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Introduction  
In 2018, the Saint Paul Planning Commission initiated this study to update provisions in the zoning 

code related to parking.  The draft amendments are intended to implement policies in the 2040 

Comprehensive Plan and the  Climate Action & Resilience Plan. Staff developed two alternative 

packages of proposed amendments to the zoning code. One package of amendments would 

eliminate minimum parking requirements, and the other would reduce minimum parking 

requirements through targeted exemptions and reductions. The following section highlights policy 

considerations for both options. 

Policy Considerations: 

Between the 1940s and 1970s, cities around the country began introducing minimum parking 

requirements to their zoning codes. In that era, the predominate planning paradigm regarding 

parking management was zoning should be used to ensure that there is an ample supply of 

ostensibly free off-street parking at any destination, in order to manage the potential spillover of 

parking and congestion in public streets. On January 26, 1954, Saint Paul followed that paradigm 

and adopted the Cityôs first parking requirement, one space per residential unit. In 1975, when the 

modern zoning code was adopted, minimum parking requirements were developed and adopted 

for nearly every land use in the zoning code and they were applicable everywhere in the city except 

downtown. This approach of broadly applying minimum parking requirements to every land use 

is consistent with one of the current intents of our zoning code, which is to lessen congestion in 

the public streets by providing for off-street parking of motor vehicles and for off-street loading 

and unloading of commercial vehicles. Although minimum parking requirements are the primary 

mechanism for implementing this intent of the zoning code, they are also conversely an 

impediment for achieving carbon neutrality by 2050 and implementing adopted policies in the 

2040 Comprehensive Plan such as:      

¶ Policy LU-13. Support strategies, as context and technology allow, to improve off-street 

parking efficiency, such as shared parking agreements, district ramps, car sharing, 

electric vehicle charging and reduced parking overall. 

¶ Policy LU-14. Reduce the amount of land devoted to off-street parking in order to use 

land more efficiently, accommodate increases in density on valuable urban land, and 

promote the use of transit and other non-car mobility modes. 

¶ Policy LU-15. Ensure that stand-alone parking uses are limited, and that structured 

parking is mixed-use and/or convertible to other uses. 

¶ Policy LU-31. Invest in Neighborhood Nodes to achieve development that enables 

people to meet their daily needs within walking distance and improves equitable access to 

amenities, retail and services. 

¶ Policy T-17. Use pricing to manage parking demand and improve parking efficiency in 

areas with high demand and short supply. 

¶ Policy T-21. Reduce vehicle miles traveled (VMT) by 40% by 2040 by improving 

transportation options beyond single-occupant vehicles.  

¶ Policy T-22. Shift mode share towards walking, biking, public transit, carpooling, 

ridesharing and carsharing in order to reduce the need for car ownership. 

https://www.stpaul.gov/departments/planning-economic-development/planning/citywide-plans/2040-comprehensive-plan
https://www.stpaul.gov/departments/planning-economic-development/planning/citywide-plans/2040-comprehensive-plan
https://www.stpaul.gov/departments/mayors-office/climate-action-planning/climate-action-resilience-plan
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¶ Policy H-8. Encourage creativity in building design and site layout. 

¶ Policy H-18. Foster the preservation and production of deeply affordable rental housing 

(housing affordable to those at 30% or less of the Area Median Income or AMI), 

supportive housing and housing for people experiencing homelessness. 

¶ Policy H-31. Support the development of new affordable housing units throughout the 

city. 

¶ Policy H-46. Support the development of new housing, particularly in areas identified as 

Mixed Use, Urban Neighborhoods, and/or in areas with the highest existing or planned 

transit service, to meet market demand for living in walkable, transit-accessible, urban 

neighborhoods. 

If the zoning code is not updated to reduce minimum parking requirements, it may inhibit the 

successful implementation of these adopted policies. Over 70 years of auto-centric urban planning 

and minimum parking requirements have had a profound effect in shaping the urban form of Saint 

Paul by reducing density and promoting sprawl. Minimum parking requirements are one of 

numerous policies have that contributed to an auto-centric land use pattern in Saint Paul, where 

approximately 35.6% of the Cityôs land area is devoted primarily to the purpose of moving 

and storing automobiles; 25.6% of Saint Paulôs land area is used for roadways and 8% is 

devoted to surface parking. See Table 1 below. 

Table 1: Auto-Oriented Land Uses in Saint Paul* 

 

Auto-Oriented Land 

Use 

Area (Acres) Percentage of City Land 

Area 

Right-of-way  8560.1 25.6% 

Surface Parking  2659.0 8.0% 

Garages  631.2 1.9% 

Parking Ramps 53.8 0.2% 

*  The total land area of Saint Paul (not including water) is roughly 33,419.7 acres. 
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Figure 1: Auto-Oriented Land Area in Saint Paul  

 

 

Achieving Saint Paulôs carbon reduction goals are in large part dependent on changing this land 

use pattern and de-emphasizing cars as the primary mode of transportation in planning and public 

policy decisions. The urban form and density of a city is inextricably linked to a cityôs carbon 

output per capita because the urban form of a city dictates travel behavior. In Saint Paul, single-

occupant trips are the most prevalent mode of transportation and, according to the Climate Action 

& Resilience Plan, 31% of Saint Paulôs emissions can be attributed to vehicle travel. One of 

the most impactful things that cities and regions can do to address climate change is 

accommodating population growth by increasing density, in particular near transit lines, because 

that will shift travel behavior over time. Arbitrarily requiring parking for every land use will ensure 

that valuable urban land will continue to be used for off-street parking, which is one of the biggest 

limiting factors for increasing density in Saint Paul and subsequently lowering this Cityôs carbon 

output per capita.   

Although the majority of Saint Paulôs building stock was developed without a minimum parking 

requirement, inflexible minimum parking requirements contribute to an auto-oriented land use 

pattern because of the amount of space required to accommodate parking facilities in any 

development. Without considering the amount of space required for required setbacks and 

landscaping, a parking space in Saint Paul requires a minimum of 252 square feet; 162 square feet 

is required for the parking space itself and 90 square feet is required for a maneuvering lane. 
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Minimum parking requirements lower overall density in cities and will often determine the 

maximum density of a new development regardless of what is prescribed by a zoning district due 

to the amount of space required to accommodate parking. This is especially true for commercial 

uses. For example, the parking requirement for a bar in Saint Paul,  with a minimum parking 

requirement of 1 space per 150 square feet, would result in a site build out where at a minimum 

63% of the new developmentôs area would be used for parking and 37% would be used for the 

building that the parking serves. The far more common commercial minimum parking requirement 

in Saint Paulôs zoning code of 1 space per 400 square feet would result in a development where a 

minimum of 39% of the developmentôs area would be used for parking and 61% of the 

developmentôs area would be used for a building. If these minimum parking requirements are met 

with a surface parking lot, then the distance between uses will be significantly increased because 

of the space needed to accommodate surface parking (and walkability between uses likewise 

decreased). When minimum parking requirements are applied broadly, they ultimately increase 

the demand for off street parking because the resulting reduced density and the increased distance 

between land uses makes walking, biking, and public transportation less viable modes of 

transportation. By necessitating single occupancy vehicle trips due to the reduced density caused 

by requiring off street parking, off street parking facilities ironically contribute to off street parking 

demand. Furthermore, this reduction in density and resulting increased parking demand can be 

compounded if minimum parking requirements lead to an oversupply of off-street parking. 

Figure 2: Visual of Parking Spaces  

 

Minimum parking requirements are blunt instruments that will seldomly reflect the actual parking 

demands for a development and will often, by design, result in an oversupply of parking for a new 

development. When minimum parking requirements were originally developed, the prevailing 

paradigm was that oversupply of free off street parking, was preferable to an undersupply of 

parking, and as a result, minimum parking requirements were designed to be inherently 

conservative in order to accommodate potentially infrequent peak demands for free off -street 
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parking. Additionally, the minimum off street parking requirement for any given development is 

often determined by one factor that may influence off street parking demand, such as the square 

footage of a commercial use or the number of residential units in a development. In actuality, 

numerous factors may affect parking demand for any given development. Factors may include the 

surrounding density and mix of land uses nearby, the price of parking, access to public 

transportation, the frequency and mode of public transportation, commercial trade areas, nearby 

infrastructure, income levels, vehicle ownership rates, flexible work schedules, telecommuting, 

sales volume, and many more.  Because of the complexity that it would add, zoning codes do not 

often have mechanisms to adjust minimum parking requirements to reflect the context of a 

particular development or external factors that may lower parking demand such as the factors 

described above. Furthermore, because an oversupply of free off-street parking was historically 

preferable to an undersupply, ensuring that parking requirements were flexible enough to respond 

to the context of a particular development has not historically been a significant policy imperative. 

As cities grapple with addressing climate change, increasing development costs, and lost potential 

tax revenues from under-utilized land, preventing an over-supply of parking by creating more 

flexible parking requirements and instituting parking maximums has become increasingly 

necessary for achieving numerous policy objectives.  

Housing Policy Considerations:  

2040 Comprehensive Plan policy H-31 calls for supporting the development of new affordable 

housing units throughout the city. Inflexible minimum parking requirements may inhibit the 

implementation of this and other housing policies in part by limiting density. This in turn, increases 

housing costs by limiting the production of new affordable and market rate housing units. The 

rental vacancy in the Twin Cities has been around 3.5% for many years and increasing housing 

production and supply is essential for lowering housing costs over time and creating more choice 

in Saint Paulôs housing market. Coupled with increased housing production, eliminating or 

reducing minimum parking requirements for residential uses can also lower housing costs over 

time by enabling new housing units to be produced at lower costs per unit. Lowering the 

development costs per unit by lowering parking ratios, may in turn lower the cost to purchase or 

rent those new units after they are developed. Minimum parking requirements subsidize the 

development of off-street parking facilities by increasing the cost of all goods and services, 

including housing. In rental housing for example, the cost of parking is often passed on to renters 

in the form of higher rents in order to service the debt from building required parking. If the cost 

of parking is not separated or ñunbundledò from the cost of housing, renters or owners of units will 

have to pay for parking as a part of their housing costs even if they do not use or need that parking.  
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Figure 3: Unbundled Parking 

 

 

In Saint Paul, the lower a personôs income is, increases the likelihood they will pay for parking 

they do not use as a part of their housing costs. Zoning codes often do not lower minimum parking 

requirements to reflect the reduced parking demand of lower income residents. When parking is 

included or ñbundledò with the cost of housing, all residents must pay for the cost of minimum 

parking requirements regardless of whether they have a car and/or use this parking.  For these 

lower income residents, the higher cost of housing due to this parking is akin to a regressive tax 

they must pay to service the debt for parking they do not use. Additionally, if minimum parking 

requirements lead to an oversupply of parking that is built, the increased housing costs are more 

acutely felt by lower income residents, because the cost of parking that is bundled with their 

housing costs is a larger proportion of their total income.   
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Figure 4: Percent of Saint Paul Households with No Car, by Income Bracket 

 

In subsidized affordable housing developments, over-supplying parking instead of reducing 

parking to reflect the affordability of the units and actual lower parking demand will lead to an 

increased public subsidy to make the housing units affordable. According to citywide Census 

data, an average of 34.3% of families that need and would qualify for units affordable at 

30% of the Area Median Income (AMI) do not own a car. If deeply affordable 30% AMI units 

are constructed that meet the current parking standards, it is extremely likely that parking will be 

constructed at a ratio over one space per unit, which will likely result in more parking than is 

needed to accommodate parking demand. The public resources that are utilized to create affordable 

housing are scarce, and if off street parking is over-supplied in subsidized affordable housing 

developments, then a significant portion of Saint Paulôs limited housing resources could be used 

to construct unused parking instead of housing. Moreover, it may not be financially feasible to 

construct new residential units at the deepest affordability levels without lower parking ratios, as 

evidenced by recent supportive housing developments and housing developments with 30% AMI 

units in Saint Paul (see Figure 5).  
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Figure 5: Parking Spaces for Selected Supportive Housing Developments (serving 

households at 30% of the AMI) in Saint Paul  

 

There are two common elements in these recent supportive and deeply affordable housing 

examples that differentiate themselves from the majority of market rate developments.  They are:  

¶ The low ratios of parking to residential unit and commercial square feet, and  

¶ The first floor of these developments is primarily active uses and not structured parking.      

Project Name Address Description
Parcel Size 

(square feet)

Gross Floor 

Area (square 

feet)

Number of 

Housing Units

Number of 

Parking Spaces
Aerial

Selby 

Victoria 

Apartments

852 Selby 

Ave

Affordable 

Senior 

housing, 

flex units, 

and 

affordable 

commercia

l

23,928 28,988

24 

apartment 

units, 

3 flex units

19 spaces 

(Needed a 

parking 

variance)

Selby Milton 

Apartments

940 Selby 

Ave

Affordable 

Senior 

housing 

and 

affordable 

commercia

l

10,301 13,753 10

8 spaces 

(Needed a 

parking 

variance)

Ain Dah 

Yung 

769 

University 

Ave

Supportive 

housing for 

Native 

American 

youth

23,206 51,000 42

12 spaces 

(No minimum 

parking 

requirement 

because its 

on university)

Prior 

Crossing 

1949 

University 

Ave

Housing 

for 

formerly 

homeless 

young 

adults

38,986 28,813 44

12 spaces 

(No minimum 

parking 

requirement 

because its 

on university)
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Economic Development Policy Considerations:  

Policy LU-31 of the Comprehensive Plan calls for investing in Neighborhood Nodes to achieve 

development that enables people to meet their daily needs within walking distance and improves 

equitable access to amenities, retail and services. By requiring a significant portion of any 

development site to be used for parking and not active uses, minimum parking requirements detract 

from walkability of commercial nodes and corridors. Achieving this neighborhood node policy 

objective will require additional commercial density and a greater mix of commercial uses to be 

developed in many neighborhood nodes. If this policy is successfully implemented, it will enable 

more short-term discretionary trips to be conducted without a car, which in turn will lower Saint 

Paulôs carbon emissions and off-street parking demand. Eliminating or reducing commercial 

minimum parking requirements will further the implementation of this policy by enabling infill 

commercial density to be developed in existing nodes, especially if minimum parking requirements 

have led to an oversupply of parking. 

The vast majority of commercial uses in Saint Paul have minimum parking requirement of 1 space 

per 400 square feet. Numerous factors may lower parking demands for commercial uses, and these 

are not accounted for by simply requiring parking based on the square footage of a commercial 

use. Corner store type retail uses, for example, typically have trade areas that are  one-half a mile, 

and will likely attract a customer base that have the capacity to patronize the commercial use 

without driving and the customers that do drive typically utilize parking for a short duration. 

Because of the short duration of trips, the proximity of their customer base, and the high turn-over 

rate of customers, small retail establishments can typically accommodate all of their parking 

demand with on street parking adjacent to their property. By not taking these factors into account, 

minimum parking requirements increase commercial development costs and inhibit commercial 

growth by requiring parking which may not be needed to accommodate demand, particularly for 

small businesses. The Saint Paul Zoning Code does not currently exempt or reduce parking 

minimums for small businesses. It requires parking at the same ratio for both small and large 

businesses despite the fact that the latter, such as major grocery stores,  typically rely on a customer 

base from a much larger geographic area and therefore may have increased off street parking 

demands. 

There are numerous other factors which have and will continue to lower parking demands from 

commercial uses. In response to the 2020 coronavirus pandemic, the majority of Saint Paulôs 

white-collar workforce began working from home, if they had the ability to do so. A lasting legacy 

of the coronavirus pandemic may be that a significant portion of our white-collar work force 

continues to work from home, which would lower parking demand for offices. Inflexible minimum 

parking requirements do not take factors like this into account and would require offices to build 

enough parking to accommodate the estimated demand of an entire office workforce commuting 

to work every day, driving alone.   

The proliferation of online shopping, which has drastically changed parking demand for large retail 

and commercial uses, is also not accounted for with parking minimums. Large retailers have 

historically built far more parking than would be required by code, in order to accommodate 

infrequent holiday shopping peak parking demand. Even before the increased preference of 



15 

 

consumers to purchase items online, large retailers intentionally, built more parking than the 

estimated parking demand for their use. Reducing or eliminating minimum parking requirements 

would enable incremental development on large retail sites in Saint Paul, with excess parking that 

may be required by a minimum parking requirement. As consumer preferences change, large retail 

sites ï and expansive parking lots - have become infill opportunity sites for new development.   

Reducing or eliminating minimum parking requirements can help facilitate the redevelopment of 

these expansive potential infill sites in Saint Paul.   

Market value and property  tax revenue considerations:  

Policy LU-6 (3) of the 2040 Comprehensive Plan calls for fostering equitable and sustainable 

economic growth by growing Saint Paulôs tax base in order to maintain and expand City services, 

amenities and infrastructure. Growing Saint Paulôs tax base is dependent on facilitating dense infill 

development throughout the city, which can be supported by eliminating or reducing minimum 

parking requirements. Compact dense development yields more property tax revenue per square 

foot then low-density sprawling development, while simultaneously lowering the cost per capita 

to maintain city services, amenities, and infrastructure. Therefore, facilitating and encouraging 

dense development is the most efficient way to grow the tax base in a manner that would allow the 

city to expand city services and amenities, as called for by this comprehensive plan policy. Take 

for example these recent and historic developments within two blocks of each other on Snelling 

Avenue, which are characteristic of low density auto-oriented development and high-density 

transit-oriented development:    

¶ The Vintage on Selby is a mixed use 

project that was constructed in 2015. 

(example of transit oriented 

development) 

¶ The floor area ratio (building floor 

area/lot area) is roughly 3.0, which is 

the maximum density permitted at this 

location 

¶ This development has a mix of 

structured parking and covered 

surface parking 

¶ The market value per parcel square 

foot is $679.42 

¶ The tax revenue per square foot is 

$12.72 

 




































































































































































































