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1. Zoning regulates the use of land in a 
community, and therefore, the activity that can 
occur there.

2. It is the primary tool for implementing the 
master plan.

3. Also regulates how people get approved to do 
things.

Overview
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Royal Oak

Knoxville, TN



Economic development occurs in the places we build. 
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Zoning ordinances are not carved in 
stone.
• Amendments can be made to 

enable the types of development we 
want

A community’s master plan sets the 
table for those amendments.
• Insist on being at the table
• Master plan review should occur 

every five years at a minimum

It All Starts with a Plan
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Northville



1. Where can economic activity occur?
2. What kind of economic activity are we 

enabling? 
3. Opportunities for commerce and employment 

are typically relegated to certain districts.

Location, Location, Location
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Royal Oak

Knoxville, TN
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Location, Location, Location
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Location, Location, Location



Zoning is often too rigid. Building flexibility into codes 
is important to support economic change over time. 
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Housing = People
People = capital
• Human capital
• Investment capital
• Consumer spending
Low concentrations of people provide less 
support for commercial activity than high 
concentrations.

Housing
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Reno, NV

This sounds obvious, but 
we’ve zoned for very low 

density for decades.



1. How many people can live in the community to 
support that activity directly?

2. How do people get around? Are we building a 
place where they can walk or bike, or will they 
need to drive? Access and mobility is 
important!

3. Are there places to park in car-oriented 
places?

Housing & Transportation
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Royal Oak

Knoxville, TN



Transportation and zoning are intimately linked. Zoning 
affects accessibility and mobility within a community:
Directly:
• Requiring sidewalks
• Controlling driveways and other access points
• Requiring parking (for cars and bikes)
Indirectly:
• Controls residential density and site design
• This can make a community walkable or unwalkable. 
Ask:
What kind of community is this? Is transit available? Is it walkable?

Access and Mobility
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Lathrup Village



Planned Unit Development (PUD)
• Can permit development that isn’t anticipated
• Should bring a public benefit 
• Can enable innovation
• Offers a chance to guide development to a desired 

outcome
• Not just a way to avoid the ordinance

Building in Flexibility
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PUD under construction, Clawson, MI



Processes for Dealing with Unlisted Uses
• People are creative—permitted use lists can’t 

predict everything
• Build an ordinance that can work with that 

creativity
• The less burdensome the process is, the more 

creativity you can support

Building in Flexibility
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Sunflower Cat Café, Manhattan, KS



Artisan Manufacturing
• A creator’s studio may involve both retail space 

and an area for making things
• May host classes or tours
• Retail component could include sales of others’ 

goods
• Creators with their own studios may want 

live/work arrangements

Use Example
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Creative Arts Studio, Royal Oak



Think broadly about uses
• Define the terms you use in your use 

lists
• Be broad and inclusive—many 

businesses can be classed as retail. 
Use “retail” as your term to allow all of it

• Hyper-granular use lists limit possibility 
and can create confusion

• Consider the camera shop

Definitions
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Elk Rapids



Use List Example
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This is a real excerpt of a use list from a zoning ordinance.



Waivers
• Build reasonable waiver ability into the approval process
• Avoids the need for appeals for variations that make sense
• Potential standards that could be modified for good cause 

include:
• Landscaping
• Parking
• Screening
• Materials standards

• Can be written to support adaptive reuse of existing building 
stock, including nonconforming buildings, which can lower 
costs

Building In Flexibility
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Building In Flexibility: Example
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East Bay Township



Building In Flexibility: Example
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East Bay Township



Building In Flexibility: Example
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East Bay Township



Building In Flexibility: Example
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East Bay Township

Market-driven approach to required parking

• Sets a range of required parking for broad 
use categories

• Process for uses not listed
• Multiple waiver avenues to reduce parking 

requirement
• They can have more if they demonstrate 

need
• Will never need a variance for parking

It costs tens of thousands of dollars per space 
to build parking.



• Building materials
• Architectural elements
• Landscaping 
• Outdoor display and/or storage
• Signage (might not be in zoning)

Are design standards right for your community? 

Design
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West Bloomfield



• Build art into PUD requirements
• Enable art—make sure your sign ordinance 

doesn’t inadvertently prevent murals
• Many ordinances severely limit the locations of 

hotels or don’t accommodate b’n’bs
• Short-term rentals can both help and hurt a 

local economy
• A few provide places to stay
• Too many can hollow out neighborhoods, 

eroding economic base—makes already 
tough off season even tougher

• The right balance is important

Support for Arts & Tourism

8/7/2026 23

Lansing

Hospitality Uses and Public Art



City of Clawson
• 2016 Master Plan established a framework for 

new downtown zoning districts

• 2018 zoning ordinance amendments translated 
that framework to regulation

• New rules allowed mixing of uses, by-right 
residential, and additional height

• Enabled three redevelopment projects on 
underutilized parcels, one planned unit 
development also under construction

Real World Examples
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The Clawsonian

Real World Examples
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Mixed use redevelopment built by-right. Directly enabled by 
zoning amendments—the hardware store never closed.



Lathrup Village
• 15 years of a Village Center District

• Greater densities for increased vibrancy

• Emphasis on walkability & accessibility

• Parking reductions and flexibility

• Enhanced design standards for visual appeal 
and traffic calming

Real World Examples
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VILLAGE 
CENTER 

DISTRICT
(purple area)



Flexible Zoning for Desired Development: Real World Zoning Considerations
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Lathrup Village

Townhomes as transitional uses between 
Southfield Rd. & existing neighborhoods.VILLAGE CENTER DISTRICT

LIVE-WORK units: ground floor office, 
retail, & service --- living space above.
Minimal parking impacts.

Lower building heights in this 
concept reduce overall floor 
area & parking demands.



Concept Sketch for Parking in the 
R-1 District
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Lathrup Village

10 ft. setback

125 ft. : 4 rows of parking & drive aisles = 132 spaces
Sample development option:
• Ground floor retail/office uses: 4 sp / 1,000 sf. = 102 spaces
• 20 upper floor residential units: 1.5 sp / unit = 30 spaces

30 ft. alley & buffer

80 ft. deep building (standard for retail space)

10 ft. front setback



Parking in the R-1 District
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Lathrup Village
• Allowed in the R-1 District as an approved Special Land Use.

• R-1 parcel must abut the mixed-use district or public alley;
Or share a lot line with an existing parking lot to north or 
south & be within 150 ft. of Southfield Rd.

• The development along Southfield Rd. must include retail, 
restaurant, or residential uses on the ground floor.

• Design standards of the Village Center District apply.

• Parking Setbacks:
• 10 ft. from residential
• 8 ft. from rights-of-way

• Only one driveway access point to the parking lot allowed.
• Must maintain the public alley.
• 6’ ht. masonry wall 10’ from residential.
• Evergreen landscaping req. between wall & property line.



Economic Development Might Look Like This
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Rochester Hills Auburn Hills

Walloon Lake



But It Could Also Look Like This
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Royal Oak

Oscoda

San Francisco

Washington, DC

Berkley



Lengthy, complicated, or confusing development 
processes can be a drag on development.
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Streamlining Development Processes

Flexible Zoning for Desired Development
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CLEAR PROCESSES
The zoning ordinance includes clear steps 
for major development review processes.

01

ESTABLISH ROLES
The community has clearly identified a point 
of contact for development review activities.

02

TIMELY ASSISTANCE
The community defines and offers conceptual 
review meetings for applicants.

03

STAFF REVIEW
The community has a clearly 
documented internal staff review policy.

04

DEVELOPMENT PROCESS
The community streamlines the approval process by using 
administrative and planning commission approval authority. 

05

FEES & PAYMENT
The community maintains a fee schedule. The 
community offers clear methods of payment.

06

FORMS AND MANUALS
The community makes development review 
information and forms readily available online.

07

TRACKING SYSTEM
The community has a method to track 
development projects.

08



Zoning

Streamlining Development Processes
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• Ordinances should be evaluated periodically, typically 
following a master plan update.

• A Zoning Ordinance Health Check-up

 Evaluates and identifies outdated language, 
conflicting provisions, confusing text.

 Identifies opportunities for improvement, based on 
established guiding principles.  

• Will follow best practices while drafting language for text 
amendments.



Continuity as staff changes over time is important to 
keep everything running smoothly.
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Procedures

Streamlining Development Processes
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It should be clearly documented who is responsible for each part of development review
 Intake
 Distribution/communication with consultants, agencies, etc.
 Review
 Noticing
 Follow-up
 Communicating information/expectations to applicants
 Etc.



Procedures

Streamlining Development Processes

8/7/2026 37

 Development procedures should be clearly outlined in the ordinances.
 The development procedures outlined in ordinances should be easily followed.
 Application deadlines and approval timeframes should be published and attainable.
 Application fees should be clear, and the allocation of funds understood.
 The method for tracking the progress of applications should be manageable.



Policies

Streamlining Development Processes
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 Has the community articulated its goals for development? 
 Is it clear who to ask for help if an issue arises regarding interpretation? 
 Do internal deadlines allow adequate time for quality control?
 Does the community have a public participation plan?
 Does the community have a written training policy in place?

• Staff
• Elected officials
• Appointed officials

 Are time-sensitive policy items on a widely-accessible calendar?



Components of Good Planning & Zoning
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Redevelopment Ready Communities
RRC provides an economic development framework that all communities can model

Streamlining Development Processes
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Developed by public and private sector experts, the RRC Best 
Practices are the standard for evaluation

 provide a predictable development experience

 meet local planning and zoning responsibilities under 
Michigan law.

 proactively seek out community development opportunities

CERTIFIED RRC Certified communities 
 Integrated all the Best Practices into their local processes

TWO TYPES:

ESSENTIALS Communities 
 All the key documents and practices in place



Redevelopment Ready Communities
RRC provides an economic development framework that all communities can model

Streamlining Development Processes
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Best Practice 1: Plans & Engagement 
 How development is envisioned in the Master Plan, Capital Improvement Plan, 

Downtown Plan, etc. Also emphasizes stakeholder involvement in the planning 
process.

Best Practice 2: Zoning 
 Zoning Ordinance is a key tool for implementing the goals of the Master Plan. 

Should be streamlined & positioned to encourage the types of developments that 
are desired by the community.

Best Practice 3: Development Review 
 The process should be well documented, with easy-to-understand policies, and an 

efficient checklist that keeps projects on track, on time, & on budget. This stage has 
the ability to set the tone for a development friendly community.



Redevelopment Ready Communities
RRC provides an economic development framework that all communities can model

Streamlining Development Processes
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Best Practice 4: Boards & Commissions 
 Diversity of members is key to cultivating a wide range of perspectives when boards 

are considering development approvals. Education & training of officials proves to 
be effective when deliberating.

Best Practice 5: Economic Development 
 Identify strategies that diversify the economic base & tap into development 

opportunities to expand & sustain the economic footprint. Highlight consistent 
messaging through marketing the unique assets of the community.

Best Practice 6: Priority Development Sites 
 The community takes the lead in promoting strategic sites to be marketed to 

developers in a targeted, purposeful way. Reserving a “seat at the table” for the 
public allows for a wide range of participation & a predictable development 
environment.



Moving Toward Administrative Review
• Development review is necessary, but can add 

time and cost to the process of establishing a 
business.

• Consider making most projects approvable by 
staff, and sending only larger-scale or discretionary 
items to a planning commission.

• Legislative body rarely needs to be involved in 
individual applications other than rezonings. 

• Build flexibility into standards to avoid the need for 
variances. 

Streamlining Development Review Processes
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Public boards, including planning 
commissions, zoning boards of appeals, 
and legislative bodies, should be well-
informed about planning issues and 
understand the ordinances they are 
charged with upholding.
• Provide regular training opportunities 

for members
• Support boards with strong, to-the-

point analysis of proposals

Board Training
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Zoning doesn’t have to hinder development and can 
even be a catalyst.

Five Keys
• Flexible regulations
• Streamlined processes
• Strong planning foundation
• Training and Continuity
• Predictability

Summary
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Joe Tangari, AICP
Principal Planner

Eric Pietsch

jtangari@giffelswebster.com
epietsch@giffelswebster.com

Senior Planner
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