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One realist’s 
perspective 
on the future 
of parking
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They’ve Had Their Say.
FOR THE PAST SEVERAL YEARS, there’s been a debate on the future of parking. From advanc-

ing technologies, demographic shifts, diversifying transportation options, and more, there has 
been no shortage of potential influences on parking and mobility. There have been even more 
individual predictions and opinions on how they would disrupt the status quo. 

What Technology Experts Say
Technology experts from a variety of backgrounds have tak-
en center stage, often predicting parking will likely go away 
altogether, or at least significantly transform. Experts have 
warned that we should begin to prepare for a future in which 
the primary means of transportation will be driverless ve-
hicles and ride-sharing alternatives. Many have referenced 
changes in demographics and, even more, the significant 
strides in technology, to forecast major changes in the trans-
portation and mobility landscape in the near future, deter-
mining that very soon people will no longer have a use for 
 single-occupant vehicles. Instead, we will move completely 
toward alternatives, specifically ride- sharing and driverless 
vehicles. In summary, no longer will there be a need for park-
ing and its infrastructure. We’ll no longer need actual garages 
and lots, nor the supporting technologies and equipment. 

The Realist’s Perspective
I have always been a realist when it comes to predicting the 
future of our industry. While technology will of course con-
tinue to transform, there are many reasons to believe that 
parking will continue to play an important role in supporting 
the successful integration and adaptation of these solutions. 
These reasons include: 

■■ An increasing demand for upgrading and extending 
regional rail.

■■ The impetus for faster and higher quality public transporta-
tion options.

■■ The improvement of highway infrastructure.
■■ The expansion of the suburbs.
■■ Population increases. 
■■ An increasing focus on connectivity.
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Some combination of each of these factors will ulti-
mately prevail, transforming the transportation and mo-
bility landscape, yet maintaining the need for supportive 
infrastructure, including parking. Parking will continue 
to play an important role in the success of future devel-
opment, considering that many of these concepts will 
depend upon parking infrastructure and technology to 
enhance them. 

In addition to the predicted changes regarding future 
transportation and related technologies, much discus-
sion has revolved around predicting what effect the 
up-and-coming generations will have—particularly the 
often-cited millennials. For at least the past decade, we 
have continually heard “the millennials are coming …” 
The assumption has been that millennials would move 
to and stay in the cities, unlike the generations before 
them who left the cities in their mid- to late 20s as soon 
as they married or had children. Millennials have been 
the first generation expected to stay living and working 
in the city in greater numbers than their predecessors. 

Along those lines, younger generations supposedly 
have less interest in owning vehicles, as they are living in 
cities that are becoming more and more walkable. How-
ever, is this because they don’t want to own vehicles or is 
it an issue of affordability? 

There is no real guarantee or definite assumption re-
lated to the future of the parking, transportation, and mo-
bility industry and how future generations and changing 
cultures are going to evolve. The recent transformations 
and future predictions related to transportation and mo-
bility technology are exciting. Our lives and those of our 
children and grandchildren are going to be dramatically 
affected, and in many cases, improved thanks to future 
technologies. Driverless cars, ride-sharing, mobile apps, 
alternative transportation and mobility options, and more 

that we likely haven’t even considered yet are coming.
For instance, the millennial generation may not 

necessarily be choosing to stay in the city after getting 
married and having children—they may just be doing so 
longer than previous generations. That remains to be 
seen. Yes, they may stay in the city in greater numbers 
than before, but many may likely ultimately decide that 
city life with a family is not affordable (or convenient) 
and still eventually make their way out to the suburbs.

Further, another demographic shift that has played a 
role in predicting the whats, whens, and hows of future 
transportation and technology trends is immigration. 
It is expected that during the next 40–50 years nearly 
100 million new immigrants will arrive in the U.S.—a 
30 percent increase in population. That is sure to have a 
significant impact on these trends.

While many new residents may choose to live in U.S. 
cities, a large number will also end up residing in more 
suburban areas. Part of the American dream has always 
included vehicle ownership. This coupled with the fact 
that, given these large population increases, the suburbs 
are likely to grow means there will still be a dependence 
on single-occupant vehicles.

These changes are going to alter our lifestyles and 
bring greater comfort, convenience, and even safety to 
our lives. And yes, these will affect the parking industry; 
where we work, what we create, and how we implement 
products, solutions, and services will change. Already 
in urban areas, destinations such as restaurants and 
nightclubs are seeing a significant reduction in parking 
demand as a result of ride-sharing services. Airports are 
seeing similar trends as are colleges and universities. The 
way people are transporting themselves to certain places 
has already transformed significantly in recent years. 

However, there are still many questions that will con-
tinue to be answered in the next decade and even further. 

Will Individual Vehicles Be  
Things of the Past?
At the end of the day, outside of the urban core (and judg-
ing by traffic levels, still somewhat in the urban core) 
most Americans still love their cars. Even if they don’t, 
they still depend on them to deliver them, their families, 
and their belongings in a safe, convenient, and efficient 
manner. Yes, ride-sharing services have specifically re-
duced the use of services such as rental cars and taxis, 
but they haven’t necessarily reduced car ownership. 

I have always been a realist when it comes 
to predicting the future of our industry. 
While technology will of course continue 
to transform, there are many reasons to 
believe that parking will continue to play an 
important role in supporting for the successful 
integration and adaptation of these solutions.
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What about Public Transportation and 
Transit-oriented Development?
The past few years, commercial real estate trends 
have included an increased focus on transit-oriented 
development (TOD). Particularly in areas outside the 
urban core, these developments provide residents right 
outside cities and in suburbs with a more convenient 
option to take public transportation to their jobs or 
other destinations in the cities. Many of these develop-
ments have included significant residential, retail, en-
tertainment, and office space—and yes, of course, even 
parking. New TODs are now thriving in communities 
throughout the country and offer the option for a sub-
urban lifestyle with convenient access to the city. 

Further, public transportation is vital to reducing 
traffic congestion on already stressed roadway systems 
and for transporting large numbers of people at one 
time on shorter rides such as daily commutes, as well 
as longer corridor trips. These systems will continue 
to depend on parking as a supplemental infrastructure 
to ensure their success. However, they will also have 
to continue to provide timely schedules, quality infra-
structure, and safe and effective service. 

Will Driverless Be Preferred?
While the advancement of this technology is inevi-
table, there are many issues that will need to be ad-
dressed to make them a true reality. And those issues 
may not be resolved as soon as some expect. In addi-
tion to the need to continue to expand and support 
public transportation to reduce congestion, any signif-
icant increase in the dependence on driverless vehicles 
will lead to the consideration and even legislation of a 
number of issues, including:

■■ Curb management (pick-up and drop-off areas) and 
the effect on urban walkability.

■■ Highway and infrastructure capacity.
■■ Insurance and liability matters.
■■ Cyber-hacking (a threat to both public safety and 

data and identify security).

Finally, What about Parking?
Much of what has already been discussed, when con-
sidered from a more realistic perspective, highlights 
the fact that parking will continue to play an import-
ant role in future development. If driverless vehicles 
do become the norm, they will still need to be parked 

somewhere to recharge or be staged for their next 
pick-up. Parking will continue to be critical infrastruc-
ture to supporting public transit and transit-oriented 
development and ensuring their success. And at the 
end of the day, it will be a long time before Americans 
completely give up their love for their cars, be it for 
nostalgia or the genuine comfort, convenience, and 
independence they offer. That said, they will need to 
park somewhere. 

Now What?
Future technology shouldn’t be hindered by fears or 
limitations, but these are all issues that will require 
significant consideration and resolution. These are all 
very likely to impact any anticipated timeline for the 
increased dependence upon driverless technology.

Many of the ideas and questions outlined herein are 
simply based upon perception versus reality and truly 
understanding the balance between advancing tech-
nologies and intuitive human behavior. The ultimate 
question is: Will human behavior be dictated by tech-
nology or will technology respond to human needs? 

As with many disruptors and innovative ideas 
throughout history, time will tell how these changes in 
technology are going to affect parking, transportation, 
and mobility overall. Our objective is to move people 
in the safest, fastest, and most convenient manner 
possible and to provide the infrastructure to support 
this goal. Ultimately, future connectivity is going to 
advance toward whichever combination of mobility 
solutions is successful at doing so. Our industry will 
continue to play an important role in supporting these 
changes and has an incredible opportunity for growth, 
rather than decline, well into the future. ◆

TIMOTHY HAAHS, PE, AIA, is president of 
Timothy Haahs & Associates, Inc. He can be 
reached at thaahs@timhaahs.com.

At the end of the day, it will be a long time before 

Americans completely give up their love for their 

cars, be it for nostalgia or the genuine comfort, 

convenience, and independence that they offer. 

That said, they will need to park somewhere. 
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