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WHY THIS TOPIC?

 Zoning is a very powerful force in determining 
where people live and work

 It also turns out to powerfully reinforce racial, 
ethnic, and income segregation

 Zoning reinforces lending patterns that have tended 
to limit wealth accumulation in BIPOC communities

 Many of these results are caused by unspoken 
impacts of facially neutral language that needs to be 
revised or removed

 The APA Equity in Zoning Policy Guide provides 
planners with solutions to alleviate the 
disproportionate impacts of zoning



CONTEXT

 Zoning operates within a system of real estate, 
lending, governance, and property rights that tends 
to institutionalize segregation and limit upward 
mobility.

 The fact that zoning cannot solve all these 
challenges does not mean it is not a key part of 
the solution

 Zoning is a very white and very male profession, 
and many reforms will not happen until that 
changes



ABOUT THE POLICY GUIDE

Focus is on 
discriminatory impacts 
based on:

• Race and Ethnicity

• National Origin

• Religion

• Resident /Tenancy 
Status

• Age

• Gender

• Physical Disability

• Sexual Orientation

Available for download and 
distribution on APA’s website:

https://planning.org/policy/guides/
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RACE, ETHNICITY, GENDER, DISABILITY – AND INCOME

Distinctions based     
on race, ethnicity, 

gender or disability are 
prohibited

Distinctions based on 
income are not 

prohibited

In Reality – the two circles overlap – a LOT

Households 
headed by 
protected             
individuals

Poor 
households

In Theory:
Focus is on 
discriminatory impacts 
based on:

• Race and Ethnicity

• National Origin

• Religion

• Resident /Tenancy 
Status

• Gender

• Physical Disability

• Sexual Orientation



ABOUT THE POLICY GUIDE

 Multi-year and iterative drafting process 
including APA Legislative Committee, APA 
Delegate Assembly, APA general 
members, and non-APA writers, teachers, 
and experts on zoning and/or equity

 Approved and ratified by unanimous 
vote of Delegates Assembly and APA 
Board in December 2022

…and more



ABOUT THE POLICY GUIDE

 People – Ensuring that all residents are fairly included 
and represented in drafting, applying, changing, and 
enforcing zoning

 Substantive Rules - Removing or revising facially 
neutral rules that have disproportionate impacts on 
what types of structures and activities are permitted in 
different neighborhoods

 Zoning Maps - Removing the legacy of redlining while 
protecting residents of historically redlined areas from 
the unintended impacts of those changes

To avoid overlap with other 
Policy Guides, this one 
focuses on:

• Regulations and 
Incentives – not advisory 
policies in advisory 
planning documents

• Equitable participation in 
the zoning process – not 
the planning process

Focuses on improving zoning equity in 3 key aspects of zoning:



CHAPTERS 1 AND 2

 Identify specific ways in which the 
drafting, public engagement, 
administration, mapping, and 
enforcement of zoning regulations can be 
changed to dismantle barriers to equity.

 Build on, and not repeat, recent APA Policy 
Guides (e.g. Housing & Healthy 
Communities).

 Cross-cutting issues such as lack of 
diversity in the profession, real estate 
practices, private covenants, and income 
disparities.

Introduction and Overview

 “Those who write, administer, or enforce 
zoning regulations take clear steps to 
“undo” unfair outcomes generated or 
compounded by unequal ability to 
participate in all parts of the zoning 
process.”

 Focus on the disproportionate impacts of 
zoning rules on some individuals and 
neighborhoods, and then redraft and 
remap zoning to reduce or 
eliminate those impacts.

What is Equity in Zoning?



CHAPTER 3: THE RULES – SUBSTANTIVE ZONING REGULATIONS

 Regulations that limit the size and shape of 
lots and buildings, the types of activities that 
can operate within those lots and buildings, 
and the physical design of those lots and 
buildings

 Five cross-cutting equity concerns:

 Public Health

 Environmental Justice

 Fair Access to Housing

 Fair Access to Economic Opportunity and 
Services

 Aging in Place



CHAPTER 3: HIGHLIGHTS

• Expand residential 
and mixed-use 
districts

• Establish overlay 
zones to protect 
vulnerable 
populations and 
improve health 
outcomes

• Reduce or remove 
minimum lot size and 
maximum density 
standards

• Add accessibility and 
mobility standards

• Avoid drafting design 
requirements that 
increase development 
cost

• Diversify residential 
housing types and 
expand allowances

• Ensure access to 
healthy food by 
allowing grocery 
stores, restaurants, 
etc. near residential

• Prohibit the location 
of new industrial uses 
with public health 
impacts

• Draft thresholds for 
compliance with 
specific development 
standards to avoid 
disproportionate 
impacts

• Eliminate or reduce 
minimum off-street 
parking requirements

• Require adequate 
levels of lighting to 
protect safety

Zoning Districts Form and Design Use Regulations Development Standards



CHAPTER 3: HIGHLIGHTS

“The same zoning 
change
that may expand 
opportunities for better 
housing, livelihoods, and 
services in one part of 
the community may lead 
to speculative 
investments and 
displacement of 
historically 
disadvantaged and 
vulnerable households 
and businesses in 
another.”

“Cities and counties 
should consider how 
building form and design 
standards may increase 
the cost of building and 
maintaining properties, 
create barriers to access, 
and encourage or 
discourage investment.”

“….dismantle
the negative stereotypes 
of some commercial 
uses, expand the 
provision of essential 
goods and services into 
historically 
disadvantaged and 
vulnerable 
neighborhoods, and 
increase access to 
employment 
opportunities.”

“Minimum off-street 
parking regulations raise 
the cost of housing and 
other development and 
often make 
redevelopment of older 
infill sites difficult or 
impossible, which likely 
has a disproportionately
negative impact on 
historically 
disadvantaged and 
vulnerable
Neighborhoods.”

Zoning Districts Form and Design Use Regulations Development Standards



CHAPTER 4: THE PEOPLE –ZONING PROCEDURES

 Capacity Building

 Appointing Representative Advisory and 
Decision-Making Boards

 Writing and Changing the Zoning Rules

 Applying the Zoning Rules to Individual 
Properties

 Enforcing the Zoning Rules

 “informed participation is critical to 
eliminating racism and discrimination in 
zoning”



CHAPTER 4: HIGHLIGHTS

 Ensure that planners and elected and appointed officials 
receive diversity, equity, and inclusion (DEI) training

 The composition of nonelected boards and committees 
should reflect the community

 Avoid overly complicated regulations and legalistic language 
and speak to the community in the language(s) they 
understand

 Draft clear and objective, equity-based standards and review 
criteria

 Formalize and expand requirements to use newer means of 
notification

 Only require public hearings when there is a genuine 
need to use discretion in applying zoning criteria and 
standards to the facts of a specific development 
proposal



CHAPTER 5: THE PEOPLE –ZONING MAPS

 Drawing and changing area-wide zoning maps

 Making land available for needed types of 
development

 Removing disparities in neighborhood health risk

 Removing disparities in access to key services 
and facilities

 Removing Historic segregation through mapping 
changes



CHAPTER 5: THE PEOPLE –ZONING MAPS

 Makes more land available for needed types of development

 Removes disparities in neighborhood health risks

 Removes disparities in access to key services and facilities

 Include many fewer exclusionary lines designed to ensure homogeneous 
building forms, lot sizes, or land uses, or to protect “neighborhood character” or 
property values.

 Remove lines deliberately created along borders between neighborhoods 
distinguished from each other mostly by race or ethnicity, except in situations 
where the historically disadvantaged neighborhood wants some of those 
differences preserved

A More Equitable Zoning Map:



KEY TAKEAWAYS

 Zoning is a very powerful tool

 For decades it has been used in ways that segregate or disadvantage some 
populations, businesses, or neighborhoods from others

 It has great (largely untapped) potential to remove those barriers – or to advantage 
those same populations, businesses, or neighborhoods

 But zoning reform is not enough

 Decades of unfair zoning laws, maps, and procedures have resulted in vast differences 
in ability to participate in zoning decisions, as well as vast disparities in wealth that 
make it difficult for disadvantaged communities to take advantage of opportunities 
opened up by fairer zoning

 Capacity building, translation services, protections against displacement, and access to 
finance are all very important if we want improve opportunity



QUESTIONS?
GROUP ACTIVITY IS NEXT!



GROUP ACTIVITY 

 Exercises:

 1 = Barriers on Housing Opportunity

 2 = Required Public Hearings and Adequacy of Notice

 Read the scenario, the Policy Guide recommendations, and the zoning regulations

 Discuss the following questions:

 Do the zoning regulations align with the Policy Guide Recommendations?

 What changes would be necessary to bring them into alignment?

 Are there zoning changes that you would only apply in more affluent neighborhoods and 
would not apply in lower income neighborhoods because they would lead to 
gentrification and displacement?

 Report-outs to the larger group



Examples 1 and 2 are available here:
https://bit.ly/APA-equity-guide

OR 

Example 1 is available here Examples 2 is available here

!
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