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Every fact web-verified against primary sources (https://ujiyari.com/how-we-verify/)

THE LIFT LINE

A parking space is not a hole in the ground where a car happens to rest; it is a slab of some of the most

valuable land in the country, and when a city gives it away for nothing it is quietly subsidising the private car

while charging the pedestrian, the cyclist and the bus rider for the congestion that follows.

WHY THIS EDITORIAL MATTERS FOR YOUR EXAM

Indian cities routinely price on-street parking at zero or at token rates that bear no relation to the value of the

land the parked car occupies. The result is not merely a nuisance but a systematic distortion. Free parking

encourages more car ownership and more car trips, which the transport literature calls induced demand, and

every subsidised space consumes road width that could have carried a bus lane, a cycle track or a footpath.

Because the cost of that land is never charged to the driver, it is paid instead in slower traffic, dirtier air and a

built environment shaped around the storage of vehicles rather than the movement of people. The question of

how a city prices its kerb space is therefore a question about land use, equity and the future of urban mobility,

and it sits squarely within the syllabus.

GS Paper 1: Urbanisation, its problems and remedies; the process of city growth and the pressures on land in

Indian towns.

GS Paper 3: Infrastructure, including urban transport; the economics of a public good, the tragedy of

underpriced common resources, and demand-side management.

For Prelims, hold the concepts: induced demand, where added road or parking capacity generates the very

traffic it was meant to relieve; transit-oriented development, or TOD, which concentrates housing and jobs

around mass-transit stations; the idea of dynamic or demand-based pricing that raises the price when

occupancy is high; and the policy instruments in India such as city Comprehensive Mobility Plans and the

National Urban Transport Policy of 2006, which formally prioritised the movement of people over vehicles.
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For Mains, argue that pricing parking to reflect the true opportunity cost of urban land is both an efficiency

measure and an equity measure, since the beneficiaries of free parking are disproportionately car-owning

households while the costs fall on everyone.

BACKGROUND AND CONTEXT

Land in an Indian city centre is scarce and expensive, yet a large share of it is handed to stationary cars at no

charge. A single on-street space of roughly fifteen square metres, on a road where the surrounding real estate

may cost tens of thousands of rupees per square metre, is left to a private vehicle that sits idle for most of the

day. Off-street, building bye-laws often force developers to supply a minimum number of parking spaces per

flat, baking the cost of parking into house prices even for buyers who own no car.

The consequence is a city organised around vehicle storage. Kerbs that could hold trees, vending or footpaths

hold cars. Roads that could carry a dedicated bus lane are narrowed by rows of parked vehicles. And because

the car is cheap to keep, more households buy one and drive it more often, feeding the congestion that city

governments then try, expensively and unsuccessfully, to build their way out of.

THE CORE ARGUMENT / ISSUE

The core insight is that a parking space is real estate, and mispricing real estate misallocates it. When the price

is zero, demand is effectively unlimited and the space is rationed by circling and waiting rather than by

willingness to pay its true cost.

Cheap, abundant parking lowers the full cost of owning and using a car, which pulls more trips onto the road.

The subsidy is regressive (https://ujiyari.com/vocab/regressive/) because car ownership rises with income, so the

public purse effectively transfers value to wealthier households.

FEATURE
FREE OR UNDERPRICED
PARKING

PRICED, DEMAND-BASED PARKING

Land use Prime land locked as car storage Kerb space freed for transit, walking, cycling

Car

demand

Induced upward, more ownership and

trips

Moderated, trips shift to transit and non-motorised

modes

Equity Regressive subsidy to car owners Users pay the true cost of the space they occupy

Revenue Forgone Funds footpaths, cycle tracks and public transport

Congestion Worsened by circling and volume Reduced; kerb turns over efficiently

Parking as valuable land, mispriced

Induced demand and the subsidy to the car
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Charging for parking is not merely a revenue device. Demand-based pricing, set so that a share of spaces stays

free at any time, ends the circling for a spot and lets the kerb turn over. The revenue can then be ring-fenced to

build the walking, cycling and public-transport network that gives people a real alternative to the car.

HOW TO THINK ABOUT THIS (ANALYTICAL FRAME)

Treat the city as a market for scarce land in which one large user, the parked car, has been exempted from the

price everyone else pays. The transferable frame for GS3 is the economics of a mispriced resource: when a

valuable good is given away, it is overused and misallocated, and the shortage is felt as queuing and congestion

rather than as a bill. The remedy is to align price with the opportunity cost of the land. But the reform must be

paired with a supply of alternatives, because pricing parking without offering good buses, footpaths and cycle

tracks simply penalises people who have no other way to move. The examiner rewards the candidate who sees

parking policy not in isolation but as one lever inside an integrated mobility system that puts the movement of

people ahead of the storage of vehicles.

THE DIAGRAM IN WORDS

Free or underpriced parking -> full cost of car use falls -> more ownership and more

trips (induced demand) -> prime urban land locked as car storage -> road space squeezed,

footpaths and bus lanes crowded out -> congestion, pollution, regressive subsidy to car

owners -> reform: price the kerb by demand + minimum-parking rules relaxed -> revenue

ring-fenced for transit, walking, cycling -> transit-oriented development shifts trips

off cars -> city organised around movement of people, not storage of vehicles

WAY FORWARD

Pricing the kerb, funding the alternative

Price parking by demand. Cities should set on-street parking charges high enough that a

fraction of spaces stays open at peak times, ending the wasteful circling for a spot and making

drivers pay the true cost of the land they occupy.

1

Ring-fence the revenue. Parking income should be dedicated by law to footpaths, cycle tracks,

street lighting and public transport in the same area, so that residents see a visible return and

support the reform.

2

Relax minimum-parking mandates. Building bye-laws should drop rigid minimum-parking

requirements and move towards maximums, so that housing is not forced to bundle in costly

parking that non-car households subsidise.

3
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PYQ LINKAGE AND PRACTICE

UPSC has asked about the problems of urbanisation, sustainable urban transport and the challenges of

managing Indian cities. This editorial converts those themes into a concrete policy lever, the price of a

kerbside space, which is exactly the applied, cross-disciplinary reasoning the examiner rewards over a generic

account of urban problems.

Practice question: “Free parking is a hidden subsidy to the private car and a distortion of scarce urban

land.” Examine how demand-based parking pricing, combined with investment in public and non-motorised

transport, can make Indian cities more liveable and equitable (https://ujiyari.com/vocab/equitable/). (250 words, 15

marks)

Sources: The Indian Express (https://indianexpress.com/), Ministry of Housing and Urban Affairs (https://mohua.g

ov.in/), Institute for Transportation and Development Policy (https://www.itdp.org/)

Source: The Price of a Parking Space: Why Free Parking Is Not Free — Ujiyari.com | Free UPSC & State PCS
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Anchor it in mobility plans. Parking pricing must sit inside each city’s Comprehensive Mobility

Plan and a transit-oriented development strategy, concentrating homes and jobs near mass transit

so that the car becomes a choice rather than a necessity.

4

Protect equity and enforcement. Reserve affordable access for essential users, invest in reliable

buses and safe walking first, and enforce pricing with technology so that the poorest, who mostly do

not own cars, are not made to pay for a system built around those who do.

5
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