
Q and A Related to Proposed Residential Parking Ordinance 
(An item on Council Consent Agenda for Jan. 26) 

 
 
What does the residential parking ordinance propose to change about the number of motor vehicles 
parked on a residential lot? 

The change to 17.60.040.A would remove the requirement for no more than five motor vehicles 
to be parked anywhere on a residential lot (including within a garage but not counting screened 
vehicles in the back yard).  It would instead focus on motor vehicles parked outside in the front 
yard and limit that number to 4—but would exclude vehicles inside garages or carports (while 
not changing the provision about vehicles screened in the back yard). 
 
The above change is intended mainly to avoid over-domination by motor vehicles in front yards 
of single-family neighborhoods.  Generally, most people think of front yards as being the place 
for vegetation—whether a lawn or other plants and trees—and maybe a sitting or play area. We 
also know that it’s common to have a couple motor vehicles on a driveway taking up a portion 
of the front yard.  But sometimes a neighborhood can have one or more lots where the front 
yard is mostly a parking surface for motor vehicles.  This can be an eyesore in the neighborhood.  
A limit of 4 motor vehicles parked in the front yard area seems reasonable.  It also recognizes 
that a household could still have additional cars in a garage or carport and up to two on the 
street within 1000 feet of the residence.  (Note:  vehicles parked less than 24 hours in the front 
yard area, such as for a social gathering at the house, are also not part of the limit.) 
 
Another reason for the change is to avoid having to count vehicles that are in a garage in the 
overall cap on motor vehicles.  (Reminder:  the current 5-vehicle cap per residential lot includes 
cars in a garage.)  The reason for not counting vehicles in a garage as part of the cap for a 
residential lot is two-fold:  (1) vehicles in a garage are not visually dominant and therefore, not 
really a visual problem for a neighborhood; (2) from an enforcement point of view, trying to 
figure how many vehicles are in a garage at any one time is hard to do. 
 

What is the reason for requiring vehicles in the front yard to be parked on an improved surface? 
In the ordinance, improved parking surface means “the outdoor area covered by a permanent 
hard surface, including concrete, asphalt, or pavers, whether pervious or impervious, which may 
be designed or used for driving or parking motor vehicles on any parcel of land, excluding public 
right of way.”   The reason behind the proposed requirement is to avoid the tracking of dirt and 
debris onto the street and to avoid rutted, muddy front yards in residential neighborhoods.  
 
The provision, as written, would apply to new parking surfaces in front yards, not existing 
established parking.  Therefore, at a new house (constructed after the effective date of the 
ordinance), front yard parking could not include vehicles on a lawn or dirt.  Also, an existing 
residence that does not already have parking on unimproved surfaces could not, after the 
ordinance goes into effect, start parking on unimproved surfaces in the front yard. 

 
What is the reasoning behind the ordinance’s proposal for a maximum 50% improved parking surface in 
the front yard? 
 

A key reason for limiting such surfaces is to limit stormwater run-off from large amounts of 
impervious surface.  Additional stormwater code concepts will be brought forward at a later 



time.  However, this proposal is one aspect of stormwater management that could be addressed 
sooner while residential parking regulations are being amended. 
 
A secondary reason for the hard surface limit is to recognize that on lots of 60’ wide or less, 4 
cars parked outside in the front yard effectively cover 60 to 65% of the front yard area.  This 
doesn’t seem conducive to a residential neighborhood appearance. 
 
While the 50% maximum front yard area would not apply to permanent hard surfaces that have 
already been legally established under prior codes, it would apply to anyone in a residential 
zone wanting to add additional parking surfaces to a residential lot.  So, if a residence had a 
front yard that was already 40% covered by a paved parking surface, additional outdoor paved 
surfaces in the front yard being added could not exceed another 10% for a total of 50% 
maximum. (Of course, the 50% maximum would also apply to new residential development.) 
Again, the primary rationale is to avoid having front yards devoted primarily to paved surfaces 
that generate stormwater runoff. 
 

Should the proposed maximum of 50% impervious surface for residential parking in the front yard be 
handled in the building code instead of the land use code? 
 

The City’s current building code is aimed at structures and does not address residential driveway 
and parking surfaces (except as it applies to ADA).  Furthermore, even if one wanted to add 
impervious surfaces to the building code, this would be problematic because state law does not 
allow local governments to set requirements in its building code for single-family residential 
except as specifically allowed in the state-adopted building code (or approved by the State 
Building Code Council).  A limit on parking surfaces for residential use is not addressed by the 
state-adopted residential building code and therefore cannot readily be included in the city’s 
building code.  However, state law does not prevent the issue from being addressed in the City’s 
land use code. 
 

How would the proposed ordinance apply to existing residences? 
The above responses provide some information about how the ordinance would be applied.  
Generally, where there’s a nonconforming use (meaning a use that was legally established 
under a previous code), the limit on number of cars or improved parking surfaces would not 
apply.  However, if the City Council wanted to have the ordinance apply to some existing uses, 
this could be considered through a possible future amendment to the City’s nonconformance 
code.  Otherwise, the ordinance would only apply to new uses or new development on a 
residential lot. 
 

Has the City looked at codes of other cities? 
Yes, when considering standards to propose, City staff with the City Attorney’s Office looked at 
codes from other cities.   
 

Does the ordinance apply to recreational vehicles?   
No, it does not apply to recreational vehicles, which are defined differently. 

 
What is the ordinance trying to do about motor vehicle repair during late night hours?  

The ordinance is trying to relieve neighbors in locations where late night repair of motor 
vehicles is occurring outside and impacting the neighbors due to noise, bright lights, etc.  It 



would state that outdoor vehicle repair in residential zones should not occur between the hours 
of 10 pm and 8 am.   
 
While the City currently has a noise ordinance (EC 5.30.130.B) that addresses auto noise, it is 
somewhat hard to explain or enforce because it only applies to certain types of auto noise that 
is “frequent”, “repetitive” or “intermittently continuous”.  These terms are somewhat 
discretionary to apply and difficult to uphold if challenged.  It would be simpler and more 
predictable for people to have reasonable hours and expectations for auto repair in residential 
zones, as proposed by the ordinance.   
 
Note that code enforcement is practiced in Edmonds in a practical manner.  The first priority for 
code enforcement is with immediate safety issues.  However, the City also investigates—and 
enforces as appropriate—other code issues, for example, “nuisance” type complaints.  
Generally, the first action that the City takes when a violation occurs is to seek voluntary 
cooperation.  Most people uphold City codes without being specifically asked, but some need to 
be reminded or informed of the code.  Relatively few residents repeatedly, boldly, and 
deliberately violate city code.   Of course, these few get the most attention and are subject to 
penalties. 

 


