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Executive Summary
Manchester has developed rapidly over recent decades. However, parking occupies a
significant amount of space that could be better used for human purposes. With the
population of Greater Manchester predicted to increase by 300,000 by 2035 there is an
urgent need to lower parking capacity to help Manchester meet its air quality targets. This
report focuses on the scale of the problem and recommends solutions. The extent of the
problem was considered through extensive field observations and monitoring of car park
occupancy rates. Existing transport strategies were analysed, alongside case studies from
other cities, to produce recommendations as to how Manchester might address its parking
issue.

Firstly, the council must address weaknesses in existing parking policy which contradict the
regional transport framework. It should continue to invest heavily in transport initiatives
and make full use of devolved powers to provide improved services. Commuter parking
should be discouraged through the abolition of ‘early-bird’ parking rates in council operated
car parks. Furthermore, in new residential developments, the council should impose a
maximum number of parking spaces to restrict car ownership and reduce the number of
car-based commutes. In the city centre, some car parks could be closed and others reconstructed underground, providing scope for more green space. ‘Zombie car parks’ should
be closed if they fail to meet new safety standards and retrospective car park planning
applications should be blocked. Overall, Manchester City Council should strengthen its
stance against car use to reduce the modal share and meet air quality targets.

iv

1. Introduction: The scale of the parking
problem
Manchester has transformed in recent years, becoming a hub of the ‘Northern Powerhouse’
and securing its place as a world-class city (Manchester City Council [MCC], 2016a). As in
other growing cities, there are significant tensions between private vehicle use, air pollution
and economic growth.

The city council has increasingly prioritised a sustainable modal switch to cycling and public
transport (Transport for Greater Manchester [TfGM], 2017) which has involved lowering
road capacity for private vehicles. Despite this, car use remains prolific. The most recent
statistics show that each day, around 22,000 journeys are made by car into the city centre,
filling over 100 car parks (MCC, 2010). This detracts from the aesthetics of the city and
utilises valuable land.

Widespread private vehicle use is a problematic across the conurbation. Road transport is
responsible for 65% of nitrogen oxide and 79% of particulate emissions, as well as significant
congestion (TfGM, 2016a). However, due to high availability of cheap off-street parking,
Manchester remains locked into a cycle of chronic car use, potentially resulting in a failure
to meet air quality targets.

This report, commissioned by Friends of the Earth, considers the extent of the parking
problem facing Manchester city centre. By drawing upon local policy and case studies from
other cities, it will recommend strategies to reduce off-street car parking capacity and
decentivise car use in the city centre, considering the secondary benefits such a reduction
would bring.

1

2. Context: Why is parking problematic?
Extensive parking capacity is not required to sustain economically viable city centres but
traders often overestimate the number of customers arriving by car (Marsden, 2006;
O’Connor et al., 2011; Jaffe, 2012). As a result, many cities in the UK have become
dominated by parking, which discourages uptake of sustainable modes and monopolises
valuable space that could be used for human purposes (Wilson, 2005; Lee and March, 2010).

There is now less focus on providing parking space to meet demand and more on ensuring
that it does not undermine the vibrancy of cities (Marshall and Garrick, 2005; Berg, 2016). In
an era where cities must compete for investment (Malecki, 2007), unsightly car parks are
undesirable because they adversely affect visitors’ perceptions of the city (Orbaşli, and
Shaw, 2004). As they are located away from main thoroughfares (Tilley, 1993), car parks are
known to attract crime. Replacing car parks with green space would likely create safer
spaces, increase land values and improve public health (Lewis, 2016).
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2.1 The case in Manchester

26% of commutes into the city centre are made by car, filling around 21,000 municipal offstreet parking spaces (MCC, 2016b). Poor quality, informal car parks, known as ‘zombie car
parks’, provide a significant additional source of parking and as such, are a key area for
consideration within this report. A third of commuters to the city centre travel less than 3
miles (Greater Manchester Combined Authority [GMCA], 2011). This provides a significant
opportunity for a modal switch to more sustainable, active modes.

As the population of Greater Manchester is predicted to increase by more than 300,000 by
2035, there is an urgent need to reduce car use and reclaim car parks for other uses (GMCA,
2016). This report will address this need using the following two research questions:

1. What is the extent of the parking problem in Manchester city centre?
2. Building on existing transport strategies, what can be done to improve the issues
outlined in RQ1?
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3. Methods
Several methods were utilised in order to develop the fullest possible understanding of the
research questions (Bryman, 2004). Extensive research ‘in the field’ was undertaken to
understand the extent of parking problem. This involved walking around the city to observe
overall land use, the types of car parks in the centre and a consideration of the quality of
those car parks. In addition, extensive policy analysis was carried out, comparing the
different transport strategies as outlined by Manchester City Council, Transport for Greater
Manchester and Greater Manchester Combined Authority. A number of local case studies
were subsequently examined in order to see how effective these strategies had been.

The final method involved analysis of a ‘real time’ parking map published by Manchester
Evening News [MEN] (2017). This shows occupancy rates for a number of major car parks
across the city centre. It was monitored at regular intervals over a two week period to
assess the extent that the car parks are at capacity.

Following data collection, solutions to the identified parking problem were offered based on
evidence from case studies in other cities including London and Amsterdam.
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4. Recommended parking reduction
strategies
Previous sections have demonstrated that excess parking in cities is problematic,
particularly in Manchester. Based on the fieldwork and policy analysis, the following
solutions are recommended.

4.1 Strengthen parking policy

Current parking policy seeks to hold the number of city centre car trips at current levels, not
reduce them (MCC, 2016b). This makes it difficult to decrease the number of car parks. The
policies are not aligned with TfGM’s 2040 vision, which emphasises the use of targeted park
and ride sites to negate the need for driving and parking within the city centre (TfGM, 2017).

In the midst of budget cuts, car parks provide a sizeable revenue source. Local authorities do
not face restrictions over where they spend funds derived from off-street parking (RAC
Foundation, 2012). In order for them to overcome their vested interest in maintaining the
current number of car parks, they must realise the financial and health benefits of reduced
air pollution and congestion.
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4.2 Increase public transport use

Improving access to sustainable transport modes is widely regarded as the most effective
way of reducing parking demand (Banister, 2008). Manchester has implemented a variety of
schemes which have successfully done this. For example, over 20% of the passengers on the
Leigh-Manchester guided busway had previously driven to, and parked in, the city centre
(TfGM, 2016b). However, much of Manchester’s transport network is expensive and
fragmented, making cars a more attractive alternative in many instances (see Table 1).

Issue

Lack of collaboration and integration
between bus networks

No regulation of services run by private
companies

Consequences
Bus companies refuse to accept tickets from
other operators
Journeys requiring transfers between
different operators are difficult and
expensive (BBC, 2017)
Some unprofitable areas are poorly served, if
at all
Many services are infrequent (Tickle, 2016)

Table 1: The issues and consequences associated with public transport in Greater Manchester. These
factors hinder the uptake of public transport modes and encourage driving.

The Bus Services Act (2017) will give the Mayor of Greater Manchester increased control
over transport policy and the power to run bus routes on a franchised basis. This would
allow the regulation of fares and routes so that the entire city is served by an affordable,
frequent service. The introduction of universal smart ticketing covering all buses and trams
in the city would also be beneficial to reduce car parking demand.
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4.3 End ‘early-bird’ parking discounts

Within the city centre, commuter parking is prioritised, as the majority of car park operators
offer ‘early-bird’ discounts for people who arrive before 09:00 (see Table 2). However,
commuter parking does not deliver citywide economic benefits and as such, drivers should
be encouraged to use alternative means of transport.

Arrival time

Price for 12 hours parking (£)

Before 09:00

5

After 09:00

18

Table 2: The difference in the cost of parking between arriving before vs. after 9am at the Arndale
car park (Source: NCP, 2017).

The purpose of variable pricing is to moderate demand and reduce congestion (McDonald,
2013). Manchester’s discounts are available to all who arrive in the morning peak and as
such do little to mitigate congestion. If anything, they encourage it.
Demand for parking would be reduced if ‘early-bird’ discounts were scrapped or altered to
be attainable only by drivers entering before 07.30, after which time traffic levels
significantly increase (Institution of Highways and Transportation, 2005).

Just 5% of off-street parking spaces are under direct control of the council (MCC, 2016b).
However, it operates a joint venture with NCP, who manage the daily running of councilowned car parks. This gives scope to remove ‘early-bird’ discounts. If NCP refuse to end
‘early-bird’ discounting, the joint venture agreement ends in 2019, after which time the
council could bring car park control back ‘in-house’ and set their own tariffs (MCC, 2014).
Other councils, with similar joint venture arrangements, such as Worthing, have successfully
ended their contracts and regained full control over pricing (Vowels, 2013; Torbay Council,
2006).
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4.4 Introduce maximum parking for residential developments

Greater Manchester’s population is projected to increase by 300,000 by 2035 (GMCA, 2016).
Manchester will house the greatest share of new residents and will require numerous new
housing developments.

The introduction of maximum parking standards would reduce the number of spaces that
would otherwise get built (see Figure 1), as evidenced when such limits were introduced in
London (Guo and Ren, 2013). It is essential, however, that new residential developments
have good access to public transport and cycling routes.

Less
residential
parking
availability

Decreased
likelihood of
car
ownership

Fewer
commutes
into the city
centre made
by car

Lower
demand for
city centre
parking

Reduced city
centre car
parking
availability

Figure 1: The effects of maximum parking standards in residential developments (Source: Authors
own).
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4.5 Transform car parks into green space

Around a third of the largest car parks in Manchester are typically less than half full (MEN,
2017), suggesting that there is significant over supply in the city centre (see Figures 2, 3 &
4).

If several underused car parks were closed, supply would continue to exceed demand. The
former car parks could then be repurposed for the benefit of city residents. This report
recommends green space, which the city centre lacks. It is understandable that the council
might wish to sell land to developers for a profit, but this report advises that green space be
prioritised.

Many European cities have constructed underground car parks so that green space can be
built above (Kodransky and Hermann, 2011). In Amsterdam and Breda, car parks have been
constructed underneath canals and all the former on-street parking spaces in the vicinity
removed. This has transformed such locations into attractive pedestrian promenades. There
is significant potential for Manchester to follow suit and transform former car parks into
inviting public spaces.
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Figure 2: Car park occupancy rates on Friday 05/05/2017 at 15:47. Just under half of the car parks at this time are
operating at half capacity. The two car parks labelled more than 90% full were closed. At this time on a weekday,
most commuters would still be at work. The map therefore suggests that demand is far lower than supply,
although it should be noted that a significant numbers may leave work early on Friday (Source: MEN, 2017).
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Figure 3: Car park occupancy rates on Tuesday 02/05/2017 at 09:45. At a time when it would be expected that
almost all commuters would already be in the city centre, only 4 car parks have almost reached capacity, of which
two are closed (Source: MEN, 2017).
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Figure 4: Car park occupancy rates on Monday 08/05/2017 at 14:03. This was one of the times where parking was
most in demand and there was still plenty of excess capacity (Source: MEN, 2017).
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4.6 Tackle ‘zombie car parks’

Despite a need to reduce parking overall, NCP multi-storeys offer a better solution than the
‘zombie car parks’ that have come to dominate much of the centre’s periphery. Multi-storey
car parks are often located above other establishments, such as shops or offices (see Figure
5). This use of space is effective and does not detract from the aesthetics of the city, as the
car parks are barely visible at ground level.

Figure 5: A multi-storey car park above retail space in the city centre. The ground floor is commercial
space and the car park above is barely visible, especially at street level (Source: Authors own).

In contrast, ‘zombie car parks’ are unsightly and unkempt. They are predominantly located
on the fringes of the city centre, in less populated areas. In spite of this, many of the car
parks were found to be poorly lit and unpatrolled. This could foster feelings of fear amongst
car users and create crime hotspots. Figure 6 shows one such car park, with just one street
light covering a very large space. The photo also evidences the issue of uneven ground,
which was noted to become quickly water logged in wet weather.
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Figure 6: A poorly maintained zombie car park in a prime city centre location, near Manchester
Piccadilly Station (Source: Authors own).

Attempts to beautify the space, such as adding bedding plants, have attracted litter and
broken glass, damaging the character of the area. No genuine attempts have been made to
help the car parks blend into the surrounding space or to make the area aesthetically
pleasing.

Zombie car parks are a growing issue and as such, specific policies should be produced to
tackle them, whilst a range of incentives could also be offered to encourage alternative
uses.
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4.6.1 Closure of zombie car parks on health and safety grounds

This investigation revealed that many of these car parks are unsafe and likely to violate
health and safety regulations. For example, as they are not properly surfaced or lit, they
present a trip hazard and the potential for damage to vehicles. On this basis, the council
could conduct a health and safety review of the car parks. All those that fail to meet a newly
agreed minimum standard (see Table 3) should be required to upgrade their facilities or
shut down with immediate effect.

Suggested minimum standards for zombie car parks
Minimum number of parking spaces so small plots of land are not turned into poor quality car parks
Appropriate signage in and around car parks
White painted lines to properly delineate parking spaces and avoid confusion
Smooth, well maintained surface (e.g. tarmac) which will not damage cars or have potential to be a
trip hazard
Permanent, secure perimeter as opposed to temporary fencing measures
Table 3: Suggested minimum standards for all private car parks to abide by (Source: Authors own).

In addition to the safety standards, Table 3 also shows a proposal to impose a minimum
number of spaces for new car parks to prevent the creation of sites such as that shown in
Figure 7, which have no transport or aesthetic benefit.
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Figure 7: A zombie car park with just a few spaces, located next to derelict, potentially unstable
buildings (Source: Authors own).

4.6.2 Deny retrospective planning applications

Individuals who submit retrospective applications for a car park knowingly skirt council
regulations. To date, just two retrospective car park applications have been denied in the
city (MCC, 2017). In future, the council should refuse such applications and require that all
land converted into car park space be returned to its previous state if it does not have
planning permission. This precedent will halt the development of future zombie car parks.

There are opportunities to further decentivise zombie car parks. Landowners should make a
mandatory contribution, monetary or otherwise, to improve the surrounding space and
ensure that the car parks do not adversely affect the vitality of the area.
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4.6.3 Introduce new business rates for car parks

Although this solution would require further investigation as to its feasibility, a change to
the way business rates are applied to car parks could be used to reduce the number of
informal car parks. Typically, car parks are rated on a price per space basis (Valuation Office
Agency, 2017). Given that zombie car parks arguably charge less than would be expected
given their city centre location, it would be beneficial to additionally take into account land
value in the rating process. This would result in an increased business rate, which would
discourage use of vacant sites as car parks and encourage redevelopment.
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5. Conclusions
Parking in Manchester detracts from an otherwise vibrant, rapidly developing centre. In
order for Manchester to meet air pollution targets and reduce congestion, the number of
people driving into and parking in the city centre must decrease.

Improving public transport would reduce car use most effectively (Banister, 2008). There
has been a significant modal shift from private car use to public transport and active modes
over recent years (MCC, 2016a). For this to continue, it is important to capitalise on new
powers to further integrate the existing public transport network and continue to develop
new bus and cycling priority measures.

Manchester Council should strengthen its overall parking policy. For example, it should
abolish ‘early-bird’ parking discounts to reduce commuter parking. It was also considered
that some car parks might be reconstructed below ground to allow for surface green space
redevelopments.

The council should take a strong stance against zombie car parks and refuse retrospective
car park applications. Zombie car parks currently in existence can be shut down on health
and safety grounds. Given high land values in the city centre, it is likely that this land would
be developed more quickly if zombie car parks were made less attractive an option to
current land owners.

Quantitative research would be required to develop the strategies outlined. There should be
more consideration of ways to encourage the redevelopment of land used for single level
car parks on the centre’s periphery. Furthermore, it would be useful to conduct a similar
study covering the entire Greater Manchester region, as car mode share is much higher
outside of the city centre, and parking a more dominant land use (Campaign for Better
Transport, 2014).
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