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II.C  Parking

Introduction

Perceptions of parking availability often do not match the actual state 

of affairs, and this trend proves itself out in New Bedford’s downtown.  

This study used DMJM/Harris’ 2002 Central Business District/

National Whaling Historical Park Traffi c Circulation and Parking 

Master Plan as a baseline to understand the historical issues of parking 

supply and management in the downtown, and found that many of the 

recommendations made by DMJM/Harris seven years ago had not been put 

into effect.  This study reiterates many of the previous recommendations, 

and takes the implementation of these recommendations as a pre-

condition to unlock both public realm improvement and development 

potential.  New zoning—being studied by the City in conjunction with 

the Southeastern Regional Planning & Economic Development District 

(SRPEDD)—may relieve new development within the Downtown Overlay 

District from specifi c parking requirements, a permitting condition that 

could assist in attracting developers to this area.
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FACING PAGE: There are four primary 
off-street municipal parking options 
in the downtown—the Elm Street and 
Zeiterion Garages, the Custom House 
Square and City Hall surface lots—that 
combine to offer 1,478 off-street 
spaces.  These, in conjunction with 
over 1,000 on-street spaces, provide 
ample supply for typical day-to-day 
downtown parking needs.  Source: 
Central Business District/National 
Whaling Historical Park Traffi c 
Circulation and Parking Master Plan 
(DMJM/Harris 2002).

BELOW: Custom House Square 
municipal surface lot (top), and the 
City-owned lot on Sixth and William 
Streets (bottom).
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On-Street Parking 
Management

As has been noted in numerous previous studies, poor parking 

management is one of the most signifi cant impediments to healthy 

space turn-over and thus public perception of supply in downtown New 

Bedford.  Two previous recommendations of the DMJM/Harris report are 

particularly worthy of reiteration. First, the City should work to combat 

the culture of meter-feeding that exists in the downtown, especially by 

weekday offi ce workers.  Better enforcement that ensures maximum 

stays would immediately affect the perception of on-street parking turn-

over.  A coincident public-information campaign that encourages use 

of the chronically under-parked municipal garages would also be worth 

pursuing to offer viable alternatives to feeding the meter.

Secondly, in the interest of clarity and simplifi cation of enforcement, the 

variety of on-street parking types should be reduced, and a 2-hour meter 

made the standard for the downtown.  Certain targeted locations—such 

as the short-term spaces adjacent to civic buildings—could be of a shorter 

duration.

In the longer-term, the City should research and weigh the benefi ts of 

replacing the current coin meters with a “smart” parking system (a more 

sophisticated version of that which currently exists in the Custom House 

Square parking lot).  As the technology for these systems advances, 

municipalities will gain more fl exibility in the way they manage their on-

street supply.  For New Bedford, a system which disallows payment for 

more than two hours, or which provides a refund for un-used minutes 

might encourage more responsible on-street parking behavior for regular 

users.

Short Term Recommendations

>  Better enforcement of maximum two-hour parking to combat the on-

street meter feeding culture 

>  Reduce parking meter types to a standard two-hour meter

>  Make short-term spaces (at municipal buildings) shorter duration and 

better enforced

Medium Term Recommendations

>  Public information and marketing campaign to encourage use of under-

parked municipal garages

Long Term Recommendations

>  Research and consider replacing coin meters with “smart” parking 

system

ABOVE: A “smart” parking system on 
Boylston Street in Boston.  In such 
systems, fewer overall meters are 
required—often just one per block—
reducing clutter on the sidewalks and 
the overall number of machines the 
City would need to maintain.
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On-Street Parking 
Supply

While improved management will free up more frequently turned-over 

spaces for visitors to the downtown, the overall supply could also be 

increased by adding two-sided parking on a limited number of north-

south streets in the National Park (as recommended by DMJM/Harris in 

2002).  If double-sided parking were instituted on the north-south streets 

alone (Acushnet, North Second, Bethel and North Water Streets), the on-

street supply would increase by upwards of 60-75 spaces.  According to 

DMJM/Harris, the width of these streets can bear two-sided parking—

although any new spaces would have to be identifi ed and approved by a 

strong collaborative team that would include the City’s Traffi c Commission 

and Planning Department in conjunction with the National Park Service.  

Additional on-street parking would also serve as a traffi c calming device.  

BELOW: Bird’s eye model of existing 
Custom House Square, primarily a sur-
face parking lot in its current condition.
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The National Park Service is currently undertaking a transportation study 

that may result in more shuttle busses running through the Park.  The 

turning radii of these busses and intersection visibility should be taken 

into account if new spaces are put into place close to intersections.  As will 

be discussed later in this report, the new on-street spaces can more than 

replace all of the current municipal spaces in the Custom House Square 

surface lot, freeing the Square to be re-purposed as a permanent open 

space.

Short Term Recommendations

>  Introduce two-sided parking on north-south streets within the National 

Park

>  Use standard two-hour metered spaces to reduce visual clutter of signs 

on historic streets

>  Remove surface parking use from Custom House Square to allow for 

permanent public space

FACING PAGE: Top graphic depicts 
current on-street space allocation 
on the north-south streets of the 
National Park (small red dots) and 
current number of spaces on Custom 
House Square.  Lower graphic 
shows the recommended addition of 
on-street spaces in the Park (small 
blue dots) that would allow Custom 
House Square to be converted into 
a permanent public space without 
decreasing overall supply. 

BELOW: View of Custom House 
Square from Acushnet Avenue, looking 
north (top).  View of 54th Regiment 
Massachusetts Voluntary Infantry 
Plaza from the corner of  Acushnet 
Avenue and William Street (bottom).
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Existing On-Street Parking 
Spaces in National Park

> 

Proposed On-Street Parking 
Spaces in National Park

> 
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Off-street Parking
Surface Parking Lots

The City has a preponderance of surface parking lots within the limited 

area of this study, likely the legacy of urban renewal which eliminated the 

small-scale fabric of the 19th century city just to the north and south of 

the primary downtown core.  These surface lots tend to provide spaces 

for the buildings immediately adjacent, leading to a cultural expectation 

that parking will be proximate to an intended location (and discouraging 

parkers from using municipal garages which may be a block or more away 

from the intended destination).  Based upon data gathered in the DMJM/

Harris 2002 parking study, a vast majority of the surface lots are under-

parked, a situation which implies that the land could be better utilized 

for either building or dedicated open space.  The most under-utilized lots 

also tend to be on the edges of the study area, suggesting that in order to 

eradicate the physical gap between the downtown and the neighborhoods 

in all directions, these lots should be targeted for a change in use.

Long Term Recommendations

>  Target least utilized surface parking lots (as indicated by DMJM/Harris 

2002 parking study) for change of use (development or permanent 

open space)

BELOW: All surface parking lots in 
study area indicated in red. 

FACING PAGE: Surface parking lots 
keyed by overall utilization in the top 
graphic.  The heaviest traffi cked lots 
are indicated by the darkest tones; the 
least-used lots by the lightest tones.  
The lower graphic highlights the lots 
which have 20% or less utilization, 
marking them as key sites for possible 
change in use.  Note that most of 
these sites are on the periphery of 
the study area, in transitional zones.  
Source: Central Business District/
National Whaling Historical Park Traffi c 
Circulation and Parking Master Plan 
(DMJM/Harris 2002).

> 

Private + Public Surface Parking Lots
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Surface Parking Lot Utilization
(Morning + Afternoon Peak)

> 

> 

Least Utilized Lots in Study Area



46

Parking Garages
Elm Street Garage

The Elm Street Municipal Garage is the largest in the City with  

approximately 1,075 spaces spread over fi ve fl oors.  The garage’s 

location is excellent, adjacent to the National Park and within short 

(two to three block) walking distance to the main commercial streets of 

the downtown.  Despite the excellent supply and location, this garage 

remains underutilized—a fact that leads to a number of recommendations 

as gleaned from the DMJM/Harris 2002 study and contemporary 

observations.  

First, the City needs to resolve space allocation, which currently locates 

all of the reserved spaces (for long-term parkers and Standard-Times 

employees) on the lowest fl oors of the garage.  In the current situation, 

visitors are forced to bypass rows and rows of empty reserved spots to 

park on the upper fl oors.  The reserved spaces should immediately be re-

allocated to the uppermost fl oors of the garage, to leave the lowest fl oors 

available for visitors to the City and quick turn-over parkers.  In addition, 

the City should re-visit the contract with the Standard-Times, to ensure 

that the number of reserved spaces for their staff is in keeping with the 

number of spaces actually used.  Anecdotal evidence suggests that the 

number of reserved spaces could and should be reduced.

Secondly, the City needs to combat the perception—fed by particularly 

low ceilings, spotty elevator service and poor lighting—that the garage is 

FACING PAGE: Upper graphic shows 
the reserved space allocation in the 
Elm Street Garage in red, in which 
long-term parking occupies the prime 
lowest fl oors.  Bottom graphic depicts 
the recommendation that reserved 
spaces be re-allocated to the upper 
fl oors of the garage to free up quick 
turn-over spaces for visitors.  Also 
recommended is a re-negotiation of 
the number of spaces reserved for 
Standard Times staff.

BELOW: Location of Elm Street Garage, 
convenient to highways leading into 
downtown.  Source: Bing maps. 

Elm Street Garage

6
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CURRENT 
Elm Street 
Garage space 
allocation

> 

RECOMMENDED 
Elm Street 
Garage space 
allocation
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unsafe.  As was recommended in 2002, the City is now undertaking a 

project to improve the physical condition of the garage, including repair 

of elevators and lobbies, better lighting and signage.  These improvements 

are intended to improve overall perception of safety and convenience, and 

if implemented well, will act as a public relations boost for this municipal 

amenity.  In addition to these City-led efforts, the NPS will soon be 

installing new street and sidewalk signage which will better direct the 

visiting public to the garage.  Branding the garage (through signage) as a 

joint City / NPS garage might also help with perceptions of security and 

reliability.

As part of the renegotiation and relocation of reserved spaces, the City 

should take the opportunity to evaluate and adjust the charges for both 

reserved and public parking, to insure that fees are in line with reasonable 

going rates, and that income generated by the garage accommodates on-

going maintenance and security of the facility.  Parking charges also need 

to be consistently enforced; on numerous occasions over the duration of 

the study, the payment booth was un-staffed and the lift arm up, leading 

to lost revenue for the City.

Lastly, it is recommended that the City commission a separate study to 

confi rm that the Elm Street Garage was structurally designed to support 

an additional level in a future expansion, and quantify the cost of such an 

expansion for future use (a pro-forma that obviously would be variable 

given market conditions, but in which assumptions could be tweaked 

with time).  Given the relatively small size of most parcels within the 

downtown, and the prohibitive cost of below-grade parking, a large future 

development could be given the option of adding to the garage as a means 

to meet the parking requirements of a new program.  A study on hand, 

which lays out the technical and cost implications of such an addition, 

would either confi rm or deny the feasibility of such an undertaking.

Short Term Recommendations

>  Consistently enforce parking charges

>  Complete current contract for elevator, lighting, signage 

improvements

>  Evaluate/adjust charges for reserved and public parking

>  Renegotiate number of reserved spaces with the Standard-Times

>  Reallocate reserved spaces to upper fl oors of garage

Medium Term Recommendations

>  Public information and marketing campaign to encourage use of 

under-parked municipal garages

>  Consider re-branding garage (through signage) as joint City / NPS 

facility 

Long Term Recommendation

>  City to commission a study to look into feasibility of adding another 

level to Elm Street Garage
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ABOVE: 4th fl oor of the Zeiterion 
Garage at 12 noon on a Wednesday.  
One car can be seen in the 
background.

BELOW:  The location of the garage, 
adjacent to the popular Zeiterion 
Theatre and within a block of the Star 
Store—UMass Dartmouth’s College of 
Visual and Performing Arts building—
provides additional municipal supply 
on the southern edge of the downtown 
core.

Parking Garages
Zeiterion Garage

Like the Elm Street Garage, the newer Zeiterion Garage is in an excellent 

location to be a viable parking option for visitors to the downtown core.  

This garage is well-lit, well-designed, and well-maintained.  Despite these 

facts, it is chronically under-parked: at noon on a typical work day, there 

was sporadic use on the lowest two fl oors, and almost no use of the upper 

three.  There are two primary recommendations that could be put into 

place to immediately affect the garage’s utilization.  First, the City should 

work on a public information campaign to change the culture of on-street 

meter-feeding use (as described previously) and encourage use of this 

and the Elm Street garage.  Secondly, the City should undertake a modest 

traffi c and circulation study to investigate—now that Route 18 designs are 

fi nalized—whether two-way traffi c on Acushnet Ave (which currently runs 

south only from Union Street) might improve accessibility to the garage.  

Short Term Recommendations

>  Consistently enforce parking charges

>  Evaluate/adjust charges for reserved and public parking

Medium Term Recommendation

>  City to commission a traffi c study to look into the feasibility of two-way 

traffi c on Acushnet Ave to improve accessibility to the parking garage




