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Introduction 
Purpose 
This Downtown San Luis Obispo Parking Rate Study Report (Report) was developed by Dixon 
Resources Unlimited (DIXON) for the City of San Luis Obispo (City) to model, forecast, and 
evaluate parking rates for on-street and off-street public parking. This Report identifies three 
parking rate models developed based on discussions with City staff and feedback from the 
community. DIXON provides an evaluation of three parking rate models and offers a 
recommendation to the City.  

Background 
On July 1, 2023, the City implemented a two-fold increase to its public paid parking rates, and 
at the same time, the City removed the first hour free. The community vocalized their 
dissatisfaction with the rate increases, resulting in Council action in November 2024 to return 
the first hour free and introduce free parking on Sundays in the parking structures. These rate 
changes are summarized in Table 1. The current parking rate structure is set to expire on June 
30, 2025, as it is predicted that the parking fund will no longer be sustainable by that date. The 
Council implemented the current rate structure as an interim solution so other options could 
be further explored and evaluated.  

As a result, the City contracted DIXON to conduct a parking rate study and develop this Report 
to support City staff and Council in discussions of changes to be made to the paid parking rate 
model and program in order to meet the following goals:  

• Develop a consistent and simple rate structure that is easy to communicate. 
• Encourage people to patronize Downtown San Luis Obispo (SLO). 
• Align premium pricing with on-street core spaces, and value pricing with on-street 

periphery and off-street spaces. 
• Ensure the Parking Enterprise Fund maintains a financially sustainable forecast. 

Table 1. 2023 Rate Changes 

 Effective  
January 2, 2023 

Effective  
July 1, 2023 

Effective  
November 23, 2023 

On-street/ 
Lot Rates 

Core:   $2.00/h 
Outer: $1.50/h 

Core:   $4.00/h 
Outer: $3.00/h 

Core:   $4.00/h 
Outer: $3.00/h 

Off-street 
Rates 

$1.50/h, $6.00 daily 
max, first hour free 

$3.00/h, $12.00 daily 
max 

$3.00/h, $12.00 daily 
max, first hour free, 

free parking Sundays 
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Study Area 
This Report has been developed to address parking management in Downtown SLO. Figure 1 
shows the Study Area, which includes 1,306 on-street spaces, and 1,255 public off-street 
spaces1 across 8 locations.  

Figure 1. Downtown San Luis Obispo Study Area 

 

Rate Study Development Process 
The rate study comprised the following activities:  

• Review of background documentation provided by the City, including the 2023 Access 
and Parking Management Plan (APMP). 

• On-site assessment of parking conditions that included DIXON and City staff. 
• An update count of the City’s existing public parking inventory, as well as an 

identification of private off-street parking inventory that could potentially be leveraged 
for public-private agreements and other means of expanding public parking supply.  

• Parking utilization study and data analysis based on a three-day sample of occupancy 
data collected.  

 

1 Space counts for the existing Palm-Nipomo Lot are excluded due to its closure for the construction of 
the new Cultural Arts District Parking Structure. 
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• Community outreach, including the creation of a public participation plan that offered 
a series of five community meetings, a public input survey that received over 2,700 
responses, as well as a project email where the public has submitted over 90 email 
comments.  

• Stakeholder engagement, including presentations and engagement with the 
Downtown SLO Parking Taskforce, Parking & Access Committee, Parking Steering 
Committee, and the Chamber of Commerce.   

• Supply and demand analysis to identify areas of parking surplus or shortage. 
• Financial modeling to evaluate more than sixteen (16) paid parking rate scenarios and 

program elements.  

Community Outreach  
Community engagement was prioritized as part of this rate study and feedback was collected 
from various channels, including a survey, social media, community meetings, and emails. 
General themes that emerged include challenges related to technology and payment 
methods, safety improvements desired in parking garages, calls for rate reductions and 
maintaining free parking periods, concerns regarding transparency in recent changes, worries 
about the impact on locals, visitors, and businesses, and suggestions to reduce evening 
parking hours. The full Community Outreach Summary can be found in Appendix A.  

Data Collection  
The parking utilization study conducted by DIXON found that overall parking occupancy rates 
typically remained below 85% across all zones2, with fluctuations observed based on time and 
location. Peak occupancy of 100% was noted in certain on-street and private off-street areas 
during various data collection times, indicating localized congestion. Weekdays generally saw 
higher on-street parking occupancy compared to weekends, while public off-street locations 
showed varying occupancy rates throughout the day. Additionally, parking turnover rates in 
public parking locations are relatively high, with 59% of vehicles staying between 0-2 hours.3  

Compared to the previous parking study done in 2022, parking utilization results measured by 
DIXON were lower on average for both the on-street and public off-street locations.4 Both 
parking utilization study results5 found that most drivers are staying for less than 4 hours.  

The generally low parking utilization seen across public parking inventory could be due to high 
parking rates and the poor user experience using parking technology as shared through 
community feedback. The full Parking Utilization Report can be found in Appendix B.  

 

2 85% occupancy is an important benchmark as industry best practice indicates that occupancy at or 
exceeding this level indicate that parking management actions may be necessary. 
3 According to the parking utilization study completed by DIXON that covered two days of public on-
street and off-street occupancy.  
4 This is expected as DIXON under the City’s direction conducted the weekday data collection on a 
Wednesday, while the 2022 study collected data on a Thursday, when there is Farmer’s Market.  
5 Turnover data collected in the previous parking study is only as granular as the street level and was 
categorized as either short-term parkers staying less than 4 hours, or long-term parkers staying for 4 or 
more hours. DIXON’s turnover data was analyzed at the block face level and was broken down into each 
data collection time interval, thus yielding more specific results. 
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Parking Rate Model Options 
DIXON was scoped to evaluate a list of at least sixteen (16) scenarios and elements as part of 
this rate study. These included variables such as adjusting operating hours, considering 
different rate structures, and evaluating changes in permit parking fees and incentive 
programs. DIXON’s extensive financial modeling efforts accounted for occupancy rates, 
predicted compliance rates, and different parking rate structures in the development of a five-
year forecast of projected parking program revenues. Annual expenditure figures used in the 
financial modeling to determine the parking rate model options were provided by the City and 
is what will be presented as part of the Fiscal Year 2024-25 Supplemental Budget Review.  
 
After financial modeling efforts, discussions with City staff, evaluation of parking utilization data, 
and analysis of community feedback received, DIXON has narrowed the options down to three 
rate models summarized in Table 2. These options were selected in an effort to incorporate a 
range of community suggestions in tandem with considering the City’s program goals and 
financial sustaiability requirements. This section expands on each option with the associated 
financial projections, rate changes compared to status quo, and the predicted impacts based 
on the goals of the rate change. It further expands on why certain scenarios requested for 
consideraton are not recommended for City, and concludes with DIXON’s recommendation.  
 
Table 2. Summary of Parking Rate Model Options 

 Option A:  
Retain Free Hour 

Option B: 
Lowest Rates 

Option C: 
Structure Parking 

On-street/ 
Lot Rates 

Core:   $4.00/h 
Outer: $3.00/h 

Core:   $2.75/h 
Outer: $2.25/h 

Core:   $3.00/h 
Outer: $2.50/h 

On-street/ 
Lot Hours 

Mon-Sat, 9 AM - 9 PM 
Sundays, 1 PM - 9 PM 

Mon-Sat, 9 AM - 9 PM 
Sundays, 1 PM - 9 PM 

Mon-Sat, 9 AM - 9 PM 
Sundays, 1 PM – 9 PM 

Off-street 
Rates 

$2.50/h, $10.00 daily 
max, first hour free 

$2.00/h, $8.00 daily 
max 

$2.00/h, $8.00 daily 
max 

Off-street 
Hours 

7 days per week 7 days per week 7 days per week 

Permit Rates 
10h meters: $60/mo 
Structures:   $85/mo 

10h meters: $60/mo 
Structures:   $85/mo 

10h meters: $45/mo 
Structures:   $65/mo 

 

For context, today’s rates and operating hours are as follows:  

• On-street/lot rates: Core spaces at $4.00/hour; Outer spaces at $3.00/hour. 
o Operating hours are Monday to Saturday 9 AM - 9 PM, Sundays 1 PM - 9 PM. 

• Off-street rates: $3.00/h, $12.00 daily max, first hour free. 
o Operating hours are Monday to Saturday, 24 hours.  

• Permit rates: 10h meter permits are $60/month; Structure permits are $85/month.  
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Option A: Retain Free Hour  
The community largely emphasized that retaining the free hour is an important aspect of the 
parking program. As such, Option A prioritizes how it would be possible to achieve this given 
that the current model is forecasted to no longer be financially sustainable in mid-2025.  

Table 3. Option A Rate Model 

 Option A: Retain Free Hour 

On-street/Lot Rates Core:   $4.00/h; Outer: $3.00/h 

On-street/Lot Hours Mon-Sat, 9 AM - 9 PM; Sundays, 1 PM - 9 PM 

Off-street Rates $2.50/h, $10.00 daily max, first hour free 

Off-street Hours 7 days per week 

Permit Rates 10h meters: $60/mo; Structures: $85/mo 

 

Figure 2. Option A Projected Revenue, Expenses, and Change in Financial Position 

 

Impacts 
If the City proceeds with Option A, changes include:  

• Decreasing off-street rates by $0.50/h and decreasing the daily maximum by $2. 
• Increasing off-street operating days from six days per week to seven.  

Option A would continue the existing “hourly” rate structure (in which a set amount is charged 
per hour in each location). A benefit of an hourly rate structure is that it can be easy to 
communicate and understand.  

Meanwhile, with Option A, the hourly rate for off-street parking would be decreased, which is 
aligned with the industry best practice of pricing off-street spaces lower than premium on-
street spaces to encourage long-term parkers to park in underutilized structure spaces; 
however, it is important to mention that this must be associated with improvements to the 
parking structure experience as rates are only one factor for drivers to determine where to park, 
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or whether to patronize Downtown SLO. Given the City utilizes a Parking Enterprise Fund 
whereby the parking program must remain financially sustainable, Figure 2 demonstrates that 
the financial projections for this option support a sustainable solution.  

Option B: Prioritizing the Lowest Rates  
Community feedback has indicated that residents and visitors value the cost of parking, 
specifically the ability to find parking at a low rate, as the most important factor when looking 
for parking. Option B is focused on decreasing parking rates as much as possible while 
considering the financial sustainability of the Parking Enterprise Fund.  

Table 4. Option B Rate Model 

 Option B: Lowest Rates 

On-street/Lot Rates Core:   $2.75/h; Outer: $2.25/h 

On-street/Lot Hours Mon-Sat, 9 AM - 9 PM; Sundays, 1 PM - 9 PM 

Off-street Rates $2.00/h, $8.00 daily max 

Off-street Hours 7 days per week 

Permit Rates 10h meters: $60/mo; Structures: $85/mo 
 
Figure 3. Option B Projected Revenue, Expenses, and Change in Financial Position 

 

Impacts 
If the City selects Option B, changes include:  

• Decreasing on-street and surface lot rates by $1.25/h in core spaces, and $0.75/h in 
outer spaces.  

• Decreasing off-street rates by $1.00/h and decreasing the daily maximum by $4.  
• Increasing off-street operating days from six days per week to seven days.  
• Removing the first hour free in parking structures. 

Like Option A, Option B would also continue to utilize an hourly rate structure, which is 
considered the easiest rate structure to communicate. Option B achieves many of the goals 
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identified in the Introduction: it continues an hourly rate structure that is easy to communicate, 
the reduced rates would likely contribute to increased patronage of Downtown SLO (especially 
if combined with a proactive marketing campaign), and the pricing strategy is aligned with 
industry best practices while ensuring that the Parking Enterprise Fund remains financially 
sustainable.  

Option C: Prioritizing Value in Structure Parking 
To effectively manage parking inventory, it is a best practice to structure rates so that the most 
convenient parking with the highest demand is priced at a premium to encourage turnover. 
Meanwhile, offering lower rates in outer core and off-street locations can encourage utilization 
for longer parking sessions and help balance parking demand to alleviate congestion. The City 
can appropriately price its premium, value, and long-term parking spaces to encourage the 
differentiation of parking space utilization based on the intended purpose of the parking 
session. Figure 4 offers a visual definition of this industry best practice. Option C aims to realign 
the rate model such that it accurately reflects this practice, given that outer spaces are currently 
valued at the same rate as parking structure spaces. Additionally, Option C offers the flexibility 
to decrease the cost of parking permits while still being financially sustainable overall. Lower 
permit rates can encourage higher utilization and program participation.  

Figure 4. Industry Best Practice of Valuing Parking 
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Table 5. Option C Rate Model 

 Option C: Structure Parking 

On-street/Lot Rates Core:   $3.00/h; Outer: $2.50/h 

On-street/Lot Hours Mon-Sat, 9 AM - 9 PM; Sundays, 1 PM – 9 PM 

Off-street Rates $2.00/h, $8.00 daily max 

Off-street Hours 7 days per week 

Permit Rates 10h meters: $45/mo; Structures: $65/mo 
 

Figure 5. Option C Projected Revenue, Expenses, and Change in Financial Position 

 

Impacts 
If the City selects Option C, changes include:  

• Decreasing on-street and surface lot rates by $1.00/h in core spaces, and $0.50/h in 
outer spaces.  

• Decreasing off-street rates by $1.00/h and decreasing the daily maximum by $4.  
• Increasing off-street operating days from six days per week to seven days.  
• Removing the first hour free in parking structures. 
• Reducing permit rates by $15/month for 10h meters, and $20/month for structures. 

Option C offers an ideal parking rate structure that addresses the community’s interest in lower 
rates while also aligning with industry best practices to balance parking demand and utilization. 
For the City, the rates suggested in Option C are generally straightforward to implement 
operationally while also enabling financial sustainability. The City can also encourage more 
employees to participate in the permit program with lower permit rates along with increased 
promotion. This option would support rightsizing the parking demand and encourage higher 
utilization of parking structures. 
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Other Financial Modeling Scenarios 
The following are a set of financial modeling scenarios that DIXON evaluated as part of its 
scope of work which led to the development of the three rate model options described above. 
Some of these scenarios have been deemed inapplicable to the City or unfeasible, given the 
rationale provided below.  

• Evaluate reduction in operating hours: DIXON was asked by the City and the 
community to evaluate a reduction in operating hours, with variations including the 
reduction of evening weekday paid parking hours and the reduction of Sunday on-
street/lot paid parking hours. While the reduction of operating hours may suggest an 
increased freedom for visitors to park, in actuality it reduces the City’s ability to best 
manage parking supply and demand. Reducing operating times would undermine the 
intent of using paid parking as a parking demand management tool, since paid parking 
is intended to encourage factors like on-street turnover, utilization of the structures, and 
participation in the employee permit program. There are alternative ways to incentivize 
downtown patronage that do not compromise the effectiveness of the program, such 
as lower hourly rates, reduced permit rates, and the opportunity for parking validations 
and promotional codes. Additionally, it was identified by financial modeling that 
reducing operating hours does not enable much flexibility in reducing parking rates 
without compromising program sustainability.  

• Evaluate retaining versus eliminating the free hour: Depending on the scenario, 
offering the first hour free can cost the program between $2.0–2.7 million in potential 
revenue. Based on the parking utilization study, the majority of drivers are estimated to 
park in Downtown SLO between 0-2 hours. As such, the free hour significantly impacts 
the ability for the Parking Enterprise Fund to remain financially sustainable.  However, 
the online survey found that drivers would prefer to typically visit Downtown for 3 hours. 
The inclusion or elimination of the first hour free, as well as the opportunity to lower 
rates, will impact parking behavior and may influence the desired and actual lengths of 
stay.  

• Evaluate deferring future approved rate increase. City Council had already 
determined that the rate increase originally scheduled for July 1, 2025, is to be 
canceled.  

• Evaluate rates for the new Cultural Arts District Parking Structure. Based on 
community sentiment that the paid parking program needs to be simple and easy to 
understand, DIXON generally recommends that the new parking structure pricing 
should remain consistent with the other parking structures.  

• Evaluate block time payments. Block time payments are identified as a pricing model 
typically applied to off-street parking locations that feature an early-bird entry rate, an 
all-day rate, and an evening rate. For example, this could be a low flat rate for early 
morning entry, a higher rate for daytime entry, and the lowest rate for evening entry. A 
block-time payments model encourages all-day parking but may appear like a rate 
increase for those who only need to park for a limited number of hours. As such, this is 
not recommended for inclusion as part of the final set of rate model options.  

• Evaluate tier-based pricing. The 2023 APMP definition is that if parking occupancy 
exceeds certain limits (such as 85% use), the City should consider increasing the parking 
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rate incrementally based on the length of time parked (i.e. the second hour price is 
more than the first, and so on). There are several reasons as to why this model is 
unsuitable for the City:  

o This option increases the complexity of on-street parking and is more difficult to 
communicate and enforce, which is the opposite of the public’s request for 
simplicity.  

o The City’s current paid parking technology ecosystem is not able to operate and 
enforce this pricing model. While the policy may appear straightforward, the 
operational challenges associated with the current multi-vendor mobile 
approach in the City limits the ability to implement this successfully.   

o The tier-based model places a higher cost on staying longer, which may make 
customers feel rushed in order to avoid an escalated rate, leading to an impact 
on downtown businesses.  

• Evaluate the daily maximum in structures to incentivize longer-term parking. 
According to the parking utilization study, only 4% of people park in structures for more 
than five hours per parking session, indicating a negligible financial impact in revenue. 
It is more important to evaluate the hourly rate of parking structures at this time.  

• Evaluate permit parking fees. Based on the information provided by the City, DIXON 
considered the rates for commercial loading zone permits, monthly street parking 
permits, quarterly parking passes, residential (preferential) parking district permits, and 
daily special event and construction parking permits. The general recommendation is 
that the price of these permits should cover the operating costs to be identified by City 
staff, including the potential revenue loss of a parking space that would otherwise be 
offered for public paid parking. Two of the permit types (specifically the 10-hour meter 
permits and the structure permits) carry sufficient volume, and changes to their rate are 
evaluated as part of the three rate model options provided. Recommendations for the 
remaining permit types are as follows:  

o Commercial permit types, including commercial loading zone permits and 
special event and construction permits, are generally not recommended for a 
rate change given the low quantities sold unless the City determines that the 
cost of administering the permit and removing the space temporarily from the 
public parking supply exceeds the current price of the permit.  

o Residential permits should be priced such that it is affordable for residents while 
covering the cost of administering the program, including staffing and 
associated services. Currently, residential permit revenue sufficiently covers the 
cost of services (such as permit printing and permit notification mailing) but 
does not cover staffing (which encompasses 90% of the program costs). 
However, the current residential permit rate is considered reasonable in 
comparison with surrounding agencies.6 Rate changes for residential permits 
are not recommended at this time unless coverage of staffing costs for this 
program becomes a concern in the future. The City is encouraged to first 
complete existing plans to convert to a virtual permit system to reduce 

 

6 Comparable cities research demonstrates a range of $7 to $60 per permit per year, while the City 
currently offers residential permits at $20/year.  
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administrative overhead, then identify the new operating costs and re-evaluate 
whether it is a valuable decision to adjust residential permit costs. As part of this 
re-evaluation, the City should also consider improving the program rules and 
processes for managing temporary parking permits for visitors and construction 
companies. 

Recommendation 
While all three of the options would achieve financial sustainability, DIXON recommends the 
City move forward with Option C based on the ability to align with the community’s input, the 
City’s goals, and industry best practices most closely. Paid parking rates would be decreased, 
offering a more affordable and customer-friendly parking experience. Meanwhile, the 
operating times provide sufficient coverage for the City to effectively manage parking demand. 
The reduction in permit rates also offers a benefit to employees and can help improve the 
distribution of parking demand and maximize convenient parking availability for customers. 
Option C best aligns with industry best practices regarding the valuation of different types of 
parking spaces.  

The financial modeling performed is based on actual data to date. Despite best efforts to 
predict how parking behavior may change over time, every element of parking is 
interconnected, and it is difficult to predict the true changes in utilization and compliance over 
time. As such, it is critical that the City continues proactive monitoring of any changes in parking 
demand and supply as a result of changes, as well as ongoing data collection to identify and 
determine any future parking management policy decisions.  

Table 6. Recommendation of Rate Model Options Summary 

 Option A:  
Retain Free Hour 

Option B: 
Lowest Rates 

Option C: 
Structure Parking 

On-street/ 
Lot Rates 

Core:   $4.00/h 
Outer: $3.00/h 

Core:   $2.75/h 
Outer: $2.25/h 

Core:   $3.00/h 
Outer: $2.50/h 

On-street/ 
Lot Hours 

Mon-Sat, 9 AM - 9 PM 
Sundays, 1 PM - 9 PM 

Mon-Sat, 9 AM - 9 PM 
Sundays, 1 PM - 9 PM 

Mon-Sat, 9 AM - 9 PM 
Sundays, 1 PM – 9 PM 

Off-street 
Rates 

$2.50/h, $10.00 daily 
max, first hour free 

$2.00/h, $8.00 daily 
max 

$2.00/h, $8.00 daily 
max 

Off-street 
Hours 

7 days per week 7 days per week 7 days per week 

Permit Rates 
10h meters: $60/mo 
Structures:   $85/mo 

10h meters: $60/mo 
Structures:   $85/mo 

10h meters: $45/mo 
Structures:   $65/mo 

 

Supply and Demand Assessment 
Effective parking management aims to make parking easy, convenient, and accessible. The 
parking industry benchmark for when policy changes should be considered is when parking 
occupancy exceeds 85%; maintaining an occupancy rate of 85% minimizes congestion and 
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maximizes utilization of parking assets, but exceeding this rate can make it challenging to find 
available parking, contributing to traffic congestion and spillover challenges.  Using this 
threshold, the City should consider how the parking program may evolve and make data-
driven policy decisions over time.  

On average, on-street parking utilization rates in the Downtown Study Area did not exceed the 
85% threshold; however, multiple block faces experienced high occupancy at several times of 
the day throughout the limited data collection period, including those along Higuera Street, 
Morro Street, and Marsh Street.7 To address these areas of higher congestion and to ensure 
parking supply and demand is balanced throughout the entire Downtown, the City could plan 
to increase future public parking supply near these locations by leveraging public-private 
agreements to maximize the use of underutilized private off-street locations. Making 
improvements to existing public parking structures such as at the Marsh Street and Morro-Palm 
structures is a way to encourage more off-street parking utilization and provide relief to some 
of the more congested on-street locations.  

Figure 6. Private Off-street Locations 

 

Public-Private Agreements       
The City should consider pursuing Shared Parking Agreement opportunities to increase 
parking supply and better manage parking demand Downtown. Parking utilization data 

 

7 There could be additional areas with periods of high demand. The commentary is based on a limited 
sample of two days of public parking occupancy data. See Appendix B for the Parking Utilization Report.  
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collected at 97 private off-street lots revealed that several of these locations are underutilized, 
even during peak periods such as mealtimes.  

Shared parking agreements are an effective way to increase parking supply and manage 
parking demand, and they can be designed to be mutually beneficial with agreed upon 
parameters and a revenue share. The parking lot owner would authorize the City to implement 
and post signage and equipment for time limited, permitted, and/or paid public parking on 
the property. This could be during or outside of the owner’s posted business hours. The City 
would then have the ability to offer these spaces as public parking or permit spaces, while the 
private lot can benefit from the City resources for parking enforcement at their lot locations. 
Shared parking agreements are one of the most cost-effective ways of increasing public 
parking supply since they optimize the use of existing infrastructure and avoid the costly 
investment in building and maintaining new facilities.  

Parking Enterprise Fund  
The City’s existing Parking Enterprise Fund allows for revenues generated from the parking 
program to be reinvested back into the Fund. To maintain program transparency and ensure 
adaptability, the City may consider identifying program revenue and expenses at a higher level 
of detail in program reporting to better track the impact of changes to the program. For 
example, if the City were to update the price of 10-hour meter permits or structure permits, it 
would be beneficial to identify and separate the quantity of revenue that comes from the 10-
hour meter and structure permits from other permit types especially for the purchase periods 
before and after the permit rate change.  

Program and Operations Recommendations 
DIXON was also asked to evaluate recommendations for a variety of other program and 
operational elements that are associated with the general parking experience. This section 
covers those recommendations.  

Demand-based Parking Pricing 
The 2023 APMP defines demand-based pricing as increasing rates on blocks (or parking 
facilities) with occupancy above a certain threshold (e.g. 85%) and decreasing rates on blocks 

Figure 7. Demand-based Pricing 
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(or parking facilities) with occupancy below a certain threshold (e.g. 50%). This is illustrated in 
Figure 7.  

As identified earlier, the City generally does not experience occupancy in excess of 85% in all 
of its zones. The community has expressed support for demand-based parking rates, and this 
strategy would be worth considering in the future if there is a high amount of parking demand 
clustering in certain areas. It will be important for the City to introduce an ongoing data 
collection strategy since there must be enough data year-round to understand parking 
occupancy trends. This could mean regularly capturing data at seasonal or monthly intervals at 
a variety of times throughout weekdays and weekend days. The City already has License Plate 
Recognition (LPR) cameras for enforcement, and these could also be used as a tool for efficient 
data collection.  

The City is recommended to integrate the 85% threshold into the Municipal Code to enable 
flexible and data-driven parking program changes. Ideally, the Parking Program Manager 
would have the authority to make incremental rate adjustments within an established range of 
rates, without needing full Council review each time. The City can then establish a paid parking 
rate review cycle to periodically analyze the data collected to identify whether any parking 
management actions need to be taken. Sufficient ongoing data collection must be 
implemented in order to make this work.  

The City should also be careful to clearly define “demand-based” parking, as there have been 
several definitions of this strategy expressed in public discussion. 

Parking Programs 
Business Validation Program 
The City has shared that a total of 3250 physical and 793 digital validations have been 
redeemed over a one-year period in parking structures, predominantly by hotels. These 
validation tickets can currently be purchased by merchants for $200 per bundle of 100 
validations, with each validation offering one free hour. If the City proceeds with any of the rate 
model options identified in this Report, the City could lower the price of these validation 
bundles to $100 for 100 validation tickets so that there is still a discount offered to participating 
merchants.  

Jury Parking  
The City acts upon an agreement with the County whereby free parking is granted for all jurors. 
Jurors must receive a validation code that allows them to initiate a free parking session. 
Currently, jurors must first park, then receive a 15-minute grace period to walk to jury services 
and procure a parking validation. The juror then must walk back to the parking structure to 
initiate and validate their parking session. This process is highly inconvenient and the juror’s 
parking experience is not customer service friendly.  

The City should enable jurors to start a parking session via mobile payment or on a tablet at 
the courthouse. In order to increase convenience, the City should also provide jurors with the 
ability to register their license plates ahead of their jury duty session and distribute demand by 
enabling jurors to park at any parking structure (currently they are asked to park in only one 
specific parking structure).  
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The City should discuss with their paid parking vendor (IPS) about the opportunities to set up 
this configuration to improve the parking experience of jurors and streamline parking 
operations for courthouse and City staff. This is also discussed in the Technology & Signage 
Recommendations section below.  

Local Incentives 
Currently, locals are able to leverage the first hour free incentive in parking structures that is 
offered to visitors and residents alike. However, two of the rate model options presented 
suggest removing the first hour free given that it is a costly incentive for the City to provide. As 
an alternative to blanket policies like “first hour free,” the City can leverage mobile payment 
apps to send push notification and offer parking discount codes to locals. Locals can be 
defined as residents who have their vehicle or driver’s license registered to an address in the 
City proper as determined and/or approved by Council. 

This opportunity provides a benefit to the community that can be leveraged as an incentive 
throughout the year, especially during off-peak periods in order to encourage patronage. For 
example, it could make sense to offer locals discounted parking on weekday mornings if 
parking demand is generally low. The City may not want to make discount codes valid during 
high demand periods such as on Friday evenings or during special events. The benefit of the 
code-based approach is that it offers the City the flexibility to apply custom business rules to 
maximize promotional capabilities.  

Downtown Employee Parking  
The City has an opportunity to further support the parking experience of employees who work 
in Downtown SLO. It is recommended that the City consider offering lower rates for employee 
permits as opposed to developing a new employee permit type. The City should ensure that 
the pricing is also affordable for service workers. Given that there are already two applicable 
permit types available (the 10-hour meter permit and the structure permit), the City should 
focus on increasing their usage through the following steps:  

• Offer discounts for employers to manage permits for employees. 45% of 
Downtown business owners surveyed offer City parking permits to their employees. To 
incentivize employers to provide and manage permits for their employees, the City can 
offer employers a bulk discount of 10% on either permit type beginning at a quantity of 
five permits purchased.  

• Digitize the permit process. Employee permits (as well as all other permit types) 
should be digitized to reduce administration costs for the City and improve the 
experience of permit buyers. This enables employers to manage permits online, 
including the ability to update the license-plates associated with the permits they can 
allocate to employees to address turnover and maximize utilization of a fewer number 
of permits purchased. In the meantime, while an in-person permit renewal process is 
still required, the City can consider offering automated recurring purchases for 
employers, like a subscription, which is in effect until the employer cancels. This would 
also increase flexibility and reduce hassle for employers.  

• Increase promotion of City parking permits towards business owners and 
employees. 67% of business owners and 82% of employees surveyed do not have a 
City parking permit. Qualitative feedback indicates that a selection of this group was 
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not aware of or do not see the benefits of procuring a permit. The City should focus on 
outreach through Downtown SLO, the Chamber of Commerce, and other business 
groups to ensure that employers and employees are aware of the benefits of having a 
pass (and any employer bulk purchase discounts).  

Additional recommendations to support employee parking include:  

• Consider adding employee-designated parking supply. Should parking occupancy 
in parking structures routinely exceed 85% occupancy, the City is encouraged to review 
off-street parking supply in and around the Downtown SLO and develop shared parking 
agreements in order to provide more employee parking options for permit holders.  

• Consider micromobility, micro-transit, and other alternate transportation 
programs. Per the 2023 APMP’s recommendation, the City is encouraged to continue 
evaluating alternative transportation ideas to support employee parking, such as 
shuttles that bring employees from long-term parking lots to their place of business and 
incentives to support taking public transportation or a form of micromobility as 
opposed to driving a personal vehicle.   

Technology & Signage Recommendations 
The City currently has one gateless parking structure, two gated parking structures, and one 
parking structure under construction (the “Cultural Arts District Parking Structure”) that is 
anticipated to be opened in 2026. Users can pay for on- and off-street parking sessions via pay 
stations, single-space meters, and multiple mobile payment application options.  

Based on the on-site assessment and community feedback, the City can benefit from 
improvements to the parking experience, especially at parking structures. There are also 
opportunities to improve the efficiency of parking enforcement and operations with 
technology, and to improve parking experience with wayfinding and signage improvements.  

The following are several recommendations for the City to consider: 

• Increase vendor oversight. The City should consider increasing vendor oversight to 
better manage expectations for both the City and vendor and establish a collaborative 
environment that allows for those expectations and responsibilities to be openly 
communicated.  

o Introduce performance standards. For new vendor agreements and future 
vendor agreement updates, the City should consider introducing performance 
standards and carrying out performance reviews in order to ensure 
accountability of the vendors and maintain a level of agreement between the 
City and vendor.  

• Reduce to a single mobile payment app. The City should consider reducing the 
mobile payment application options available to the public in order to simplify the paid 
parking experience and reduce sign blight and confusion. Consolidating the number 
of vendors also improves the administrative experience, reduces operational 
inconsistencies between vendors, streamlines the facilitation of promotional campaigns 
such as in-app discount codes, and reduces expenses in terms of aggregator 
transaction fees. Currently, the City pays an additional transaction fee to the service that 
aggregates mobile payment app vendors. The savings would be nominal, estimated at 
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$20,000 per year; but these are savings, nonetheless and support an improved 
customer and operational experience.  

o Introduce ability to initiate and extend parking sessions via mobile app. The 
City should consider working with the mobile payment vendor to introduce 
mobile parking session initiations to accommodate for juror parking at Palm 
Street Garage by eliminating the need for jurors to return to the parking 
structure once they check-in at the courthouse in order to start their parking 
session. Based on the final approved policies, the City should also consider 
introducing the ability to extend parking sessions via mobile app for a more 
seamless and convenient parking experience. 

• Implement a license plate-based enforcement model in the downtown. License 
plate-based enforcement means that usage of parking spaces in accordance with 
posted parking policies—such as paid parking, permit parking, and time limits—is 
monitored and enforced based on license plate numbers. The usage of License Plate 
Recognition (LPR) systems to enforce parking is more efficient and replaces antiquated 
methods like tire chalking and the display of paper receipts or permits on the 
dashboard. Drivers would instead have permits or paid parking sessions associated 
with their license plate number and enforcement can utilize LPR to verify that the vehicle 
has a valid parking session. The City already has two vehicles equipped with LPR 
technology and enables drivers to pay by license plate at pay stations and on mobile 
payment apps. The City should set regular established routes for LPR-equipped 
vehicles to drive around Downtown SLO and leverage the use of LPR to identify parking 
violations and collect data.  

• Enable the use of vehicle-mounted mobile License Plate Recognition (LPR) 
systems for data collection. The City’s existing vehicle-mounted LPR technology is 
integrated with paid parking and citation management technologies to monitor for 
compliance based on license plate numbers, and it automates several manual 
enforcement processes to maximize efficiency and coverage. In addition to being a 
parking compliance tool, LPR cameras can collect data for parking utilization analysis, 
which will enable the City to determine various metrics such as the level of parking 
congestion, turnover rates, and repeat parking trends to support data-driven parking 
policies and regulations in the future. To date, the City has typically relied on parking 
studies conducted by consultants, which show snapshots in time. It is critical to continue 
ongoing data collection so that occupancy and turnover analysis can be based on a 
larger data set and be used to identify seasonal and time of day trends. 

• Install lane control and speed impediments to slow traffic for LPR optimization and 
safety in the parking structures. The City should consider implementing lane control 
and speed impediment measures to ensure LPR is able to properly record plate reads 
upon vehicle entry in the parking structures, as well as to improve safety for pedestrians 
and other vehicles. 

• Increase safety in parking structures to increase utilization. The City should consider 
making improvements to the parking structures including lighting, paint, and security 
enhancements in order to create a more welcoming environment for drivers and 
encourage the community and visitors to park in the parking structures.  
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• Improve signage and wayfinding at parking structures. The City should consider 
improving the signage and wayfinding at the parking structures to improve the parking 
experience and eliminate confusion for drivers. The City can leverage digital signage 
on the kiosks themselves to message parking rules to drivers when they are first 
initiating their parking session, such as the current free parking initiatives. Considering 
the gateless solution is not as common and may not be as familiar for drivers, the City 
should communicate the expectations to drivers as clearly and directly as possible such 
as through instructional signage at the ingress points to communicate the “park, pay, 
play” concept to visitors, such as the example in Figure 8.  

o Assess the installation of wayfinding signage. The City should adjust the 
location and angle of digital wayfinding signs, especially to parking structures, 
so that they are visible from the perspective of drivers on the street.  

o Leverage Free-Flow fixed LPR camera system to populate digital signs with 
occupancy at parking structures. The City should consider leveraging the 
Free-Flow fixed LPR camera system at the City-owned parking structures to 
populate the existing digital signs with occupancy counts. Digital occupancy 
signs display up-to-date information can improve the parking experience for 
Downtown visitors by enabling them to make simple and straightforward 
parking decisions and can also help increase utilization at the parking structures. 
Additionally, having digital signs at the parking structures can create a more 
cohesive, dynamic parking ecosystem that can improve circulation in the 
Downtown area and eliminate the need to circle the blocks in search of an 
available parking space. The City already has digital signage infrastructure 
installed and needs to consult a vendor to identify what fixes are needed to 
activate them again, even if it is to simply demonstrate whether the parking 
structure is full or available.  

• Conduct a regular audit of parking signage. There are inconsistencies in the signage 
currently installed in Downtown SLO. The City is currently updating a set of signage to 
increase legibility and size. Once this project is complete, the City should implement a 
practice to regularly audit signage for consistency and maintenance. Additionally, the 
City should consider the following parking signage improvements: 

o Design a parking brand. A consistent brand and design for signage can help 
enhance the City’s identity through a cohesive visual aesthetic, as well as 
increase recognition of parking signs. The City could consider creating a parking 

Figure 8. Sample Pay on Entry Sign 
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logo specific to SLO that can be used on signage. The City should ensure that 
signage colors, sizes, and symbols are consistent and easy to recognize.  

o Emphasize visibility of time limits on signage. The City should emphasize any 
time limits applied to on-street parking spaces onto signage, given that it is 
currently unclear to the general public when there is a time limit applied to a 
space.  

• Maintain continuity in paid parking infrastructure placement. To promote a parking 
experience that is easy to navigate, the City should ensure that placement of on-street 
pay stations are recognizable and predictable in all parts of Downtown. For example, 
pay stations could be located at the corners of every block, or perhaps mid-block. 
Continuity in pay station placement helps drivers easily identify locations paid parking 
applies, and ensure they have sufficient time to make their payments within the grace 
period. 

• Leverage single-space meters at loading zones and short-term spaces. The City 
should consider shifting the remaining single-space meters to yellow-domed meters in 
loading zones and short-term spaces that convert to paid parking after loading zone 
times. This can help to simplify expectations for drivers and allow the parking space 
types to be easily distinguishable. To further improve the parking experience, the City 
should place individual signs on the meters detailing the loading zone parking rules, 
which would allow for the excess signs to be taken down from the curb and declutter 
the instructions on the digital displays of pay stations. 

o Install pay stations at the 10-hour spaces. To replace the single-space meters 
at the 10-hour on-street spaces, the City should install pay stations to maintain 
continuity for the paid parking experience and further emphasize that pay 
stations are for long-term parking, while single-space meters are for loading 
zones and short-term parking only. Installing pay stations to maintain 10-hour 
on-street spaces will also introduce cost savings on single-space meter fees 
when spaces are occupied by permitted vehicles.  

Other Considerations 
• Improve communication of parking policies. Community feedback has highlighted 

confusion on existing incentives and updated operational hours.  The City should focus 
on improving communication of parking policies and any associated incentives.  The 
associated confusion with the changed policies may have led to reduced patronage of 
Downtown SLO.  

• Develop and execute a comprehensive communication plan. Given the high 
frequency of parking program changes that have occurred in the City over the past year, 
the City should plan on a comprehensive public relations and communication strategy 
focused on both in-person and digital outreach to inform the public on what the policies 
are. The City should consider executing outreach immediately to address the current 
frustrations of residents and visitors to Downtown SLO, and once again when a new 
parking rate model has been confirmed and put into effect. This plan should activate 
ambassadors in the business community, the City’s own Parking Ambassadors, 
temporary signage in and around paid parking zones, and outreach to out-of-town 
communities who may otherwise frequently visit Downtown SLO. This plan should be 
adapted and repeated to inform the public of future changes. Specifically, elements of 
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this communication plan can be tied to incentives that can be implemented through a 
mobile payment parking app:  

o Promotions, such as discounts and deals for the upfront purchase of a bundle of 
paid parking hours. 

o Sign-up opportunities, such as a number of free hours offered for those who sign 
up for a mobile payment app. 

o Incentives, such as discount codes for certain user groups.  
o Community events, with booths where the public can participate in games to win 

a certain number of free hours.  
• Continue collaborating with the Downtown SLO Parking Taskforce. The City should 

continue collaborating with the Downtown SLO Parking Taskforce beyond receiving 
Council direction to ensure that the implementation of parking program changes is 
aligned with and supported by the local business community. At a minimum, the 
Downtown SLO Parking Taskforce should be engaged for a one-year period following 
the City’s decision on which option to pursue. In order to support the downtown 
business community, it is important to prioritize communication and transparency in the 
implementation and decision-making of initiatives.  

• Develop an event parking plan. Downtown SLO features a number of regular events, 
such as the Farmer’s Market every Thursday. Event parking management is a unique 
element that is focused on creating a game plan for agencies to tackle a large, predicted 
influx in parking demand. This would call for increased staffing resources, temporary 
signage, and additional oversight in order to ensure a smooth experience during 
events. The City should develop an event parking plan to address parking demand 
fluctuations like for the Farmer’s Market or other local events.  

• Transition parking enforcement staff into Parking Ambassadors. For the regular 
operation of the parking program, and especially during times of parking program 
changes, it is important that an emphasis is placed on customer service (with a focus on 
education and warning notices). Currently, the City has parking enforcement staff and 
Parking Ambassador roles. The City should ensure that parking enforcement staff also 
receive ambassadorship and customer service training as all parking staff should 
embody Parking Ambassador responsibilities. Parking enforcement and existing 
Parking Ambassador staff are encouraged to walk the streets and structures of 
Downtown SLO and provide friendly, in-person support and information to those who 
are unsure of how to navigate the paid parking ecosystem. This encourages increased 
compliance and helps shift the perception that staff are seeking compliance with 
approved policies.  

• Audit loading zones. During DIXON’s parking inventory update and business owner 
feedback, it was identified that there appears to be a significant number of loading 
zones in the 700 block of Downtown SLO. The City is advised to perform an audit, 
evaluate the need for loading zones in that location, and assess whether there are 
spaces that could be converted to paid parking spaces to support the public parking 
supply.  

• Consider potential impacts of parking rate changes on residents. Surrounding 
neighborhoods may need to be prepped for residential (or preferential) permits. The 
City should be prepared to identify spillover effects and the municipal code should be 
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prepared to present the opportunity for residents to apply for a residential permit zone 
in the future.  

• Consider the impact of parking minimums. The reduction and elimination of parking 
minimums has become a statewide (and nationwide) trend in response to housing 
affordability challenges and a push for more transit-oriented development. Unless car 
ownership rates actually decline in SLO, certain neighborhoods may experience an 
increase in demand for on-street public parking if new developments are built without 
sufficient parking supply to meet the true demand. In line with the previous 
recommendation, the City should closely monitor the impact of reduced parking 
requirements, especially through ongoing data collection efforts, to evaluate parking 
demand especially around proposed development sites and in residential areas. There 
could be a need to introduce new parking and mobility programs in response to 
evolving needs.  

Next Steps 
Council Meeting Outcomes 
On May 14, 2024, City staff brought a set of recommendations regarding parking rate models 
and operations to City Council for discussion and direction. The Council agenda report drew 
upon the findings and rate model options provided by a draft version of this Report. Council 
unanimously approved the decision to adopt a draft Ordinance and Resolution to pursue the 
following rate changes:  

• Execute Option B of the parking rate model options. 
• Lower validation costs to from $2 per ticket (hour) to $1. 
• Reduction of structure permit rates to $45 per month. 
• Eliminate the first hour free in parking structures. 
• Re-establish paid parking in structures on Sundays.  
• Adjust the daily maximum and overnight rate in parking structures to $8 per day.  

Council also approved the decision to pursue the following operational changes 
recommended by staff:  

• Expand the on-street time limit from two to three hours.  
• Increase the quantity of 10-hour meter and structure permits available.  
• Evaluate and reinstate a gated parking system at the current gateless structure (842 

Palm Street).  
• Reduce the current multi-vendor mobile payment applications approach to a single-

vendor approach.  
• Implement incentives program after the single-vendor mobile payment.  

Next Steps 
It is highly recommended that the City considers making incremental changes to the paid 
parking program moving forward. The community has shared that the multitude of program 
changes occurring in a short period of time in 2023 has caused negative impacts. The method 
of how changes are implemented is just as important as the changes themselves.  
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This Report has covered potential changes in parking rates, operating hours, free time, 
incentives, permit program fees, different rate models, technology changes, and other 
program changes. Changes in each element can lead to changes in parking behavior. As such, 
the City should consider adjusting a minimal number of elements each time, then focus on 
collecting data to evaluate the impacts before identifying the next set of changes. This is an 
ideal process to gradually rebuild SLO’s paid parking program into one that fits the 
community’s needs while being financially sustainable.  

The City should collaborate with the Downtown SLO Parking Taskforce to prioritize changes 
and ensure transparency of the program. For example, if parking rates are adjusted following 
the City’s receipt of this Report, a discussion on paid parking operating hours could be the next 
set of decision points once the effects of parking rate changes have settled and there is new 
data on turnover and occupancy. A further factor to consider could be how the City can offer 
additional incentives for residents, employees, and business owners. The City and the 
Downtown SLO Parking Taskforce should consider the community’s priorities, as ranked in 
survey responses: 

1. Cost: finding a space that is priced at a low rate  
2. Speed: quickly finding an available parking space 
3. Convenience: finding a space right next to the destination 
4. Experience: finding a space in a clean and well-lit environment 

The City and the Downtown SLO Parking Taskforce are encouraged to re-evaluate the program 
on an annual basis to evaluate the data collected, understand the current parking experience, 
and identify how to proceed with addressing the next set of improvements.  
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Appendix A - Community Outreach Summary 
The City of San Luis Obispo (City) conducted an online survey and held two community 
meetings during February and March 2024 to solicit feedback from the public regarding their 
parking experience in Downtown San Luis Obispo (Downtown SLO). Additionally, DIXON 
monitored email and social media feedback from the community during the same timeframe. 
The following subsections describe the results and key themes from community outreach 
efforts.  

Summary of Key Themes 
Below is a summary of key themes from a combination of insights from the survey, social media 
feedback, community meeting feedback, and email feedback. 

• Technology issues and general confusion regarding how to pay for parking (pay 
stations, multi-vendor mobile payment apps, rate structures, signage)  

• Increase safety and user experience in garages, especially in gateless structure 
• Lowering rates and retaining free hours/days 
• Concerns about transparency (2023 changes happened too quickly) 
• Concerns about negative impact to locals, visitors, businesses 
• Decrease evening paid parking operating hours 

Survey Results 
The online survey hosted on Open City Hall was open for 31 days starting on February 6, 2024, 
and closing on March 8, 2024. A total of 2,784 responses were received from SLO’s residents, 
visitors, business owners, and employees regarding their parking experience in Downtown 
SLO. Survey respondents were divided into resident or visitor at the beginning of the survey 
and were later given the opportunity to identify as a business owner, employee, or N/A to 
answer additional questions. Due to the survey structure, it appears as if the total number of 
responses across the four audience groups appears to exceed the total number of survey 
respondents; however, a respondent can be both a resident and a business owner, for example. 
The table below shows the breakdown of the number of responses by audience group. 

Audience Group Number of Responses 
Residents  1,715 
Visitors 1,069 
Business Owners 104 

Employees 235 

Key findings from the survey for each audience group are summarized below.  
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Residents – 1,715 respondents 
Of the 2,784 respondents, 1,715 were residents of SLO who offered input on their parking 
experience in Downtown: 
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Visitors – 1,069 respondents  
Of the 2,784 respondents, 1,069 offered input on their experiences acting as a visitor or patron 
in Downtown SLO: 
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Business Owners – 104 respondents  
Of the 2,784 respondents, 104 were business owners in Downtown SLO who offered the 
following data: 

 

 



 
 

May 28, 2024  31 

 

 

 

 

 



 
 

May 28, 2024  32 

 

 

 

 

 



 
 

May 28, 2024  33 

 

 

 

  



 
 

May 28, 2024  34 

Employees – 235 respondents  
Of the 2,784 respondents, 235 were employees of Downtown SLO who offered the following 
data: 
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Community Meetings 
Four community meetings were held, with two being held virtually via Zoom, and the others 
being held in-person. The following table summarizes the details of each community meeting: 

Name  Date(s) Setting  Number of Attendees*  
Community Meeting 
Round 1  

February 13, 2024  In-Person 35 
February 14, 2024  Virtual  20 

Community Meeting 
Round 2 

April 4, 2024 In-Person 22 
April 5, 2024 Virtual  15 

Community Meeting 
Round 3 

May 2, 2024 Virtual 12 

 *Including DIXON and/or City staff.   
Overview of Community Meeting Rounds 

• The first round (comprised of one in-person and one virtual meeting) focused on 
identifying and receiving feedback from the community on their parking experiences.  

• The second round (comprised of one in-person and one virtual meeting) focused on 
sharing preliminary findings from community outreach, the parking utilization study, 
and initial financial modeling.  

• The third round (comprised of one virtual meeting) focused on sharing the final parking 
rate model options for community feedback. 

Key Themes  
Community Meeting Round 1  

• Paid Parking Rates: Current rates are too high, were changed too quickly, and are 
negatively impacting businesses and visitors. Rates should be more affordable, 
including discounted rates for certain groups, free parking hours/days, and longer time 
limits. Some community members have recommended dynamic pricing structures. 

• Technology Issues and User Experience: Confusion and frustration with the current 
parking system, including difficulties with payment methods, time limits, use of the 
gateless structure, mobile apps, and signage. It should be simple and consistent in how 
one pays for parking. Residents are asking for immediate action to improve the gateless 
structure parking experience.  

• Transparency: Desire for more transparency and communication from the city 
regarding parking policies and changes. 

• Prioritizing Locals: Advocacy for the prioritization of local residents and businesses in 
parking policies over tourism-related interests, such as through resident benefit 
programs.  

Community Meeting Round 2  

• Financial Modeling: Emphasis on lowering rates as a top priority for community 
members. Confusion about the structure of the parking enterprise fund.  
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• Technology Issues and User Experience: Desire for improvements to wayfinding and 
signage at parking structures, and more clear communication of existing rate structures 
to eliminate confusion.  

• Welcoming back locals: Desire for programs and marketing efforts to welcome locals 
back to Downtown San Luis Obispo and rebuild trust with the community, such as a 
marketing campaign through promotional codes on the mobile payment apps.  

Community Meeting Round 3  

• Financial Modeling: Emphasis on lowering rates as a top priority for community 
members. Interest in convenient, accessible short-term parking for pick-up/drop-off 
and running errands. Interest in ensuring that parking program revenue is minimal in 
order to achieve the lowest rates possible.  

• Parking Fund: Interest in exploring potential alternative funding sources for the Parking 
Fund. 

Email and Social Media Feedback 
DIXON received email commentary and monitored SLO’s social media sites (Instagram, 
Facebook, and Twitter) for feedback from February 5th to March 11th. Approximately 80 emails 
and 60 social media comments were received. The following key themes and 
recommendations were identified: 

• Paid Parking Rates and Operations: Community members recommended changing 
the paid parking hours to end at 6PM instead of 9PM, keeping the first hour free to 
encourage business activity, and free parking on Sundays. There was also interest in 
implementing demand-driven parking rates. General concerns around the 
inconsistency of pricing structures between on-street and off-street were mentioned, 
and community members recommended adding more signage to make the pricing 
structures easier to understand. Some community members recommended a 
discounted parking rate for residents. 

• Technology Issues and User Experience: Community members expressed difficulty 
with using the kiosks and trying to estimate time needed to park prior. Inability to add 
time to parking session via mobile app was also mentioned.  

• Safety: Community members expressed that cleanliness and safety should be a priority, 
and that some parking structures feel unsafe due to poor lighting. Community members 
also expressed feeling unsafe when walking from a parking space to their destination.   

• Accessibility: Several community members expressed a desire for more 
loading/unloading spaces around downtown, as well as more accessible parking 
spaces. Community members also expressed a desire for better transit options, 
including more frequent bus routes downtown to encourage less vehicle use. 
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Appendix B – Downtown SLO Parking Utilization 
Report 
Methodology 
Dixon Resources Unlimited (DIXON) collected parking data on behalf of the City of San Luis 
Obispo (City) as part of the Parking Rate Study (Study) to demonstrate the current parking 
conditions for 161 on-street block faces, 97 private off-street lots, 5 public off-street lots, and 3 
public off-street structures in Downtown San Luis Obispo (SLO). 

Data collection for the on-street and public off-street parking locations8 occurred on one mid- 
(Wednesday 2/28/2024), and one weekend day (Saturday 3/2/2024). Data collection was 
conducted using a mobile license plate recognition (LPR) device9 that was operated by DIXON 
field staff at the on-street and public off-street locations within the study areas at 9am, 11am, 
1pm, 3pm, 5pm, and 7pm for each day of collection along a consistent driving route. Additional 

 

8 Parking occupancy data could not be collected at the public parking lot on the corner of Palm St & 
Nipomo St due to construction for the Cultural Arts District Parking Structure. 
9 The results for the multi-level parking structures are reported for each structure as a whole, rather than 
by level. This is because the equipment used for data collection is GPS-based, which cannot distinguish 
between levels of the structure. 

Study Area Map 
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data collection using a drone was done on one mid-weekday (Wednesday 2/28/2024) and one 
weekend day (Saturday 3/9/202410) for private off-street locations at the same time intervals.  

The LPR data and drone footage were used to calculate the average parking occupancy and 
turnover (length of stay) rates throughout the study area. The data analysis process 
automatically anonymizes all license plate numbers by hashing the data. Real license plate 
numbers were not stored or retained for the Study. The parking occupancy rate refers to the 
percentage of parking spaces that have parked cars. Turnover values are based on how long 
vehicles stayed between the first collection time and the last collection time each day. Results 
were calculated for each block face (individual side of the street bordered by intersections) and 
each parking facility for this assessment. 

Key Considerations 
The parking industry considers the ideal target parking occupancy rate to be 85 percent, 
meaning that there are approximately one or two parking spaces available per block face. This 
occupancy rate minimizes congestion and maximizes utilization of parking assets. Areas that 
regularly exceed 85 percent occupancy are considered overly congested. Likewise, areas that 
regularly are well below 85 percent are considered underutilized. The goal is to seek a 
balanced parking system that remains at or near 85 percent occupancy during most times on 
average, knowing that there will realistically be some exceptional or outlier times. 

When parking durations are long, this means that the turnover of parking spaces is low. 
Conversely, when durations are short, this means that turnover is high. High turnover maximizes 
the number of drivers that can utilize parking assets, which is especially important in 
commercial areas due to proximity to goods and services and the need for customer access. 

The findings in this Parking Utilization Report are based on a limited sampling of data, and it is 
recommended that the City collects data on a more regular basis to have a better 
understanding of how parking utilization varies throughout the year in Downtown SLO. 

Key Takeaways 
• The average parking occupancy rates for each zone did not exceed 85%.  
• The lowest average occupancy rates observed for on-street (42%), public off-street 

(12%), and private off-street (29%) were all observed on a Saturday at 9AM. 
• The highest average occupancy rates observed for on-street (66%) and private off-street 

(61%) were both observed on a Wednesday at 11AM.  
• The highest average occupancy rate for public off-street (41%) was observed on a 

Saturday at 1PM. 
• Several on-street block faces exceeded a peak occupancy of 85% at various times of 

the day, with 80 out of 161 on-street block faces recording a peak occupancy of 100% 
during at least one data collection time. 

• A few private off-street lots exceeded a peak occupancy of 85% at various times of the 
day, with 12 out of 97 private lots recording a peak occupancy of 100% during at least 
one data collection time. However, no public off-street locations exceeded 85% at any 
point observed.  

 

10 Drone collection was done on a different Saturday due to weather conditions. 
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• The daily average on-street occupancy rate was higher on a weekday (60%) compared 
to a weekend day (56%). 

• Average public off-street occupancy varied throughout the day, ranging between 23% 
to 36% during the weekday and 12% to 41% on the weekend. 

• Average private off-street occupancy also varied throughout the day, ranging between 
44% to 61% during the weekday and 28% to 48% on the weekend. 

• Public parking turnover is relatively high. Most vehicles were observed for just a single 
round of data collection, and therefore were parked between 0-2 hours at the on-street 
and public off-street locations. The percentage of vehicles that stayed for 0-2 hours for 
each location were: 

o On-street (Weekday): 73% 
o On-street (Weekend): 71% 
o Public Off-street (Weekday): 69% 
o Public Off-street (Weekend): 70% 

Private parking turnover is lower. Most vehicles were observed to have stayed for two data 
collection rounds in a row, and therefore were parked between 2-4 hours at private off-street 
locations. The percentage of vehicles that stayed for 2-4 hours were: 

o Private Off-street (Weekday): 29%  
o Private Off-street (Weekend): 31%    

Parking Utilization Study Findings 
The following figures display total average parking occupancy and turnover results for the 
study area.  

Occupancy  
On-Street  

 

Average On-Street Occupancy
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Weekday Average On-Street Occupancy Heatmap

 

 

Average Total Occupancy = 60%

Weekend Average On-Street Occupancy Heatmap

 

 

Average Total Occupancy = 56%
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Public Off-Street 

 

 

 

Average Public Off-Street Occupancy 

 

Weekday Average Public Off-Street Occupancy Heatmap
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Private Off-Street 

Private off-street occupancy was analyzed by evaluating the drone footage and counting the 
number of parked vehicles observed in each lot.  

 

Weekend Average Public Off-Street Occupancy Heatmap

 

 

Average Private Off-Street Occupancy 
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Weekday Average Private Off-Street Occupancy Heatmap

 

 Weekend Average Private Off-Street Occupancy Heatmap
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Turnover 
The average turnover percentages over the course of each day are shown based on 
observations during data collection. The tables and stacked bar charts show a percentage 
breakdown of the number of cars that were observed either between 0-2 hours, 2-4 hours, 4-6 
hours, 6-8 hours, or more than 8 hours based on the data collection rounds. The heat maps 
show the average daily length of stay per block face and parking lot. 

On-Street  

 

Average On-Street Turnover 

 



 
 

May 28, 2024  47 

 

 

 

Weekday Average On-Street Turnover Heatmap

 

 

 

Weekend Average On-Street Turnover Heatmap
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Public Off-Street 

 

 

 

 

Average Public Off-Street Turnover 

  

Weekday Average Public Off-Street Turnover Heatmap
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Private Off-Street 
Private off-street turnover was analyzed by evaluating the drone footage and comparing the 
observed vehicles between the collection times per lot.  

 

 

Weekend Average Public Off-Street Turnover Heatmap

 

 

 

Average Private Off-Street Turnover 
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Weekday Average Private Off-Street Turnover Heatmap

 

 

Weekend Average Private Off-Street Turnover Heatmap
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