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Giffels Webster

 Clearzoning is now part of Giffels Webster

 Planning and zoning consultants based in Detroit, Birmingham, 

and Washington Township, Michigan

 Clearzoning (CZ) interactive zoning ordinances are adopted 

or in development in 5 states across the U.S., including 6 

municipalities in Oakland County
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Giffels Webster

 GW staff developed the MEDC’s Redevelopment 

Ready Best Practice 2 & 3 training programs on 

zoning and development review

 GW staff developed the Michigan Association of 

Planning’s Site Plan and Subdivision Design training 

programs
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Overview

 Zoning Standards – the Basics

 Planning and development review process 

objectives:

 Encourage economic development?

 Support the efficient and effective use of financial and 

human resources?

 Provide excellent customer service?

 Promote transparency?

 Be fair and equitable? 
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Importance of Zoning 

Regulations

 Zoning is a key tool to 

implement master plan 

policies.

 Zoning can shape inviting 

walkable places.

 Inflexible or obsolete zoning 

regulations can discourage 

redevelopment.

 Outdated regulations force 

developers to pursue 

rezoning or variance requests.
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Overview of Sources for 

Updates to Zoning Standards

 Master Plan Updates

 Zoning plan

 Uses and standards – guided by vision

 State & Federal Laws and Case Laws

 Development procedures
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 What is a Zoning Plan?

 For a local unit of government that has adopted a 

zoning ordinance, [a master plan shall include] a 

zoning plan for various zoning districts…. The zoning 

plan shall include an explanation of how the land 

use categories on the future land use map relate to 

the districts on the zoning map.

Zoning Plan
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What is a zoning plan?

 A description of the general relationship between future land use 

classifications and current zoning districts.

 Future land use plan represents a community’s preferred long-

range vision.

 Zoning ordinance regulates specific use and development of 

property today.

 The zoning plan ties together the vision for future land use with the 

regulatory tools of zoning.
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Zoning Plan v Zoning Map

 What to consider?

 Identify areas where a change of zoning reflects master plan 

goals.

 Identify priority areas, not every inconsistency.

 Preferred timing of development is important.

Remember, in most cases: 

zoning map ≠ future land use map.
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Zoning Matrix

Grand Blanc Township

►Zoning matrix 

located in master 

plan

►Identifies 
appropriate uses 

to align with 

master plan goals
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Uses

 By right uses

 Discretionary uses
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By Right Uses

 Compatible with other uses allowed in the zoning 

district

 Don’t require special review and approval of the land 

use

 May be subject to specific nondiscretionary standards

 May require site plan review of new improvements
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Nondiscretionary Standards

► Restaurants (sit down) up to a maximum of 125 

seats, or other places serving food or beverage, 

excluding those having the character of a drive-in 

or having a drive through window.

► Auto wash when completely enclosed in a 

building.
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 May be compatible with other uses allowed in the 

zoning district

 Require public hearing and special review and 

approval of the land use to determine compatibility 

with surrounding uses

 May be subject to discretionary and nondiscretionary 

standards

 Require site plan review

Discretionary Uses
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Discretionary Standards

► The proposed use shall be compatible with 

adjacent uses of land in terms of location, size, 

character, and impact on adjacent property or 

the surrounding neighborhood. 

► The proposed use shall be consistent with the 

goals, objectives and recommendations of the 

city's master plan for land use.
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Use & Site Standards 

 Use standards regulate uses, such as standards for 

drive-throughs

 Site standards regulate how a site functions or looks, 

like landscaping

 Form-based codes are another form of regulation
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Form Based Codes

 Regulations that foster predictable built results and 

a high-quality public realm by focusing on physical 

form (rather than separation of uses)

 Often organized around the urban-to-rural transect 

principle.

 FBCs - a method of regulating land development to 

achieve a specific urban form. (Form Based Code 

Institute)

What are form based codes?
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 Form-based codes can be useful where there is a vision of an area 
that the community intends to shape into a place with quality public 
spaces – safe, walkable, attractive streets and sidewalks and 
gathering places.

 Zoning for areas of concentrated development include the following 
placemaking elements, where appropriate:

 Build-to lines

 Open store fronts

 Outdoor dining

 Ground floor signage standards

 Public realm standards

 Other pedestrian-friendly elements

Form Based Codes - Basics
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Update Codes for Consistency

with State & Federal Laws and 

Case Law

 Religious Land Uses and Institutionalized Persons Act 

(RLUIPA)

 Wireless Communications

 Signs
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Zoning & Placemaking

Elements

 Communities are using placemaking to create 

memorable, unique, and vibrant places.

 The Zoning Ordinance can be a useful tool in 

placemaking.
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Clearzoning, Inc.

Public Art

“The Bean”

Chicago, IL
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Promote Natural Features

Traillink.com



Clearzoning, Inc.

Streetscape

Improvements 

allow public 

gathering 

space



Clearzoning, Inc.

Pedestrian 

Lighting



Clearzoning, Inc.

Outdoor 

Dining



Clearzoning, Inc.

Outdoor 

Dining

Be Innovative!



28 Clearzoning, Inc.

Housing

 Two-family 

Development with 

Single Family 

Character
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Clearzoning, Inc.

Housing

 Live-Work
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Housing

 Accessory Dwellings
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City of Seattle

Housing

 Accessory Dwellings
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Pedestrian Elements, Parking & 

Streetscape

 The ordinance should consider elements that 

support motorized and non-motorized transportation
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Bing Maps

Pedestrian Elements
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Clearzoning, Inc.

Sidewalk Standards

 Frontage zone

 Throughway zone

 Furnishing zone

 Edge zone

 Extension zone
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City of Ann Arbor

Bicycle Parking
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City of Auburn Hills

Electric 

Vehicle 

Infrastructure
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Green Infrastructure

 The ordinance should consider:

 Rain gardens, bio swales and other treatment techniques

 Green roofs

 Rain barrels

 Landscape regulations that encourage or require use of 
native, non-invasive species

 Pervious pavement

 The community recognizes the benefits of street trees and 
parking lot landscaping to mitigate the impacts of heat 
island effects.
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Green Infrastructure

 Green roof
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Rain Gardens and Bio Swales

 Filter runoff pollution

 Recharge local groundwater

 Protect rivers and streams

 Improve water quality

 Create wildlife habitat

 Improve site aesthetics
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US Dept of Agriculture

Bio Swales
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Rain Garden

 Rain Gardens

University of Vermont
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Development Review & 

Implementation 

 A team of specialists contribute to the best master 

plans, zoning ordinances, and development 

reviews. 

 Citizens

 Business owners

 Planners

 Design professionals

 Public officials
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Why is an efficient review 

process important?

 A logical, clear, efficient, and effective 

development review process - supports: 

 Economic development – by providing 24/7 answers to 

basic questions, realistic review timelines, and 

consistent outcomes.

 Efficient and effective use of financial and human 

resources – by making it easy for people to find basic 

information in a way that is accessible to everyone.

 Customer service – by providing accessible 

information, promoting transparency as well as striving 

for fair and equitable decision making
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What is the Process?

 Exploration

 Application

 Review

 Approval & Development

 Evaluation
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Step 1: Exploration

 Step 1: Exploration

 What can I build?

 Where can I build it?

 What should it look like?

 When can I expect to be finished?

 Who do I talk to for answers?

 How do I get started?
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Step 1: Exploration

 Zoning Ordinance – what is permitted and where?

 Zoning Ordinance & Map should be online

 Cost

 Ease of use for customers

 Ease of use for staff

 Ease of use for officials

 Use graphics to enhance understanding 
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Step 1: Exploration

 If a developer went online to your community’s web 

site, how easily could they find the existing zoning of 

a parcel they are considering for development?

 How easy is it for a staff member, planning 

commissioner, or other official to find this 

information? 
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Step 1: Exploration

Online zoning information by parcel
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Step 1: Exploration

 If a developer went online to the City’s web site, 

would they be able to figure out “Where can I build 

a child care center?” How easy would it be to find 

the answer?
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City of Lathrup Village

Step one: scouting



51

Step 1: Exploration

 A well-organized online zoning code is also easy to 

use and get answer to common questions.
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Farmington Hills
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Farmington Hills
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Building height means the vertical 

distance measured from the established 

grade to the highest point of the roof 

surface for flat roofs; to the deck line of 

mansard roofs; and to the average height 

between eaves and ridge for gable, hip, 

and gambrel roofs. On a structure having 

a flat roof, the parapet, if provided, may 

exceed the maximum building height by 

three feet. Where a building is located on 

sloping terrain, the height may be 

measured from the average ground level 

of the grade at the building wall.

Bloomfield Township

Step 1: Exploration
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Step 1: Exploration

Old zoning graphics may not be the best way to illustrate zoning standards
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Step 1: Exploration
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City of Novi

Step 1: Exploration
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Step 2: Application

 Step 2: Application

 What do I need to submit?

 Where do I submit it?

 How do I submit it?

 How do I pay and how much?

 What happens after I submit?

 When will I get an answer?
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Step 2: Application

 Making application:

 Information required for review

 Quantities of materials

 Deadlines for materials

 Fillable forms

 Online payment
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Step 2: Application

 Create a Development Guide with the following 

information:

• Contact information

• Meeting schedules

• Process flowcharts

• Approval timelines

• Meeting procedures

• Relevant ordinances or 

handouts

• Fee schedule

• Application forms & submittals

• Conceptual review procedures

• Financial assistance tools

• Design guidelines

• Permit requirements & forms

• Online or paper form 

instructions

• Online or paper payment 

options



Wixom, MI
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Step 2: Application

Ogemaw County
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Step 3: Review

 Review

 Who does the review?

 Which boards/commissions approve?

 How do I find out where I am in the process?

 What if I need a variance?

 How do I receive information on what else I need to 

do?

 When are all the meetings?

 What happens if I get conflicting information between 

planning and engineering?
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Step 3: Review

 Important elements:

 Communicate the steps in the process

 Train staff and officials

 Incorporate public participation early

 Track projects to monitor progress and evaluate 

what’s working & what needs work
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Step 3: Review

 Steps:  Logical sequence of events – what steps are 

needed to have a project approved?

 Pre-application meeting staff

 Make application for site plan review (special land use, 

rezoning, etc.)

 Meet with staff to review comments, if necessary

 Meet with Planning Commission (public hearing?)

 Make application for building permit
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Step 3: Review

 How do we get started?

 Articulate the process in the Zoning Ordinance

 Keep the ordinance up to date.

 Zoning Board of Appeals can identify common variances 
that may indicate the need for an amendment.

 Review case law and monitor federal and state legislation
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City of Wixom
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Step 3: Review

 A good process only works if everyone involved 

understands it

 Staff

 Community development

 Building

 Engineering

 Department by the front door – the first person to come into 
contact with a property owner, resident, or business owner 

should have a basic understanding of how everything works
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Step 3: Review

 A good process only works if everyone involved 

understands it

 Officials

 Planning Commission

 Zoning Board of Appeals

 City Council

 Other related boards (historic district, design review, etc.)



70 City of Novi Planning Commissioner Training by Clearzoning, Inc.

Step 3: Review
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City of Farmington Hills Planning Commissioner Training by Clearzoning, Inc.



72

Step 3: Review

 Public participation – why is it important?

 Allows neighbors to voice their concerns well before 

a project is approved and construction begins

 Allows developers to clarify any misinformation and 

misconception about their projects

 Builds relationships

 Encourages win-win solutions

 Avoid angry calls and emails – or the mob that 

shows up at the meeting.
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Step 3: Review

 Consider developing a public participation plan to 

provide guidance based on the type of review / 

project.

 This is encouraged by MEDC as part of the 

Redevelopment Ready certification process. 
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Step 3: Review

Lathrup Village, MI
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Step 3: Review

 Early Public Input - How can a community help?

 Maintain contact list for homeowner associations.

 Provide meeting space for applicants to meet with 

neighbors and present plans.

 Include information about informal neighborhood 

meetings with formal public meeting notices
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Step 3: Review

City of Austin, TX
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Step 3: Review

 Tracking system should be available to the entire 

review team.

 Consider making the project tracking available to 

the applicant
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Step 3: Review

City of Austin, TX

City of Ann Arbor, MI
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Step 3: Review



City of Novi
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Step 3: Review

City of Novi
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Step 4:  Approval & Development

 Step 4: Approval & Development

 Issuance of building and development permits

 Inspections

 Certificate of occupancy
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Step 5: Evaluation

 Step 5: Evaluation  

 How efficient was the process?

 How effective was the process?

 Was the end result satisfactory?

 How can we improve?
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Step 5: Evaluation

 Survey staff, officials, and developers on their 

experiences with the zoning ordinance and the 

review process.

 What’s working? What needs work?
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Step 5: Evaluation

 Periodic self-assessments can illustrate what’s 

working well and what aspects of the process need 

improving. 

 Assessments should include asking for input from 

developers as well as internal staff.

 Surveys

 Interviews

 Focus groups

 Roundtable discussions
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Step 5: Evaluation

City of Steamboat Springs, CO
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Wrap Up

 Having an efficient, predictable, and consistent 

review process not only helps encourage quality 

development, but it brings staff and officials 

together on the same page.

 Your community can reinforce its identity as a great 

place to do business (great boost for civic pride)
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Wrap Up

 An effective and efficient review process includes 

five parts:

 Exploration: Research and due diligence on where and 

how to develop/redevelop in the community

 Application:  Submission of required materials and 

payment

 Review: Confirming compliance with ordinance 

requirements and the vision of the community

 Approval and development

 Evaluation: What’s working & what needs work?
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City of Brighton 

Zoning Ordinance Update

 What’s working? What needs work?

 We need your input and suggestions

 Online survey: https://www.surveymonkey.com/r/brightonzo

 Group Discussion

https://www.surveymonkey.com/r/brightonzo

