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BASIC ZONING & 
SUBDIVISION 

REGULATIONS



• What is zoning and how does it work?

• Zoning is one tool to achieve community 
goals such as:
• Public health, safety, and welfare (police 

powers)
• Natural resource protection
• Community character and placemaking
• Protection of public and private investments

ZONING

Source: City of Alabaster



ZONING

Source: City of Calera

• Zoning is one of several regulatory 
tools to achieve community goals 
and implement the Future Land Use 
Map found within the citywide 
Comprehensive Plan 

• Zoning consists of an ordinance 
(text) and map 
• Zoning ordinance defines what land 

use regulations are
• Zoning map defines where they apply



• Zoning regulates such things as land uses 
permitted, density or intensity of 
development allowed, and dimensions of 
lots and structures 

• Most zoning ordinances in the region are 
based on Euclidean zoning, which is the 
separation of land uses by type—
residential, commercial, retail, industrial, 
etc.—each into their own zones or areas 
within the city

• Examples include residential zones, 
commercial zones, industrial zones, mixed 
residential-commercial zones, and more 

ZONING ORDINANCE

Source: City of Pelham



• Other types of zoning districts 
exist, and within our region, the 
most common are overlay 
districts and floating districts 

• An overlay district is “laid over” 
the base zoning district 
• In most cases, regulations from 

both the base zoning district and 
the overlay zoning will apply

• But if there is a case where the 
base zoning and the overlay 
zoning conflict, then the stricter 
regulations will apply 

ZONING ORDINANCE

Source: Town of Harpersville



• A floating district 
“floats” and is not 
applied to any 
specific property on 
the zoning map until 
a landowner applies 
for a rezoning to 
that particular 
district

• This is typically used 
for PUDs (planned 
unit developments) 
and other master 
planned areas 

ZONING ORDINANCE

Source: City of Calera



USE REGULATIONS



Permitted Use

Allowed 

Conditional Use

Allowed Under Certain 
Conditions

Prohibited or Unlisted Use

Not Allowed

TYPES OF USE REGULATIONS

Prohibited or Unlisted Use

Use is expressly prohibited or 
unlisted 

Conditional or Special 
Exception Use

Use is listed for the district 
and is allowed if conditions 
are met 

Permitted Use

Use is listed and allowed by 
right in all parts of the 
zoning district



USE REGULATIONS

General guidelines:
• Conditional uses are assigned to the Planning Commission for approval

• Ordinance should list specific conditional uses and decision criteria for granting or 
denying the conditional use permit 

• Special exception uses are assigned to the Board of Zoning Adjustment for 
approval

• Communities will often, but not always, use either conditional uses or special 
exception uses
• Some communities use both

• Supplemental use regulations apply to permitted uses – these place 
additional regulations on the use, but these are approved administratively 
(by staff) 



CONDITIONAL USES

Conditional use definition: 
• A use that would not 

generally be appropriate 
throughout a zoning district 
without restriction(s), but 
which, if controlled as to 
number, location, area, size, 
traffic, noise, lighting or 
other impacts, would not be 
detrimental to public health. 

• This use is permitted subject 
to a conditional use permit 
being granted by the 
Planning Commission and 
further subject to 
appropriate permits being 
issued in accordance with 
the provisions of this 
Ordinance.

Source: City of Calera



CONDITIONAL USES

Conditional use example: 

• Campgrounds can only be 
permitted in the B-2 
General Business District by 
obtaining a conditional use 
permit. 

• An individual wishing to 
utilize land in this district for 
such a purpose would have 
to apply for a conditional 
use permit before the 
Planning Commission.

Source: City of Calera



CONDITIONAL USES

• Conditional uses follow 
this process, with specific 
details provided in the 
zoning ordinance



SPECIAL EXCEPTION USES

Special exception use definition:

• A use that would not generally 
be appropriate without 
restriction(s) throughout the 
zoning district, but which, if 
controlled as to number, area, 
location or relation to the 
neighborhood, would not be 
detrimental to public health. 

• This use is permitted subject to 
a special exception use permit 
being granted by the Board of 
Zoning Adjustment.

Source: City of Calera



SPECIAL EXCEPTION USES

Special exception use 
example:

• Livestock sales and auctions 
can only be permitted in the 
A-1 Agriculture District by 
obtaining a special exception 
use permit. 

• An individual wishing to utilize 
land in this district for such a 
purpose would have to apply 
for a special exception use 
permit before the Board of 
Zoning Adjustment. 

Source: City of Calera



SPECIAL EXCEPTION USES

• Special exception uses 
follow this process, with 
specific details provided 
in the zoning ordinance



DIMENSIONAL 
REGULATIONS



DIMENSIONAL REGULATIONS

• Each district also contains 
dimensional requirements 

• These govern the density 
or intensity of land uses 
within the district  

• Requirements can be 
minimums (lot area) or 
maximums (height) 

Source: City of Hoover



DIMENSIONAL REGULATIONS

• Requirements can also be 
a range (minimum and 
maximum)
• Most common for setbacks 

Source: City of Calera



DIMENSIONAL REGULATIONS

• For residential districts, 
minimum 
habitable/livable floor 
area is often specified 

• This will vary by district 

• This may vary within a 
district, for different 
dwelling types 

Source: City of Hoover



VARIANCES



VARIANCES

• A variance is a relief 
granted from the literal 
and strict application of 
zoning regulation

• This allows property to 
be used in a manner 
otherwise forbidden by 
the zoning ordinance 

• Variances are generally 
related to the physical 
conditions of the parcel

Source: City of Mountain Brook



VARIANCES

• A variance is granted only when a property owner shows an undue hardship 
created by unique circumstances that the property owner did not create. 
This includes the inability to meet setback requirements due to the shape, 
size, or topography of a parcel.

• The law is very clear that if the hardship is created by the property owner, a 
variance should not be granted. For example, a hardship is self-created if 
you buy a piece of property expecting to put a gas station on it, but local 
zoning laws prohibit gas stations in that zoning district. In essence, ignorance 
of local laws does not create undue hardships for property owners.

• Determinations made by Board of Zoning Adjustment may be appealed to 
circuit court within 15 days. 

Source: Baldwin County Planning & Zoning Department



VARIANCES 

• Variances follow this 
process, with specific 
details provided in the 
zoning ordinance



ZONING MAP



ZONING MAP

• What is a zoning map 
and how does it work?
• Divides all land in the 

community into 
districts, for which the 
zoning ordinance (text) 
assigns allowable land 
uses and conditions for 
development 

• Map and text go 
hand-in-hand, and 
both are needed 

Source: City of Alabaster



ZONING MAP

Standard colors:

• Yellow for residential 
• And sometimes orange 

• Red for commercial

• Blue for institutional 

• Purple for industrial 

• Green for agriculture, 
forests, etc. 

Darker shades = more 
intense or dense uses 

Source: City of Alabaster



ZONING AMENDMENTS



ZONING AMENDMENTS

2 types of zoning amendments: 

• Zoning map amendment

• Zoning text amendment 

• They follow the same basic 
process, as outlined in AL 
Code of Law and local zoning 
ordinances 

Source: City of Calera



ZONING AMENDMENTS

• Rezoning is a type of 
zoning map amendment
• May be initiated by a 

property owner or by the 
City government 

• Definition of rezoning: 
• To change the zoning of an 

area, or parcel, from one 
zoning district to another 
for a new purpose or use

Source: City of Calera



ZONING AMENDMENTS

• The zoning amendment 
process, including the 
associated public 
notification process, is 
laid out in Alabama Code 
of Law §11-52-78

• This process is also laid 
out in the local zoning 
ordinance

Source: City of Calera



ZONING AMENDMENTS

• Zoning text or map 
amendments follow this 
process, with specific 
details provided in the 
zoning ordinance 



ZONING AMENDMENTS

Zoning amendments should 
be reviewed for 
consistency: 

• With the adopted Future 
Land Use Map in the City’s 
adopted Comprehensive 
Plan 

• With other adopted policy 
documents, such as a  
Capital Improvement Plan 
(CIP) 

Source: City of Pelham



SUBDIVISION 
REGULATIONS



SUBDIVISION REGULATIONS

• Subdivision regulations 
govern the division of land

 

• They apply regulations 
regarding: 
• Right-of-way and 

construction of new streets 
and sidewalks 

• Installation of 
infrastructure and utilities, 
e.g., water and sewer 

• Stormwater management 

Source: City of Bessemer



SUBDIVISION REGULATIONS

• The state statues for 
subdivision regulations are 
found in AL Code of Law § 
11-52-31 and § 11-52-32

• The Planning Commission 
adopts and amends the 
subdivision regulations, and 
is the body that reviews and 
approves subdivision plats

Source: City of Bessemer



SUBDIVISION PLAT REVIEW

Subdivisions are classified 
either major or minor 

• Major subdivision:  
creates more than 6 lots
• Goes through plat 

approval process

• Minor subdivision: 
creates 6 or fewer lots 
• May be approved 

administratively (without a 
public hearing before the 
Planning Commission) 

Source: Code of Alabama § 11-52-31 (b) 



In general: 

• A preliminary subdivision plat (plan showing how land will be subdivided) will 
either be approved, conditionally approved, or denied within a certain 
number of days 

• The review of the preliminary plat includes the proposed physical layout of 
new development, connections with adjacent developments, public safety, 
adequacy of improvements, etc.
• If conditionally approved, clear conditions should be attached 
• If denied, clear reasons should be given 
• Preliminary plat approval is effective for a certain period of time per local ordinances, 

e.g., 12 months 

SUBDIVISION PLAT REVIEW



SUBDIVISION PLAT REVIEW

• Subdivision plat approval 
includes preliminary plat 
submission, public hearing, 
preliminary plat approval, 
and then final plat approval 

• Subdivision regulations will 
list what contents are 
required for preliminary and 
final plat submission

• Subdivision regulations may 
require or encourage a series 
of meetings with staff or the  
Planning Commission 

Source: City of Bessemer



SUBDIVISION PLAT REVIEW

• Subdivision plat approval 
follows this process, with 
specific details provided 
in the local subdivision 
regulations



Regional Planning Commission of Greater Birmingham

communityplanning@rpcgb.org

(205) 264-8421

THANK YOU!
 


	PLANNING COMMISSION 101 TRAINING:
	Slide Number 2
	Slide Number 3
	Slide Number 4
	Slide Number 5
	Slide Number 6
	Slide Number 7
	Slide Number 8
	Slide Number 9
	Slide Number 10
	Slide Number 11
	Slide Number 12
	Slide Number 13
	Slide Number 14
	Slide Number 15
	Slide Number 16
	Slide Number 17
	Slide Number 18
	Slide Number 19
	Slide Number 20
	Slide Number 21
	Slide Number 22
	Slide Number 23
	Slide Number 24
	Slide Number 25
	Slide Number 26
	Slide Number 27
	Slide Number 28
	Slide Number 29
	Slide Number 30
	Slide Number 31
	Slide Number 32
	Slide Number 33
	Slide Number 34
	Slide Number 35
	Slide Number 36
	Slide Number 37
	Slide Number 38
	Slide Number 39
	Slide Number 40
	Slide Number 41
	Slide Number 44

