difficulty raising capital for these programs increases, this solution becomes less attractive.

When a public or institutional entity decides to deliver a new permanent parking facility in the traditional way, a considerable amount of time and effort is required for local approval, design, development, funding and construction.  At this point, the project can begin to takeon the inherent prohibitive issues associated with a public works project.  Once this has begun, turning back becomes nearly impossible. 

In the 21st century it is important to use a 21st century calculator. What are the real costs?  To you? Your patrons? Your community?  It’s time to look beyond the traditional and re-evaluate the optimal path to the ideal parking solution – and simply do the math to get there.

Alan Simon, President of Simon Design Engineering, LLC, is highly regarded in the industry for his perceptive and innovative approach to structural engineering and parking design. During the last 20+ years he has used a creative and solutions-oriented approach to design more than 50,000 parking spaces and helped a broad range of clients such as municipalities, educational institutions, and corporations. Alan can be reached at asimon@sde-us.com or by calling 781.237.2226.  More information about Simon Design Engineering can be found at www.sde-us.com.
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