
Looking at the Zoning Code from 
the Watershed’s Point of View

• What drives excess 
footprint and impervious 
cover at the larger, city 
scale?

• What drives excess 
footprint and impervious 
cover at the site scale?

• What impedes green 
practices?

• Why is the mock city called 
Springfield?
– I love the Simpsons



General Outline of a Zoning Code
and I mean “General”

• Purpose and Intent
• Applications 
• Zoning Districts (often refers to a Map)

– Includes uses and bulk regulations
• Parking and Loading
• Special Zoning Districts
• Process (not covered in this presentation but 

important to know)



• To promote the public health, safety, general welfare of Springfied by 
providing regulations to ensure an appropriate mix of land uses and 
orderly land development. In addition, the City desires to achieve a 
pattern and distribution of land uses which generally:

• 1. Retain and enhance established residential neighborhoods, 
commercial and industrial park districts;

• 2. Balance the distribution of land uses and provide for land use 
compatibility, and safe, efficient pedestrian and vehicular circulation 
throughout the City;

• 3. Allow for the infill and redevelopment;
• 4. Allow for the appropriate intensification of commercial uses in the 

City's downtown business district;
• 5. Preserve and enhance significant environmental resources;
• 6. Provide open space throughout Springfield; and
• 7. Provide a diversity of areas characterized by differing land use 

activity, scale and intensity, while maintaining community identity and 
quality development.

Allow



What to Look For – Purpose and 
Intent Statements

• Can supply a link to the visioning of 
comprehensive plan

• Often the grand concepts in purpose and 
intent not supported by the requirements in 
code – look for this and note

• “Purpose and Intent” less regulation that 
zoning parameters, but part of the legal 
document nonetheless
– Important for challenges to zoning code or code 

re-writes



What to Look For?

Minimum Requirements are at the root of some zoning code evil –

Minimum Parking

Minimum Setbacks

In other words, a developer can supply MORE parking or larger 
setbacks, which increases the development footprint.

Code innovations – some cities are beginning to list a minimum and a 
maximum

MINIMUM REQUIREMENTS
The regulations and provisions of this Ordinance are the 
minimum requirements, unless otherwise stated.



CONFLICT WITH OTHER REGULATIONS
Nothing in this Ordinance shall be deemed to repeal or amend the Building 
Code, the Streets Code, the Fire Code or other ordinances or regulations or 
any specific provisions, requiring a permit or license or both, of the City except 
as otherwise provided for in this Ordinance.  Where conflicts occur between 
the provisions of this Ordinance and the Building Code or other regulations of 
the City, the more restrictive provisions shall apply.  

What to Look For
Code provisions that inhibit rehabilitation (stairwell codes, doorway codes)

Consult with the city or county engineer on Building Code provisions that 
might add to land needed per unit of development 

Look for Building code language that might be infeasible when compact 
development is introduced, for example setbacks from underground
utilities or slow adoption of flexible materials/pipes

Look at new stormwater regulations to see if they are more “restrictive”

Look at Fire Protection Districts’ standards to see if they have 
street/driveway design requirements. 



Article 2 – Residential Zoning Districts
The purpose of this Section is to achieve the following:
A. Preserve neighborhood areas for residential living
B.  Minimize traffic congestion and avoid the overloading of public services and utilities;
C. Ensure that residential areas are developed and redeveloped to be healthful, safe and attractive 
neighborhoods, served by adequate open space and appropriate
community facilities;
D. Promote enhanced design in residential projects which ensures that new development is architecturally and 
functionally compatible, preserves the long-term housing quality, ensures long-term energy and water efficiency, 
increases security and results in uniquely identifiable neighborhoods, through the application of
development standards/guidelines. 

What to Look For
Need to look at a map, because location, size and mix determine the functionality.  For example, a zoning 
code section may include parameters that drive larger lot sizes, but if the overall district is small, it is likely 
not an issue.  Likewise, if an innovative district for compact development is included in the city plan, but is 
confined to a small area, the city may not be reaping the environmental benefits. 

“Minimize traffic congestion” – Hot button, misunderstood and central to many lawsuits.  Moreover, 
“minimizing traffic congestion” and “minimizing traffic” are not the same, though the latter has more power 
for the environment.

“Enhanced design” – some communities are taking standard subdivisions and clustering the houses.   In 
cities struggling with sprawl, this clustering is not likely to address the larger realm of impacts that come 
with the location of housing in the watershed, not the location of housing on the site.  On the other hand, 
cities and counties that have developed a plan and a place for residential subdivisions, this can create open 
space.  Check to see if this open space fits with other goals, such as aquifer recharge, habitat corridors and 
the like.  



RPD LOW RPD – MED RPD MED-HI RPD- HI

Permitted Uses SFH SFH, Duplex, 
Multi-Family

SFH, Multi-Family, 
Density Bonus 
(CUP)

Multi-Family, 
Density Bonus 
(CUP)

Maximum Units/Net 
Acre

3 11 15 35

Lot Area (sq. ft.) 10,000 6,000 2,900 1,250

Minimum living 
space (sq. ft.)

1400 (SFH) 1400 (SFH), 1000 (duplex or attached), 800 (1 BR), 1000 (2 or more BR)

Lot Width (feet) 50 25 100 100

Front Setback 18 18 15 15

Rear Setback (feet) 20 20 20 20

Side Setback 10 10 10 10

Structural Parcel 
Coverage (Max)

40% 40% 50% 40%

Common 
Open Space/unit 
(sq. ft.)

0 200 200 200

For projects with 5 or more units, 200 ft2 per unit or 30% of site, whichever is greater.  Open space will not 
include area for required setbacks, parking, infiltration/drainage, or area between buildings if less than 20 feet 
in width.

Main Bldg./  
(Maximum  Ht.)

35 feet or 2 story whichever is less

Fencing - - Continuous perimeter fencing of 7 ft in height 
required along side and rear of property.  Fencing 
for front of property can be no higher than 36 
inches.



What’s going on in the table?
Minimum living space – Check to see if minimums preclude use of smaller 

units for affordability, senior housing
Lot Width – As part of overall parcel size – see if it is too large for the district, 

or too small to allow on-site handling of stormwater (this will likely be a 
balancing act in most communities)

Setbacks – Setbacks are also a balance.  Small front setbacks are used in 
traditional community design to bring housing closer to the street for 
community building and “eyes on the street.” Setbacks work in concert 
with parcel size to determine the intensity of development on the site. 

Parcel Coverage – Some water codes limit the building footprint as a way to 
create more open space.  Use caution with these codes in areas where the 
city.County desires compact design.

Open Space Requirements – Generally thought as a permanent win for the 
watershed, however, this is not always the case.  Check to see where 
requirements drive a larger footprint for multi-family development (which 
is generally one of the most powerful development types for compact 
development) with little to no infiltration or treatment benefits.  Check to 
see if shared open space among projects or in concert with city/county 
parks provides better recreation and environmental options.

Height – From the watershed’s point of view, more stories under one roof 
satisfies development demand on a smaller footprint.  However, height is 
typically one of the more contentious issues with neighborhood design.  



Article 3 – Commercial Zones
The purpose of this Article is to achieve the following:

A. Provide appropriate commercial areas for retail and service establishments, 
neighborhood convenience and office uses required by residents of the City in a
manner consistent with the Comprehensive Plan;
B. Provide adequate space to meet the needs of commercial development, 
including off-street parking and loading;
C. Minimize traffic/parking congestion and avoid the overloading of utilities; and
D. Ensure compatibility with adjacent land uses.

What to Look For

For Commercial Neighborhood – where are the districts (check map) and are 
the daily needs of residents met?  If the list of uses is small, or if the location of 
the CN uses is not connected to residential, the city is likely losing watershed 
benefits since residents will have to drive for daily needs.

For Office uses – what else is allowed?  Look at the uses and ask “What 
happens at lunch time?  Can parking be shared among uses?   If not, the 
watershed is presented with independent parking spaces for all uses.



Commercial 
Neighborhood

Commercial 
Business District

Commercial Office Commercial 
Highways

Lot Area (Sq. Ft.) 5,000 7,000 , or by sub-
area plan

7,000 20,000

Lot Frontage (Feet) 75 75, or by sub-area 
plan

100 100

Front Setback, 
Minimum (Feet)

25 0 20 0

Rear Setback 
(Feet) 

25 0 25 20

Side 
Setback(Each) 

10 0 0 0

Structural Parcel 
Coverage 
(Maximum)

60% 100% 60% 35%

Structure Height 
(Maximum, ft)

35 feet, two stories 35 feet, two stories, 
or by sub-area plan

35 feet, two stories 35 feet, two stories

Fencing Continuous perimeter fencing at least 6 feet in height along side and rear property lines; at least 8 feet if 
adjacent to residential areas.  Fencing material may be stone, masonry, wood or compatible vinyl.

Landscaping (% of 
site minimum)

20% By sub-area plan 15% 15%



What’s going on in the table?
Check to see if lot area and frontage makes sense – Does the Kwik-E-

Mart need 75 or 100 feet of frontage?

Setbacks  - How to the setbacks place the building on the lot?  Zero 
lot line is often used in downtown or pedestrian districts to bring 
the buildign to the streets.  Zero setbacks on the sides brings 
buildigns closer together.  However, strip malls can be thought of 
as zero side setbacks – see how these work in concert with other 
factors such as parking, parking location and pedestrian support.



What’s Going on in Table Part 2
• Maximum parcel cover - Why Walmart loves 

maximum parcel coverage
– If the building can only cover 35% of the site, guess what 

the other 65% is?
– Cheap surface parking!!

• Landscaping 
– Amount
– Function – Is there language on shading, infiltration, 

etc…
– Location – only in parking lot?



Article 4 OFF-STREET PARKING STANDARDS

The purpose of this article is to achieve the following:

1. To provide an adequate amount of convenient off-street parking in 
order to lessen congestion on the public streets;

2. To provide accessible, attractive, secure, properly lighted, and well-
maintained and screened off-street parking facilities;

3. To ensure that off-street parking facilities are designed in a manner that 
will ensure efficiency and safety, and reduce adverse effects on
surrounding properties;

4. To ensure the maneuverability of emergency vehicles and loading; and

5. To provide parking facilities in proportion to the needs generated by 
varying types of land use activities.



What’s Going on here?
Parking – Most obvious form of impervious surface
Look at the wording – is it more about parking itself or how it 

fits with larger built environment?  
Is the language about function or appearances?
Efficiency 

Efficiency in finding that sweet parking spot or
Efficiency, as in efficient use of land?

Maneuverability
Underappreciated for how maneuverability drives excess 
impervious cover
What?  Language requires that all large trucks be able to 
navigate completely within the boundaries of the site. 
Older downtowns – shared loading and use of alleys and 
streets for maneuverability.  Prohibited in modern code.



GENERAL REGULATIONS
1. Off-street parking and parking lot improvements shall be provided subject to 

the provisions of this Section for:

A. Any new structure constructed;
B. Any new use established or change of use;
C. Any increase in intensity of use by 25% or more, or expansion of structures or 

area by 25% or more, beyond that existing at the time of the adoption of this 
Section;

D. Following any discontinuance of a use for 6 or more consecutive months and 
prior to obtaining Occupancy Clearance; and

E. Following destruction or demolition of 50% or more of an existing structure(s) 
and prior to obtaining Occupancy Clearance.

What’s Going on here?

This directs how new parking standards apply to old building sites 
– can be a large barrier to redevelopment since older parking 
standards were (generally) much smaller.



Provisions

A. Exceptions include the CBD zone and additions to single family 
homes up to 300 square feet.

• Any fractional spaces in calculations shall be rounded up to the next 
whole space
• Charging payment for any parking required under this code is 
prohibited
• If more than one use is located under a site, the amount of parking 
required is the sum of the individual uses within all zoning code 
categories
• In multi-use parking facilities, required parking spaces shall not be 
reserved for a specific business or person, unless the spaces are in 
excess of the minimum number required.
F. On-street parking shall be discouraged to avoid conflicts.



What’s Going on Here?
Special zoning for special district – Good 

This allows advanced thinking on shared, coordinated parking
Rounding Up – One more aspect of increasing parking.  Small on one 

site, but larger amount of cover when applied across all sites
Charging Prohibited – Bad

This eliminates a market mechanism for managing impacts of 
impervious cover

Sum of All Uses – Can be Bad 
What if uses don’t operate at same time?

Prohibiting Reserved Parking – Good
Though often used as “free perk” offered by building management 
companies

Discouraging on-street Parking
Bad – This is impervious cover that is already there.  However, 
must work with emergency responders when reclaiming spots on 
the street.



Use Required Spaces

Single-family detached 2 spaces within a garage dwellings

Single-family attached 2 spaces within a garage; 1 uncovered
dwellings guest space for every 3 dwellings

Multi-family residential

Efficiency and 1 bedroom 1.5 covered; 1 uncovered guest space for every 3 
units; 1 uncovered RV space for every 4 units

2 bedrooms 2 covered; 1 uncovered guest space for every 3 
units;  1 uncovered RV space for every 4 units

3 or more bedrooms 2.5 covered; 1 uncovered guest space for every 3 
units; ; 1 uncovered RV space for every 4 units

Rooming houses 1 space for each sleeping room

Second dwelling units 2 spaces in a garage or carport for dwellings 800 
sf.
and above

Residential uses in CBD 1 covered space per dwelling unit.
zoning district



Commercial Office
In general, Commercial, retail & Service Uses with 
exceptions listed below:

1 space for each 250 sf. Gross floor area (also referred to as 
4 space/1000 s.f. gfa)

Banks, savings and loans, 1 space for each 400 sf. gfa. plus
1 lane for each drive up window and/or automatic teller 
machine with space for 3 vehicles per lane.

Offices - general 1 space for each 300 sf. gfa.

Offices - medical/ dental 1 space for each 225 sf. gfa.

Restaurants, cafes, bars, public night clubs, an    
establishments

1 space for each 45 sf. of public seating area, plus 1 for each 
250 sf. of all other floor area. For drive-up window with 
stacking space for 4 vehicles before the menu board.

Commercial (retail, service) CBD 1 space for each 500 sf. gfa. office (general/medical), 
eating/drinking establishments/ recreation establishments and 
other non-residential uses

Churches, conference meeting facilities, ges, union halls the 
principle sanctuary, conference space or auditorium

1 space for each 4 fixed seats, or 1 space for each 30 sf. of 
area in auditoriums whichever is greater, plus1 space for 
every 250 sf. gfa., in non-seating area (other than dining 
area), plus 1 space for every 50 sf. of dining/ drinking area.



What is Going On?

• Parking requirements that drive expense and cover
– Garage versus carport – Often mentioned as barrier to affordability
– Number of spaces for size of unit and expected occupancy

• Recreational Vehicles
– Large spaces needed
– In some areas – high demand for RV spaces.
– Check Commercial uses – are there commercial RV storage businesses?

• Why does this matter?  Look for shared option and for where redundant 
parking provided in watershed.

• Commercial Spaces
– One space per thousand a general rule of thumb across the U.S.

• How Do Parking Codes Read?
– Note the code treats every site as a separate entity –
– Every site must be able to “Go it Alone” on parking and loading
– Every site has ability to “up-plan” excess spaces  - just in case.
– Practical Implications – No city or land owner knows when neighboring 

development to take place for purposes of shared parking and loading. 
– However – this is what drives a lot of impervious cover.



The Most Powerful Way to Reduce the 
Development Footprint that We Did Not 

Have Time to Talk About
• District Area Planning

– Goes by many names
• Specific Area Plans
• Sector Plans
• Sub-Area Plans

• Power
– The power to coordinate shared, efficient amenities on a smaller

footprint for new development and redevelopment
• Conference Sessions on districts were actually watershed 

sessions
– Transit oriented districts
– Grey Mall rehabilitation 
– Corridor redevelopment
– Mixed Use Districts
– Etc…..



Illustrative Example

Comparison of Redevelopment versus same level of 
development constructed under common, modern 
codes

Redevelopment Impervious Cover
Building Footprint plus reclaimed spaces on the 
street = 0.27 acres

New Development Impervious Cover
Building Footprint plus parking plus setbacks PLUS 
expanded roadway to support car travel  to next site 
= 1.2 acres



Illustrated Example – What 
Drives Impervious Cover?

Redevelopment Project - 12,000 square feet, Corner Store

Site Dimensions – 12,000 ft2  (0.27 acres)

Impervious Surface - 12,000 ft2

Parking – 20+, Each space = 8 ft x 18 (on a 45 degree angle).
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New Development - 12,000 square feet, Setbacks: 10’ landscaped buffer, 20’ rear buffer. 10’ each side, 20’ front.

Site Dimensions – 276’ x 194’ = 53,544 ft2  (1.23 acres)

Impervious Surface (subtract out grassy setbacks) – 50,004 ft2 

Parking – 4/1000ft ; = 48 spaces.  2 handicap spaces (13’ x 21’), 23 large car (11.5’ x 19.1’), 23 small car (9’ x 18’)
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