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•	 Availability – some of the most visible parking facilities are full, creating 

the erroneous perception of a parking shortage

•	 Pedestrian safety and environment – many walkways are blocked with 

parked cars, posing a safety hazard as well as detracting from Harbin’s 

historic charm

•	 Traffic and congestion – as car ownership rises, high levels of parking 

provision will exacerbate congestion on Harbin’s roads

•	 Development feasibility – parking imposes a significant cost (more than 

RMB 100,000 per space)* on developers, and may make it difficult to attract 

the type and scale of development that Harbin desires

* Note: As of June 9, 2010 the currency exchange of 1 USD = 6.83 RMB (Chinese yuan)

Nearly half of parking takes place informally, usually on walkways and in building 

setbacks. More than 3,300 cars are parked on walkways and in setbacks in the Daoli 

study area during peak times. Most cars are parked all day and for free.

Expanding off-street parking supply in Daoli and other parts of the city center 

has been suggested by several officials as an important policy goal. Potentially, 

this could involve the demolition of existing buildings to create more off-street 

parking. The results presented here show that adding new off-street parking would 

have little or no impact on either parking availability or walkway parking. There is 

ample parking in underground garages already, but drivers continue to park on the 

walkway, presumably to save money and because it is most convenient.

1. Executive Summary

This report centers on a case study of the serious parking  
issues found in the historic Daoli district of Harbin,  
one of northeast China’s major cities. Four principle  
problems resulting from poor parking management have  
been identified:
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ITDP has six recommendations to improve the parking situation in Harbin and 

address wider goals such as traffic congestion and pedestrian safety:

•	 Formalize existing practice regarding on-street parking

•	 Charge for on-street parking using the latest payment technologies

•	 Increase existing parking charges

•	 Eliminate parking spaces on walkways and in setbacks

•	 Direct more cars to off-street parking through improved information and 

promotion of underground facilities for public use

•	 Reduce or abolish parking standards for buildings

The survey conducted by the Institute for Transportation and Development Policy 

(ITDP) shows that there is no overall shortage of parking in the Daoli study area. 

More than 2,000 spaces are available at peak times. However, most of the unused 

spaces are in less-visible underground parking garages. It is difficult for drivers to 

find a free parking space, but paid parking is easily available at on-street meters and 

in underground garages. In conclusion, Daoli has a parking management problem, 

not a parking shortage.
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Harbin has roughly 10 million people, 4 million in the center alone, with a rich heritage 

that mixes western and Chinese culture. The city draws thousands of national and 

international visitors annually. Careful attention to parking policy and management, 

while often neglected, is a critical element that can help Harbin and other cities 

achieve several policy goals:

•	 Support economic development by ensuring available parking to 

customers and employees and by making certain parking standards do not 

prevent the type of development desired by Harbin. 

•	 Improve pedestrian safety and walkway quality through ensuring that 

parked cars do not block walkways; and entrances to parking facilities do 

not generate conflicts with pedestrians.

•	 Reduce congestion by matching parking provisions to roadway capacity.

•	 Promote public transport and maximizing returns on investment in Metro 

and BRT through reducing parking provisions and increasing parking prices 

close to stations.

•	 Improve air quality by reducing traffic searching for a parking space, and 

reducing overall traffic levels.

This report analyzes parking issues in Harbin’s Daoli district, which was chosen due 

to high parking demand and clear evidence of many problems such as walkways 

being blocked by parked cars. The recommendations and conclusions are not 

specific to Daoli and can be applied to any part of Harbin suffering from similar 

problems. Key issues facing parking in Harbin are analyzed, and the results of a 

parking supply and occupancy survey in central Daoli are presented. The report 

concludes with recommendations for the city and Daoli district along with topics 

for further study.

Introduction
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Based on field observations and interviews with Harbin officials, there are four 

serious concerns in Harbin at present.

1. Perceived availability 

While there is no shortage of parking in Daoli, some of the most convenient and 

visible spaces are often full. Many of the most visible empty spaces are reserved 

(either officially or unofficially) for the customers and employees of adjacent 

businesses. This creates a perception of a parking shortage, and may deter visitors 

from coming to Daoli.

2. Pedestrian safety and environment 

Walkways blocked with parked cars and parking in building setbacks are typical 

of most streets in central Daoli. In some cases, this poses a safety hazard as 

pedestrians are forced out into the road. In other cases, it produces a poor pedestrian 

environment by narrowing the walkway to 2 meters or less. Sometimes, vehicles 

block the entrances of buildings. And often, parking is a visual blight that detracts 

from the fine architecture of many buildings and destroys much of the historic city’s 

appeal. 

 

Full sign outside hospital, Youyi Road  Reserved parking for businesses 

2. Key Issues

 

Parking leaves a narrow gap for pedestrians or blocks the walkway completely 

Full sign outside hospital at Youyi Road

Parking leaves a narrow gap for pedestrians or blocks walkways completely.

Reserved parking for businesses
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While illegal or informal parking negatively affects the pedestrian environment, 

other problems result from actual marked spaces that interrupt the walkway.

Curb cuts (driveways) are another way in which parking has an impact on the 

pedestrian environment. Busy entrances or exits from off-street parking on major 

pedestrian streets can disrupt pedestrian flows and create safety issues.

3. Traffic and Congestion 

 

As car ownership in Harbin grows, control of the supply and price of parking can be 

an effective way to reduce traffic and congestion. However, these tools are not used 

in Harbin at present; and congestion is growing.

4. Cost of Development

Planning Bureau officials estimate that construction costs for underground parking 

in Harbin are about RMB 3,500* per m2. For a 15 m2 parking space, this typically 

requires another 15 m2 for aisles and ramps which is more than RMB 100,000 per 

space in construction costs alone. Assuming a structure life of 35 years and 10% 

interest, this is about RMB 11,000 per space per year. Operating and maintenance 

costs – for example, to employ guards and cleaners – would increase this figure. The 

added cost could make it difficult for some development projects to proceed, and 

may potentially reduce the amount available to invest in other building amenities.

* Note: As of June 9, 2010 the currency exchange of 1 USD = 6.83 RMB (Chinese yuan).

 

Parking spaces interrupt walkway  Curb cuts create pedestrian‐vehicle conflicts Parking spaces interrupt walkways. Curb cuts create pedestrian-vehicle conflicts
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Figure 1 shows the study area, which was divided into six subareas in order to 

present the analysis. The study area was designed to include the heart of Daoli as 

well as quieter areas to the west of Jingwei Jie. The study area is roughly bounded 

by the Songhua River to the north; railway line to the east; Jihong Jie to the south; 

and Gongbu Jie to the southwest.

The survey took place on Wednesday August 12 and Thursday August 13, 2009. 

These were typical weekdays during the summer, when parking demand is likely to 

be highest. The data collection procedure was as follows:

3. Data Collection

ITDP conducted a detailed survey of  
parking supply, occupancy and turnover in  
central Daoli to provide more information  
on parking patterns. 

FIGURE 1 .  STUDY AREA AND SUBAREAS
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•	 Survey hours were 8 a.m. to 6 p.m. on either August 12 or August 13. One full day 

of parking was recorded for each block, with half of the study area covered each 

day. 

•	 Surveyors recorded the number of marked parking spaces on each block face 

(i.e., each side of the street was recorded separately). Marked spaces could be 

indicated by road markings or by a sign, and were official spaces or spaces that 

appeared to be official.

•	 Every two hours, surveyors counted the cars parked on each block face in 

several categories: 

— On-street metered spaces (divided by roadway and walkway/setback) 

— Other on-street marked spaces (divided by roadway and walkway/setback 

— On-street informal spaces or illegal parking (divided by roadway and 

walkway/setback) 

— Off-street parking (surface, in buildings, and underground)

•	 The number of empty spaces was also recorded every 2 hours, and whether 

these spaces were reserved (e.g. for a business).

•	 Sometimes, surveyors could not obtain access to underground and other 

off-street parking facilities. In these cases, data was obtained from the traffic 

police database, if the parking was licensed. Data on the number of spaces and 

approximate occupancy was also obtained from security guards or attendants in 

many cases. However, the counts of off-street parking will be an underestimate, 

i.e. there will be more spaces than recorded through this survey.

•	 Data on turnover (length of stay) was obtained from a survey of license plate 

numbers on a sample of 10 block faces. Every two hours, surveyors recorded all 

license plate numbers, which were matched to identify the length of stay of each 

vehicle. For example, a license plate that was recorded only once had a stay of 

less than two hours. A license plate that was recorded five times had a stay of 

8-10 hours.

Figures 2 and 3 show examples of the data collection forms used by surveyors.
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FIGURE 3.  SURVEY FORM – TURNOVER COUNTS BY LAST FOUR DIGITS OF LICENSE PLATE

Street:  Xishiliudao jie    Direction:   West To East / From Jingwei Jie To Shangzhi Ave

 Time 8:00–10:00 10:00–12:00 12:00–14:00 14:00–16:00 16:00–18:00

 Parking Space 1 9137 9106 6090 7J99 6090

 Parking Space 2 0627 6010 D031 9137 D031

 Parking Space 3 6316 W021 B479 1133 6526

 Parking Space 4 H232 0090 6526 Y238 7606

 Parking Space 5 T941 9137 6D29 D302 6D29

 Parking Space 6 1442 6E36 1393 3370 1393

 Parking Space 7 P545 D302 D139 8506 1090

 Parking Space 8 B479 4471 5072 X520 Non license

 Parking Space 9 D303 1090 9137 E620 9348

 Parking Space 10 5098 N436   9348 3599

 Parking Space 11 7239 8419   1090 8506

 Parking Space 12   9348   5072 7239

 Parking Space 13   9112   1393 D302

 Parking Space 14   3388   6D29 6943

 Parking Space 15   7710   7606 0H95

FIGURE 2.  SURVEY FORM – OCCUPANCY COUNTS 

 

Street:  Youyi lu    Direction:   West To East / From Zhongyang Ave To Shangzhi Ave 
                              
  Meters                                          Other Formal Spaces                      Informal Spaces 
  On street On walkway On street On walkway On street On walkway 

Inventory     18   ------ ------  

8:00–10:00 ------ ------ ------ ------ ------ ------ ------
Parked cars     7   2 10  
Remaining private spaces         ------ ------  
Remaining public spaces     11   ------ ------  

10:00–12:00 ------ ------ ------ ------ ------ ------ ------
Parked cars     14   23    
Remaining private spaces         ------ ------  
Remaining public spaces     4   ------ ------  

12:00–14:00 ------ ------ ------ ------ ------ ------ ------
Parked cars     18     9  
Remaining private spaces         ------ ------  
Remaining public spaces     2   ------ ------  

14:00–16:00 ------ ------ ------ ------ ------ ------ ------
Parked cars     19   13    
Remaining private spaces         ------ ------  
Remaining public spaces     3   ------ ------  

16:00–18:00 ------ ------ ------ ------ ------ ------ ------
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Figure 4 shows the key findings of the parking survey. They can be summarized as 

follows:

•	 Demand exceeds formal supply. There are more parked cars (8,072) at 

the peak time of noon to 2 p.m. than marked spaces (6,295). 

•	 Formal supply exceeds licensed supply. As of May 31, 2009, there were 

2,700 licensed spaces in underground facilities and on streets and walkways 

in the study area. ITDP’s survey, however, revealed 6,295 marked spaces, 

and the actual total is larger because some underground parking facilities 

could not be counted by surveyors. Thus, more than 60% of marked spaces 

do not appear to be licensed. This is not necessarily a problem, particularly 

for underground parking where licenses are for information only and no fee 

is payable. However, it means that conclusions about any parking shortage 

should be based on field surveys rather than licensing data, as the licensing 

data will significantly underestimate supply.

•	 Many vacant spaces exist. Even though demand exceeds the formal 

supply, there is ample parking available. There are more than 2,100 empty 

marked spaces at peak time (noon to 2 p.m.). This is mainly because off-

street parking, especially underground parking, is underused. 

•	 Informal and walkway parking is prevalent. Nearly half of parking takes 

place informally. In most cases, this is illegal parking in bicycle lanes or on 

the walkway. More than 40% of all parking (in marked spaces and informal 

parking) takes place on the walkway. More than 3,300 cars are parked on 

walkways and in setbacks in Daoli during peak times. 

•	 Most cars are parked all day. Parking in Daoli is primarily used by workers 

and others who park all day, rather than customers who support city center 

stores. Sixty percent of parking is occupied by cars that park for more than 

four hours.

4. Findings
FIGURE 4.  SUMMARY OF FINDINGS     SU BA R E AS

  TOTAL 1  2  3  4  5  6

Parked cars (12-2PM) 8,072 2,680 2,652 680 653 819 588

Marked spaces 6,295 2,387 2,150 275 287 392 804

Empty marked spaces 2,108 916 385 80 75 148 504

% parked informally 47% 44% 31% 71% 68% 70% 50%

% parked on sidewalk 41% 19% 68% 35% 52% 37% 26%

% parked for free > 78% 60% 91% 85% 96% 86% 59%

% parked more than 4 hours 60%   N/A
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•	 Most cars park for free. We estimate that more than three-quarters of 

parking is provided free. Just 22% of parking is in metered or off-street 

spaces, which generally charge for parking. Most roadway and walkway 

parking, except for metered spaces, is given away.

4.1 Demand by Time of Day

Figure 5 shows the cumulative parking demand (number of parked cars) by time of 

day for each of the six subareas. Demand peaks in the early afternoon (noon to 2 

p.m.); but the differences between time periods are relatively small. This is a further 

indication that most parking demand is from employees who park all day, rather 

than shoppers and other short-term visitors.

4.2 Off-Street Parking

One of the most striking findings from the survey is the under-use of off-street 

parking. The two largest facilities – at Wanda Plaza and at the Mykal shopping 

center – have more than 1,000 spaces between them, but are less than 25% full. 

These findings are confirmed by field observations, which show that large numbers 

of underground spaces are almost empty, while above-ground walkways are 

clogged with cars. The most likely reasons are (i) convenience (drivers can park 

closer to their destinations by parking on walkways); and (ii) cost (underground 

parking costs RMB 3 per hour, while parking on walkways is usually free or costs 

RMB 3 to park all day).

Figure 6 maps the location of the largest off-street parking facilities, and the 

number of spaces and percentage occupancy. The figure also shows the 500-meter 

radius from each parking facility, which is about a five-minute walk. Almost all of the 

study area can be easily accessed within a short walk from an existing underground 

parking facility.

 

Underground parking is usually virtually empty. In some cases, underground parking has 

been abandoned by building owners.  

Underground parking is usually virtually empty. In some cases, underground parking has 

been abandoned by building owners. 
Underground parking is usually virtually empty. In some cases, underground parking has been 
abandoned by building owners.
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FIGURE 5. PARKING BY TIME OF DAY
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FIGURE 6. OFF-STREET PARKING OCCUPANCY

Underground parking  
in 500 meters

Occupied Parking Spaces

Non-occupied Parking Spaces
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4.3 Privatization of Public Streets

Reserving on-street parking for the customers and employees of adjacent businesses 

effectively privatizes public streets in Harbin. For a small fee, businesses obtain the 

rights to valuable street space. The survey indicates that 15% of empty spaces are 

reserved for individual businesses. This reduces the availability of parking to other 

drivers and also creates the perception of a parking shortage. In theory, anyone is 

allowed to park (for a fee) in many of these spaces. In practice, parking attendants 

or security guards only allow customers and employees to park in these spaces. 

Parking in reserved on-street spaces is usually free. This encourages driving, 

reduces the use of underground parking, and gives away some of the most valuable 

space in Harbin.

All the parking licenses in Harbin expired on May 31, 2009. As of August 2009, they 

had not been renewed by the traffic police due to the failure of the city to adopt 

a formal parking policy. Thus, all these reserved spaces are currently unlicensed. 

Moreover, many more spaces are marked on walkways and in setbacks than were 

originally licensed. It appears that many businesses are simply marking their own 

spaces on an informal basis. As shown in Figure 7, there are more than three times 

as many marked on-street spaces as licensed spaces.

4.4 Free Parking

Daoli and six other districts in Harbin do have some metered spaces. In addition, 

the Price Bureau sets fixed parking charges for all types of parking. Figure 8 shows 

the standard parking charges (this is a simplified version of the prices set by the 

Price Bureau). 

However, parking meters only cover a small number of parking spaces in Daoli. 

In addition, many of the spaces licensed for meters are not operational because 

meters are broken or because the traffic police have eliminated on-street parking to 

create an additional traffic lane. Figure 9 shows the licensed parking meters in the 

study area. Those meters that are working are marked in green, and those that are 

broken or not present are marked in red.

Almost all other on-street parking is provided for free, even if a charge has been 

authorized as part of the parking license. Figure 10 shows ITDP’s estimate that 

more than three-quarters of drivers park for free in the study area. This assumes 

that all metered parking and off-street parking has a charge, while other on-street 

and walkway parking is free.

Figure 10 also shows that the parking shortage in Daoli is limited to free parking. Of 

course, drivers prefer to park for free if they can find a space (or are willing to risk 

a parking ticket from the traffic police). While free spaces are significantly over-
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FIGURE 7.   L ICENSED VS. ACTUAL SPACES  

Type of Parking  Marked Spaces  Licensed Spaces* Difference

 (field survey)  (traffic police data)  

 

Working meter 231 269 -14%

Other on-street 3,005 1,702 77%

Off-Street 3,059 729 320%

Total 6,295 2,700 133%

* As of 5/31/09, when all parking licenses expired.

FIGURE 8.  PARKING CHARGES IN HARBIN  

Type of Parking  Charge 

On-street  RMB 3

Surface RMB 3

Underground RMB 3 per hour 
 RMB 30 for 24 hours

Meter RMB 3-8 per hour

Residential (surface) RMB 60-90 per month 
 RMB 90-130 per month

 

Parking is often reserved, for example for 

the bank (above) or restaurant (right). This 
creates the perception of a parking 

shortage. 

 

Parking is often reserved, for example for 

the bank (above) or restaurant (right). This 
creates the perception of a parking 

shortage. 

Note: Different charges apply at 
night, for motorcycles, and at hotels, 
hospitals and markets.

occupied, there is no shortage of metered and off-street spaces. This means that 

any perception of a parking shortage is created because most parking is free.

Even if parking is provided for free, this does not mean it has no cost. Instead, 

“free” parking means that the costs are borne by the business (and passed on to 

all customers, including those who do not drive), or by Daoli district or Harbin city.

Parking is often reserved, as in the bank photo (above) or restaurant photo (right).  
This creates the perception of a parking shortage.
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Many meters are broken or are not operational 

 

Many meters are broken or are not operational 

FIGURE 10.  FREE VS. PAID PARKING IN STUDY AREA

 

 On-Street No Meter  On-Street Meter Off-Street

 (Mostly Free) (Paid) (Mostly Paid)

Parked cars (12-2PM) 6,287 150 1,635

Marked spaces 3,005 231 3.059

% occupancy 209% 65% 53%

FIGURE 9. STATUS OF PARKING METERS IN STUDY AREA

Working meters are shown in green; broken or non-working meters in red. Metered parking covers only a small part 
of Daoli district.

Many meters are broken or are not operational
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4.5 Length of Stay

Figure 11 shows the percentage of on-street parking spaces occupied according to 

the length of stay. All-day parkers (more than 4 hours) account for 60% of parking 

in the study area. This suggests that most parking in Daoli is by employees, rather 

than shoppers and other short-term visitors. This is important since employees 

usually have more flexibility about where they park. They are willing to walk longer 

distances to save money, are more responsive to price, and have more ability to 

use public transport. Thus, employees can more easily be directed to underground 

parking facilities that are almost empty at present. 

Note that the data in Figure 11 are expressed in “space hours,” not number of cars. 

One space hour is defined as one car parked for one hour. Thus, two space hours 

could be one car parked for two hours, or two cars parked for one hour each. Space 

hours are a more meaningful measure of parking patterns than the number of cars 

parked.

The data are for 10 block faces that were selected to include a range of street types. 

However, these data are not as comprehensive as the occupancy surveys.

FIGURE 11 .  ON-STREET PARKING LENGTH OF STAY

 

Length of Stay  % of parking (space hours)

Less than 2 hours 20%

2-4 hours 19%

4-6 hours 18%

6-8 hours 14%

More than 8 hours 29%

% of parking more than 4 hours 60%

4.6 Potential for On-Street Parking

Some of the informal or illegal parking takes place on the walkways, where it poses 

a hazard to pedestrians or degrades the walking environment. Informal parking also 

takes place on the roadways, in the bicycle lane or a traffic lane.

On some busy, fast-moving streets such as Jingwei Jie, a bicycle lane is desirable 

and limited street space should be used for bicycle travel. On quieter streets, 

however, bicycles can safely share the traffic lane and there is no reason to prohibit 

on-street parking. Low traffic volumes mean that the lane is not usually needed 

for traffic capacity either. In most cases, adding on-street parking would simply 

formalize existing practice. 
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ITDP’s planning level estimate is that 7,560 on-street parking spaces are possible on 

the roadway in the study area. This is more than seven times the existing number of 

marked spaces (1,058). Thus, formalizing on-street parking can make a significant 

contribution to parking supply in Daoli.

Figure 12 shows the potential for on-street parking by subarea. Most of the potential 

is in the central part of the study area, where the greatest demand exists. These 

figures assume that on-street parking is possible on all streets except for pedestrian 

streets, major traffic streets, and BRT corridors (where the space will usually be 

needed for a bicycle lane). The exceptions where no parking is assumed are Tiandi 

Jie, Jingwei Jie, Youyi Road, Shangzhi Jie and Zhongyang Dajie. We assume that 75% 

of the frontage can be used for parking; the remaining 25% accounts for driveways, 

setbacks at intersections, and other places where parking is not possible. A 5.5- 

meter long space is assumed.

FIGURE 12.  ON-STREET PARKING POTENTIAL 
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On some streets, such as Maimai Jie, angled or perpendicular parking is used. This 

is an efficient use of street space and can be continued provided that the road is 

sufficiently wide. Angled parking is not considered in the estimates here, but would 

increase the potential for on-street parking, perhaps to more than 8,000 spaces in 

the study area.

4.7 Overall Parking Potential

The analysis presented here demonstrates that there is no shortage of parking in 

Daoli. Moreover, the existing demand can be met entirely through the use of on-

street, roadway parking and existing off-street parking. There is no need for parking 

on walkways or in setbacks. In other words, Daoli has a parking management 

problem, not a parking shortage.

Figure 13 summarizes this analysis. Peak demand on a typical weekday is just over 

8,000 cars. More than 3,000 spaces are available off-street (this is an underestimate 

as not all off-street parking could be counted). More than 7,500 spaces can be 

provided on the roadway (1,058 existing and 6,502 new). In addition, charging for 

parking is likely to reduce demand by between 5% and 25%. (The 5% reduction is 

a recent estimate in Shenzhen; it will be an underestimate because it involved an 

increase in parking charges, rather than charging for previously free parking. The 

25% reduction is a typical reduction in the United States from moving from free to 

paid parking). 

In summary, implementation of three of the recommendations listed in the following 

section – charging for parking, eliminating walkway parking and adding new on-

street roadway parking – could yield a substantial parking surplus of about 3,000-

4,500 spaces during peak times.

FIGURE 13.  ACCOMMODATING DEMAND WITH NO WALKWAY PARKING

 
PARKING DEMAND 

Cars parked (12-2PM) 8,072

Reduced demand from parking charges (5-25%) 404-2,018

Total Demand 6,054-7,669

 

PARKING SUPPLY

Existing off-street spaces 3,059

On-street roadway (existing) 1,058

On-street roadway (new) 6,502

Total Supply 10,619

 

Surplus  2,950-4,565

 

Angled parking on Maimai Jie Some streets can accommodate on-street 

parking, even if it is prohibited at present 

 

Angled parking on Maimai Jie Some streets can accommodate on-street 

parking, even if it is prohibited at present 

Angled parking on Maimai Jie

Some streets can accommodate 
on-street parking, even if it is 
prohibited at present
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1. Add On-Street Parking

As discussed in the previous section, there is the potential for more than 7,500 on-

street parking spaces in the Daoli study area. Most streets can accommodate on-

street parking, even if it is not legally permitted at present. On-street parking serves 

several functions:

•	 Provides parking close to destinations. This is particularly important for 

shoppers and short-term visitors. 

•	 Traffic calming. By narrowing the roadway, on-street parking slows down 

traffic. It also provides a buffer that protects pedestrians on the walkway 

from moving cars on the roadway.

•	 Revenue to city or district. As discussed in Recommendation 2, charging 

for on-street parking could generate RMB 29 million per year in the study 

area alone.

A detailed study by the Urban Management Bureau or other agency should 

identify which streets can accommodate on-street parking, and where angled or 

perpendicular parking should be used.

2. Charge for On-Street Parking

Charging for on-street parking can generate significant revenue for the city or 

district. Equally important, parking charges will help encourage drivers to use 

underground parking and leave some spaces available for drivers looking for a 

space. As shown in Figure 10, occupancy at meter spaces is just 65%, compared to 

more than 200% for free spaces.

Parking charges in Harbin range between RMB 3 per day (for non-metered parking) 

and RMB 3-8 per hour (for meters). Thus, Harbin already has used the principle 

of setting different charges for different meters, depending on their location. This 

principle should be extended by setting a parking charge high enough to attain 85% 

occupancy (i.e., 15% of spaces are vacant).

This can be implemented with the help of regular surveys or automatic occupancy 

counters. If occupancy on a particular block is regularly above 90%, charges should 

be increased. If occupancy regularly is below 80%, charges should be reduced. 

Thus, charges will be different in different areas, and possibly at different times of 

year (e.g., winter charges could be lower).

As noted in the previous section, Harbin has experienced problems with the 

management of parking meters. There have also been numerous customer 

complaints, for example, about overcharging or payment methods. Competitive bids 

5. Recommendations
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for meter contracts can help resolve these concerns. For example, in Guangzhou, the 

Communications Commission asked for bids to run meters in different geographic 

areas. The bids were evaluated based on factors including experience, financial 

stability and professionalism. Two companies were successful, and pay about RMB 

4,000 per space per year to the City and the Municipal Bureau in return for the 

meter revenue. Customers may pay using cash or a smartcard, which also works on 

public transport and in taxis.

A range of technologies can be used to charge for on-street parking, of which 

meters are just one. Traditional meters, multi-space meters, pay-by-mobile-phone 

and simple paper tickets can be used. The important principle is that drivers should 

pay for parking; the choice of technology should be driven by costs and customer 

service.

Revenue from on-street parking can be returned to the local area to fund street 

improvements, parking information systems, cleaning, and maintenance. Returning 

the revenue in this way can also generate support from local businesses for charging 

for parking. Several U.S. cities have done this, including Pasadena (Los Angeles) 

and San Diego, where advisory committees including local businesses suggest how 

meter revenue should be spent. In Harbin, a new committee led by and comprising 

the Urban Management Bureau, the district, other city agencies, business owners, 

and residents’ associations could oversee the selection of the parking contractor 

and spending of revenue in each area.

Figure 14 shows a preliminary revenue estimate assuming that 7,560 on-street 

parking spaces are metered. If each space generates revenue to the city and district 

of RMB 4,000 per year (as in Guangzhou),W charging for parking could generate 

RMB 29 million per year in the study area alone.

FIGURE 14.  PRELIMINARY REVENUE ESTIMATE

Existing working metered spaces 231

Total on-street parking potential 7,560

Potential new metered spaces 7,329

Revenue per year per space RMB 4,000

 

Potential revenue per year from  

new metered spaces RMB 29.3 million
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3. Eliminate Parking on Walkways and in Setbacks

Figure 13 demonstrates that parking on walkways and in setbacks is not necessary 

to meet parking demand in Daoli. This provides the opportunity to eliminate this 

parking. Instead, on-street parking can provide close-by parking for those willing 

to pay; other drivers can use underground parking. Eliminating walkway parking is 

important for several reasons:

•	 It frees up walkway space for pedestrians and business activity (such as 

outdoor seating or tables)

•	 It improves the ambience and attractiveness of the historic city

•	 Access to building entrances, which are sometimes blocked by parked cars, 

is preserved

•	 It allows some pedestrian-only streets, such as those dead-ending into 

Zhongyang Dajie

•	 Heavy vehicle damage to walkways is reduced.

•	 It generates revenue for the district, city, and parking owners by directing 

drivers to metered and underground parking instead.

Physical measures, such as enforcement and the addition of bollards, planters, and 

trees, are critical to the success of walkway parking removal, particularly at first as 

drivers adjust to the new rules.

4. Make Use of Off-Street Parking

Off-street parking is underused. In the study area, off-street occupancy is just 53%. 

Some underground parking facilities are virtually empty; in one facility, just eight of 

108 spaces were occupied at the time of the survey. Some owners abandon their 

underground parking facilities completely.

Some off-street parking facilities are already open to the public (for a charge). 

However, some are reserved for a building’s employees or visitors. In order to make 

the best use of these resources, the city should encourage opening these off-street 

facilities to all users. Mechanisms include increased underground parking rates, 

provide tax incentives, or require all facilities over a certain size (e.g. 50 spaces) to 

be open to the public.

Real-time information signs provide information on the number of spaces currently 

available in nearby parking facilities. These signs can also help direct drivers to off-

street parking and improve the perception of parking availability. 
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Removing walkway parking can free up space 

for restaurant tables and other uses 

Increased parking enforcement is critical to the 

success of eliminating walkway parking 

 

Real‐time parking information systems are used 

in Hangzhou (above) and Beijing (right) 

 

Physical treatments to prevent walkway parking are already used in many parts of Harbin. 

They include trees, planters and bollards. 
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Physical treatments to prevent walkway parking are already used in many parts of Harbin. 

They include trees, planters and bollards. 

Removing walkway parking can free up space for 
restaurant tables and other uses

Real-time parking information systems are used in Hangzhou (above) and Beijing (right)

Physical treatments to prevent walkway parking are already used in many parts of Harbin. They include trees, 
planters and bollards.

Increased parking enforcement is critical to the 
success of eliminating walkway parking
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5. Increase Parking Charges

Harbin’s parking charges are low by both Chinese and global standards. Figure 15 

shows hourly charges in selected cities; typically, charges range from RMB 5 to RMB 

10 per hour. In Harbin, parking is RMB 3 per hour or less, except for a very small 

number of meters which charge up to RMB 8 per hour. Figure 16 shows monthly 

parking charges in USD. Again, Harbin has very low charges, even in comparison to 

poorer cities such as Bogotá, Colombia.

Charges for on-street parking should vary by location to achieve 85% occupancy, 

as discussed in Recommendation 2. Owners of off-street parking should be given 

greater flexibility to vary rates by demand. At present, charges do not vary by 

location or demand (except for meters), with the exception of type of parking (e.g. 

underground). Allowing higher charges has several advantages:

•	 Increase the economic viability of parking. A charge of at least RMB 7 per 

hour, more than double the current hourly charge of RMB 3 for underground 

parking, is needed for off-street parking to be economically viable.1 Higher 

charges could also reduce the current practice by developers of converting 

floors designated for parking into commercial space.

•	 Ensure availability. Allowing higher charges in high-demand areas would 

ensure that off-street parking continues to be available into the future.

•	 Reduce congestion. Higher charges for parking encourage drivers to use 

public transport, helping to reduce congestion and air pollution in Harbin.

1 This assumes a construction cost 
of RMB 3,500 per m2; 30 m2 per 
space (including aisles and ramps); 
10% interest; a 35-year building 
life; operating costs of RMB 1,000 
per space per year; and 1,700 paid 
hours
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Source: Colliers International; ITDP survey 

$1,200

$1,100

$800

$600

$400

$200

$0

LO
N

DO
N

HO
N

G K
O

N
G

SYDN
EY

N
EW

 Y
O

RK

BRIS
BAN

E

TO
KYO

PERTH

BOSTO
N

SAN
 F

RAN
CIS

CO

BO
GOTA

GUAN
GZHOU

HARBIN

FIGURE 16.  MONTHLY PARKING CHARGES IN SELECT GLOCAL CITIES

       Extra high fee (select meters)

       High fee

       Low fee

Source: ITDP survey based on online information

16

14

12

10

8

6

4

2

0

HARBIN

CHO
N

GQ
IN

G

N
AN

JIN
G

W
UHAN

N
IN

GBO

SHEN
ZHEN

BEIJ
IN

G

SHAN
GHAI

HAN
GZHOU

XIA
M

EN

GUAN
GZHOU

FIGURE 15.  HOURLY PARKING CHARGES IN SELECT CHINESE CITIES

P
R

IC
E

 P
E

R
 H

O
U

R
, 

IN
 C

H
IN

E
S

E
 R

M
B

P
R

IC
E

 P
E

R
 M

O
N

T
H

, 
IN

 U
.S

. 
D

O
L

L
A

R
S



Institute for Transportation and Development Policy 28

6. Reduce or Abolish Parking Standards

Parking standards – requiring developers to build a minimum number of parking 

spaces per m2 or per housing unit – may be a useful tool in the absence of on-

street management. If on-street parking is unregulated, providing ample parking 

off-street can reduce problems of street congestion.

If on-street parking is well managed, however, there is no clear reason why a city 

needs to compel developers to provide a minimum number of parking spaces. 

Instead, the amount of parking could be a decision left to developers based on 

economic analysis and physical site constraints. Developers might even choose to 

provide no parking at all.

Harbin’s current parking rates are high by Chinese standards, and in comparison 

to the national parking law, as shown in Figure 17. (Note that these data refer to the 

Harbin standards that are unofficially applied, but which have not been formally 

approved.) Harbin’s standards are also high in comparison to richer cities such as 

Hong Kong, where residential standards are just 0.11-0.17 spaces per apartment 

and 0.3-0.5 spaces per 100 m2 for office and commercial use. Some cities such as 

London and San Francisco have maximum parking standards, meaning that the city 

places a limit on the amount of parking that a developer may build in certain parts 

of the city. For office uses, Harbin requires as much as 14 times more parking as 

London allows in its central areas (Figure 18). 

Rather than solving on-street parking problems, Harbin’s high parking standards 

have simply forced the construction of more underground parking that then sits 

largely empty. Thus, Harbin can abolish its parking standards once on-street 

management is improved. The city should also consider introducing maximum 

standards (parking limits) in the central business district and close to Metro and 

BRT stations. This would ensure that automobile-oriented uses are located away 

from public transport investments, while land close to public transport is reserved 

for development that attracts fewer car trips.

Expanding off-street parking supply in Daoli and other parts of the city center 

has been suggested by several officials as an important policy goal. Figures such 

as 30,000 additional spaces have been mentioned, involving the demolition of 

existing buildings to create more off-street parking. The results of this study show 

that adding new off-street parking would have little or no impact on either parking 

availability or walkway parking. There is ample parking in underground garages 

already, but drivers continue to park on the walkway, presumably to save money 

and for convenience. 



29 Harbin Daoli Parking Analysis

Note: Blue and red 
bars indicate the range 
in different cities, e.g. 
depending on the 
precise use. Source: 
ITDP survey based 
on online documents. 
A blank entry 
indicates no available 
information for that 
particular city.
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This report provides only a preliminary analysis of parking in Harbin, based on a 

small number of interviews and survey work in a small area. Further work could 

include:

•	 More detailed analysis of the current meter contracting arrangements and 

recommendations for reform

•	 More detailed analysis of potential institutional arrangements for on-street 

parking management

•	 More detailed study of on-street parking potential on specific streets, and 

any special restrictions (e.g. for loading or bus parking only)

•	 Case studies in central Nanchang and other districts in Harbin

•	 Economic analysis of the impacts of parking standards on development 

potential.

6. Further Analysis

FIGURE 18. PARKING STANDARDS IN SELECT GLOBAL CITIES

 Harbin US Hong Kong San Francisco London 
    Downtown Downtown

 0.5-1.0 1.2 0.11~0.17 None required None required

    ~0.25 maximum 0.5 maximum

0.5-1.0 4.3 0.33~0.50 None required None required

    ~0.25 maximum 0.07-0.10  

      maximum

0.5-1.2 4.3 0.3~0.5 None required None required

    ~0.25 maximum 0.07-0.10  

      maximum






