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We’re continually hearing about a parking problem in downtown Petaluma. Is there really a problem or is the griping just an excuse some businesses use to explain poor business results?

The two major stories we hear are that downtown employees take up street spaces on the main shopping streets that should be left open for customers. Or that the problem is an overall lack of sufficient parking for both customers and employees. Let’s handle the second one first.

Have you EVER been to a bustling downtown ANYWHERE that had plentiful parking? No! Because bustling, successful downtown’s have more people (and cars) wanting to be there than there are or can be parking spaces.  The places you most want to go to always have a parking problem.  Think about that. Any downtown where parking is readily available on the main streets is a failing downtown.

So, let’s be thankful if there is truly a parking problem as it indicates a successful downtown.

But back to the first and real problem, downtown employees taking up short term spaces that should be left open for customer convenience.  First, employees are just like everyone else, they want to park as close to their job as possible and don’t think about any impact that might have on the business they work for.

How can this be efficiently handled without penalizing shoppers and clients?

 The initial problem is with the some employers.  If they prevented employees from leaving work every two hours to move their cars, a very big part of the problem would be eliminated.  But many of them are as big a part of the problem as are their employees. 

 So it’s going to take the city to do the dirty work.  But, the solution can’t be so heavy handed that customers are frequently caught in the parking enforcement program net and severely penalized. They won’t come back. There has to be a dual standard, one for employees and one for customers.

Let’s look at time frames.  Employees usually have to be at work by 9:30 and so, would be parked overtime by 11:30.  Strict enforcement between nine and noon would catch most employees.

Most customers who spend more than two hours downtown do so because they include a lunch break with their shopping.  Let’s be lenient about giving out parking tickets between noon and 3:00. (People who first parked between 10:00 and 1:00 would be assumed to be shoppers.)  That would minimize giving tickets to shoppers.

Employees could be inhibited from parking all afternoon by again strictly enforcing the time limits between 3:00 and 5:00.  This means anyone who first parked after 1:00 would be sure to get caught if they had to stay at work for more than two hours.

This program wouldn’t have to be done all the time, just for the first several weeks and randomly enough after that to prevent old habits from resurfacing.  An escalating parking ticket fee would help.

At one time I was told that the fines were increasingly greater for second, third and fourth parking tickets.  If this is so, and the new computers could retain information on who had been ticketed before (say the last 90 days), scofflaws would have to pay much heavier fines.  This would take care of those business and professional people who just write off fines as a business expense.

The parking garages will have to be incorporated into the program to encourage employees to use the furthest and highest parking spaces, again, to leave the best spots for the customers and clients.  The merchants and the city have to work together on this and not start throwing stones at each other when glitches occur.

Businesses that have clients rather than customers, and vice versa, need to cooperate and compromise.  The city needs to insist on rigid but rational enforcement until a pattern is found that works.        

