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            ITEM #     VII          
  DATE     06/01/12 

 
COMMISSION ACTION FORM 

 
SUBJECT: ZONING ORDINANCE TEXT AMENDMENT TO REDUCE RETAIL 

PARKING STANDARDS OR ADOPT A SEPARATE STANDARD FOR 
FARM & HOME STORES 

 
BACKGROUND:  
 
The zoning code defines different parking requirements for different types of uses.  The 
subject of this report is the parking requirement for retail uses.  The required numbers of 
parking spaces for retail uses are described in Table 29.406(2), as follows: 

 
Table 29.406(2) 

Minimum Off-Street Parking Requirements 
PRINCIPAL LAND USE ALL ZONES EXCEPT 

DOWNTOWN AND CAMPUS 
TOWN SERVICE CENTER ZONES 

DOWNTOWN AND CAMPUS 
TOWN 

SERVICE CENTER ZONES 
TRADE AND WHOLESALE   
.  .  .   
Retail Sales and Services - 
General 

Ground level:  1 space/200 sf; other 
than ground level:  1 space/250 sf; 
and all levels in CVCN zone and 
CGS zone, 1 space /300 sf 

NONE 

Retail and Shopping Centers, 
exclusive of Grocery Stores and 
Office Uses,50,000-99,999 sq.ft. 

4.5 spaces/1,000 sf; except that in 
CVCN zone and CGS zone, 1 
space /300 sf. 

NONE 

Retail and Shopping Centers, 
exclusive of Grocery Stores and 
Office Uses,100,000 - 199,999 
sq.ft. 

4.25 spaces/1,000 sf; except that in 
CVCN zone and CGS zone, 1 
space /300 sf. 

NONE 

Major retail and Shopping 
Centers, exclusive of Grocery 
Stores and Office Uses 

4.00 spaces/1,000 sf; except that in 
CVCN zone and CGS zone, 1 
space /300 sf. 

NONE 

Grocery Stores 1 space/250 sf, except that in 
CVCN zone and CGS zone, 1 
space/300 sf. 

NONE 

.  .  . 
 

  

 
 
 
On March 27, 2012 the City Council referred to staff a letter from Chris Theisen, dated 
March 21, 2012 (see Attachment A), requesting a zoning text amendment to either 
reduce the parking requirements for retail in general, or add an additional category to 
the minimum off-street parking requirements for Farm/Home Store, at a parking space 
requirement of 2.5 per thousand square feet of building area.  The request reflects 
Theisen’s proposal to expand its current store by 37,500 square feet, and its desire to 
not build more parking spaces than their use demands.   Mr. Theisen states that their 
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corporate standard for parking is 2.5 spaces per thousand square feet of building floor 
area, and further states that the Ames store has an average of 50-75 spaces in use at 
any one time, or less than 150 spaces in use on the busiest days.  The store is currently 
51,130 square feet and includes 237 parking spaces.  He notes that the proposed 
expansion would require an additional 169 parking spaces. 
 
In response to Mr. Theisen’s request, staff has analyzed the feasibility of both options 
suggested in his letter, as follows:   
 
The first option– lowering the general retail parking requirement – is based upon two 
assumptions: first, that current standards impose more parking than is actually needed 
for typically shopping days; and second, that retailers will generally provide enough 
parking to meet their market demand without a specific mandate by local government.  
These are perhaps reasonable assumptions, because retailers typically do provide 
more parking than code requires, primarily ensuring sufficient parking for the few 
busiest shopping days during the holiday season.  During the rest of the year, vast 
portions of parking lots remain unused.  It is because of this that some jurisdictions have 
adopted a maximum parking requirement as opposed to a minimum standard.  This 
ensures that expansive pavement areas are minimized for aesthetic and environmental 
reasons, and potential development density is maximized for land efficiency and cost 
effectiveness reasons.  However, this would be a significant departure from current 
parking standards and it may not be a wise approach to all situations.   While most 
larger retailers will provide more parking spaces than code requires, there are some 
types of retailers that are attracted to either low cost leases or high traffic areas, and 
these attractions may override on-site parking preferences.  These situations often 
compel customers to find parking on the street or in surrounding neighborhoods.  It may 
therefore be wise to require some level of on-site parking to avoid these potential 
impacts. 
 
Staff is therefore proposing, under this first option, a reduced parking standard for retail 
that still requires a minimum amount of on-site parking.  The question is, how much 
parking should be required to reflect the actual demand for parking?  To answer this 
question, staff did an analysis of the number of cars actually parked at a typical retail 
store at given points in time.  These points in time were taken from aerial photography 
taken in six different years for the same sites, including sites for Wal-Mart, Target, 
Lincoln Center, Dahl’s Grocery Store, and Lowes.  (See Attachment B)  The aerial 
photographs of these sites were taken in 1998, 2003, 2008, 2009, 2010, & 2012.  The 
number of cars the aerials show actually parked on these sites in relation to the building 
size reveal parking ratios as low as 0.8 spaces per 1000 square feet, to as high as 2.6 
spaces per 1000 square feet.  None of the sites shown in the aerials come close to 
filling the provided spaces, which in total average about 5.2 spaces per 1000 square 
feet.  We could therefore lower the required parking ratio to 2.6 and meet the higher use 
identified in the aerial photos, which may be adequate parking for most situations.   
 
However, staff is suggesting under this option a parking ratio of 3.3 spaces per 1000 
square feet (i.e., 1 space per 300 square feet).  That provides an additional amount of 
parking to account for demand fluctuation.  This number also reflects staff’s own 
experience working in communities where this same parking ratio was required for 
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retail.  Staff found that parking was commonly available on sites developed under this 
ratio, although it sometimes required driving around the lot to find a space.  [Note: the 
Fareway Store in north Ames is a good local example – it was developed under the ratio 
of 1 space per 300 square feet, which was a new standard adopted for the CVCN 
district just prior to Fareway’s development] 
 
The second option would be to retain current retail parking standards, but adopt a 
separate parking standard specifically for retail stores that sell the types of products 
Theisen’s sells.  Theisen’s suggested calling it a “Farm/Home Store” with a parking ratio 
of 2.5 spaces.  That would be an easy short-term solution for Theisen’s and would 
accurately reflect its current parking needs.  Long term, however, it would be a difficult 
standard to enforce.  First, except for grocery stores which are easily defined, it would 
be the only type of retail store with a parking standard based upon a specific retail 
product type.  Second, we would have to differentiate between the products Theisen's 
sells and the products of other major retailers, and there are very few products 
Theisen’s sells that are not similarly sold by other common retailers. For example: 

 
• Building supply and hardware stores offer tools and equipment. 
• Discount stores offer work clothes, gloves, tools, small appliances, and many 

of the general products. 
• Garden stores offer fertilizers, herbicides, pesticides, and other garden 

products. 
• Sporting goods stores offer outdoor gear for climbing, camping, fishing, 

hunting, boating, etc. 
• Tack stores offer supplies for horses and riders. 

 
A limited portion of Theisen’s retail sales are farm-related items not commonly sold by 
other retailers in the city.  Based on a visual inspection of the store, staff estimates 
these items to be between 5% & 10% of the existing floor area of the store.  It would 
therefore be difficult to justify a different parking standard when only a limited portion of 
the product line can be differentiated.  But more significant, perhaps, is the question of 
what happens if the store later chooses to change its product line or sell out to another 
type of retailer entirely.  These are fairly common occurrences with retail 
establishments, and such changes are most easily accommodated under a 
standardized parking requirement. 
 
ALTERNATIVES:  
 
1. The Planning and Zoning Commission can recommend that the City Council 

approve zoning text amendments to Table 29.406(2) repealing current parking 
requirements for general retail sales and services, retail and shopping centers of any 
size, major retail and shopping centers, and grocery stores of any size, and to adopt 
in Table 29.406(2) a new parking requirement of 1 space per 300 square feet of 
building floor area for all retail sales. 

 
2. The Planning and Zoning Commission can recommend that the City Council 

approve a zoning text amendment to Table 29.406(2) to add a new category of retail 
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called “Farm/Home Store”, with a parking requirement of 2.5 spaces per 1,000 
square feet of building floor area. 

 
3. The Planning and Zoning Commission can recommend that the City Council not 

approve the proposed text amendment. 
 
4. The Planning and Zoning Commission can refer this issue back to staff for further 

information. 
 
RECOMMENDED ACTION: 
 
For reasons stated above, Staff does not recommend adopting a separate parking 
standard for “Farm/Home Sales”.  This would be difficult to define and enforce, and 
would not facilitate changes to another use of the building without creating parking 
deficiencies for a new use.  Staff nonetheless believes that a lower minimum parking 
standard for all retail uses has merit.  It would ensure sufficient parking for typical retail 
uses in zones that currently require on-site parking; it would ensure that the city was not 
requiring more parking than necessary; it would minimize the environmental impacts of 
excessive pavement; while still allowing retailers to have more parking if they choose.  
Staff believes that 1 space per 300 square feet is reasonable and sufficient for typical 
retail parking demands 
 
Therefore, staff recommends that the Commission act in accordance with Alternative 
#1, which is a recommendation that the City Council approve zoning text amendments 
repealing current parking requirements in Table 29.406(2) for general retail sales and 
services, retail and shopping centers of any size, major retail and shopping centers, and 
grocery stores of any size, and to adopt in Table 29.406(2) a new parking requirement 
of 1 space per 300 square feet of building floor area for all retail sales. 
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