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The Zoning Code Reform Project 

• The Zoning Code Commission 2007 formed through 
a Charter change to analyze and recommend 
improvements to the Philadelphia Zoning Code 

• The 31-member Zoning Code Commission includes 
community, business, and professional 
representatives 

• Team of local and national consultants provide a 
variety of resources 



Last major code 
revision in 1962.  
Common criticisms: 
• “Too confusing” 

• “A broken system” 

• “Unpredictable 
results” 

• “Outdated” 

Reasons to Update the Code 
Variance Appeals per Year 

1,722

978 946
720

547
304 252 247

0

200

400

600

800

1,000

1,200

1,400

1,600

1,800

Philadelphia Baltimore New York Chicago San José San Diego Denver Atlanta

 
 
 



“Philadelphia’s Zoning Code should be 
consistent and easy to understand, should 
help shape future construction and 
development, and should enhance and 
improve Philadelphia’s development approval 
process while encouraging positive 
development and protecting the character of 
Philadelphia’s neighborhoods”. 

Charter Mandate 



• Provide consistency and understandability of 
the zoning code 

• Make future construction and development more 
predictable 

• Encourage high quality, positive development 

• Preserve the character of existing neighborhoods 

• Involve the public in development decisions 

ZCC Stakeholder Goals 



Role of Staff and Consultants 



Develop a roadmap for the new code 

Recommend (Completed Dec 2009) 

Write a proposed new code and a plan for zoning 
remapping 

Rewrite (Completed Dec 2011) 

Zoning remapping, to be carried out by the 
Philadelphia City Planning Commission 

Remap (4-5 year cycle, beginning 2011) 

Three Phases 



Write a proposed new code and a plan for zoning 
remapping 

Rewrite (Completed Dec 2011) 

Three Phases 

• Modules 

• Consolidated drafts 

• Separate sign controls 
 



Lessons Learned 

Recognize what the zoning code 
CAN and CANNOT regulate 
 

 
 

Lessons Learned 

• Controlling “bad behavior” 
• Lack of resources for enforcement 
• Complaints about encroachments, blight 

in public right of way 
 
 
 



Lessons Learned 

Test new ideas on the ground 
 

 
 

Lessons Learned 

• Sky plane 
• FAR bonuses 
• Contextual standards 

 
 
 
 



Lessons Learned 

Any change, no matter how small, is 
difficult.  
 

 
 

Lessons Learned 

• Understanding how political processes and 
timelines will influence success of zoning 
code reform 

• Building consensus takes time 
 
 
 



Engage the public early and often … 
and it still won’t be enough 

 
 

Lessons Learned 

• 50 public meetings, aired on television 
• 2 public hearings in City Council chambers 
• 36 community-based meetings  
• 7 Stakeholder X-Changes 
• 2 public meetings to discuss why the Commission adopted, 

rejected, or modified a group’s proposal 
• Dozens of presentations to community groups 
• Interviewed 125 professional zoning code users  
• Surveyed nearly 2,000 individuals on components of the 

proposed new zoning code 



Engage the public early and often … 
and it still won’t be enough 

 
 

Lessons Learned 

Overall Opinion of Key Changes
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Begin thinking about the transition 
to the new code early in the process.  
It will help define your products. 
 

 
 

Lessons Learned 

• Zoning Administrative Manual 
• Quick Reference Guide 
• Comprehensive Plan & Remapping Process 
• Establishment of Citizens Planning Institute 





 
 

 

Zoning Advisory Group                    September 7, 2012 



 
 

 

PHILADELPHIA2035 District Plans & 
Zoning Map Revisions 
 

Zoning Advisory Group                    September 7, 2012 





Lessons Learned 

It’s Never Truly Over 
 

 
 

Lessons Learned 

• Efforts to “un-do” and “re-do” post-code 
adoption 

• Implementation requirements – several 
agencies needed to develop new 
regulations and processes 
 
 
 



o 1515 Arch Street, 13th Floor  
Philadelphia, PA 19102  
215-683-4615  
 

o zoning.commission@phila.gov  
www.zoningmatters.org  
www.facebook.com/phillyzcc 

Lessons Learned Contact Us 
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