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INTRODUCTION 
 
Carl Walker, Inc. was engaged by the Town of South Padre Island in July, 2006 to conduct an analysis of parking 

conditions, parking needs and related traffic issues.   This process generally involved the collection of extensive 

field data related to current parking utilization and roadway conditions.  It also involved open discussions with the 

community about personal experiences, community priorities and the future vision for South Padre Island.   

Discussions were also held with Kendig-Keast Collaborative, the firm currently assisting the Town in developing an 

updated Master Plan. 

The core purpose of this study was to evaluate current parking conditions, future parking needs, and appropriate 

strategies for addressing those needs.   An area of particular concern was the use of right-of-ways and current 

practices along Padre Boulevard related to direct street access to parking spaces.  Other significant issues that 

developed during the course of the study were pedestrian safety along Padre Boulevard and appropriate 

parking requirements for commercial developments, particularly those related to condominium projects. 

The formal study area included the full "Bay to Gulf" width of the island from the north edge of Isla Blanca Park at 

the south end of the island to Andy Bowie Parking just beyond the South Padre Island Convention Center.  

However, the study team did examine conditions in both Isla Blanca Park and Edwin King Atwood Park located 

approximately 1.5 miles north of the Convention Center. 
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OVERVIEW OF SOUTH PADRE ISLAND 

South Padre Island is experiencing significant growth in 

the number of permanent residents and the increasing 

development of high rise condominium projects that 

serve as both permanent residences and as part-time 

rental units for regional, national and international 

visitors to the island.  Despite the growth in permanent 

residents, overall population on the island is very 

seasonal, corresponding with normal beach 

community patterns that bring both part-time residents 

and visitors during spring, summer and early fall months 

to enjoy the beach and other island offerings.   South Padre Island is also a traditional destination for college students during college Spring Break, a 

period when unusual traffic volumes have a significant impact on mobility – particularly along Padre Boulevard, the main retail corridor.  Visitors to 

the island include a strong contingent of vacationers from Mexico who lend to the distinct "family" atmosphere of the island.  The beaches also draw 

a large number of area mainland residents who live within a convenient driving distance.  Although many of these "locals" use the core area 

beaches, the majority congregate in the large parks to the north and south of the residential/commercial area.  There is an additional identifiable 

group referred to as the "Winter Texans" who come to South Padre Island during the off-season months. 

Vehicle access to the island is limited to the Queen Isabella Memorial Bridge, which extends across Laguna Madre Bay to the west and connects the 

island to Port Isabel on the mainland.  The 4-lane bridge is relatively new, having been replaced after its predecessor was severely damaged in a 

barge accident in 2001.  There are three principal north-south roadways running the length of the Town:  Laguna Boulevard on the Bay side (west), 

Padre Boulevard just to the east, and Gulf Boulevard nearest the Gulf beach area to the east.  Padre Boulevard is clearly the primary commercial 

corridor although a portion of Laguna Boulevard passes through a 9-block entertainment district located between Amberjack Street and Marisol 
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Drive west of Padre Boulevard.  The roadway system consists of a fairly uniform grid of east-west streets, most of which extend from Laguna Boulevard 

on the west to Gulf Boulevard on the east.  The longest segments of these streets are the "long blocks" between Padre Boulevard and Gulf 

Boulevard. 

There are a limited number of high-rise condominium developments on the 

west side of the island, but most are concentrated on the east side facing 

the Gulf of Mexico and adjoining the Gulf beach.  The length of the beach 

face is a mix of low, mid and high rise condominium properties interspersed 

with a limited number of single family units in the north half of the 

developed area and several large hotels in the south end below the 

terminus of Gulf Boulevard at Haas Street.   There is a very limited amount of 

retail business along Gulf Boulevard.  At the south end of the island is the 

Schlitterbahn water park and Isla Blanca County Park, which includes 

parking facilities for beach visitors and a large area designed and 

equipped for recreational vehicles (mobile campers). 

The long blocks between Padre Boulevard and Gulf Boulevard in the north 

half of the Town are comprised primarily of single family and low-rise multi-

family residential units.  Moving south, the mix of commercial businesses 

increases and the number of private residences decreases in this center 

row of blocks.  Small private residences are not found south of Haas Street. 

The blocks between Padre Boulevard and Laguna Boulevard to the west are primarily retail blocks with the highest retail density located south of 

Whiting Street. 

Figure 1 
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Anchoring the north end of the Town is the South Padre Island Convention Center and 

nature attractions.  South of the Convention Center is the highest concentration of 

single-family residences including an established development that incorporates man-

made inlets for boat access.  The number and size of multi-family units and 

condominiums increases progressively moving south, primarily on the bay side of 

Laguna Boulevard.   

Between Amberjack Street and the southern end of Laguna Boulevard is a distinct 

entertainment district with large, family oriented restaurants and entertainment 

facilities, including a waterslide area and large-scale catapult ride.  This area is heavily 

occupied on weekend nights during the beach season due, in part, to a fireworks 

display over the bay every Friday night through the season - between Memorial Day 

and Labor Day. 

Beyond the Town limits to the north is Atwood Park where beachgoers are allowed to park on the beach.  On weekends during the season, vehicles 

of all descriptions are lined up along the beach with umbrellas and cookers.  The area north of the Town is also the location of "The Shores", a major 

new high-end residential development already under construction that will include a mix of luxury single-family residences, high-rise residential towers 

and supporting retail on 240 acres that span the island.   

Land values on the island have increased dramatically over the past 10 

years.  The cost for a typical ¼ acre interior residential lot is typically in 

the range of $250,000.  As an indication of the escalating land values, 

the advertised price range for residential lots in The Shore is presently 

$250,000 to more than $500,000. 

Entertainment District 

Figure 2 

Figure 3 
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PROCESS OVERVIEW 

The following is an outline of the process used to collect information to support the analysis for this study and its recommendations: 

• Review of existing documentation related to the Town, including current work related to the update of the Town's Master Plan and 

previous traffic study information 

• Meetings with Town staff 

• Three (3) public meetings open to the community  

• Meetings with Comprehensive Plan Advisory Committee (CPAC)  

• Inventory of current parking supplies 

• Parking occupancy survey during the weekend of 7/30/06 and an aerial 

photo supplement on the weekend of 8/5/06. 

• Turnover (length of stay) surveys of the beach access parking areas and 

on-street parking along Gulf Boulevard 

• Survey of beach visitors to determine origin and mode of travel to the 

beach 

• Review of aerial photos of conditions on July 4th weekend 

• Evening field observations of activities and parking conditions during the 

Friday night fireworks display 

• Photographic documentation of overall conditions, including aerial sets on 3 separate weekends  

• Spot interviews with individual business owners encountered during the course of the field work 

Figure 4      
Meeting with Comprehensive Plan Advisory Committee 
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CURRENT PARKING CONDITIONS 

GENERAL CONDITIONS 

Parking on the island consists almost exclusively of on-street parking and off-street 

surface lot parking.  Structured parking is very limited and generally consists of first 

level parking situated under elevated structures.  Current zoning ordinances include 

minimum parking requirements for all residential and commercial development. 

Paid parking is not a significant factor in the market at this point.  No commercial 

parking firms have established paid parking facilities and the likely reason is a 

combination of high land cost and a seasonal demand that does not provide 

sufficient annual revenue to make the venture financially feasible.  One paid parking 

lot was in found operating in the entertainment district on a Friday evening during the 

on-site fieldwork.  The parking fee was $5.00 and business appeared to be sparse.  

There are certainly paid parking arrangements in place on the island where 

businesses or individuals need additional parking or boat storage, but there is little 

visible evidence, in the form of notices or signage, that the need is widespread.  

Outside of the beach season, parking is plentiful across the island.  Parking is most 

heavily occupied on the weekend during the beach season due to a combination of 

summertime residents, condominium renters, hotel guests, and families coming from 

the mainland for a day at the beach.  The perception of scarce parking seems to be focused on Gulf Boulevard where the limited public parking 

provided in the beach accesses fill to capacity and parkers overflow onto Gulf Boulevard including the grass covered right-of-way on Gulf and on 

the adjoining side streets.  Private property owners post signs to restrict parking to residents or guests. 

Figure 5 
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PARKING CAPACITY AND UTILIZATION 

The study team conducted a general survey of parking capacity and a survey of parking utilization on high activity weekends in late July and early 

August (2006).   

Inventory of Parking Capacity 

The inventory of parking capacity included most of the study area.   It did not 

include areas that are exclusively residential with single-family homes and small 

multi-family units.  However, larger multi-family properties located in those areas 

were included in most cases.  The validity of car counts in residential areas is 

limited by the inability to determine whether vehicles are present inside closed 

garages.  

Nearly all of the inventory was obtained through physical counts in the field.  In 

some instances, particularly where the study team was not able to access 

properties to conduct a count, the field counts were supplemented by aerial 

photos taken for that purpose.  The photos were taken from two perspectives, 

east and west, in order to provide as much visibility into inaccessible surface lots 

as possible.  Where access was possible, or counts could be determined from 

viewpoints outside of a secured parking area, covered parking areas were counted from the ground.  Visible individual garage enclosures serving 

large residential developments (condominiums) were counted in the inventory of parking capacity, but vehicles that may have been in those 

enclosed individual garages were not included in the car counts.  The result of this limited access to parking enclosures in some of the larger 

residential properties is an understatement of occupancy in this category.  Actual occupancy in residential developments with enclosed garages 

could not be determined. 

Figure 6 
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Parking Occupancy 

On Saturday, July 30th, a series of aerial photographs were taken along the length of the Town from both the Gulf side and Bay side.  These 

photographs were used as the primary means of determining parking occupancy during that typical summer weekend.  An inventory team 

performed occupancy counts on the ground of vehicles parked in accessible covered parking areas, including hotels and most condominiums.  

However, there were a large number of closed individual garage units for 

condominium parking that were not accessible and access was restricted to some 

condominium properties.  Surface parking at most of these closed (gate controlled) 

properties was visible in the aerial photos.  Field observations during the first 

weekend indicated that activity on the beaches peaked later in the day and a 

second set of aerial photographs were arranged for late afternoon on the following 

weekend. 

The occupancy survey and survey results focus on blocks that were commercial or 

that included a mix of commercial and multi-family condominium properties.  It did 

not include some blocks, primarily in the north areas of the Town that were 

predominantly residential, with single-family dwellings and small multi-family units.  In 

blocks with a mix of commercial and residential land uses, only the parking areas 

serving commercial land uses or larger multi-family properties were included in both 

the inventory and occupancy.  In each case the specific parking areas were 

identified individually and included in both the inventory and in the occupancy 

survey.  Because each parking location was identified as either commercial or 

residential, occupancy for commercial land uses could be determined apart from 

the influence of residential properties.  The result is that the occupancy information 

related to Non-Residential properties in Figure 7 reflects actual conditions. 

SUMMARY of Off-Street Occupancy:  All Categories

Blocks Capacity Occupied Empty % Occupied
 1-40 3,351 1,266 2,085 38%

 41-80 2,022 684 1,338 34%
 81-100 1,292 341 951 26%

 101-140 2,818 929 1,889 33%
 141-161 6,827 3,345 3,482 49%

Total: 16,310 6,565 9,745 40%

SUMMARY of Off-Street Occupancy:  Non-Residential

Blocks Capacity Occupied Empty % Occupied
 1-40 2,697 1,131 1,566 42%

 41-80 1,805 615 1,190 34%
 81-100 883 236 647 27%

 101-140 2,135 730 1,405 34%
 141-161 6,692 3,270 3,422 49%

Total: 14,212 5,982 8,230 42%

Figure 7 
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Occupancy in the residential category is not as reliable because the inventory (capacity counts) includes closed garage units.  Since the survey 

team did not have access to these closed garage units, any vehicles in those units were not included in the occupancy survey.  The result is that the 

occupancy level for residential properties is understated.  The block-by-block inventory and survey results are included in the APPENDIX of this report. 

The survey results indicate a relatively low occupancy rate for parking across the island, although occupancy was heavier along Gulf Boulevard 

than other locations.  The Summary in Figure 7 is organized by groups of 40 blocks starting at the Convention Center at the north and extending 

down to Isla Blanca park in the south.    The summary shows that 

the highest daytime occupancy occurred to the north and to 

the south, with lower occupancy levels mid-way along the 

island.  The lower occupancy figures in the mid-island areas is 

due, in part, to the hundreds of vacant parking spaces found in 

the Entertainment District as show in Figure 8.  In examining 

aerial photos taken on July 4th weekend, prior to the on-site 

surveys, it was obvious that the perception of an overall parking 

shortage on the island during weekends of heavy beach activity 

did not reflect actual conditions.  The issue is not one of parking 

capacity but the location of that parking capacity.  

Communities typically target 85% as a healthy overall downtown 

parking occupancy rate, if that parking is well-distributed in 

relation to the parking demand generators.  At 42% overall 

occupancy in commercial parking areas, South Padre Island is 

well below that level, with a sizeable surplus.  Taking advantage 

of that surplus to ease more localized parking shortages is the 

challenge.  

 

 
Figure 8  -  View of vacant space in core retail area  

V
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The graph below shows the range of occupancy percentages by block, arranged in order from the highest to the lowest. 

Figure 9 

Parking Occupancy by Block
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The study team toured the County 

parks at the north and south ends of 

the island.  Edwin King Atwood Park to 

the north was heavily occupied.  No 

actual count was taken (outside of 

study scope), but cars were stretched 

along the beach for a considerable 

distance.  The study team toured Isla 

Blanca park later in the afternoon and 

found the parking facilities located near the gulf side beaches to be heavily occupied, with most areas filled to capacity.  Occupancy was slightly 

higher near dusk than shown in the aerial photographs, with little or no parking left in any of the lots. 

Parking along Gulf Boulevard, including the beach access parking areas, was fairly consistent from mid-afternoon into the early evening, although 

the actual peak seemed to occur in the late afternoon at 4 P.M.  Occupancy levels for both Beach Access lots and on-street parking along Gulf 

Boulevard is addressed more specifically in the next section. 

 

 

The Shlitterbahn parking lot was filled 

to capacity, with cars overflowing into 

the grass areas near the street. 

 

 

Edwin King Atwood Park 

Figure 11  

Figure 12 

Figure 10 



 Town of South Padre Island 
Parking & Transportation Study 

                            April 17, 2007                                                                                      Page 12 
 

page 12 

GULF BOULEVARD  -  Occupancy & Turnover Analysis 

A survey of vehicles parked in beach access lots and in marked on-street spaces was 

conducted by staff provided by the Town on Sunday, 7/30/06 from 10:30 A.M. until 6:00 

P.M.  The personnel conducting the survey were thoroughly familiar with the area being 

surveyed and were assigned to make continuous rounds between Haas (south) and 

Verna Jean (north).  The length of the route was determined by the area that could be 

covered in 1-hour circuits but, because of the efficiency of the survey team, it included 

nearly all of the core beach area. 

The license plate of each parked vehicle was recorded to create a record of arrival 

and departure times, based on the hourly survey cycles.   Length of stay information was 

computed from these arrival and departure times and the results are summarized in 

Figure 13. 

Occupancy 

Occupancy in both the beach access lots and the on-street spaces grew through the 

day.  Occupancy in the beach access lots reached a peak of 94% at 4 P.M. and 

occupancy in the on-street spaces reached a peak of 71% in the same hour.   Overall 

occupancy within the surveyed area reached 81% at 4 P.M. 

Based on examination of aerial photos, it can be assumed that there was a similar 

occupancy pattern between Verna Jean and Sunset. 

OCCUPANCY OF GULF BOULEVARD PARKING - BY HOUR
Coverage area:   HAAS to VERNA JEAN

Beach Access Capacity: 225  (in surveyed area)
On-Street Capacity: 320  (in surveyed area)

TOTAL: 545

Time of Day: 11:00 12:00 13:00 14:00 16:00 17:00
Beach Access

Occupied Spaces 58 159 185 203 212 211
% Beach Occupied 26% 71% 82% 90% 94% 94%

On-Street Spaces
Occupied Spaces 102 169 185 211 231 228

% On-Street Occupied 32% 53% 58% 66% 72% 71%

TOTAL Area Surveyed on Gulf Boulevard
Occcupied Spaces 160 328 370 414 443 439
Total % Occupied 29% 60% 68% 76% 81% 81%

Percentage (%)
Gulf Boulevard Parking Occupied 
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Figure 13  
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Length of Stay 

The Turnover Survey showed that 70% of the people using public parking 

along Gulf stayed for 2 hours or less and 82% stayed for 3 hours or less.  There 

was little difference between the average stay in the beach access lots and 

the on-street spaces. 

Beach Access Lots 71%  -  2 hours or less 

   84%  -  3 hours or less  

On-Street Spaces 69%  -  2 hours or less 

   79%  -  3 hours or less 
 
Although the high number of vehicles that stayed for only one hour (41%) 

may be higher than expected, the actual stays for those vehicles that 

appeared on only one round of the survey may have been longer than one 

hour.  There is no way to determine how far into the next hour they stayed or 

how early in the previous hour they arrived.  The stay is less than 2 hours, but the actual average may have been closer to 1.5 hours.   

The survey includes only vehicles that arrived and departed during the 8 hour survey period.  Cars already parked at the beginning of the survey and 

those still parked on the last round of the survey were not included because their length of stay could not be determined.  As a result, the totals do 

not reflect the number of cars surveyed, just those with established arrival and departure times.  This is consistent with the purpose of a "length of 

stay" analysis.  The OCCUPANCY analysis, however, does include all cars found during the surveys – which is consistent with the purpose of that 

analysis. 

 
 

Figure 14  

Summary of Length of Stay Analysis  -  COMPLETED STAYS ONLY

Total Total Total Total Total Total Total
1 2 3 4 5 6 7

Hour Hour Hour Hour Hour Hour Hour
Stays Stays Stays Stays Stays Stays Stays TOTALS

Beach Access 165 113 48 34 19 11 0 390
% 42% 29% 12% 9% 5% 3% 0%

Cumulative % 42% 71% 84% 92% 97% 100%

On-Street 134 98 34 33 15 22 0 336
% 40% 29% 10% 10% 4% 7% 0%

Cumulative % 40% 69% 79% 89% 93% 100%

Total 299 211 82 67 34 33 0 726
% 41% 29% 11% 9% 5% 5% 0%

Cumulative % 41% 70% 82% 91% 95% 100%
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BEACH SURVEYS 

Surveys of transportation modes were conducted on Sunday 7/30 using employees of the Town of South Padre Island.    The survey teams 

conducted face-to-face interviews with groups on the beach.  The survey was designed to gather basic information about the point of origin 

(staying on the island vs. driving from the mainland), method of travel, size of the group and number of cars.  Questions were also asked about use of 

the WAVE and whether those interviewed were aware of the WAVE service.  A copy of the survey form is included in the APPENDIX. 

Although the survey teams were distributed to collect samples from most sections of the beach area, a heavier concentration of people in the area 

near hotels did skew some of the results. 

Interviews were conducted with 480 groups representing 3,111 people on the beach.  Of those, 767 were drivers, which represents 767 vehicles 

driven to the beach area.  The resulting parking demand ratio is just over 4.0 people per vehicle if those arriving by other means, such as walking 

from a nearby condominium, are included.  The full survey results are provided in the APPENDIX of this report.  Figure 15 provides a summary of key 

statistics.   

Figure 15  -  Key Beach Survey Results 

 
GROUP 

Number 
of 

Groups 

Number 
of 

People 

Number 
of 

Cars 

People 
per 

Vehicle 

Walked 
to Beach 
(groups) 

Walked 
to Beach 
(people) 

Beach 
Lot 

(groups) 

On-Street 
Parking 
(groups) 

Ever 
Ridden 
WAVE 

Aware 
of 

WAVE 
Residents 29 190 49 3.88 5 31 5 2 0% 21% 

% of Total 6% 6%    1%     

Non-Residents Staying on the Island 346 2,410 595 4.05 104 746 50 15 9% 38% 
% of Total 72% 76%    24%     

Mainland Day Visitors 91 446 108 4.13 5  41 29 11% 30% 
% of Total 19% 14%         

It is interesting to note that although Non-Residents staying on the island and Day Visitors were aware of the WAVE service (38% and 30%), only 9%-

11% had ridden the WAVE.  Equally interesting is the apparent lower level of awareness among island residents – at only 21%, with none having 

actually ridden the WAVE.  
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Current Parking Practices and Challenges 

Parking Along Padre Boulevard 

Padre Boulevard is the primary retail corridor for the island.  With the exception of the "Entertainment District", there is very little non-residential 

commercial activity north of Haas Street that is not located along Padre Boulevard.  Prior to the current reconfiguration project that is adding a 

center median, Padre Boulevard consisted of two travel lanes in each direction, a single, bi-directional turn lane in the center and an outboard lane 

on either side that was intended to facilitate safer turning movements into and out of head –in spaces.   

        Figure 16 

                    Ä                      é é  é  é é      Ä 
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Padre Boulevard is currently undergoing modifications to improve traffic safety and, more importantly, pedestrian safety.  Under the original 

configuration shown above, Padre Boulevard presented a significant obstacle for pedestrians attempting to cross.  There are very few signals along 

Padre Boulevard and traffic movement is continuous along most segments.  The original configuration provided no refuge for pedestrians 

attempting to cross what is effectively 7 lanes.  Making matters worse, pedestrians unable to make it across in one movement were stranded in the 

center bi-directional turn lane  -  a very dangerous place to be at any time and a particularly dangerous place to be at night.  During the on-site 

fieldwork, the study team observed very dangerous pedestrian situations routinely along Padre Boulevard.  When driving during the active early 

evening hours, pedestrians crossing that wide roadway, including many unaccompanied children, were nearly invisible.  The current program for 

installing a physical median and providing clearly identified, formal crosswalks is an urgently needed improvement.  This issue will be discussed in 

greater detail later in this report. 
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Head-In Parking (Padre Boulevard) 

One of the most significant characteristics related to parking along Padre Boulevard is the extensive "head-in" parking that is accessed directly from 

the roadway and across what would normally be a sidewalk.  There are no formal curbs and sidewalks along much of Padre Boulevard.  Many, if not 

most, block faces along Padre Boulevard consist of a continuous driving surface wherever parking areas abut the roadway.  Customers and visitors 

pull directly from the roadway into perpendicular parking spaces.  In most cases those spaces are hard against buildings or landscaping.  In others, 

however, direct access from the street is simply used to increase the parking capacity of parking lots.  Where sidewalks are in place, the walking 

surfaces are asphalt, which makes them less distinguishable from the roadway and adjacent pavement than a concrete sidewalk. 

           Figure 17                Figure 18 
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The outside shoulder lanes along Padre Boulevard have been provided as an aid to 

parkers using the head-in spaces.  The additional space provides more opportunity to 

back out of a space without the vehicle encroaching on the travel lane.  Apart from its 

impact on the overall appearance of Padre Boulevard, this head-in parking 

arrangement creates a real hazard for pedestrians walking along whatever sidewalk 

there may be as vehicles enter head-in parking spaces by crossing the sidewalk or 

pedestrian pathway.  Some businesses have located pedestrian walkways next to their 

buildings but there is no consistency from block to block. 

Another issue related to the head-in spaces is the use of the outboard maneuvering 

lane by bicycles and a range of non-standard motorized or people-powered vehicles 

that are available for rent on the island.  Movement of these vehicles along the 

shoulder lane poses an even greater risk of collision with someone maneuvering into or 

out of a head-in space. 

                                    

 

 

 

 

Figure 19  

Figure 20 
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Modifications to Padre Boulevard to eliminate direct head-in parking access from the street have been considered by the Town and are still under 

consideration as a way to improve pedestrian safety along this primary retail corridor and to improve its overall appearance.  The primary objective 

of those potential modifications is to move the pedestrian walking path away from the edge of the roadway and outside of parking maneuvers.  

Unless there is an interior parking area on the property, the sidewalk or pedestrian path would be outboard of all travel lanes and parking, allowing 

pedestrians to move along each block with minimal risk of encountering a moving vehicle.  This arrangement would not, however, provide a safe 

haven for bicycles, peddle-powered trams, and other non-standard vehicles.  The detailed right-of-way analysis that is provided later in this report 

will address some additional limitations of this approach and provide a recommended improvement strategy that is consistent with improvements 

already in progress. 

Parking Along Gulf Boulevard 

Gulf Boulevard has one lane of travel in each direction.  In some areas along the 

east side of the northbound travel lane is a row of striped parallel parking spaces.  

An additional strip of pavement on the east side of those parking spaces is 

reserved and marked as a pedestrian pathway.  The parallel spaces marked on 

the street are available to the general public, including beachgoers and visitors 

to the condominiums along Gulf. 

The grass-covered right-of-way on the west side of Gulf provides additional 

parking for beachgoers and visitors to nearby condominiums.  It is also used as 

supplemental parking for a limited number of food and beverage establishments 

located along Gulf.  In some instances, parking overflows into the side streets, 

with vehicles parked on the sand or grass right-of-way.  This is an ongoing issue for 

the permanent residents along those streets who consider the grass right-of-way 

as part of their front yard.  Signs are posted on the side streets, warning parkers to 

make sure that all wheels are off of the pavement.  That requirement is strictly Figure 21 
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enforced and violators are ticketed. 

Similar to Padre Boulevard, there are segments along Gulf Boulevard, primarily along the east side, where the roadway is used for direct access into 

head-in spaces located on private property.  

Specific recommendations related to parking capacity, pedestrian safety and traffic movement are provided later in this report. 

    

Figure 22  - Right-of-Way Parking on Gulf Boulevard                                        Figure 23  -  Head-in Parking along Gulf Boulevard 
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FUTURE PARKING SUFFICIENCY 

Although there is sufficient parking capacity across the island, in general, the 

future is likely to bring a steady increase in overall density.  Part of the increase in 

density will be driven by the rise in land costs that will put property for single-

family residences out of reach for more and more people.  Higher density 

properties, even though they may still offer a range of price options, will 

represent an increasing portion of the market as it has in so many other 

beachfront communities across the country.  New residential developments will 

still be required to provide sufficient on-site parking.  But, since the residential 

component (whether permanent residents or renters) represents the bulk of 

retail customers for island businesses, the increased density will increase retail 

business and the demand for retail parking.  Existing surpluses of parking enjoyed 

by some businesses will steadily shrink. 

An assessment of future parking needs in a linear community such as South 

Padre Island is quite different from that in a typical downtown that is focused 

around a central core.  The concentration of taller buildings, people and cars at 

the typical downtown core dictates the location of large parking facilities in locations where they can serve that core.  On South Padre Island, the 

"core" extends nearly the length of the incorporated portion of the island.  There is some concentration of retail businesses in the south third, but that 

concentration can be expected to spread northward over time.  Likewise, the demand for beach parking is distributed along the full length of the 

Town's beach area.  This presents an unusual challenge in determining how best to position any additional public parking capacity in a way to serve 

the community efficiently. 

Figure 24 
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PARKING STRATEGIES 

PHYSICAL AND BEHAVIORAL FACTORS 

Parking strategies and management of the parking system as a whole are designed to support 

larger community goals that are related to the character, quality and growth objectives of that 

community.  Parking strategies and the policies that come out of those strategies cannot drive 

larger policy decisions related to the overall land use plan and plans for the development or 

preservation of various residential and business sectors and general qualities that are desired in 

the community.  Accordingly, the following is a discussion of observations made about the nature 

of South Padre Island and dynamics at work that would affect strategies and policy decisions 

related to parking and transportation.  A clear understanding of these factors is essential in 

understanding the rationale for proposed parking strategies. 

The Nature of South Padre Island's Beachfront Corridor  -  Gulf Boulevard 

One feature that distinguishes South Padre Island from most other beachfront communities is the 

fact that the roadway closest to the beach, Gulf Boulevard, is not the primary retail corridor.  In 

Virginia Beach, for example, most beach and tourist related retail is located along Atlantic 

Avenue, which is the street located closest to the beach.  The same is true of Ocean Boulevard 

in Myrtle Beach and Atlantic Avenue in Daytona Beach.  That is not the case on South Padre 

Island and that fact dramatically affects the rationale for assessing parking need and identifying 

the appropriate parking strategies.   

Figure 26  -  Myrtle Beach 

Figure 25  
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Why is this difference important?  It is important in the way it affects the behavior patterns of people going to the beach.  In Virginia Beach and 

Myrtle Beach, beachgoers driving in from outside the community or from another part of the city tend to park near the retail corridor because the 

retail corridor is closest to the beach.  They may park in public parking areas located along the beachfront, but they either walk by retail business as 

they come and go to the beach on foot, or they are within a close walking distance to food establishments and retail shops.  The close proximity of 

those businesses to the beach and the principal parking areas not only provides a convenient opportunity to eat and shop, it also encourages 

people to count on those businesses for convenience items, beach related items and access to food while they are visiting the beach.  Because 

they are so convenient, they can become a normal "part of the trip."   Beachgoers are more likely to leave lunch at home and walk to a hot dog 

stand or pizza shop when it is within close walking distance to the beach.  This is particularly true when parking is difficult to find or there is a general 

perception that parking is scarce.  Beachgoers are far less likely to move their cars in order to drive to a tee shirt shop or fast food restaurant when it 

may be difficult to find parking when they return to the beach area. 

In South Padre Island the pattern is quite different.  People going to the beach tend to bring all of 

their food and other supplies in their cars, park as close as possible to the beach (somewhere along 

Gulf Boulevard) and go directly to the beach.  Once they are done at the beach, they return to their 

cars and, unless they are staying somewhere on the island, cross back over to the mainland without 

stopping.  The consensus of opinion from residents and business owners on South Padre Island is that 

the daytime beachgoer from the mainland tends to bypass retail opportunities on the island and are 

more likely to do all of their shopping before leaving home or do it at discount retailers enroute. 

From the standpoint of parking strategies, this removes one of the core reasons for investing in 

beachfront parking – support for local businesses.  It can even be argued that creating additional 

parking along Gulf Boulevard for daytime beachgoers originating from the mainland could be 

counterproductive, allowing them to park even further away from Padre Boulevard than they do now.  If significant retail development along Gulf 

Boulevard is not part of the future plan for the island, there is no "retail support" incentive for investing in additional public parking on that roadway 

except to the extent that an increased availability of convenient beach parking encourages beachgoers to leave for lunch or to shop, knowing that 

convenient parking will be available when they return to the beach. 

Figure 27 
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What other purposes can be served by increasing parking capacity along Gulf Boulevard?  The first is to serve island residents who live on the Bay 

side of the island and visitors staying in condominiums or hotels located on the west side of Padre Boulevard.  That is a legitimate objective, serving 

two groups that represent a financial contribution to the island through purchases and tax contributions.  The other possible user group would be 

renters and guests of condominiums and hotels along Gulf Boulevard.  If that is the case, the properties benefiting from the additional parking 

capacity should contribute financially to its creation.  This will be addressed in more detail later in this section.   

 

GULF BOULEVARD – Capacity Reqiurements 

1)  How Much Parking is "Enough"? 

First, it is recognized that the Island is under an obligation, by state statute, to provide public 

access to the beach and that this access is logically supported by some level of convenient, 

beach access parking.  Beach parking is presently provided at several beach access points 

along Gulf Boulevard although some of the designated parking areas are quite small.  At 

present, that parking is provided without charge.  

Beach Capacity 

Based on observed density of people on the beaches, beach access lots and right-of-way 

parking along both Gulf Boulevard and the adjoining side streets would be exhausted well 

before the beaches themselves neared capacity.  Capacity on the beaches themselves is 

not a limiting factor under present circumstances and is not likely to be in the foreseeable 

future. 

Figure 28 
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Occupancy of Beach Parking 

Tours of the beach access parking areas during the July 30th weekend and aerial surveys during the weekends of July 4th and August 5th showed a 

high level of utilization.  In the more active areas, vehicles were constantly entering and leaving.  Frequently, there were one or more vehicles 

waiting for spaces as people returned to their cars to leave.  Most of the parallel spaces near the south end of Gulf Boulevard were heavily 

occupied and a number of cars were parked in the grass right-of-way on the west side of the street.   

Side-Street Right-of-Way Parking 

One pattern noted during the field-work is that people parking in 

grass-covered right-of-ways along Gulf Boulevard and on the side 

streets seem to avoid parking in front of residences whenever 

possible.  Even where there is a popular eating establishment to 

draw heavier traffic, customers seem to use the right-of-way 

parking along the edges of undeveloped parcels rather than park 

in front of homes (See Figure 29).  It is apparent that parking 

demand along Gulf Boulevard does not exceed the available 

capacity to the extent that parkers routinely resort to parking in 

front of residences on the cross streets.  The conclusion drawn from 

the field observations is that, outside exception periods such as 

Spring Break, the perception of large scale parking in front of 

residences on the side streets is greater than the reality – at 

present.   

Figure 29  -  Right-of-Way Parking – Avoiding Private Residences 
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Overflow from County Parks 

Visits to the park areas at the north and south ends of the island raise a broader question.  Can enough additional parking be provided along Gulf 

Boulevard to satisfy potential demand?  In Atwood Park to the north, where cars are allowed on the beach itself, those cars were lined up on the 

beach as far as the eye could see.  The access fee to the park is $4 per vehicle.  In Isla Blanca County Park at the south end of the island, the nearly 

1,000 spaces in parking areas on the gulf side were full to overflowing in the late afternoon.  This indicates that the parks have a strong attraction for 

a number of possible reasons, including the close proximity of parking areas to the beach.  Despite a $4 daytime fee per vehicle ($2 after 5 PM), the 

park periodically has to close because of overcrowding and the lack of parking space.   As overall beach demand grows in the future, any increase 

in overflow from the park will put additional pressure on parking along Gulf Boulevard.   

Relocation from County Parks 

Another issue is how many people presently using the County park beaches would 

move to the core beaches if parking was more plentiful or attractive amenities were 

added along Gulf Boulevard.  Beachgoers parking on the beach in Atwood Park may 

not be strong candidates to relocate to the core beach area, even if more parking 

was provided.  The ability to park on the beach is an unusual opportunity that many 

people enjoy and they come to the park for that specific reason.   Those parked in the 

Isla Blanca County Park are more likely candidates to move to the core beach area if 

better parking availability or other changes made it more convenient.  However, the 

limited amount of right-of-way parking taking place on the side streets would indicate 

that preference for the less crowded core area beaches is limited by: 

1. a general reluctance to park in the grass front of private residences, 

2. a preference for parking that is a shorter walking distance to the beach.   

Walking distance to the beach can certainly be a factor, particularly when it involves carrying coolers, chairs, umbrellas or children. 

Figure 30 
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Impact of Retail Amenities on Parking Demand 

Another obvious factor affecting parking along Gulf Boulevard is the significant impact that a popular food and beverage establishment can have 

on parking.   The Wanna Wanna Beach Bar & Grill at the Island Inn on Gulf Boulevard is a current example as show in Figure 31.  The demand for 

right-of-way parking is higher in that location than at any other point along Gulf.  Some direct demand is generated by the restaurant itself, but it is 

likely that additional indirect 

demand is generated by 

beachgoers that like to use that 

portion of the beach because 

Wanna Wanna is a convenient 

amenity.  If additional food and 

beverage establishments are 

added along Gulf in the future, 

they have the potential for 

generating similar parking 

demand.  Fortunately, the right-of-

way parking near Wanna Wanna 

is reasonably accommodated 

along the edges of undeveloped 

property, but that will not be the 

case once that property is 

developed and may not be the 

case if other establishments are 

developed along Gulf. 

   Figure 31 
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Conclusions About Capacity Needs: 

1. The existing demand for parking along Gulf is being reasonably met by the available beach access lots and available right-of-way parking. 

2. If parking is improved in a qualitative way, such as more formal identification of right-of-way parking along the block faces on Gulf, it would 

attract additional beachgoers to the core beaches because of the close proximity of that parking to the beach and the higher level of 

comfort in parking in more formally identified parking spaces. 

3. As more open parcels are taken for development, the need for more formalized parking will increase in order to maintain even the existing 

comfort level for beachgoers.  

4. If additional food and beverage establishments, available to beachgoers, are added along Gulf Boulevard, it is likely that they will generate 

more parking demand than is accounted for by their actual customer volume.  Part of the additional area demand will be due to the effect 

of those establishments as "beach amenities" in attracting additional beach visitors. 

5. With paid beach access fees already established in the county parks, paid parking may be easily accepted in public parking areas along 

Gulf Boulevard.  (Discussed in more detail in the System Management section of this report.) 

6. The Town of South Padre should develop a phased plan for creating additional, formalized on-street parking along Gulf Boulevard, starting 

with the blocks closest to the existing beach access points where demand is highest.  Specific recommendations are included in a later 

section of this report. 

2)  Management of Gulf Boulevard Parking Resources 

Better management of parking resources along Gulf Boulevard would help meet the overall objectives for activity along the beach area.  One 

of the concerns expressed by Town staff and by residents in open discussions is the use of beach access parking by condominium renters and 

visitors.  By policy, beach access parking is intended for beach visitors.  Condominiums are expected to provide sufficient parking capacity on-

site to meet their own needs.  When condominium traffic overflows into beach access parking areas, support for beach visitor access is affected. 
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Time Limits vs. Paid Parking 

Time limits and effective enforcement of parking in the beach access parking areas helps to ensure that long stays are discouraged, but the 

most effective management tool is paid parking.  Relying only on enforced time limits reduces flexibility for beach visitors who may want to stay 

longer than the allowed time limit.  With a time limit, that beach visitor would have to move to another parking space or another parking area to 

avoid being in violation.  If no other parking is available nearby, this could be a source of legitimate frustration.  With paid parking, beach visitors 

have the option of simply leaving their vehicles in place and paying for more time.  Paid parking also provides the ability to adjust the 

management of the parking areas through changes in the rate structure.   

Figure 32 - Examples of Fee Structures and Management Strategy: 

 Structure: Example: Purpose: 

A Flat fee for the full day $6 per day/stay – no time limit 

Basic beach access similar to entrance fee at 
County parks.  Could provide the highest revenue if 
the length of beach stays remain constant, but 
lower level of control on condominium parkers. 

B Flat fee for a limited period of time $4 for 4 hours Provide some incentive for turnover. 

C Hourly fee with a daily maximum $1 per hour, $6 all day Provide lower fee option for shorter stays. 

D Hourly fee with no daily maximum $1 per hour – no limit "Pay for what you use" approach and strongest tool 
for discouraging long-term condominium parking. 

E Hourly fee that escalates for longer stays 
$1 per hour for the first 2 hours, 
$2 per hour each additional 
hour  

Provide low rate for typical stays and discourage 
longer stays. 
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Management Methods 

There is a range of alternatives available to the Town in managing parking in the beach access parking areas as well as on Gulf Boulevard itself.  

Options range from the type of honor systems used at many state parks, to manual coin boxes, to standard parking meters or more advanced multi-

space meters, and on to "pay by cell phone" systems.  Any kind of system that involves manual collection by attendants is not feasible because of 

the small size of the parking areas.  The number of attendants that would be needed and the associated labor costs could not be justified. 

Multi-Space Meters 

Although standard parking meters have been used for years in controlling beach parking areas, more 

and more beachfront communities have introduced electronic multi-space meters.  A single multi-

space meter can take the place of 30 or more standard meters.  This is a distinct advantage in terms of 

coverage, flexibility and service requirements.  Spaces can be added or removed from a coverage 

area with little or no change to the multi-space meter programming.  A multi-space meter can be used 

to control not only a beach access lot, but nearby on-street parking as well.  The only real limitation is 

maintaining a reasonable walking distance between the parking space and the meter.   

Multi-space meters provide a considerable level of flexibility that is not available with standard meters or 

manual coin boxes.  The most important advantage is the customer's ability to pay by credit card.  

Credit card acceptance reduces the number of cash transactions and the amount of cash that is 

stored in the machines.  That reduces risk and the amount of labor required to collect from the 

machines.  If for example, the machines limited payment to dollar bills or credit card, no bill dispenser 

would be needed because no change would be given.  Replenishing bill dispensers and failures of bill 

dispensers is one of the biggest service factors with automated payment machines.  Another 

advantage of multi-space meters is that they can be better protected from rain and sand intrusion.  The 

machines can be protected by hoods or placed in protective "booths" as shown in Figures 33-35. Figure 
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Multi-Space Meter Options 

Although there is a wide variety of configurations and features available in multi-space meters, they fall into two principal categories:  "Pay-by-

Space" systems and "Pay-and-Display" systems.    

• With a Pay-by-Space system, each space controlled by the meter is physically numbered with a pavement marking or sign.  The parker 

enters the space number and pays for the time.   An advantage of this option is the ability of some systems to notify enforcement officers 

when time has expired or is about to expire on spaces.  This is done via radio or web connection to a hand-held device used by the 

enforcement officer.  Another advantage is the level of management information that the system can provide about the utilization of 

specific spaces and overall lengths of stay – because it can track when a new parker enters a space.  This duration of stay information is 

not completely accurate because it still cannot determine when the space was actually vacated by the previous parker, but the 

information is more accurate than information available with the alternative Pay-and-Display system described next.  The primary 

disadvantage of the Pay-by-Space system is that all spaces must be marked and it does not provide the flexibility of coming and going 

from a lot while paid time is still valid – an advantage provided in a Pay-and-Display system. 

• In a Pay-and-Display system, the machine issues a receipt for the amount of paid time.   The parker places the receipt on the dash of the 

vehicle to show the amount of time paid.  Enforcement officers check the expiration times on the displayed receipts during enforcement 

rounds.  This system involves more enforcement time because each receipt must be visually checked by the enforcement officer on foot.  

It is less efficient than standard meters that display an "Expired" flag that can be seen from a moving enforcement vehicle.  The Pay-and-

Display system does, however, offer some significant advantages.  One of the most important from the standpoint of serving the beach 

visitors and supporting area businesses is the fact that the unexpired time remaining on a paid receipt can be honored anywhere in the 

system.  This frees the beach visitor to leave a parking space, go to a restaurant or a shop, and return to another controlled parking 

space without losing time that has already been paid.  This system also does not rely on numbered spaces.  It can control parking on an 

unmarked sand lot as easily as it can marked on-street spaces. 

Both systems offer "Solar-Powered" models that eliminate the need for electrical power connections.  They can be installed and operate 

anywhere that has the physical space.   Manufacturers producing both type of systems also provide the capability of accepting smart cards 
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or local "debit" cards sold to regular users of the beach system.  This also reduces the need for cash and provides another convenience for 

locals. 

After considering the operating conditions, the conclusion of the study team is that a Pay-and-Display version would be the most appropriate multi-

space meter option for this application.    

Advantages: 

• The ability to move to another parking area or to leave and return to the same parking area without losing paid time is a significant 

benefit to parkers and opens more pricing options.  Charging a flat fee, for example, is more feasible when parkers can come and go 

without losing what they have already paid for. 

• The fee can be paid at any of the meters in the system, not just the meter to which spaces may be assigned.  There is no assignment of 

spaces, just the issue of a valid receipt for time. 

• The system can be used to charge for parking on unimproved right-of-way areas as long as appropriate signage is in place to identify 

that area as paid parking.  This allows nearly unlimited expansion and contraction of designated parking areas as needed – because no 

clear identification or numbering of spaces is required. 

Disadvantages: 

• Each parker has to return to the car to display the receipt. 

o This takes time and is less convenient than a Pay-by-Space system.  However, with a Pay-by-Space system parkers often have to walk 

back to their cars to determine the space number because they do not realize that is part of the process until they reach the pay 

station.  Additionally, the time required to place the receipt in the vehicle may be less of an issue in a beach environment than it is in 

a downtown environment where workday time is more of an issue. 

o Returning to the car means additional foot traffic across Gulf Boulevard if the system includes on-street parking on the west side of the 

street. 
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o Pay-and-Display systems do not allow for remote payments and remote extensions of time that are possible with a Pay-by-Space 

system.  It will not allow, for example, extension of time using a cell phone  -  an option that is available with some Pay-by-Space 

systems. 

Cost:   

The cost of Pay-and-Display machines ranges from $4,000 to $15,000 depending on the features included.  Most can be purchased for under 

$10,000, with change-making features being the most significant feature affecting cost.  At $10,000, a single multi-space meter that controls 

33 parking spaces costs roughly the same per space as using standard parking meters. 
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Padre Boulevard – the "Business Core" 

With the parking requirements of the current zoning ordinance in place, sufficient parking will be provided with future developments along Padre 

Boulevard to serve the needs of those developments as it does currently.  There is a significant surplus of parking in the current system and the surplus 

along the Padre Boulevard retail corridor is actually higher than in other areas.  However, as growing density on the island continues to generate 

additional retail business, the current surpluses can be expected to shrink unless growth in the number of retailers outpaces population growth. 

The principal issues are related to whether the current parking requirements are appropriate and what role the Town should play in developing 

future parking capacity.  The issue of parking requirements will be addressed later in this report.  The issue of head-in parking along Padre Boulevard 

will also be addressed later. 

Participation in Parking Development for Business Support 

There are three major challenges facing the Town in providing future parking capacity for public use, particularly off-street capacity: 

1. Lack of concentrated parking demand  

When municipalities become involved in providing off-street parking, it typically is in response to a need to accommodate a significant 

concentration of parking demand.  Ideally, that demand is met by providing a parking facility that is located in the center of demand 

generators and within a reasonable walking distance.  In the case of South Padre Island, non-residential parking demand is spread along an 

elongated business corridor.  The challenge is identifying a location where a large parking facility would be able to serve a sufficient number 

of demand generators to be worthwhile and provide the necessary parking revenues. 

2. Land Cost 

The high cost of land reduces the financial feasibility of surface parking and adds substantially to the cost of structured parking.  At a land 

cost of $44 per square foot (as seen on a sign for a residential parcel), a cost of $3,000 per space for construction, and 100% occupancy 

every day, surface parking would require an average of $8 in revenue per day per space for the 180 day beach season.  At $60 per square 
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foot, that daily revenue requirement climbs to over $10 per space.  A parking structure would require between $9 and $13 in revenue per 

day for a 180 day period each year to cover debt service and nominal operating costs. 

3. Seasonality of Parking Demand – Revenue Impact 

The dramatic seasonality of activity on the island, and the associated parking demand, reduces the number of months during which the 

Town might expect a parking facility to be well utilized and to generate parking revenues.  Although the permanent residential population 

may increase over time, the presence of visitors and shoppers will continue to be highly seasonal and it is the visitor/shopper group that 

represents potential parking revenue for a new parking facility. 

Parking as an Economic Development Tool 

Parking can be used by municipalities as an economic development tool.  In some cases, the provision of ample parking in an area where parking 

appears to be scarce can attract businesses and make investment more attractive to the funding sources that those businesses rely on for capital.  

In other cases the primary reason for municipal involvement is to serve as a point of consolidation for both land and capital to fund parking 

development in a way that may not be possible for multiple small businesses.  This is often the case in older downtowns that are undergoing 

revitalization.  Vacant buildings are converted to new uses that often generate more parking demand than the original building use and there is no 

place for parking.  In order to encourage the revitalization effort, the municipality takes on the role of developing the necessary parking, with 

businesses that benefit from the parking sharing in the cost.  Financial commitments by those businesses can take a number of forms, from direct 

assessments to In Lieu fees, to certificates of participation or parking space rental commitments. 
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Potential Locations for a New Parking Structure 

Causeway Location 

There have been previous discussions among business and Town leaders about locating a parking structure near the causeway to intercept 

beachgoers coming from the mainland.  The facility could include retail and food amenities as well as rental facilities for bicycles and other 

alternative transportation vehicles.  It would also be an ideal location for a visitor information center.  This concept would rely on shuttle buses to 

transport parkers from the parking facility to their destinations on the island. 

This concept has obvious advantages, particularly from the standpoint of intercepting and reducing vehicle traffic on the island.  However, an 

examination of how the program might operate raises some questions that whether this is the best location. 

1) The shuttle vehicles would have to be specially equipped to provide adequate storage room for the normal array of things that people will be 

expecting to take with them to the beach.  The vehicles would likely need to be substantially larger than the vehicles current used for the 

"Wave."   

2) The program would have the effect of further removing beachgoers from retail opportunities along Padre Boulevard and elsewhere north of the 

causeway.  People parking in the facility and taking a shuttle to the beach would have no way of storing their beach equipment if they wanted 

to walk to Padre Boulevard to shop or eat.  Once back to the parking facility, it is more likely that they would leave the island than stay to shop 

or eat, unless they were planning to take advantage of some of the attractions in the Entertainment District.   New retail business near the new 

parking facility could benefit from being close by, but it would be a shift of potential customers away from established businesses on Padre 

Boulevard. 

3) Although an efficient shuttle system could make it convenient for beach visitors to later go to the Entertainment District, staying there would not 

be as convenient if those visitors did not have close access to their cars.  For the beach visitor, the car serves not only as transportation, but as a 

place to store those things needed from time to time through the day and evening.  If, for example, the temperature drops more than 
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expected during the evening, a family without direct access to their car and warmer/dryer clothing might choose to simply leave – because of 

the time needed to ride a shuttle back to the parking facility and retrieve what they need. 

4) One advantage of this location is that it could conveniently serve as supplemental parking when the lots at Isla Blanca Park are full.  In this case, 

the County may have an interest in participating financially in the development of the facility and the cost of any shuttle service to the Park.  

But, those parkers would not represent any real revenue opportunity for Padre Boulevard businesses and the Town would stand to lose financially 

unless the revenue from the users, combined with any subsidy from the County, fully covered the cost of providing those spaces. 

Entertainment District Location 

A parking facility located in the heart of the Entertainment District offers distinct advantages over a site near the causeway: 

1) It could be used as daytime beach parking, with a shuttle providing transport to the beach access points. 

a) Although this arrangement is similar to the concept for a facility near the causeway, it has the advantage of introducing beach visitors 

directly to the heaviest concentration of beach-oriented retail and to the location of entertainment that could extend their stay into the 

evening.  After they arrive at the parking facility, visitors could chose to leave their belongings in their car while visiting some of the nearby 

shops for supplies, beachwear or food before boarding a shuttle for the beach.  The same would be true when they return from the beach.   

They would be delivered to the center of the beach retail and entertainment area. 

b) The new facility could provide needed parking for the growing nighttime attractions in the Entertainment District.  This would not only serve 

to support that activity with parking, but it would provide for an additional income stream (nighttime parking fees) from people coming for 

or staying for the evening attractions.  This is less likely with a causeway location which would rely primarily on daytime beach visitor 

revenues. 

c) The new facility could stimulate new business development in the Entertainment District by providing needed parking. 
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(1) With the high cost of land on South Padre Island, the cost of providing surface parking nearly matches the cost of providing structured 

parking because more cars are "stacked" on the same land area.  Prospective new businesses may be able to set up on smaller 

parcels when they have the option of purchasing necessary parking in a consolidated facility.   

(2) Because less land area would be required for surface parking, more businesses can locate within the same area.  This can create a 

"Shared Parking" benefit that is not possible when businesses are spread out over a larger area.   

(3) Because of the new shared parking effect, the Town could lower parking requirements for businesses located near the new parking 

facility and participating in the cost of the facility. 

(4) The result could be a lower net cost for businesses in that area to provide for their parking needs.    

With a land cost of $44 per square foot and a construction cost of $3,000 per space, the cost of surface parking is approximately 

$18,400 per space.  This approximates the cost of building structured parking.  At a land cost of $60 per square foot, the cost per space 

increases to $24,000, which is roughly equivalent to the cost of building structured parking today. 

Assuming a land cost of $44 per square foot and a cost for structured parking of $20,000 per space, the cost per space for a 4-level 

parking structure would be approximately $24,600.  A 33% reduction in the required minimum parking for a business participating in the 

parking structure would bring the cost of parking down to the cost of providing the normal minimum requirement with surface parking. 

(5) Assuming that a fee will be charged to users of a parking structure, this revenue can be used to offset the financial burden that would 

otherwise rest on participating businesses and the broader community through financial subsidies from the Town.  This might not be 

possible when applied to multiple small parking areas owned by private businesses because of the lack of a method of collecting fees 

and the reluctance to "be the first" to charge for parking in a competitive environment. 

(6) A normal result of increasing the density of retail businesses, with the proper mix, is an overall increase in business volume for all of those 

businesses.  This is an established retail principle behind many of many successful retail development strategies across the country.  A 

group of restaurants located in close proximity of each other and providing a variety of options tend to attract more business than 
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when those same restaurants are spread over a wider area.  The same principle applies when a collection of businesses target the 

same general customer group, such as beach visitors.  The collection of business becomes "the place to go" because of the choices it 

provides, all in the same general location.  This principle could easily apply to the Entertainment District in South Padre Island because 

of the collection of like businesses that have already begun to develop. 

(7) Within limits that might be imposed for tax exempt funding, retail space could be provided as part of a parking structure to 

immediately add new retail opportunities at the site of the new facility.  The structure could also serve, as proposed for the "causeway 

location", as the Visitor Information Center to provide information about access to the beach, about area attractions, and about area 

businesses. 

d) The facility could be designed specifically to accommodate shuttle buses for efficient and safe transport of people between the facility 

and other areas of the island, including the beaches. 

e) The dimensions of the Entertainment District, at one of the wider points on the island, provides the opportunity for a central parking facility to 

serve more businesses within a reasonable walking distance that other locations on the island. 

f) Because the Entertainment District is located near the south end of the island, it would not contribute significantly to traffic volume along 

the full length of Padre Boulevard.  It would not reduce travel volume and potential congestion between that point and the causeway.    

But, it would give visitors a convenient opportunity to see and stop at one of the shops on Padre Boulevard on their way to the garage. 

Figure 36 shows two potential parking deck sites in the northern half of the Entertainment District.  Additional sites options are included in the 

APPENDIX.  The specific site would be determined in conjunction with the Master Plan vision for this area, with attention of the potential site(s) to 

the prospective new development it would be designed to support.  The use of these sites for parking must be weighed against the value of 

those sites in an overall development plan.  Selection of a specific site would be supported by a detailed site feasibility study that considers area 

development plans, street access, visibility, expandability, bus routing, pedestrian flow, queuing and traffic control. 
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Figure 36  -  Potential Parking Structure Locations in the Entertainment District 
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Funding Options 

In addition to the Town's ability to issue general obligation bonds for capital improvement projects, the State of Texas authorizes 

"Improvement Districts" ("ID"s) to issue tax-exempt special assessment bonds for the acquisition or construction of public improvements, 

including off-street parking structures.  With the seasonal nature of activity and potential parking revenues for a prospective parking structure, 

it may be difficult to secure funding that relies solely on parking revenues (revenue bonds) for debt service. 

Funding of a new parking structure could include a combination of the following revenue sources: 

• Parking Revenues from Facility Users  -  Hourly parking fees can be charged for users of the parking facility, whether customers of 

nearby businesses or visitors taking the shuttle to the beach. 

• Parking revenues from beach access parking  -  In the section of this report that addresses management of beach access 

parking, collection of parking fees for beach access parking is recommended as a management tool.  At the same time, it is a 

source of revenue that can be applied toward transportation system operation, improvements along Gulf Boulevard and other 

capital projects that could include support for a parking structure.   

• Special assessment fees from established area businesses that will benefit from the additional parking and pedestrian activity. 

• In-Lieu fees from new businesses entering the market area covered by the new structure.  In-Lieu fees are normally paid in 

advance by the owners of new business properties or owners of existing properties being converted to a new use that generates 

a higher level of parking demand – as part of the permitting process.   In some localities, the fee is paid out over a specified 

period.   It would even be possible to charge a monthly fee to active businesses occupying properties in the overlay district, 

based on the specific parking demand ratio set for that category of business and the capacity not already provided by the 

business on-site.  These three options respectively represent an increasing level of risk to the Town.   As the length of time for 

payment is extended, the certainty of payment is reduced. 
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• Certificates of Participation from businesses that want to secure parking in the new facility for their employees on a permanent 

basis or with a specified expiration. 

• Bond issues funded by a local sales or hotel tax. 

 

 

Additional information about funding 

strategies for the development of parking 

by public entities is included in the 

APPENDIX of this report. 

GENERAL PRO FORMA COSTS

Parking Structure

700 Spaces - Capacity
$24,600 Per Space Construction & Land Cost

$17,220,000 TOTAL Project Cost
6% Interest Rate
30 Amortization Period

$1,251,014.26 Annual Debt Service

$300 Operating cost per space
$210,000 Annual operating cost (12 mos.)

$1,461,014.26 Total Annual Cost (30 Years)

$2,087.16 Annual Income Required per Space
$173.93 Monthly Revenue per Space (12 months)

$11.60 Daily revenue required per space 
(180 day seasonal basis)
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TRAFFIC ISSUES AND RIGHT-OF-WAY USE 

The purpose of this element of the parking and traffic study was to examine the existing traffic issues and provide recommendations for smooth and 

efficient operations on major roads.  The study examined the reconfiguration of Padre Boulevard currently underway, considering its impacts on 

vehicle maneuvers, parking access, parking capacity, and the safe movement of pedestrians and bicycles.  Additionally, the study included a 

review of the right-of-way as related to travel lanes, parking access, roadway cross-section configurations, vehicular and pedestrian movements, 

adjoining properties, and support of alternate transportation modes.  

 

EXISTING THOUROUGHFARE SYSTEM  

The Town of South Padre Island is located on Padre Island, east of Port Isabel.  The Town of South Padre Island roadway network comprised of three 

north-south roadways connected by a series of east-west side streets.  The center roadway, Padre Boulevard is the principal business corridor.    

Padre Boulevard (SH 100) – Padre Boulevard is a four-lane divided roadway with a continuous center left-turn lane, and runs north-to-south through 

the Town of South Padre Island.  Padre Boulevard is an important roadway that connects the Town of South Padre Island to the Queen Isabella 

Causeway and Port Isabel, and also provides a major north-to-south thoroughfare for the town and Island.  According to a traffic study conducted 

by Halff Associates, Inc., the 2004 daily traffic volume was approximately 23,900 vehicles per day (vpd) on Padre Boulevard, just east of the Queen 

Isabella Causeway.  It should be noted that traffic volumes varied from 37,300 vpd to 22,400 vpd over the study period in June, 2004.  

Gulf Boulevard – Gulf Boulevard is a two-lane undivided roadway that parallels Padre Boulevard along the east side of the Town of South Padre 

Island.  Gulf Boulevard provides north-to-south access for hotels, businesses, and residences on the east side of the Island, along the Gulf Coast.  24-

hour daily traffic volumes were not available for this roadway. 

Laguna Boulevard – Laguna Boulevard is a two-lane undivided roadway that parallels Padre Boulevard along the west side of the Town of South 

Padre Island.  Laguna Boulevard provides north-to-south access beginning in the Entertainment District extending northward to Morningside and the 

high-end residential neighborhood beyond Morningside.  Laguna has concrete sidewalks along the east side of the street. 24-hour daily traffic 

volumes were not available for this roadway. 
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Connecting Cross Streets – Numerous roadways run east-to-west across the Town of South Padre Island to connect Laguna Boulevard, Padre 

Boulevard, Gulf Boulevard and the beach accesses along Gulf Boulevard.  These roadways are typically two-lane undivided roadways with no lane 

markings, and run the entire length of Gulf Boulevard, from Haas Street on the south to Sunset Drive on the north. 

EXISTING TRAFFIC ISSUES  

South Padre Island is currently being accessed from the mainland via one bridge, the Queen Isabella Causeway.  This limitation on access impacts 

traffic operations on the Island significantly by causing excessive queuing and bottlenecking on area roadways during peak tourist seasons, such as 

Spring Break and 4th of July.  During field observations, several operational issues were identified that impede traffic flow on the South Padre Island 

roadway network during “normal” traffic conditions.  Below is a brief summary of the operational issues that were observed: 

Padre Boulevard 

§ Traffic flow along Padre Boulevard is impeded by conflicting movements occurring from both sides of the travel way.  The presence of an 

extensive number of retail driveways along Padre Boulevard results in conflicting 

turning movements from the existing continuous center left-turn lane.   

§ Head-in parking along the retail frontage impedes traffic flow significantly along Padre 

Boulevard.  Parking maneuvers associated with both entering and exiting the space 

create safety hazards for pedestrians and bicyclists using sidewalks or the shoulder 

along Padre Boulevard. 

Figure 37  -  Padre Boulevard with Shoulder Lane 
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§ Pedestrians were observed to cross Padre Boulevard at mid-block locations and will 

often use the center left-turn lane as a refuge.  This creates a significant safety 

hazard.   

§ Traffic signals are not properly coordinated to provide progression along Padre 

Boulevard. 

§ Sidewalk design along Padre Boulevard is not adequate to meet ADA safety 

requirements. 

§ Lack of wayfinding signs along Padre Boulevard where most of the travelers are 

tourists.  Inadequate signing results in unsafe and confusing driving conditions. 

§ Businesses along Padre Boulevard use head-in access/parking from Padre Boulevard rather than cross streets, even if there is adequate real 

estate to configure the parking lot. 

 

Figure 38  -  Center Turn Lane Accident 

Figure 40  -  Padre Boulevard:  Head-in Parking 
Across Sidewalk 

Figure 39  -  Pedestrian Path Conditions 
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Gulf Boulevard and Cross Streets 

§ Enforcement was observed to be a major issue for traffic flow along Gulf Boulevard.  

Vehicles were observed to park at non-designated locations which results in impedance of 

traffic and pedestrian flows, and limits available sight distance at those locations. 

§ Pedestrians were seen crossing Gulf Boulevard at mid-block locations creating a significant 

safety hazard.   

§ Lack of wayfinding signs along Gulf Boulevard to direct tourists to beach access areas that 

provide public parking results in excessive travel along Gulf Boulevard.  Inadequate signing 

results in unsafe and confusing driving conditions. 

§ Existing sidewalk striping on the asphalt pavement creates confusion among drivers trying to 

find a parking space.   Sidewalks are sometimes blocked as a result. 

§ Inadequate parking at the beach access roads results in irregular parking on paved surfaces 

and in the right-of-way areas along Gulf Boulevard.  This haphazard parking impedes traffic 

flow. 

§ Lack of pedestrian facilities and crosswalks results in pedestrians walking in travel lanes.  

The issues listed above along the two major roadways of South Padre Island impact traffic 

operations significantly and require mitigation.  Recommendations to mitigate these concerns and 

to improve traffic operations will be discussed in the following sections. 

 

Figure 42  -  Right-of-Way Parking on Side Streets 

Figure  41  -  Gulf Boulevard - Typical 
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FUTURE THOROUGHFARE SYSTEM  

Some roadway improvements are planned or already underway for the Town of South Padre Island roadway network.   

Padre Boulevard (SH 100) – A raised median is currently under construction in place of the center left-turn lane along Padre Boulevard (SH 100).  This 

raised median will allow for controlled access for businesses and residences along Padre Boulevard (SH 100). 

Gulf Boulevard – No improvements are currently scheduled for this roadway. 

Connecting Cross Streets – No improvements are currently scheduled for these roadways.   

RIGHT OF WAY ANALYSIS  

In order to develop recommendations to improve traffic operations along Padre Boulevard, Gulf Boulevard, and cross streets connecting the two, a 

detailed evaluation of existing right-of-way for these streets was conducted.  In addition, previous studies and reports prepared for the Town of South 

Padre Island were reviewed to document and identify improvements that are consistent.  It should be noted that the intent of these 

recommendations is to improve traffic operations and safety.   It is recognized that they may impact business operations of major retail 

establishments along Padre Boulevard.  The Town of South Padre Island should work with the stakeholders to develop a set of recommendations from 

this list to obtain the maximum return from the investment in the plan to improve traffic operations.  The following paragraphs address issues 

pertaining to the major roadways of Town of South Padre Island and describe potential solutions for mitigations.   
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Padre Boulevard  

Existing Conditions - Existing right-of-way along Padre Boulevard varies 

throughout the Town.  Currently it is a four-lane divided section with the 

center left-turn lane and shoulder in both directions.  Most of the frontage 

along Padre Boulevard consists of retail and commercial development.  

Although the newer developments are being designed to eliminate head-in 

parking, the existing retail establishments consist of extra wide driveways with 

head-in parking, which creates significant safety and operational issues along 

the corridor.  Moreover, the combination of the wider driveways, head-in 

parking, and a center left-turn lane results in a roadway beset with conflict 

points.  Existing pedestrian facilities are sub-par and require significant 

overhaul for a Town whose main source of income is tourism.  Although, the 

Wave provides transit service along Padre Boulevard and Gulf Boulevard, it is 

not heavily utilized. 

Recommendations - The following recommendations are listed for 

consideration of the Town of South Padre Island for enhancing traffic 

operations along Padre Boulevard. 

§ Padre Boulevard should maintain a uniform cross-section of two travel 

lanes, one special use shoulder, and wide sidewalks on both sides of 

the raised median.  Exclusive left-turn and right-turn lanes can/shall be 

provided at intersections by using the raised median and the special 

use shoulder, as shown in Figure 43. Figure 43 
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§ Sidewalks should be provided along Padre Boulevard for safe and efficient pedestrian movement.  Sidewalks should be 6 to 8 feet wide and 

should be separated by a grass median from the travel lanes, as shown in Figure 43.  The proposed cross-section will define the pedestrian 

walkways clearly and will enhance pedestrian safety by making the walkway more visible to drivers accessing the head-in parking spaces.  

Landscaping along the boulevard between driveways will not only enhance the aesthetics of the roadway but will help make the pedestrian 

sidewalk more prominent, even along block faces with substantial head-in parking. 

§ Sidewalks should be located within the Padre Boulevard right-of-way rather than through private property for the following reasons: 

o Access to private property can limit pedestrian access if the property is closed for general admission. 

o Maintenance of sidewalks on private property is more difficult to coordinate and carry out than sidewalks located on the public right-

of-way. 

o Americans with Disability Act (ADA) requirements would be difficult to achieve.  The elevation changes from block to block and even 

within single blocks could create a particular challenge. 

o Property owners would be liable for claims associated with pedestrians using the sidewalks because they are on private property 

outside of the public right-of-way. 

§ Design adequate mid-block pedestrian crosswalks to ensure that pedestrians are not required to walk multiple blocks to reach a signalized 

intersection to cross Padre Boulevard. 

§ Prohibit head-in parking for all new developments planned along Padre Boulevard. 

§ Prohibit head-in spaces that are on the street side of normal parking spaces accessed from within the property if those spaces are not 

needed to meet minimum zoning requirements. 
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§ Allow existing head-in parking to remain, but offer the following 

alternatives to the retail owners if they are willing to reconfigure their 

parking lot to eliminate head-in parking: 

o Allow a waiver of minimum parking requirements (zoning) where 

the head-in portion of parking for a particular property is only 

needed in order to meet minimum zoning requirements and the 

owner is willing to remove it. 

o Require property owners to reconfigure their parking lot to remove 

head-in parking if adequate real estate is available within the 

property to provide same number of parking spaces with proper 

configuration. 

§ Prepare an informational brochure for distribution to property owners that 

provides a set of typical parking lot layouts designed for maximum 

efficiency and proper maneuverability.  The layouts would include proper 

dimensioning of spaces and drive aisles.  The brochure could also address 

some of the basics of proper design of ADA spaces. 

§ The outside lanes presently used by bicycles and peddle-cars should be striped as a special use lane.  Although there is some concern about 

these vehicles operating close to the adjacent travel lane, this arrangement is preferred to the alternatives – assuming that it is not practical 

to prohibit the use of these non-motorized vehicles.  During the summer, population on the Island grows, resulting in higher use of those 

alternative vehicles.  Use of alternative means of travel should be encouraged as a means of reducing motorized vehicle traffic (cars).  Bike 

lanes are being added to roadways all over the country to improve safety and promote the use of alternative transportation modes.  The 

same benefits are available to South Padre Island. 

Figure  44  -  People-powered Tram in Shoulder Lane 
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Gulf Boulevard  

Existing Conditions - Gulf Boulevard is a north-south roadway on the east side 

of the Town of South Padre Island.  Existing right-of-way along Gulf Boulevard 

varies throughout the Town.  Gulf Boulevard provides two-way traffic 

operations with parallel parking on the east side, as shown in Figure 45.  The 

parallel parking spaces are delineated with solid white edge-lines.  

Additionally, a pedestrian/bike lane is provided along Gulf Boulevard, east of 

the parallel parking.  This lane is not barrier separated, but is delineated with 

solid white edgelines and pedestrian symbols.  This lane is located between 

the parallel parking spaces on Gulf Boulevard and various other facilities, 

such as head-in parking (for hotels, condos, and private homes), restaurants, 

and pathways leading to the beach.  Currently, the right-of-way on the west 

side of Gulf Boulevard acts as space for overflow parking during the peak 

periods.   

Recommendations - The following are recommendations for consideration by 

the Town of South Padre Island as measures to enhance traffic operations 

along Gulf Boulevard. 

§ A more clearly defined pedestrian area is recommended.  Additional 

pedestrian symbols on the pavement, as well as improved signage of 

the pedestrian facility should be considered. 

§ Crosswalks are recommended for pedestrians to cross Gulf Boulevard.  

This is critical at the cross-streets that will have a designated Figure 45  -  Gulf Boulevard 
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pedestrian crossing on Padre Boulevard once the center-raised median is constructed.  This includes, but is not limited to: 

§ Harbor Street 

§ Palm Street 

§ Sheep-Head Street 

In conjunction with the crosswalk installation, appropriate signage should be installed along Gulf Boulevard to warn oncoming motorists of 

pedestrian crossings. 

§ If sufficient right-of-way is available, additional pavement width could be added to the west side of Gulf Boulevard to create additional 

parking spaces, as shown in Figure 45.  A well-defined pedestrian path would also be needed on the west side if parallel parking spaces are 

provided.  This creation of more formalized parking on the west side of Gulf Boulevard would provide additional parking capacity for beach 

visitors and can be expected to decrease the level of illegal parking.  At the same time, the increase in parking maneuvers associated with 

any increase in parking capacity is likely to slow traffic movement along Gulf Boulevard to some extent.   

Increased parking enforcement is recommended to reduce illegal parking along Gulf Boulevard. 

Connecting Cross Streets  

Existing Conditions - Several cross streets run east-west across the Town of South Padre Island, connecting Padre Boulevard to Gulf Boulevard.  In 

general, the cross streets are narrow two-lane roadways with no pavement markings.  On-street parking is not provided in the cross-streets and not 

allowed on the pavement.  There do not appear to be vehicle capacity issues on any of these roadways, but there is a lack of defined 

pedestrian/bike pathways to facilitate safe walking and safe use of non-motorized transportation modes. 

Recommendations - The following recommendations are provided for the cross streets: 

§ Defined parallel parking should be considered on cross streets that are aligned with a limited purpose or full purpose median opening on 

Padre Boulevard.  This includes, but is not limited to: 
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§ Harbor Street 

§ Palm Street 

§ Pompano Street 

§ Clearly defined pedestrian pathways should be considered on cross streets 

that are aligned with a designated pedestrian crossing on Padre Boulevard.  

The Town has already begun a plan to install formal sidewalks on principal 

side streets as shown in Figure 46.   This includes, but it not limited to: 

§ Harbor Street 

§ Palm Street 

§ Sheep-Head Street 

§ If additional formal parking is created along Gulf Boulevard, grass right-of-

way areas on the adjacent cross streets can be signed for no parking until 

such time that the additional capacity is needed in the future to 

accommodate new demand. 

 

 

Figure 46  -  New Sidewalk Design  -  Cross Street 
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WAYFINDING 

Effective wayfinding is an important issue for any community that attracts visitors nationally and internationally.  Visitors who are unfamiliar with the 

area need effective, strategically placed signage to help them become oriented to the island and to find their way to their intended destination.  It 

can also be used to promote key attractions that will expose visitors to the natural features that the island has to offer as well as the businesses that 

depend on them as customers. 

Conditions on South Padre Island actually facilitate the wayfinding process in several ways: 

• All visitors to the island arrive at a single point of entry – the causeway.  This provides a perfect 

opportunity to introduce arriving visitors to the wayfinding system and the signage scheme. 

• The simple configuration of the island itself simplifies orientation.  The Gulf is on one side of the 

island and the Bay is on the other, less than ½ mile apart.  There are only three north-south 

roadways and the balance of the island is a fairly uniform series of cross streets. 

The Beach Access points are already fairly well marked with very distinctive signs that incorporate the beach umbrella icon that is part of the Town 

logo.  This same theme should be continued out to the point where the beach locations are first introduced near the causeway and used to identify 

turning points at the appropriate streets.   

Wayfinding to the Beach Access Points 

As long as the primary beach parking is provided at beach access points, the orientation of the wayfinding program is those beach access points 

along Gulf Boulevard.  However, it is recommended that the route to those locations be primarily along Padre Boulevard until the appropriate cross 

street is reached for each beach access.  This will introduce visitors to the retail area while in route to the beach.  

• Since the wayfinding signage is directing visitors to the beach access points, not just the beach parking areas, there is no need to include 

the international "P" symbol or any other parking identifier until drivers actually reach a beach access. 
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• It is recommended that standardized wayfinding signs be positioned along Padre Boulevard at the turning 

point to reach each access.  The beach umbrella symbol should be used in combination with the dark blue 

and white numbering scheme already established for the beach access points.  

• The first objective, however, is to communicate the beach access locations and wayfinding system to 

arriving visitors.  This is best accomplished by an oversized sign that presents the basic configuration of the 

island, the beach access points, and the routing system to those points.   A general concept is shown in 

Figure 47.   

o If a map and symbols are used as the primary means of communicating the program, the text can be 

brief and can be provided in both English and Spanish.  Unnecessary text should be avoided in favor of 

clear diagrams and symbols as much as possible. 

o It is important that a representation of the actual signs that will be found along Padre Boulevard be 

introduced at the causeway and at the first turning point coming off of the causeway.   

§ An example can be included in the introductory super-graphic, or provided on a second sign 

that follows closely after the first one, so that it is clear that it is part of the same message.   

§ The colors and shape of the introductory sample sign must correspond to the actual sign shapes 

and colors used along Padre Boulevard.  Distinctive shapes and colors significantly increase 

recognition distance and will facilitate traffic movement along Padre Boulevard, especially after 

arriving visitors have seen the first turn sign on Padre Boulevard to reinforce what they should 

expect to see at subsequent turn points. 
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§ In cases where the beach access is not aligned with the cross street route for that access, a 

secondary sign should be positioned at the intersection with Gulf Boulevard, facing traffic in the 

eastbound lane of the cross street. 

• On the return route, two-sided signs, using the same basic shape and color scheme, should be positioned at 

each beach access to direct departing drivers toward the closest cross street with a signalized intersection 

with Padre Boulevard.  This will allow drivers to return to the causeway without having to make a U-turn. 

o The signs should include a graphic representation of the causeway bridge to clarify the destination of the 

route. 

o A separate symbol can be used to identify and promote the Entertainment District to the point where the 

routes separate. 

Wayfinding to a New Entertainment District Parking Facility 

If a new parking facility is provided in the Entertainment District, the introductory signage at the causeway should include 

bold symbols for the Entertainment District, the parking facility, and the shuttle route.  Cartoon representations would be 

appropriate and in keeping with the "fun" atmosphere of the Island. 
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SHUTTLE OPTIONS 

The current WAVE shuttle service provides a real convenience for people traveling to 

different points on the island.  It travels north on Gulf Boulevard to the Convention Center 

and South on Laguna Boulevard with a total of 28 stops including 6 stops in Port Isabel.  

The route extends south to Isla Blanca Park and the entire route is completed in one hour.  

One attractively painted mid-sized bus is able to provide the hourly service. 

If the WAVE or a similar free shuttle service is to become part of a larger strategy for 

moving visitors and residents between various beach, entertainment, shopping or parking 

locations,  the route frequency, route configuration, and the character of the vehicle 

should be re-evaluated.  

Route Frequency 

A single hourly circuit may provide a reasonable service to local residents who may use it regularly or on occasion to get from point to point when 

time is not a factor.  A frequency of 30 minutes would be needed to provide the level of service that will encourage use by visitors.  Vacation time is 

valuable and time lost to waiting for a shuttle will discourage use.  If possible, frequencies of 15 minutes should be the target during the active 

seasons, particularly on the weekend.  If volume does grow, longer frequencies also increase the chance of having full buses, forcing customers to 

wait another hour or stand on the bus in what may be unsafe conditions. 

Route Configuration 

If the shuttle service is to be effective in transporting people between points on the island, bi-directional service is essential.  For example, riding the 

shuttle north for ½ mile along Gulf Boulevard to a destination may be convenient, but getting back to the point of origin on the shuttle requires that 

the person complete the balance of the 1-hour route down Laguna, to Port Isabel and back to the starting point.  Bi-directional service would put a 

Figure 50  -  The Wave 
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second bus on the route, operating in the opposite direction.  This places any two points on the route the same distance apart on both the 

outbound and return leg of the passenger's trip. 

Adding bi-directional service is the first step in providing a shuttle service that will grow in use and popularity.  Any promotion effort aimed at either 

visitors or residents is limited, by default, without bi-directional service. 

Shuttle Vehicle 

The current WAVE vehicle is the type commonly used for shuttle services in a number of environments, including hotel shuttles, rental car shuttles, and 

shuttles to off-airport parking facilities.  They are designed for a limited number of passengers but, more importantly, they are designed for a fairly 

predictable amount of luggage that is designed to be portable, reasonable compact and of fairly uniform proportions.  The type of equipment that 

is taken to the beach does not follow that pattern.  There is such a wide range of items that are candidates for transport on a beach shuttle, from 

coolers to rafts and surfboards.  If visitors to the beach are expected to depend on a shuttle for transport to the beach, whether from a hotel or a 

parking area, the vehicle must be able to accommodate the "stuff" these passengers are likely to be taking with them. 

Solutions include: 

• selecting a base vehicle that is large enough to accommodate a sufficient number of people along with their "stuff" 

• Providing well-designed racks inside the bus to transport beach equipment 

• Providing racks on the outside of the bus for larger equipment that might be dangerous to transport inside 

Examples of buses and trams used in other beachfront communities are provided on the next two pages. 
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Figure 51  -  Examples of beach shuttle vehicles and graphics 
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PARKING REQUIREMENTS & ZONING 

One of the key issues that developed during the course of this study, as the result of public input, was concern about the validity of parking 

requirements that are part of the current zoning ordinances.  Although there were issues related to the requirements for retail businesses, 

requirements for large condominium projects became the focus.  Approximately two years ago, the parking requirements for condominiums on 

South Padre Island was increased from 1.5 parking spaces per unit to 2.0 parking spaces per unit.  That action was taken out of a concern for the 

apparent overflow of condominium parkers into nearby beach access parking areas and into grass right-of-way areas – particularly along Gulf 

Boulevard and the adjacent side streets.  As a result, the study team researched 25 beachfront communities on the east coast, in Florida, and along 

the Gulf Coast to determine the norms for condominium parking requirements in those communities.  The ordinances for each these 25 communities 

were reviewed and the parking requirements applicable to condominium developments were compiled.  The results of that compilation are shown 

in the tables and graphs that follow. 

In most cases, parking requirements were fairly straightforward, expressed as the number of spaces required per unit or per bedroom.  In some cases 

there was an additional scale based in some way on building size, whether expressed in terms of the number of stories of number of units.  Finally, 

some requirements were based on the size of the individual units in square feet. 

In order to provide a basis for rational comparison, all of these criteria were translated into the number of parking spaces required for a 1, 2, 3 or 4 

bedroom unit.  We also grouped the comparisons by building size.  A scale of 20, 40, 60 and 100+ units allowed all of the requirements to fall within 

one of these categories.  Finally, we surveyed a number of condominium developments on South Padre Island to determine the range and typical 

size of 1, 2 and 3  bedroom units in order to convert ordinances based on "square footage" to a "bedrooms" basis.   

Based on the research results, a requirement of 2.0 or more spaces for condominiums of 2 or more bedrooms is the norm.  Requirements for 1-

bedroom units were 1.5 spaces per unit (or per bedroom) in half of the communities surveyed, with a range of 1.0 to 2.25 spaces. 

Just under a third of the communities surveyed required more than 2.0 spaces for units of 3 or more bedrooms.   Most of these required 2.25 or 2.5 

spaces, with only one community requiring 3.0 spaces. 
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We have reviewed and considered the results of the local property owner survey provided by the Town.  We have also considered comments 

related to condominium parking made by local property owners and other interested citizens.  Although the survey provides some useful information 

related to the opinions and unconfirmed observations by local property owners, we cannot rely on that informal process in recommending policy 

decisions.  In order to recommend parking requirements that clearly fall below the norm, based on our broad survey of other similar communities, we 

would have to know that the information about local parking and vehicle accumulation patterns was based on valid field surveys by impartial 

observers with full access to all parking facilities during a typical peak period (excluding extraordinary peaks such as the Spring Break period).   

We have also reviewed photos of accumulation in condominium parking facilities taken on the weekends of 7/4, 7/30 and 8/5 (2006).  Although 

parking areas at some condominiums were very full, there were a sufficient number of properties with ample surplus parking to raise the question of 

whether the current occupancy pattern for properties on South Padre Island may, in fact, generate lower parking demand than typical parking 

zoning ratios would indicate.  A late evening survey would probably show a higher occupancy level that revealed in the photos. 

One of the challenges in determining appropriate parking ratios for condominiums is the number of variables that can affect parking demand.  Here 

are some examples: 

• A property occupied by permanent residents will have a high parking demand compared to other properties. 

o Permanent residents are more likely to have two automobiles. 

o Properties serving permanent residents have a high occupancy rate because they are the primary residence for the owners. 

• High-end properties tend to need more spaces than low-end properties because residents and renters of high-end units normally expect 

assigned parking spaces.  The same number of parking spaces are needed, whether actual occupancy in the building is high or low at 

the time.  With the possible exception of visitor spaces, parking is not shared. 

• The physical parking facilities affect the ability to share parking and take advantage of any vacancies in the building.  Separate garages 

may be dedicated or owned by specific condominium units and not accessible to others. 
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• Parking spaces and enclosed individual garage units may be used for boat storage or other storage, reducing the effective number of 

spaces available for parking. 

• The character of a condominium property, and the resulting parking demand pattern, may change over time.  A property, originally 

marketed to high-end part-year residents who occupy their units for only a few weeks during the year, may later become rental units with 

high occupancy during the peak season.  The ultimate use of a property cannot be predicted with certainty. 

One approach to achieving a more workable ratio is to base that ratio on the number of bedrooms.  The number of bedrooms is obviously the best 

predictor of the number of people occupying the unit and the number of people on the property.  It is also the most predictable indicator of parking 

demand when comparing similar categories of condominium properties.  Rather than the current requirement of 2.0 spaces per unit, a set of 

graduated ratios might be more appropriate, such as: 

1.5 spaces  1 Bedroom Units 

1.75 spaces  2 Bedroom Units 

2.0 spaces  3 Bedroom Units 

0.2 spaces  For each additional bedroom as shared visitor parking. 

During the course of this study, the Town forwarded a privately initiated and compiled survey of anecdotal information from a number of 

condominium owners/managers indicating their general opinion that a ratio of 1.5 spaces per unit would be sufficient to meet the parking demand 

generated by their properties.  Although this consensus of opinion among the surveyed properties may have some validity, the Town should not base 

any decision to change current zoning requirements on a survey of general opinions when the source of those opinions has a direct interest in the 

result. 

Determining the "correct" ratio(s) for South Padre Island will require fairly extensive research by the Town or an unbiased third party with full 

cooperation from owners and managers of condominium properties on the island.  The process would involve multiple field counts of vehicles at 

various "normal" peak periods during the season.  In addition to base information about the number of units and number of parking spaces, the 

following additional information would have to be secured in conjunction with each field count: 
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• The number of units occupied at the time of the vehicle counts. 

• The total number of bedrooms associated with the occupied units at the time of the vehicle counts. 

• The number of parking spaces used for boat storage. 

This information would provide the basis to determine whether there is a consistent relationship between the number of "occupied bedrooms" and 

the number of vehicles on premises.  Obviously, information obtained from properties with space still available at the time of the field surveys will be 

more relevant than data from properties where all on-site parking was full (or nearly full).  When the on-site parking is full, some condominium cars 

are likely to be parked on the street or in the beach access parking areas.  Without the inclusion of that overflow, accurate data for those properties 

would not be captured.  

Recommendation 

It is recommended that the current parking requirements for condominiums remain in place until more definitive information (as described) is 

developed and the true parking demand ratio, on a "per bedroom" basis, is clarified. 
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Figure 52  -  Summary of Condominium Parking Requirements – Group 1   

 

Ocean City Biloxi Destin
Marco 
Island

Virginia 
Beach

Myrtle 
Beach

Daytona 
Beach

Panama 
City 

Beach

Sanabel 
Island

Miami 
Beach

Ft. 
Lauderdale

Jacksonville 
Beach

MD MS FL FL VA SC FL FL FL FL FL FL
20 Units
1BR 1.50 1.00 2.25 1.75 2.00 1.15 1.50 1.60 1.50 1.50 2.00 2.25
2BR 2.00 2.00 2.25 2.00 2.00 1.75 2.00 1.60 1.50 1.75 2.00 2.25
3BR 2.50 2.50 2.25 2.00 2.00 2.00 2.00 1.60 1.50 2.00 2.00 2.25
4BR 3.00 2.50 2.25 2.00 2.00 2.50 2.00 1.60 1.50 2.00 2.00 2.25

40 Units
1BR 1.50 1.00 2.25 1.75 2.00 1.15 1.50 1.60 1.50 1.50 2.00 2.25
2BR 2.00 2.00 2.25 2.00 2.00 1.75 2.00 1.60 1.50 1.75 2.00 2.25
3BR 2.50 2.50 2.25 2.00 2.00 2.00 2.00 1.60 1.50 2.00 2.00 2.25
4BR 3.00 2.50 2.25 2.00 2.00 2.50 2.00 1.60 1.50 2.00 2.00 2.25

60 Units
1BR 1.50 1.00 2.25 1.75 1.96 1.15 1.50 1.60 1.50 1.50 2.00 2.25
2BR 2.00 2.00 2.25 2.00 1.96 1.75 2.00 1.60 1.50 1.75 2.00 2.25
3BR 2.50 2.50 2.25 2.00 1.96 2.00 2.00 1.60 1.50 2.00 2.00 2.25
4BR 3.00 2.50 2.25 2.00 1.96 2.50 2.00 1.60 1.50 2.00 2.00 2.25

100 Units
1BR 1.50 1.00 2.00 1.75 1.88 1.15 1.50 1.60 1.50 1.50 2.00 2.25
2BR 2.00 2.00 2.00 2.00 1.88 1.75 2.00 1.60 1.50 1.75 2.00 2.25
3BR 2.50 2.50 2.00 2.00 1.88 2.00 2.00 1.60 1.50 2.00 2.00 2.25
4BR 3.00 2.50 2.00 2.00 1.88 2.50 2.00 1.60 1.50 2.00 2.00 2.25
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Figure 53  -  Summary of Condominium Parking Requirements – Group 2   

 

Melbourne 
Beach Clearw ater

Hilton 
Head

Cocoa 
Beach

Dania 
Beach

Ft. Walton 
Beach

Neptune 
Beach

St. Pete 
Beach

Port 
Aransas

Corpus 
Christi Galveston Rockport McAllen

FL FL SC FL FL FL FL FL TX TX TX TX TX
20 Units
1BR 2.00 2.00 1.40 2.00 1.75 2.00 2.00 2.00 2.25 1.50 1.00 2.25 1.50
2BR 2.00 2.00 1.70 2.00 2.00 2.00 2.00 2.00 2.25 2.00 1.00 2.25 2.00
3BR 2.00 2.00 2.00 2.00 2.25 2.00 2.00 2.00 2.25 2.00 1.00 2.25 2.00
4BR 2.00 2.00 2.00 2.00 2.25 2.00 2.00 2.00 2.25 2.00 1.00 2.25 2.00

40 Units
1BR 2.00 2.00 1.40 2.00 1.75 2.00 2.00 2.00 2.25 1.50 1.00 2.25 1.50
2BR 2.00 2.00 1.70 2.00 2.00 2.00 2.00 2.00 2.25 2.00 1.00 2.25 2.00
3BR 2.00 2.00 2.00 2.00 2.25 2.00 2.00 2.00 2.25 2.00 1.00 2.25 2.00
4BR 2.00 2.00 2.00 2.00 2.25 2.00 2.00 2.00 2.25 2.00 1.00 2.25 2.00

60 Units
1BR 2.00 2.00 1.40 2.00 1.75 2.00 2.00 2.00 2.25 1.50 1.00 2.25 1.50
2BR 2.00 2.00 1.70 2.00 2.00 2.00 2.00 2.00 2.25 2.00 1.00 2.25 2.00
3BR 2.00 2.00 2.00 2.00 2.25 2.00 2.00 2.00 2.25 2.00 1.00 2.25 2.00
4BR 2.00 2.00 2.00 2.00 2.25 2.00 2.00 2.00 2.25 2.00 1.00 2.25 2.00

100 Units
1BR 2.00 2.00 1.40 2.00 1.75 2.00 2.00 2.00 2.25 1.50 1.00 2.25 1.50
2BR 2.00 2.00 1.70 2.00 2.00 2.00 2.00 2.00 2.25 2.00 1.00 2.25 2.00
3BR 2.00 2.00 2.00 2.00 2.25 2.00 2.00 2.00 2.25 2.00 1.00 2.25 2.00
4BR 2.00 2.00 2.00 2.00 2.25 2.00 2.00 2.00 2.25 2.00 1.00 2.25 2.00
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Figure 54  -  Chart of Survey Results – 20 Unit Condominiums 
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Figure 55  -  Chart of Survey Results – 40 Unit Condominiums  
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Figure 56  -  Chart of Survey Results – 60 Unit Condominiums  
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Figure 57  -  Chart of Survey Results – 100 Unit Condominiums  
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SUMMARY RECOMMENDATIONS 
 
GULF BOULEVARD 

1) The Town should not invest in purchasing land for additional surface parking along Gulf Boulevard at this time unless that land has been 

identified for a higher public use at some point in the future.  No plans should be made to add structured parking (public) along Gulf Boulevard 

in the foreseeable future. 

2) The current basic configuration of Gulf Boulevard should remain, with cars parked in parallel spaces providing a buffer between the travel lanes 

and the marked pedestrian pathway.  Pavement markings should be upgraded and "illegitimate" markings removed. 

3) A phased program should be planned and implemented for adding formal, delineated parallel parking spaces to the west side of Gulf 

Boulevard.  Initially, the focus should be areas nearest the beach access points or in response to any significant addition of public amenities 

along Gulf Boulevard, including new beach-oriented restaurants or bars that may be allowed at hotels or rental properties.  Additional segments 

should be added as growing demand dictates and funds are available. 

4) If future demand exceeds the surplus provided by these new spaces, the Town can add similar formal parking spaces on the right-of-way areas 

in the cross-streets as needed, but the character of the improvements made to residential cross-streets should be attractive and suitable for a 

residential area.  Paving materials other than asphalt should be used in the cross-streets.  If formal parking spaces are added to the cross-streets 

in the future, streets leading to the beach access points should be given priority. 

5) Clearly marked and signed pedestrian crosswalks should be installed at all intersections with cross-streets. 

6) Paid parking should be instituted in the beach access lots and for all public on-street parking, including parking in the undeveloped right-of-way 

areas.  Multi-space pay-and-display meters should be used to manage this new system because of their ability to manage unmarked spaces, 

including parking on the unimproved right-of-way.  In conjunction with the implementation of paid parking, "No Parking" signs should be posted 
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in the unimproved right-of-way on cross streets that are primarily residential.  Formal business parking spaces on the side streets can be 

exempted. 

PADRE BOULEVARD 

1) The existing basic cross-section for Padre Boulevard, with two travel lanes and an outboard special use shoulder in each direction of travel, 

should be maintained and the cross-section should be consistent.  The cross-section includes exclusive left-turn lanes using the raised median 

and exclusive right-turn lanes using the special use shoulder. 

2) A reconfiguration plan for the existing right-of-way should be planned and implemented to improve walking conditions and safety. 

a) The recommended configuration is to leave the pedestrian pathway in its current location adjacent to the outboard shoulder lane in order 

to keep the sidewalk within the public right-of way and to provide a level path for pedestrians, particularly those with mobility limitations. 

b) Existing head-in parking should be allowed to remain unless it is feasible to replace that capacity on-site through reconfiguration of existing 

parking areas or zoning requirements can be met on-site without the head-in spaces.   

c) Right-of-way improvements should be designed to provide a more prominent and more clearly identified pedestrian walkway that is more 

obvious to both pedestrians and drivers.  A landscaping strip should be created between the edge of the sidewalk and the edge of the 

shoulder lane to help in this delineation.  Standard curb cuts should be used to provide driveway access.  Landscaping that may block 

pedestrians from the view of drivers making turns or maneuvering into head-in spaces should be avoided.  Only low-profile plants should be 

used. 

3) Creation of any new head-in parking associated with new property development should be prohibited. 

4) The shoulder lane should be clearly marked for use by alternative vehicles, including bicycles and other people-powered vehicles. 
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FUTURE PARKING CAPACITY PLACEMENT 

1) Future development plans should include potential addition of a parking structure in the Entertainment District to support the development of a 

new, higher-density mix of daytime and evening businesses focusing on island visitors.  An efficient shuttle service should be implemented to 

provide quick and convenient transport between the parking facility, the Entertainment District and the beach areas.  The fundamental 

purpose of this proposed location is to facilitate higher density in the area and to provide a means of introducing more beach visitors to the 

growing number of amenities and attractions that will be there to serve them.  The higher density and potential for both daytime and evening 

activity also offers opportunities for shared parking. 

2) Specific placement of a parking facility should be determined by close coordination with the Town Master Plan and plans for prospective 

demand generators in the area.  Specific placement should also be tested through a formal site feasibility analysis that considers relevant 

factors such as proximity to generators, access, street system interface, street system signalization, queuing, building height and massing. 

3) A funding plan should be developed that includes revenues from paid parking along Gulf Boulevard and participation by businesses that 

benefits from the parking capacity and additional visitor traffic that the parking structure brings to the area.  Direct financial participation by 

local businesses in the form of in-lieu fees, special assessments, certificates of participation or parking space lease agreements should be used to 

help provide funding for the facility and to provide an opportunity for higher density development through the reduction of required surface 

parking. 

4) The parking structure should be designed to efficiently support shuttle bus service. 

5) If feasible, the Visitor's Center should be relocated to the new facility as a point of information, orientation and convenient access to both 

parking and the shuttle service. 
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SHUTTLE SERVICE IMPROVEMENTS 

1) Bi-directional service should be implemented to increase utilization by reducing travel times and distances between points of origin and 

destinations, including the return trip. 

2) Headways should be reduced to 30 minutes (minimum improvement).  During the active season, particularly on weekends, the headway goal 

should be 15 minutes between buses (going in the same direction). 

3) Expansion of the fleet to support a higher level of service should consider the features and equipment needed to support beach visitors, 

including external racks for large items. 

WAYFINDING 

1) An integrated wayfinding system should be implemented to guide visitors to the beach access areas, using Padre Boulevard as the primary 

route in order to introduce arriving visitors to retail opportunities along the route.  Any future municipal parking facility should be included in the 

wayfinding program and signage. 

2) An initial "system orientation" sign should be placed at the entry point to the island near the causeway.   

a) That sign should include a graphic depiction of the island and beach access locations. 

b) The sign should also include an identifiable, brightly colored logo or icon that can be used to help recognize additional system signage that 

will be located along the route.  Use of the South Padre Island umbrella icon is recommended because it is already associated with the 

Town's promotional materials and signage. 

3) "Turn" signs, identifying routes to the numbered beach access points should be positioned prominently along Padre Boulevard at the 

appropriate cross streets.  The signs and any text should be larger than called for in standard highway specifications.  They should be positioned 

to be clearly visible to approaching traffic without obstructions. 
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PARKING REQUIREMENTS FOR CONDOMINIUMS 

1) Until more definitive information is obtained about parking demand patterns for condominiums on South Padre Island, the Town should maintain 

its present standard of 2.0 per unit.  This is consistent with nearly all other beachfront communities surveyed as part of this study. 

2) The Town should plan for and initiate a methodical survey of condominium parking occupancy related to the number of bedrooms in each 

property. 

3) Actual field surveys should be conducted during the high active season. 

4) Information about both the number of units and the total number of bedrooms should be obtained from the property owners managers. 

5) Actual vehicle accumulation patterns should be compared to the number of bedrooms and, preferably, the number of occupied units (and 

associated number of bedrooms) to determine the local relationship between the number of bedrooms in a property, the number of bedrooms 

occupied during each car count, and the number of vehicles present.  More weight should be given to those properties with sufficient 

capacity, where all parking demand is likely to be captured on-site (everyone parking on-site vs. elsewhere).  
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APPENDIX 

A  -  Parking Inventory and Occupancy Tables 

B   -  Parking % Occupancy maps – data by block 

C  -  Parking Surplus/Deficit maps – data by block 

D  -  Turnover Analysis 

E  -  Beach Survey Results (compiled) and Beach Survey Questions 

F  -  Potential Parking Structure Sites 

G  -  Funding Strategies White Paper 
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Appendix A 

Parking Inventory and Occupancy Tables 
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Appendix B 

Parking % Occupancy Maps – data by block 
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Appendix C 

Parking Surplus/Deficit maps  -  data by block 
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Appendix D 

Turnover Analysis 



















 Town of South Padre Island 
Parking & Transportation Study 

                            April 17, 2007                                                                                      Page 82 
 

page 82 

Appendix E 

Beach Survey Results 

Beach Survey Questions 
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Appendix F 

Potential Parking Structure Sites 
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Appendix G 

Funding Strategies White Paper 

 

 

This information was extracted largely from  "The Dimensions of Parking", 

 a reference work published by the National Parking Association. 

  

 

 




























