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Abstract
With the rise of the automobile and the easy access to suburbia, there was a shift in American 
cities from accommodating and welcoming density to accommodating cars. With cities hollowed 
out, but able to accept thousands of parkers, a vibrant, multifaceted world of handsome buildings, 
varied activities, and casual encounters was lost. Innovative thinking regarding technology took 
a backseat to mimicking the ascendant suburban landscape. At the dawn of the twenty-first 
century, automotive access remains codified in finance, codes, and traditional thinking, hampering 
our now revitalizing urban environments. Practitioners, policy makers, and architects can once 
again create cities at once unique, welcoming, and at the forefront of innovative thinking. New 
technologies, smart phone applications, and entrepreneurial initiative are changing urban life. By 
systematizing these disparate innovations, the necessary elements for vibrant streetscapes and 
better urban form can be created.
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Like carpet beetles, automobiles started tearing tiny holes in the fabric of American cities from 
their inception. Small at first, the holes got larger and then started to destroy buildings and neigh-
borhoods. Even during the 1920s and 1930s, the period we think of as the golden era of down-
towns, that balance between dense urban fabric and accommodation of the automobile was 
tipping—at first almost imperceptibly, then inexorably (Figure 1). While automotive interven-
tions were first inserted into vacant lots, or were incorporated into garages, as time went on, 
historic structures, viable homes, and older office buildings fell victim to a perceived need to 
warehouse more vehicles.1

Widespread urban renewal accelerated downtown demolition and left more lots than buildings 
in its wake. As early as the 1910s, a dilemma emerged pitting the desire to draw residents from 
expanding suburbs to downtowns yet also create the space for them to park their vehicles. This 
condition created “gap-tooth” conditions that solved immediate needs but lessened long-term 
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Figure 2. Detroit Theater parking, Detroit, Michigan (http://sistersnaps.wordpress.com/2012/08/28/
detroit/).
Source: Courtesy of http://www.thetimes.co.uk.

values and downtown desirability. Between the hollowing out of downtowns, codes mandating 
parking minimums and demolition of deteriorating structures (Figure 2), parking lots became the 
defining feature of many cities, accounting for more than 30 percent of the land use even though 

Figure 1. East Parking Field, Jones Beach circa 1930. Residents of New York City left the city on newly 
constucted parkways for ample parking at Jones Beach.
Source: Courtesy of Long Island Park Commission.
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numerous studies show that cars are idle for more than 95 percent of the day and provisions for 
their warehousing for home, work, and play leave oceans of empty asphalt for extended periods 
throughout the urban environment.2

Municipal Reinvention

As we reach the middle of the second decade of the twenty-first century, our cities are making a 
dramatic comeback. The hope even ten years ago in many cities was to mimic the less dense 
suburban areas in a bid to lure back shoppers, workers, and residents. This did not work. Saddled 
with land values that remained higher than suburban areas and complicated ownership structures, 
the diminished urban experience did not reclaim lost shoppers or residents and declines contin-
ued. Some cities decided to further destroy parts of their downtowns in order to build suburban-
style shopping malls and interiorized mega developments in the hope that customers and visitors 
would return.3 Many of the cities that managed to thrive did so in spite of and in opposition to 
official plans. Communities such as Georgetown, Greenwich Village, Savannah, and New 
Orleans eschewed the reigning planning paradigms and fought redevelopment plans recognizing 
that the experience of place could overcome a government-sanctioned, homogenizing car cul-
ture.4 Many cities were not so lucky or persistent.

A highly subsidized car culture, expanded federal highways, as well as standards dictating 
parking minimums, exacerbated the decline in struggling municipalities and had their most dev-
astating impacts in the downtown core. (Figure 3)

Nevertheless, millennials are moving into former warehouses and office buildings; busi-
nesses, realizing that new markets can be tapped, are following this influx. This is not a phenom-
enon limited to the big, successful cities or historic districts. Markets for high rent, downtown 
housing, and renewed business and retail districts are thriving in cities as varied as Syracuse, 
Indianapolis, and Salt Lake.5 The innovation and energy transforming our cities is mostly from 
the ground up emanating from individuals and at the municipal level versus top down from the 
federal and state governments. Bruce Katz of the Brookings Institute states,

The federal and state governments have a cartoon version of the economy, focusing on atomistic 
firms and workers and silver-bullet tax and regulatory solutions. Cities and metros, by contrast, blend 
the ecosystem and the enterprise. They focus not just on a singular transaction, firm, or solution but 
rather on building effective structures, institutions, intermediaries, and platforms to give dozens of 
entrepreneurs and firms what they need: skilled talent, strategic capital, stable governance, reliable 
rules, functioning infrastructure, collective branding, and marketing.6

This municipal reinvention is courtesy of entrepreneurial verve and technological change and is 
transforming almost every aspect of the urban experience not only through direct policy initia-
tives, but also through software development and a new breed of urban entrepreneur. With the 
advent of big data, we now know when the next bus will arrive, where the closest parking spot 
will be found and how long it will take our informal taxi to arrive. In many instances, these inno-
vations that have been pioneered in cities and have transformed how citizens engage with munic-
ipal systems and each other are opposed by the entrenched interests.7 New systems being 
developed by private corporations, hackers, or innovative citizens are upending the bureaucratic 
processes and creating new opportunities to experience and inhabit the city. In the renaissance 
taking place in the downtown areas of cities worldwide, glimpses of the nineteenth- and early 
twentieth-century city are reemerging. These vibrant districts create unparalleled experiences 
and opportunities. New technologies are fueling an influx of people and capital at exponential 
rates and are once again making cities unique testing grounds for excitement and engagement.
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The rediscovery and repopulation of downtowns currently underway is manifested in vacant 
lots filled in, office buildings repurposed and residents bringing life back to the streets. As this 
occurs, however, there is still the specter of car-centric policies, notions, and expectations. 
Nevertheless, the clash of urban revitalization and entrenched notions that the car must always be 
accommodated can be overcome. This article investigates ways in which technologies, which are 
transforming our lives in a myriad of ways including car share, bike share, smart parking, and 
software applications, can be deployed to invigorate our urban environments and create opportu-
nities for increased urbanity. I will look at ways in which utilizing new technologies and rethink-
ing and reformulating codes can provide additional momentum toward more dense, more vibrant 
urban environments. Technology has changed urban life, bringing “just in time” services, access 
to information, and enhanced connectivity; however, changes in urban form hindered by a cen-
tury of urban flight, auto-centric lifestyles, and suburban notions of the good life have created a 
lag in civic innovation.

Big data has given us the benefit of proving that in many downtowns we might not need one 
more parking spot. New studies are showing that even at peak demand a large percentage of 

Figure 3. Urban morphology of Syracuse, 1895 and 1945, Syracuse, New York. Original urban fabric in 
grey with current fabric in black.
Source: Courtesy of Upstate Design, Research & Real Estate (2013 I81 Exhibition: Alt 81, Envisioning Futures for the 
Urban Expressway, a joint research project of UPSTATE and the Syracuse University School of Architecture. http://
upstate.syr.edu/uncategorized/alt-81-future-visions-for-the-urban-expressway).
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parking spots remain vacant. A study in Seattle showed a 4-to-10 ratio of open to occupied spots 
at peak times, with the most chronic mismatches between available parking and demand in the 
center city.8 This arises from rigid codes that in many cities demand 4 parking spaces per 1,000 
square feet of retail and at least one parking spot per residential unit. Because of high land values 
and a desire for retail activity, the parking provisions for these developments are often subsidized 
by tax payers, creating a spiral of costs for municipalities and developers without a logical eco-
nomic rational. Much has been written and debated about the long running dilemma that is park-
ing, but there has not been tangible change in the way to deal with issues of city form, access, and 
accommodation of automobiles. With an array of tools and technology along with a rethinking of 
codes, the twenty-first century brings a variety of techniques that can acknowledge the role of the 
automobile but deploy innovations to transform how it affects and interacts with our cities.9

Syracuse, New York: A Case Study

Syracuse, New York, a midsized city that has suffered decline and disinvestment but now has a 
revitalizing core, exhibits many of the contemporary issues facing cities that tried to transform 
their downtowns to accommodate the automobile and compete with the suburbs. Here we can see 
a host of factors converging to create a more vibrant urban experience, but at the same time 
entrenched policies hindering a full and holistic revitalization. We can test these theories and 
speculate on the ways in which new thinking can be deployed to harness technology and dynamic 
systems for increased density and urbanity. In this city of 145,000 people, the greater downtown 
area has 22,000 parking spaces in surface lots, parking structures, and on the street. Fourteen 
thousand of these spots are under municipal control10 (Figure 4). Automobile culture in the 
United States is a well-known phenomenon and will not change anytime soon; however, our cit-
ies can be places of differentiation. In order to survive with their remaining density of buildings, 
civic institutions, and walkable streets, their best hope is to be the counter to the car culture which 
has created a landscape where a typical commercial development will devote 20 to 50 percent of 
its building lot to the warehousing of automobiles.11

Investigating the current conditions of Syracuse, in an area delineated by Adams Street on the 
south, Interstate 690 on the North, West Street on the west, and Interstate 81 on the east, we can 
analyze ways in which the city allocates space and directs development (Figure 5). With rehabili-
tated and repurposed buildings, the issue of supporting and maintaining urban fabric is moot; 
however, as the available stock of existing buildings get developed, vacant lots, surface parking, 
and low-density structures will come to be seen as the next development sites. This is where 
problems arise. With each new structure, mandated parking interrupts the massing of the build-
ings, breaks the street wall, and intrudes on sidewalk flow due to curb cuts. As additional build-
ings are developed, these issues multiply to create a disjointed urban experience and a situation 
in which each building becomes an island surrounded by asphalt rather than adding to a growing 
collective whole.

The issue is laid out very clearly in Syracuse’s downtown district of Armory Square and its 
surrounding area. A substantial amount of investment has occurred in this area, which has had a 
mix of new construction, rehabilitation of structures from the nineteenth century, and a commit-
ment to streetscape improvements and civic enhancements. One sees a host of cafes, bars, restau-
rants as well as new hotels and office buildings. This area is the most walkable part of the city. 
Nevertheless, surface parking and parking structures interrupt the streetscape. A new hotel con-
structed across the street from both a surface parking lot and a municipal parking structure uti-
lized approximately one-third of its street frontage for parking. The adjacent, newly constructed 
office building also uses a significant portion of its street frontage for surface-level parking 
though it too has surface and structured parking directly across from it (Figure 6). Completing the 
block, Syracuse University renovated a seven-story warehouse as a downtown campus, yet this 

 at Syracuse University Libraries on March 19, 2015juh.sagepub.comDownloaded from 

http://juh.sagepub.com/


232 Journal of Urban History 41(2) 

building is also ringed by its own parking as well as newly constructed municipal lots. With this 
pattern in place, the thrill of new construction and renewed activity confronts a condition that 
foretells a quasi-suburban, disjointed streetscape as more development is pursued. The revital-
ized downtown will not regain the density and energy of its past.

A Six-Point Plan for Rethinking Urban Form

This article lays out a simple plan to investigate technological options through networked sys-
tems for increasing density and asserting the role of people and places over cars. The question 
becomes how one can utilize available technologies to mitigate the negative impacts of the car on 
city form and to craft a policy framework that creates vibrant and unique twenty-first-century 
districts? A methodological framework involves documentation, assessment, deployment of 
technological innovations, a rethinking of codes and policies, and then the creation of a system 
to cap and trade the parking lots and empty spaces that currently accompany new development. 
This, in turn, expands the buildable square-footage within the urban core that leads to increased 

Figure 4. Downtown Syracuse Park, walk distances and key buildings, Syracuse, New York.
Source: http://downtownsyracuse.com/lifestyle/explore-downtown/, Brian Luce &Korantemaa Larbi.
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development potential. This is not a solution for every city, but a framework for thinking about 
ways to reassert the role of healthy cities that promote the movement of people and the construc-
tion of vibrant places. Deploying technologies to tackle these issues has implications for eco-
nomic development and urban form, but also for health and well-being. Studies have shown that 
one-third of traffic congestion in a host of cities consists of cars looking for parking.12

In many ways, all the technologies and policies necessary for transforming our urban environ-
ments are extant. However, they are disparate and not tied to an overall policy goal. The test 
becomes whether a concatenate of various systems and policies already in use can affect urban 
form. A growing number of our major cities have bike share. Various corporations, universities, 
and residential developers have embraced car share. EZ pass technology is now ubiquitous on 
our highways and not only speeds our commutes but also aggregates travel data. Smartphone 
apps like Uber and Next Bus can notify us of the nearest taxi and the next bus. Sensors can be 

Figure 5. On-street parking, surface lots, and key buildings, Syracuse, New York.
Source: Courtesy of Google Earth Pro & Korantemaa Larbi.
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embedded into streets and parking garages and show real-time information about use and avail-
ability. These are all mechanisms that can be used to shift the preferences, regulations, and sub-
sidies to incentivize and accelerate the revitalization of urban districts.

How would a holistic plan densify and rationalize a revitalizing downtown work? For urban 
planners and city officials I propose a six point plan:

•• Calculate surface and garage space in order to create a parking district that includes on-
street and off-street parking.

•• Use smart technology to manage demand within the district instituting dynamic conges-
tion pricing in lieu of standard rates to produce efficiency throughout the parking district.

•• Implement automatic car and bike share enrollment at garages to improve mobility incen-
tivize alternative transportation within the core.

•• Create codes promoting uses that enhance walkability and economic development oppor-
tunities with a specific focus on converstion of parking facilities.

•• Cap downtown parking and trade spaces so that the most desirable locations can reach full 
economic potential and promote cohesive urban environments.

•• As parking demand shifts from central locations, repurpose garages for more active and 
productive uses, expand the district, and replicate.

Aggregating Diffuse Systems and Technologies for Enhanced 
Urbanity

Deploying these new technologies and incorporating them into a policy framework actually fol-
lows a pattern that has been creating efficiencies in our urban districts for the past century. In the 
same way that a municipal water system is more efficient than independent wells and septic 
tanks, or power plants trump individual generators, a parking district that can be dynamic and 
accommodate shifting demand throughout the cycle of the day can provide rationality, economic 
development opportunities, cost savings, as well as opportunities for reknitting the urban fabric. 
Current codes and zoning requirements create conditions that treat each building as an island, 
responsible for accommodating and anticipating demand for parking spaces as if they were not 
part of an integrated system. As part of a holistic, networked system, retailers and building 

Figure 6. Washington Station Building and Parking Lot, W. Washington Street, Syracuse, New York. A 
new Courtyard Mariott is is the far distance.
Source: Photograph by Korantemaa Larbi.
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owners would concentrate on their businesses and maximize rentable square-footage for retail, 
residential, or office use rather than manage parking. Congestion pricing schemes could be 
implemented to incentivize the use of peripheral lots during the day for workers and residents, 
leaving more spaces available during peak demand in town for shoppers and visitors. After-hours 
prices could drop drastically for residents. This thinking is not new. Cities such as San Francisco 
and Chicago have deployed smart parking technology. The San Francisco system (“SFPark”) 
uses demand-responsive pricing to open up parking spaces on each block and reduce circling and 
double-parking through variable rate structures. This system is integrated with smart phone apps 
and the region’s 511 phone system, allowing drivers to check parking availability before leaving 
home and know the cost (Figure 7). SFpark encourages independent developers and researchers 
to use its public API, open data, and open source code to create new apps and data visualizations 
that support the project’s goal of making parking more readily available. The data feed provides 
real-time parking availability and pricing information for publicly owned garages and metered 
blocks within SFpark pilot areas (Figure 8).

These systems, which are gaining traction, have not been tied into other systems to achieve 
civic goals, however. If SFPark-like systems were also integrated with car share and bike share 
with accompanying pricing incentives to encourage use of peripheral garages, new possibilities 
for valuable land currently used for parking become available. Densifying areas formerly occu-
pied by surface lots in turn enhances walkability and creates conditions for economic 
development.13

In small to midsized cities such as Syracuse, bike share and car share programs measured by 
the usual economics are not feasible because of lower population densities and fewer users; how-
ever, integrating parking systems with these services creates an immediate audience and customer 
base.14 With the integration of these systems the smart parking technology and hire systems can be 
centrally managed. Stationnement de Montréal, the parking authority of Montréal, provides man-
agement of municipal paid on-street and off-street parking as well as the Bixi bike-sharing service. 
Montreal does not integrate these systems currently but could do this and serve as a test case for 

Figure 7. The ParkMe program is a smartphone application developed by ParkMe, a leading provider 
of parking information to navigation companies and smartphones. The ParkMe app helps drivers find 
real-time parking availability in the form of “heat maps,” letting users see the most likely availability for 
parking on a block-by-block basis, provides a rate calculator, “in-app” route guidance, and a timer (http://
www.parkme.com/about).
Source: Photograph by Korantemaa Larbi.
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Figure 9. Bike share, Wellesley College, Wellesley, Massachusetts. (http://www.wellesley.edu/news/
stories/node/28731).
Source: Courtesy of http://www.wellesley.edu.

testing new ways of engaging visitors and residents (Figure 9). Current EZ pass technology used 
primarily for road tolls could be implemented in a way that would provide seamless integration 
between various parking, biking, and car-sharing systems. This would also have the added benefit 
of making costs invisible. With studies from the field of behavioral economics, we know that opt-
ing in to a system provides significantly less participation than opting out. Automatic enrollment 
in a myriad of systems from parking lots to bike share and car share using existing EZ pass tech-
nology ensures an immediate clientele and efficient payment mechanisms.15

A growing number of cities have aspects of these programs, each of which provide benefits 
that can be quantified and replicated. These programs could be of particular benefit for smaller 
cities as they serve as differentiators, providing unique opportunities to visitors not available in 
more suburban settings. These systems rationalize urban mobility, but also serve as a draw. Smart 
Parking creates needed turnover in spaces, added revenue for cities and assurances to drivers that 

Figure 8. Smart Park, San Francisco, California.
Source: Courtesy of http://sfpark.org.
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spaces will be available. Car share provides temporary transportation alternatives as needed and 
the ability to reduce car ownership and car trips within the city (Figure 10). Bike share provides 
quick, hassle-free mobility and promotes exercise. Additionally, these new systems stream 
immense amounts of real-time data allowing for monitoring and micro adjustments to meet shift-
ing demands. It is this constant stream of data from these aggregated systems that has the possi-
bility to change city form. Once these systems are in place, a true picture of how a city functions 
can be formed and manipulated to produce positive outcomes for urban connectivity. In Syracuse, 
and many other cities with garages under municipal control, integrating these systems would cre-
ate an entirely new way for visitors and residents to engage with the city and a new model of 
mobility.

Holistic Approaches to Rationalize Parking Systems Leads to 
Rational Codes

The first phases of the aforementioned 6-point plan would create a host of benefits for munici-
palities looking to revitalize their downtowns, but progress would be hampered without rigorous 
reconsideration of current codes and regulations. In approving developments, the regulations 
applied by cities derive from outdated notions of need as well as industry manuals that reinforce 
a mid-twentieth-century status quo notion of city form. A look at manuals such as the Architectural 
Graphic Standards reveals that holistic ways for promoting smart design or an enhanced civic 
realm as it relates to parking is virtually nonexistent. The sections dealing with parking tend to 
focus on ways to landscape or grade lots to mitigate their negative impacts. Dolores Hayden 
would call this “putting parsley around the pig.”16 With increasing amounts of data from success-
ful policies and projects that break the cycle of ubiquitous uniform lots, these manuals may one 
day address alternative uses, techniques, and other ways of accommodating parking while pro-
moting urbanity.17 Integrating renewed thinking into “The Institute of Transportation Engineers 
handbook for Trip Generation and Parking Generation” would also be a big step forward. This 

Figure 10. Car share, Bethesda, Maryland (http://robertdyer.blogspot.com/2013/04/hertz-on-demand-
takes-on-zipcar-in.html).
Source: Courtesy of http://robertdyer.blogspot.com.
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bible for transportation engineers does not discuss the role technology can play and mandates 
minimums based on a perceived peak demand even though parking is almost always oversup-
plied for retail spaces and office buildings. Donald Shoup, a kind of town crier for the irrational-
ity of how cities mandate, subsidize, and obsess over the provision of parking, notes that 9 out of 
10 workers who drive have subsidized parking, not only from their employers but also through 
the tax code.18 In his studies, he has found significant oversupply of parking which ties back to 
the codes and regulations that mandate minimums in the absence of data. Shoup notes, “It would 
be hard to find two variables that are more unrelated than floor area and parking demand.”19 
Nevertheless, this is the universal method for parking provisions throughout the United States. 
The ubiquity of parking and the expectation that spaces should be readily available and virtually 
free hinders innovation.

Given the entrenched policies and perceptions around the provision of space for cars rather than 
buildings or people, data will be crucial in changing how cities and people think about current poli-
cies, reutilization of land, and promotion of vibrant centers. Once accomplished, a system whereby 
a central city could cap and trade parking in order to free up land for productive uses becomes 
viable. Cap and trade, while a hotly debated concept, has to date been used as an environmental 
policy tool that delivers results with a mandatory cap on emissions while providing polluters flex-
ibility in how they comply. Successful cap and trade programs reward innovation, efficiency, and 
early action and provide strict environmental accountability, while in theory not inhibiting eco-
nomic growth; there is no reason we cannot think about parking in the same way.20

Examples of successful cap and trade programs include the nationwide Acid Rain Program 
and the regional NOx Budget Trading Program in the Northeast. By studying cap and trade pro-
grams, one sees immediate parallels to urban policy and the issue of parking provision. 
Acknowledging that automobiles and the spaces we build to warehouse them exist but produce 
negative externalities, cities can institute programs that reduce the negatives while enhancing 
economic growth. Once part of a holistic, rational, data-driven system, the 14,000 city-controlled 
parking spots in and around downtown Syracuse could be monitored and priced to provide pre-
mium parking in the downtown core, while rewarding those parking on the periphery with bike- 
and car-sharing services as well as reduced rates (Figure 11). As drivers learn the new system and 
utilize the new services, parking currently located on prime real estate could be relocated and 
those sites developed. With a rational system that creates a parking district rather than parking for 
each individual building, developers could pay into a system to upgrade peripheral parking lots 
and fully build out their sites.

These techniques would help to rectify what Jeff Speck labels as “parking induced commer-
cial stasis.”21 Creating a holistic strategy for dealing with how people circulate and operate in our 
cities rebuilds the urban fabric, reduces the cost of buildings, allows for the reuse of aging struc-
tures, and halts the subsidization of drivers by walkers and transit users. This strategy builds off 
of the policies put in place by cities like Carmel, California, that do not allow new parking in its 
downtown core but charge in-lieu fees to create parking on the periphery. In an integrated system, 
tied to revamped codes, this system could create the possibility of an expanded downtown with 
increased pedestrian activity, easy multimodal transport, and enhanced mixed-use districts. Los 
Angeles, which passed an Adaptive Reuse Ordinance (ARO) for its downtown, provides a posi-
tive example of how rethinking codes drives revitalization and rational planning.22 Designed to 
encourage the conversion of vacant commercial and industrial buildings into housing, the ARO 
allowed developers who owned qualifying buildings to depart from the standard downtown zon-
ing code, most specifically dropping minimum parking requirements for building conversions. 
Now with more than ten years of data, one can see the effects of a market determined by demand 
rather than unyielding codes. Michael Manville, a researcher at the Lewis Center for Regional 
Policy Studies, took this analysis further to show that housing units increased in the project area 
and parking spaces decreased with no discernible effect on demand.23
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Budget-constrained, low-growth cities like Syracuse could learn from these policy and 
technology innovations as it looks to build on current revitalization efforts. Like many cities 
that suffered through postwar decline, its downtown’s historic fabric is interspersed with mul-
tilevel parking structures. By deploying the 6-point plan, the urban renaissance under way 
could create a market for the conversion of its numerous multistory garages (Figure 12). While 
rethinking codes, city planners who have traditionally focused on the number of spaces, 
ingress, egress, and square-footage ratios should also turn to the form of parking facilities 
(Figure 13). Downtown revitalization to date has benefited from the ability to convert office 
floor plates to residential space. Early twentieth-century office buildings were never intended 
to accommodate residential uses, but the form of these structures became appealing. Since the 
1970s, thousands of buildings have converted from office or warehouse use to residential and 
retail. Similarly, parking garages with their spare concrete construction and engineering for 
heavy loads could also be reused. On this score, not all garages work. Parking facilities built 
basically as a continuously raked ramp can only be parking. Flat slabs with ramps between 
floors are ideal for conversion. In rethinking codes and revitalizing our cities, planners should 
adjust codes to address how our current structures will deal with reuse. In Syracuse, there are 
many examples of garages suitable for reuse. One of these structures, the Atrium Garage, sits 
in the middle of the revitalizing Armory Square district as a single-use, multistory parking 
facility (Figure 14). With large, level floor plates and a structure that fills its site, it is ripe for 
conversion. At present it is surrounded by a dense mix of uses, but hinders the connections that 
could be made from the retail to its south to the office uses to the north and west. Converting 
its ground floor for retail and its roof for residential, the midsection could remain as premium 
parking spaces. Street frontage on three main streets could be reclaimed and Amory Square’s 
vibrancy is allowed to spread northward. The surface parking surrounding the Atrium structure 
could also be revitalized for productive uses, creating a vibrant streetscape from what is now a 

Figure 11. Smart parking.
Source: Photograph by Marc Norman.
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Figure 13. The atrium garage, W. Fayette Street, Syracuse, New York.
Source: Photograph by Marc Norman and Korantemaa Larbi.

Figure 12. Figure ground diagram and overlay map of downtown Syracuse parcels highlighting single-
use parking structures that could be considered for redevelopment.
Source: Drawing courtesy of Brian Luce and Korantemaa Larbi.

Figure 14. The atrium garage in context.
Source: Courtesy of Google Earth Pro.
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patch work of vacancy punctuated by structures. In a parking lot design competition run in 
Columbus, Ohio, a stated principle was that “parking lots represent real estate in transition and 
should be conceived as a vehicle for change.” If more municipalities looked at their parking 
assets in this way, innovative strategies for revitalization would make quick headway. By inte-
grating the changes in code relating to both parking minimums and the form of any new park-
ing facilities, Syracuse and many other jurisdictions could ensure that any structure, including 
multistory parking garages, had the possibility of productive future uses.

Figure 15. Adaptive reuse: The atrium garage, Syracuse, New York.
Source: Courtesy of Korantemaa Larbi.
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From an enforcement perspective, automating municipal systems, pricing parking based on 
demand, and capping the number of spots in key areas has myriad benefits. At present, the 
municipal infrastructure necessary for parking enforcement and the fact that it is embedded in 
the civil justice system creates a skewed set of priorities as well as an adversarial relationship 
between visitors, citizens, and the municipality.24 Under current conditions, one hunts for avail-
able parking as close to a destination as possible and then risks fines for lingering too long. 
Municipal employees are tasked with trawling the streets issuing tickets that another bureau-
cracy then processes. There are other ways of balancing the need for turnover with the mecha-
nisms to make it happen. Rather than civil fines and potentially warrants and jail time, congestion 
pricing regimes integrated with EZ pass technology and incentives to use available spaces 
incorporated with multimodal systems creates incentives and disincentives for lingering. Under 
this system, cities could acknowledge the value of shoppers, while rationally pricing the cost of 
warehousing of cars.

Deploying Technology and Adjusting Codes Enhances Economic 
Development

So what does a fully fleshed out system look like? It would resemble a well-designed menu with 
a host of choices. A driver could decide to pay little to nothing for a peripheral parking space and 
flow into a garage that lists available spaces on each floor along with the available amount of 
bikes or car hires available. As this person is in the system, a transponder charges a credit card 
and provides automatic enrollment in the various alternative transportation systems available on 
site. For someone rushed and not inclined to shifting modes, parking is readily available for a 
higher price, centrally located. The price of this space would increase or decrease with demand. 
The trove of data received on a daily basis about how each type of consumer is using the system 
would be incorporated into policies for the provisioning of bicycles and car share and eventually 
the construction or conversion of garages.

In cities like Syracuse that own their parking assets, the data provide a framework for creating 
developable sites that generate municipal revenue and increased sales and real estate taxes. To 
maximize downtown development, parking spaces in the core would be capped and eventually 
traded to outlaying lots. As this occurs, a bike and car share system open to everyone expands. 
Under this system, if just 10 percent of the 14,000 parking spots controlled by the city of Syracuse 
were capped and traded more than 400,000 square feet of developable area could be made avail-
able in the urban core assuming a typical parking space of 8′ × 18′ or 144 sq. ft. and assuming that 
the per space square-footage is 300 sq. ft. given parking garage circulation space.25

Through ordinances and form-based codes, jurisdictions have lessened the impact of the car 
to promote walkability, urbanity, and increased economic development opportunities. Other sys-
tems have been put in place to promote health, multimodal transport, and efficiencies for munici-
pal systems. Aggregating these ideas to create an integrated system could create new ways of 
transforming our cities (Figure 15).

Bike share, car share, E-Z passes, and big data will not solve all of our problems, but used in 
a comprehensive way as a method for unlocking development potential, they can heal and den-
sify the urban core. In the area of Armory Square in Syracuse, the significant amount of square-
footage devoted to parking at the new hotels, new office buildings, and renovated warehouses 
could become available and built out to match the dynamism of the revitalized sections of the 
district. As spaces in parking lots were capped and traded, the structured lots could be repurposed 
to add to this density in a virtuous cycle of increasing development.

Jeff Speck, author of “Walkable City: How Downtown Can Save America, One Step at a 
Time,” rightly highlights that “cities can only be at their best if on-street parking, off street park-
ing, parking permits, and parking regulations are all managed collectively.”26 Syracuse officials 
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and many other municipalities have the ability to implement innovative policies with respect to 
the parcels devoted to parking under their control. Creating the space within that framework to 
utilize new and developing technologies can transform the urban landscape so that more and 
more cities can say that the retail environment, the quality of the public spaces, or the streetscape 
are their most salient feature rather than their parking lots.
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