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Introduction
Chesterfield County is a charter county lying south of Richmond. The County has a
population of 352,802 over a land area of 437 square miles, with 807 persons per square
mile. The County is a fast-growing community in a rapidly growing region. It is
expected to add another 66,000 persons by 2040 and hosts 24% of the region’s jobs.
The County is currently characterized by predominantly rural and suburban residential
zoning that flanks office and commercial development concentrated in a linear fashion
along its major roads, with slightly over half the County’s land zoned agricultural. The
County adopted a new Comprehensive Plan in 2019 (Moving Forward. . . The
Comprehensive Plan for Chesterfield County (May 22, 2019)(the “2019 Comprehensive
Plan”). The Comprehensive Plan is the County’s statement of long-range planning
policy, but is not a regulatory document.
Because the 2019 Comprehensive Plan does not regulate development, the County must
align its development regulations and its policies to ensure appropriate development
outcomes. The County regulates development through zoning (Chapter 19.1 of the
County Code) and subdivision plat control (Chapter 17 of the County Code), along with
technical aspects of development such as building construction (Chapter 5 of the County
Code and the Virginia Uniform Statewide Building Code) and stormwater management
(Chapter 8 of the County Code). However, the Zoning Ordinance is the principal tool for
implementing the 2019 Comprehensive Plan. Chesterfield County adopted its first
Zoning Ordinance in 1945, with piecemeal amendments through the years. Notable
changes included the addition of the conditional use planned development (CUPD)
process in 1978, design and special districts for non-residential development, and
reformatting and sign regulation updates in 2015.

The Chesterfield County Zoning Ordinance
The Zoning Ordinance is codified as Chapter 19.1 of the County Code and is available for
download as a pdf at the Chesterfield County Planning Department’s website. The 479Zoning Ordinance Analysis Report
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page document is organized into six articles, with general provisions (Article I),
processes (Article II), zoning districts (Article III), development standards (Article IV),
environmental standards (Article V), and definitions (Article VI). The Zoning
Ordinance divides the County into 24 “base” agricultural, residential, office,
commercial, and industrial districts with permitted uses and dimensional standards
such as minimum lot area and width, maximum lot coverage, frontage, yards (setbacks),
and maximum height. The regulations also include five sets of overlay districts, with
three addressing environmental issues and one addressing historic preservation, along
with 15 “design” districts that provide the dimensional standards for the County’s office,
commercial and industrial districts. The Zoning Ordinance establishes procedures for
legislative actions (such as rezonings and conditional use permits), appeals and
variances, special exceptions, and schematic and site plans. Development standards are
established for access management, landscaping and buffers, parking, signs, and fences.
The design districts regulate building design for the office, commercial and industrial
districts and non-residential buildings in residential districts.

This Project
In 2019, the County commissioned the Zoning Ordinance Modernization (ZOMod)
Project to comprehensively update the Zoning Ordinance by aligning it with the 2019
Comprehensive Plan, making it more user-friendly, and incorporating techniques to
enable mixed-use development in addition to its traditional suburban and rural
development patterns. The County engaged a consultant team led by White & Smith,
LLC (a law and urban planning firm), Kendig-Keast Collaborative (a national planning
firm), WSP (an international multi-disciplinary engineering firm), and Dover-Kohl &
Partners (an urban design firm). County planning staff led nine stakeholder listening
sessions during the second half of 2020, and the Consultant Team began its work in
2021 with initial document review, a kickoff session with County staff, and a draft public
outreach plan. The County has appointed a stakeholder Advisory Committee to serve as
a sounding board for the project, which conducted its initial meeting on April 21, 2021.
The County has set up a web page to disseminate information about ZOMod and has
released videos explaining how zoning works, the purpose of the project, and the
ZOMod process.
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This Analysis Report addresses ways to align the Zoning Ordinance with the County’s
comprehensive planning policies, provide a format that makes the Zoning Ordinance
more readable and functional, and incorporate best practices to address the County’s
21st Century land development issues. This report is the Consultant Team’s initial
evaluation of the Zoning Ordinance, including how it aligns with the 2019
Comprehensive Plan and other County policies, plans and regulations. It includes a
summary of the County’s planning policies and a preliminary outline for restructuring
the ordinance. The report presents best practices for new approaches to zoning,
development regulations, use standards, and processes along with their advantages and
disadvantages. The analysis focuses on approaches that encourage redevelopment,
protect neighborhood character, create quality places, improve design quality, create
vibrant corridors, diversify the County’s housing portfolio, and support economic
development with high-quality jobs and innovation, and provide a compatible transition
between neighborhoods and commercial or employment areas.
This report is a discussion document – with ideas for ways to restructure the County’s
zoning regulations and material for further discussion.
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Guiding Principles
Chesterfield County is a diverse community with unique development opportunities and
challenges. While the County has added over 90,000 residents over the past 20 years,
the Zoning Ordinance has not kept pace with best practices. In addition, the 2019
Comprehensive Plan established the County’s new long-range planning policies. Those
policies do not implement themselves. They are realized only if the County puts the right
regulations in place. Chesterfield County needs a state of the art, user-friendly, and
comprehensive update of its Zoning Ordinance to guide future development and
redevelopment in a way that implements those policies.
The new Zoning Ordinance should successfully implement the following principles:
1.

Provide a comprehensive framework for development. Chesterfield
County covers a range of urban, suburban and rural settings. From its
burgeoning employment center along Midlothian Turnpike to rural and
agricultural areas, this is a diverse community. The Zoning Ordinance must
cover all development contexts in a way that is appropriate to neighborhood,
market and environmental settings. A one-size-fits all approach will not work. In
addition, the list of uses in zoning districts should be coherent and
comprehensive, showing where all uses are distributed.

2.

Create quality places. The County desires places that are mixed-use, and
walkable with inviting streets and civic spaces. These places create a durable
framework for economic development, a range of housing choices, and places for
people to shop and play.

3.

Make the Zoning Ordinance user-friendly. The Zoning Ordinance should
be easy for the general public, applicants, and administrators to use. Information
should be logically arranged, easy to find, and presented using language and
graphics that are attractive and clear.

4.

Build community support. A Zoning Ordinance is not just a document – it is
a process. It should reflect the input of a broad range of stakeholders – from
neighborhoods to the development and business community. This will ensure
Zoning Ordinance Analysis Report
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that its processes and metrics are understood which will provide defensible, longterm support.
5.

Make the right things easy. Development that reflects the long-term
planning policies of the 2019 Comprehensive Plan and specific area plans should
have a streamlined approval process. The new Zoning Ordinance should remove
or right-size standards that pose a barrier to new mixed-use development,
redevelopment, or housing that complies with those planning policies.

6.

Provide up-to-date regulations. The County population has grown by nearly
90,000 people since 2000. The Zoning Ordinance needs to keep pace with the
demands created by this new growth, along with changing market conditions and
development practices. The new code will deliver a comprehensive, integrated
approach to Chesterfield County’s zoning, design and development objectives. It
will provide the tools for redevelopment, mixed use corridors, and conservation
available in modern form-based codes – but with a language, metrics and
processes that that are easy to use. In addition, there are elements of
conventional zoning that remain viable – such as use regulations that protect
neighborhoods and landscaping in suburban contexts. The code will reflect best
practices but avoid making unnecessary changes simply to be trendy.

7.

Improve digital and online access to the Zoning Ordinance. The Zoning
Ordinance is currently accessible by downloading a pdf file. Our teaming
partner, enCode Plus™, will provide state-of-the-art digital and online access
with both internal and external hyperlinks, calculators, and advanced searching
capabilities. In addition, readers can export the Zoning Ordinance to either a pdf
or a Word document that has bookmarks and headings for improved file
navigation.

8.

Right-Size the standards and procedures. The code should not over- or
under-deliver. Chesterfield County expects a given level of design, and the zoning
standards should ensure that development reflects those expectations. However,
the standards should reflect the needs and market conditions of Chesterfield
County rather than national trends or fads.

9.

Provide a clear administrative process. The Zoning Ordinance’s processes
should reflect best practices for describing the development approval process.
Zoning Ordinance Analysis Report
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This should include an overall summary table, with individual workflows that
show clear lines of authority, notice requirements, and decision-making
procedures. The processes will be reviewed to improve efficiencies, expand
opportunities for administrative review, and coordinate with substantive changes
to the code.
10.

Build an implementation infrastructure. Life does not end after ordinance
adoption. After the Zoning Ordinance becomes law, the County will prepare
manuals and forms to help with day-to-day implementation.

This project will accomplish these goals through a process of diagnosis, collaborative
drafting, and public outreach. After this report is finalized, the Consultant Team will
prepare an annotated outline of the new Zoning Ordinance. This report, along with the
outline, will create a blueprint for the new regulations. Based on that framework, the
County and Consultant Team will draft the Zoning Ordinance in modules that
stakeholders can review, understand, and respond to. The County will then place the
Zoning Ordinance modules together into a complete package for formal adoption.
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Public Outreach: What We Have Heard So Far
Public outreach is a cornerstone of the zoning update process. The County began its
outreach with a series of nine listening sessions during the summer and fall of 2020.
Participants shared their perceptions of current zoning issues and discussed potential
approaches to a new Zoning Ordinance. In addition, the County appointed a 14member ZOMod Advisory Committee to serve as a sounding board for this project. It
held its first meeting on April 21, 2021. This section summarizes what our team heard
during those sessions. We provide further discussion of those topics later in this report,
and a detailed summary of the comments is provided in the Listening Session
Comments (PDF).
The following is a summary of stakeholder comments that are relevant to the Zoning
Ordinance Modernization Project:
•

Protect neighborhood character. Neighborhood representatives expressed
concerns about enforcement of the Zoning Ordinance, impacts of uses on
neighborhoods (such as storage of boats or recreational vehicles in the front
yard), and a desire for better neighborhood involvement at the front end of the
zoning approval process.

•

Tame the Conditional Use Planned Development (CUPD) Process.
CUPD is a process that allows the Board of Supervisors to approve uses not
allowed in the zoning district or exceptions to development standards, subject to
conditions. It is a flexible process but is also perceived as administratively
cumbersome and expensive and does not provide certainty to either applicants or
affected neighborhoods about development outcomes.

•

Balance Predictability and Flexibility. The County would benefit from
development standards that are predictable and measurable. This avoids timeconsuming and unpredictable negotiated processes. However, there is also a
need to build in flexibility to meet changing market demands and “black swan”
events like the COVID pandemic and their impacts on market demands.

Zoning Ordinance Analysis Report
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•

Improve Design with Standards (Not Process). The County’s planning
policies and public comments favor quality development with a sense of place.
The Zoning Ordinance currently implements these objectives through negotiated
approvals (such as CUPD) or broad standards in its 14 design districts, which are
subject to interpretation. Predictable standards that do not require negotiated
conditions can improve design outcomes, offer predictability, and reduce housing
costs, and save consumers money.

•

Expand Housing Portfolio. Chesterfield County is part of a rapidly growing
region, which is increasing housing costs and creating a need for the County to
expand its housing supply. In addition, millennials are changing market
demands and are interested in housing products and living situations beyond
traditional single-family neighborhoods. The Zoning Ordinance needs to
accommodate a range of housing products that meet expanding housing
demands while transitioning sensitively to existing single-family neighborhoods.

•

Accommodate Changing Uses. The County has not comprehensively
updated its zoning regulations in decades. Over that time technology, changing
market demands, and changing industry profiles have altered the range of uses in
the marketplace. To attract economic development, calibrate its zoning districts
to the County’s diverse neighborhoods and corridors, and to improve
administration, the uses listed in the County’s zoning districts need an overhaul
and update.

•

Provide Functional Mixed-Use. There is a difference between developments
with multiple uses, and functional mixed-used developments with integrated
residential, employment, retail, and entertainment uses. The County needs
districts, development standards, and processes that enable functional mixed-use
development.

•

Connectivity. The new Zoning Ordinance should promote connections between
places – not just by automobile, but also by walking, biking and other modes of
travel. This should include not only street and inter-parcel connectivity, but also
connected civic spaces.

Zoning Ordinance Analysis Report
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•

Amenities and Tradeoffs. The new Zoning Ordinance should balance
requirements for amenities (such as open and civic spaces) with tradeoffs that
incentivize those benefits in the marketplace.

•

Form Follows Parking. Off-street parking demand demonstrates Chesterfield
County’s reliance on the automobile to accommodate most daily trips. However,
surface parking requires significant space, which can make other travel modes
difficult and displaces land that is otherwise available for amenities, housing, or
other uses. Therefore, the new Zoning Ordinance should reflect a balanced
approach to parking.

These are not the only comments we received, but rather those that reflect overarching
goals for the project. Specific comments are summarized in the Listening Session
Comments (PDF) accompanying this report and referenced in specific sections below.
This outreach is only the beginning of the overall public engagement for the Zoning
Ordinance rewrite. The consultant team has prepared a public outreach plan that
provides for future public meetings and open houses, Advisory Committee review of
Zoning Ordinance drafts, periodic check-ins with the Planning Commission and Board
of Supervisors, informational displays, and stakeholder webinars and meetings.
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Comprehensive Plan Consistency
Chesterfield County adopted a new Comprehensive Plan in 2019 (Moving Forward: The
Comprehensive Plan for Chesterfield County (Adopted May 22, 2019) – the “2019
Comprehensive Plan”). The 2019 Comprehensive Plan is the County’s official statement
of long-range planning policy. It does not directly regulate uses or land development
(although the County does use the 2019 Comprehensive Plan to evaluate legislative
decisions, such as rezonings). As such, the County must align the Zoning Ordinance
with the 2019 Comprehensive Plan if it is to accomplish its long-range planning
policies. 1

Policies that Require Zoning Implementation
The 2019 Comprehensive Plan includes some generalized goals in Chapter 3, and
Chapters 5 through 15 include “guidelines” with more specific policies. A PDF
accompanying this report identifies 139 discrete policies, including the guidelines and
statements in the Plan text that establish direction for the Zoning Ordinance.
The following summarizes general principles from the 2019 Comprehensive Plan
policies that require implementation in the Zoning Ordinance and how the Zoning
Ordinance currently matches up with them:
•

Mixed-Use Development. The 2019 Comprehensive Plan recognizes that the
County has historically developed as a suburban community, characterized by
decentralized and low-density single-family homes and single-use commercial
corridors. However, the 2019 Comprehensive Plan policies encourage new
development – in appropriate locations – to occur with an integrated mix of
housing, shopping, entertainment, recreation, and employment with associated

The Zoning Ordinance is not the only tool to implement the Comprehensive Plan. Related
implementation tools include the subdivision regulations and Capital Improvement Program (CIP). The
County’s subdivision regulations regulate platting and associated infrastructure, and the CIP controls
expenditures for public improvements.

1
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amenities. By contrast, the Zoning Ordinance currently divides the County into
single-use districts, with a planned unit development option (CUPD) allowing a
mix of uses through negotiated approvals along with a series of design districts
for non-residential development and specific locations in the County.
The mixed-use policies do not require every building or site to include a mix of
uses. As stated in the Land Use element of the 2019 Comprehensive Plan: “[t]he
Plan looks at mixed-use not necessarily on the individual project level, but on the
entire area recommended for such uses. Integration and connectivity between
uses, especially by pedestrians, should be emphasized.”
How the current Zoning Ordinance aligns with the 2019 Comprehensive Plan
policies: The Zoning Ordinance currently lacks a functional mixed-use district.
Most of the County falls within conventional zoning districts that
compartmentalize uses in different zones. While it is possible for a CUPD to mix
uses, it does not require a mix of uses and lacks standards to ensure that the uses
are integrated. The discussion of Approaches to Chesterfield County’s Zoning
Districts on page 20 presents alternative zoning structures to accomplish mixeduse development.
•

Design. New development and redevelopment should implement placemaking
through building and site design features that create quality development and are
related to the development’s context.
How the current Zoning Ordinance aligns with the 2019 Comprehensive Plan
policies: The Zoning Ordinance allows applicants to proffer building and site
design through the conditional rezoning or CUPD process. In addition, the 14
design districts applicable to the commercial, office and industrial districts
include various levels of building and site design requirements. These range from
simple restrictions on low-quality building materials, to ground floor glazing,
maximum setbacks (or build-to lines), lighting, streetscaping, and general
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requirements that buildings are harmonious and have appropriate proportions.
An example of a general requirement is from the Bon Air Special Design District:
“Buildings shall be designed to impart harmonious proportions and avoid
monotonous facades or large bulky masses, and possess architectural variety
while still maintaining compatibility with existing structures…. Buildings shall
enhance an overall cohesive character as reflected in existing structures through
the use of design elements including, but not limited to: materials, balconies,
terraces, articulation of doors and windows, sculptural or textural relief of
facades, architectural ornamentation, varied roof lines, or other appurtenances
such as lighting fixtures and landscaping.” (County Code § 19.1-352.B.1.a). The
design districts are generally limited to specific geographic areas of the County
but have some standards that could apply to new activity centers and mixed-use
development projects or corridors.
•

Connectivity. Connectivity of streets, civic spaces, and related facilities are
emphasized, along with the integration of housing, retail, and employment uses.
How the current Zoning Ordinance aligns with the 2019 Comprehensive Plan
policies: The Zoning Ordinance does not have any connectivity standards
(although the Bon Air Special Design District references vehicle connectivity in
its purpose statement). Therefore, the Zoning Ordinance does not implement
this policy. However, the Virginia Department of Transportation (VDOT) does
include connectivity requirements for streets as part of its Secondary Street
Acceptance Requirements (SSAR), and the County establishes street continuity
requirements as part of its subdivision regulations (County Code § 17-76) and a
2005 residential subdivision connectivity policy provides for street stubs to
adjacent property and spacing of through streets. 2 The Zoning Ordinance could
build on those requirements by incentivizing higher levels of connectivity and

The 1989 Stub Road Policy has an indirect effect on street connectivity by precluding lot frontages along
streets that carry at least 1,500 vehicle trips per day. This forces trips on lots with direct access to those
streets onto secondary streets, which increases trips lengths – but protects the carrying capacity of the
higher order streets.
2
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establishing connectivity requirements for private drives, interpersonal
connections for parking areas, and linear features such as trails or other
amenities and civic spaces.
•

Infrastructure Issues. The 2019 Comprehensive Plan policies call for
addressing the level of service (LOS) of public facilities needed to support
development. Any implementation of this policy should closely reflect 2019
Comprehensive Plan guidance, including a future plan amendment that would
support how the County addresses those policies through zoning.
How the current Zoning Ordinance aligns with the 2019 Comprehensive Plan
policies: The Zoning Ordinance currently establishes level of service (LOS)
standard for roads (County Code § 19.1-231). In addition, the County could
accept proffers for infrastructure or phase development to match available
infrastructure capacity as part of a rezoning. However, the Zoning Ordinance
does not establish specific LOS standards for other improvements (such as parks
and open space). In addition, the LOS analysis should build in development
efficiencies and locational incentives, such as specific trip reduction factors for
mixed use projects.

•

Housing. To meet the demands of growth, changing demographics and market
preferences, and economic development, the 2019 Comprehensive Plan calls for
the Zoning Ordinance to expand housing choices through a range of product
types that transition sensitively to existing neighborhoods.
How the current Zoning Ordinance aligns with the 2019 Comprehensive Plan
policies: The zoning districts permit a variety of housing types within several
broad categories, including single family, townhouse, two-family (such as
duplexes), and multiple-family (such as apartments). Most of the County falls
within districts that allow only single-family or two-family dwellings. In
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addition, the County has three districts for manufactured housing, 3 although only
one of those districts (MH-3) is currently applied. Because manufactured homes
offer an affordable form of home ownership, the County could update each
district to enhance their livability and long-term viability. The office and
commercial districts also allow single-family dwellings, townhouses, and singlefamily dwellings “incorporated into a building with a permitted non-residential
use” in limited situations, and the I-2 ad I-3 Industrial districts allow multifamily and townhouses as conditional uses. The regulations should consider
apartments or flats stacked over or integrated with retail and office uses as part of
mixed-use developments, while also considering whether residential
development of land designated for industrial use is consistent with its economic
development policies.
•

Civic Spaces. The 2019 Comprehensive Plan calls for a variety of civic space
types to serve new development and related to context – from environmental
resources that provide passive open space, to more cultural amenities such as arts
centers and theaters in mixed-use developments.
How the current Zoning Ordinance aligns with the 2019 Comprehensive Plan
policies: The Zoning Ordinance does not include a robust menu of open or civic
space amenities. This addition would allow the placement of appropriate
amenities within the context of new development proposals.

•

Transitions. The 2019 Comprehensive Plan policies call for transitions from
more to less intensive development that include not only traditional landscaped
buffers, but also other techniques such as site design and environmental
resources.

Manufactured housing refers to single-family detached homes that are built in a factory consistent with
national building standards pursuant to the National Manufactured Home Construction and Safety
Standards, 42 U.S.C. §§ 5401 – 5426), and federal regulations known as the “HUD Code” (24 C.F.R. Parts
3200–3279). “Modular” housing is also factory-built, but would comply with the Virginia state building
code. In a manufactured housing land-lease community (often referred to as a “mobile home park,”
buyers typically lease the space where the home is located and own the home.

3

Zoning Ordinance Analysis Report

14

Comprehensive Plan C

How the current Zoning Ordinance aligns with the 2019 Comprehensive Plan
policies: The Zoning Ordinance generally relies on landscape buffers and
transitions and building height in the design districts to achieve transitions from
non-residential or higher intensity development to residential neighborhoods.
The Zoning Ordinance could include a more robust menu of transitional
elements, such as transitions in scale and placement of civic spaces to maintain
compatibility with surrounding neighborhoods while also achieving the
compatibility and integration policies of the 2019 Comprehensive Plan.
•

Use Regulations. The 2019 Comprehensive Plan calls for regulations that
recognize the value and/or minimize the impacts of designated uses such as
health care, lodging, aggregate mining, manufacturing, telecommunications, and
logistics. It calls for the protection of agricultural resources and forestry, along
with appropriate management of uses that add value to modern agriculture (such
as agritourism, farmers’ markets, wineries, equestrian activities, community
gardens and agricultural festivals).
How the current Zoning Ordinance aligns with the 2019 Comprehensive Plan
policies: The Zoning Ordinance codifies restrictions for particular uses in the
table of permitted uses (County Code § Table 19.1-52.A). The Zoning Ordinance
should update these standards to address the 2019 Comprehensive Plan policies
for individual uses when it updates the table of permitted uses.

•

Transportation. The Zoning Ordinance should address transportation
facilities such as road rights-of-way, bikeways, bike parking, associated end-oftrip facilities, and trails, and should protect the capacity of transportation
facilities through access management. As discussed above, the 2019
Comprehensive Plan also calls for transportation connectivity.
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How the current Zoning Ordinance aligns with the 2019 Comprehensive Plan
policies: Article IV, Division 3 of the Zoning Ordinance establishes capacity and
access management standards. The County should consider updating these to
work in concert with the design and other policies of the 2019 Comprehensive
Plan. Site plans and subdivision plats must provide bikeways consistent with the
Bikeways and Trails Plan (County Code Secs. 19.1-208, 19.1-27.F). The Zoning
Ordinance could also accommodate or incentivize end-of-trip facilities such as
showers and lockers.
•

Energy and Environment. The 2019 Comprehensive Plan calls for alternative
energy sources such as geothermal, solar, and wind and the protection of
environmental resources such as steep slopes, streams and shorelines to protect
water quality. It also favors alternative stormwater management practices such
as low-impact design (LID) that replicate the infiltration system of natural areas.
How the current Zoning Ordinance aligns with the 2019 Comprehensive Plan
policies: Article IV of the Zoning Ordinance establishes standards for floodplain
management, Chesapeake Bay preservation, protection of the upper Swift Creek
watershed, and stormwater management. The Zoning Ordinance could include
slope-density or other restrictions to protect steep slopes, incentives for the use of
renewable energy, and requirements or incentives for LID practices. The
schedule of amenities (see “Civic Spaces” on page 14 above) could count those
toward amenity requirements or other provisions, such as landscape buffers,
along with cluster or conservation subdivision regulations that reduce minimum
lot size, parking, landscaping, or other land consumptive regulations to
incentivize natural resource preservation.

•

Revitalization. The Zoning Ordinance needs tools and incentives to encourage
the revitalization of older, mostly single-use corridors.
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How the current Zoning Ordinance aligns with the 2019 Comprehensive Plan
policies: The Zoning Ordinance could include adaptive reuse incentives that
encourage the reuse of existing buildings, along with the redevelopment of
existing development sites with the surplus of parking spaces. This could include
modification of parking, landscaping, or related requirements that offer new life
to existing development.
•

Process Improvements. The 2019 Comprehensive Plan calls for
improvements to streamline the development process and for ways to build
flexibility into development approvals.
How the current Zoning Ordinance aligns with the 2019 Comprehensive Plan
policies: The Zoning Ordinance includes an administrative modification process.
This is limited to building setbacks and compliance with the Americans with
Disabilities Act of 1990 (42 U.S.C. § 12131, et seq.) or state and federal fair
housing laws. In addition to modifications (consistent with Code of Virginia §
15.2-2286(A)(4)), the Zoning Ordinance could include alternative standards that
provide incentives for other building and site design elements that are consistent
with the County’s planning policies. In addition, the Zoning Ordinance could
expand situations where development receives administrative approval rather
than triggering discretionary applications (such as rezoning, conditional use
permit or special exception approval). This would substitute clearly defined
standards for negotiated conditions, which create uncertainty, time and expense
by both applicants and the County to administer.

The Zoning Ordinance is, in essence, a legal tool to implement the 2019 Comprehensive
Plan. As such, it is subject to state and federal statutory requirements along with
constitutional protections such as property rights, equal protection, and freedom of
speech. Requirements for county zoning are established in the Code of Virginia, Title
15.2, §§ 15.2-2200 et seq.). Virginia is a “Dillon’s Rule” state, which means that the
County must find explicit or implied authority for any zoning regulation in the enabling
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statute. In addition, Virginia has several unique restrictions on zoning. These include
the “proffer” system and case law that limits a county’s ability to establish regulations
solely on the basis of aesthetics. The proffer system allows the County to accept and
enforce voluntary conditions through the rezoning process and, subject to specific legal
rules, contributions toward off-site facilities (as opposed to unilateral exactions). The
County and consultant team will evaluate statutory compliance and related legal issues
as new zoning regulations are written.
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Zoning Districts: Defining the Character of Chesterfield County
Zoning districts and their associated standards are the heart of any zoning ordinance.
Districts divide the County’s zoning jurisdiction into discrete areas where use,
dimensional (such as setback and building height), and design standards apply. All of
these standards should relate to the unique character of the district which, in turn,
should implement the 2019 Comprehensive Plan policies - particularly those established
in the land use policies and land use plan vision of the 2019 Comprehensive Plan.
This section discusses issues associated with recalibrating Chesterfield County’s zoning
districts to implement the 2019 Comprehensive Plan, protect neighborhood character,
and accommodate current and future market conditions. It begins with a discussion of
various approaches to zoning - from the conventional format the County currently uses
to modern best practices such as form-based and composite zoning. It then discusses an
approach to aligning the districts to support the 2019 Comprehensive Plan. The report
then discusses how to update the uses permitted in the zoning districts, along with
supplemental regulations for individual uses that require more attention than they are
given in the base zoning district standards.

Figure 1 Designing and Applying Chesterfield County's Zoning Districts
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Approaches to Chesterfield County’s Zoning Districts
There are various approaches to designing the zoning districts, from conventional
zoning (which the County currently uses) to more contemporary approaches that
address various aspects of building and site design, public facilities impacts, and land
conservation. These in turn affect the metrics applied to development, development
regulations such as landscaping and parking, and permit administration.

Conventional Zoning Approaches
Use-Based Zoning. The oldest and most basic conventional zoning ordinance
structure is use-based (also known as “Euclidean”) zoning. This zoning ordinance
structure divides the community into districts where different uses are allowed and
different setbacks, building height, lot coverage, and other metrics apply. Chesterfield
County’s 24 agricultural, residential, office, commercial and industrial districts are
conventional, use-based zones.
Planned Districts. The second category of conventional zoning ordinance structures
is “planned” districts (similar to the CUPD, which is a process but not a mapped
district). Based on the “planned unit development” concept, these districts theoretically
allow design flexibility in exchange for conditions applied as part of the rezoning
process. This allows an applicant to negotiate a master planned development and gives
the County case-by-case review. However, approaches that codify the conditions that
are typically negotiated through planned district approval, coupled with administrative
approval, could streamline the process and allow developers to devote more of their
budget to improving design rather than permitting costs. On the other hand, the
rezoning process allows the County to receive proffers that address the impacts of
development (see Chesterfield County’s 2016 Road Cash Proffer Policy). A middle
ground approach could apply new zoning categories through voluntary rezonings, while
codifying building or site design factors that are otherwise negotiated as part of the
rezoning.
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Contemporary Zoning Approaches
As the practice of zoning has evolved, planners have devised alternatives to the
traditional use-based and planned district zoning ordinance structures. These
alternative approaches or alternative zoning ordinance structures respond to the
shortfalls of conventional zoning. The alternative approaches provide specific standards
to ensure outcomes not addressed or controlled by conventional zoning or guaranteed
through a negotiated planned development process. These alternative approaches
typically emphasize design, protection of natural resources, or the intensity of
development to a greater degree than conventional zoning. They include specific metrics
to address the environmental impacts of development and site and building design
standards that shape the form and function of new development. Examples include
performance zoning, use patterns, form-based codes, and “hybrid” approaches such as
composite zoning that combine elements of conventional zoning and/or other
approaches to zoning.
Performance Zoning. Performance zoning regulates land-use intensity through a
series of ratios or other numeric standards rather than by minimum lot size and
setbacks. These metrics are more precise than conventional zoning, incorporating
measures such as minimum percentages of landscaping or livability space and
maximum impervious cover to minimize a development impact on environmental
resources and to achieve use compatibility. 4 Modern forms of performance zoning
pioneered by Kendig-Keast Collaborative on the Consultant Team have moved beyond
land cover, landscaping, and environmental metrics to incorporate design standards
that address a variety of urban, rural, auto-urban, suburban, estate, countryside, and
agricultural character types. 5

Kendig et al., Performance Zoning (American Planning Association, 1980); Kendig, New Standards for
Non-residential Uses (American Planning Association, Planning Advisory Service Report No. 405,
December 1987).
5 Kendig, Using the New Performance Zoning (2019); Kendig & Keast, Community Character: Principles
for Design and Planning (Island Press 2010); Kendig & Keast, A Guide to Planning for Community
Character (Island Press 2011).
4
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Figure 2 Example of Performance Zoning Metric (Hays, Kansas Unified Development Code)

Another example of a performance-based approach to zoning is the use of LOS
standards discussed in the previous section, which ties development to its impact on
public facilities. 6
Use Patterns. “Use patterns” create design typologies that blend use, dimensional, and
development standards into a unified whole. Use patterns are not zoning districts or
overlay zones, but rather forms of development that are authorized in the various zoning
districts. 7 Use patterns could include multiple uses on the site and could also include
dimensional, parking, landscaping, open and civic space, and related standards that
work in concert to establish a given pattern of development.

Kendig & Tocknell, Traffic Sheds, Rural Highway Capacity, and Growth Management (American
Planning Association, Planning Advisory Service Report No. 485, March 1999).
7 Freilich & White, A 21st Century Land Development Code (American Planning Association, 2008), at 28,
38.
6
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Figure 3 Example of Commercial Center Use Pattern (San Antonio, Texas Unified Development Code)

Form-Based Codes. Form-based codes regulate development by controlling physical
form and the “public realm” (i.e., community infrastructure and civic spaces), with a
lesser emphasis on land use. 8 In their purest manifestation, form-based codes regulate
by design features rather than strictly-segregated land use. In other words, districts are
governed by building form rather than by use. The Form-Based Codes Institute (FBCI),
a group of practitioners who are proponents of this concept, illustrate the differences
between conventional zoning and design regulations from form-based codes as shown in
Figure 4:

Parolek et al., Form Based Codes: A Guide for Planners, Urban Designers, Municipalities, and
Developers (Wiley, 2008).

8
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Figure 4 Conventional Zoning versus Form-Based Code (Source: Form-Based Codes Institute)

According to the FBCI, a true form-based code should have the following elements (see
FBCI, at https://formbasedcodes.org/definition/) in addition to administrative
procedures and definitions, which are common to any code type:
Regulating A plan or map of the regulated area designating the locations where
Plan different building form standards apply, based on clear community
intentions regarding the physical character of the area being coded.
Building Regulations controlling the configuration, features, and functions of
Standards buildings that define and shape the public realm.
Public Specifications for the elements within the public realm (e.g., sidewalks,
Standards travel lanes, street trees, street furniture, etc.).
Composite Zoning. Composite zoning establishes classes of building types (based on
design standards) and site design types - or other zoning metrics – to structure zoning
districts. It is an alternative to imposing design standards either through separate
guidelines, form-based codes, or overlay zones. It also allows the community to
customize the districts to site context without having to impose site-specific conditions
(as with planned zoning) or through very lengthy and detailed design regulations (as
with form-based codes). For example, the zoning ordinance could identify a building
type “C” for urban type buildings and type “D” for suburban type buildings, along with
site design standards such as “3” for urban sites and “4” for suburban sites. Composite
zoning is used in communities ranging from Cleveland, Ohio to Leander, Texas (near
Austin) and Olathe, Kansas (near Kansas City).
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Hybrid codes. When zoning regulations blend elements of conventional and
alternative code structures, they are known as “hybrid” codes. 9 While a hybrid approach
could blend any of the code types, the term typically refers to a combination of formbased and other code types. A hybrid code structure could also apply either across the
entire ordinance or in a targeted fashion to individual districts. Most communities that
update their zoning ordinances use a hybrid approach. Conceptually, composite zoning
and modern versions of performance zoning are really “hybrid” codes. In addition, most
contemporary form-based codes retain permitted and prohibited uses along with
required building and frontage types. Thus, many jurisdiction-wide form-based codes
(such as those adopted by Denver and Buffalo) can also be characterized as “hybrid”
codes.
Table 1 describes various approaches to zoning:
Table 1 Approaches to Zoning
Approach

What is it?

Advantages

Limitations

Conventional
Zoning

This divides Chesterfield
County into districts that
establish uniform use and
dimensional standards, such
as setbacks, height, and
density.

As the most common
approach to land
development, it is familiar
to zoning administrators
and applicants.
Controls scale.
Conventional zoning can
easily remove barriers to
preferred development
patterns by amending
dimensional standards.
For example, reducing
minimum setbacks and
reducing minimum
parking requirements can
accommodate walkable
development consistent
with the 2019
Comprehensive Plan’s
mixed-use and activity
center policies.

Zoning is often blamed
for poor development
patterns because it does
not comprehensively
regulate design.
Segregating uses and
excessive building
setback or height
regulations can pose
barriers to the mixeduse development
patterns described in
much of the County’s
future land use policies
(although this type of
development occupies a
much smaller land area
than existing suburban
patterns that are
expected to continue).
In addition, removing
regulatory barriers does
not ensure that
developers will opt for
the preferred
development outcome.

9

How does this apply to
Chesterfield County?
Development stakeholders are
familiar with this approach,
and the 2019 Comprehensive
Plan includes policies that
recognize the continuation of
existing suburban
neighborhoods and require
supplemental use regulations.
Conventional zoning
techniques will probably
persist in the new zoning
regulations, at least for
existing residential
neighborhoods.

(Freilich & White, at 57).
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Approach

What is it?

Advantages

Limitations

Overlay
Zoning

These are zoning districts
that overlap the base
agricultural, residential,
office, commercial, and
industrial districts to
establish additional
standards or incentives.

Allows Chesterfield County
to supplement existing
districts with additional
design standards.
Very familiar to code users.

Zoning overlays can
form the legal
framework for other
approaches, such as
form-based zoning (see
discussion below).
Complicated because it
involves several layers
of regulations.

Planned Unit
Development
(PUD)

This allows the modification
of development standards for
master planned
developments to provide
more creative approaches to
development.

As with conventional
zoning, this is a common
approach and is familiar to
code users.
It is flexible and allows
standards to be negotiated
on a case-by-case basis.

Composite
Zoning

Rather than having zoning
districts of just one
component (a list of use
districts), composite districts
provide separate and
independent zoning
components such as use, site,
and architectural
characteristics. One of each
of these components then
can be combined to create a
"composite" zoning district.
This establishes a series of
design templates that can be
permitted either by right or
through discretionary
procedures. For example, a
master planned development
that would normally require
CUPD approval could be
listed as a permitted use in
the district, along with the
building, site design, and
street standards that apply to
it.

This provides a very
flexible approach to
zoning, while preserving
the basic standards that
code users are familiar
with.

In many communities,
the lack of standards
often produces
unpredictable and
undesirable
development outcomes.
PUD can result in an
unpredictable and
potentially lengthy
approval process.
This has the effect of a
series of overlay
districts, so it is more
complicated than
conventional districts.

Use Patterns

Streamlines the approval
of development patterns
that the community wants
to encourage.
Provides predictable
design standards.
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Can be difficult to
understand. In
addition, to the extent
that the system is
applied to
administrative (rather
than discretionary)
approvals, neighbors
would have little
opportunity to
comment on the
application and to
shape its outcome and
the County would not
receive proffers from
rezoning cases.
The concept is effective
in communities with
large tracts of land
suitable for master
planned development.

How does this apply to
Chesterfield County?
The County has 5 categories of
overlay districts, 3 of which
address natural resource or
environmental issues
(Floodplain, Chesapeake Bay
Preservation, and Upper Swift
Creek Watershed). The
Design Districts establish the
dimensional standards for all
office, commercial and
industrial districts along with
supplementary design
standards. The Historic and
Landmark district protects
existing historic resources.
The CUPD is an example of
this approach.

This approach could work for
districts that accommodate
higher density housing and
mixed-use development.
Rezonings would designate
the applicable use, building,
and site design categories.
Olathe, Kansas and Leander,
Texas are examples of
communities who have
adopted composite codes.
This could work for
conservation subdivisions and
mixed-use activity center
designations. Use patterns
could apply administratively
or to rezonings.
Suffolk, Virginia and San
Antonio, Texas are examples
of communities that have
implemented use patterns.
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Approach

What is it?

Advantages

DesignBased
Zoning
(Form-Based
or TransectBased)

Divides County into zones
where the regulations vary by
physical design
characteristics, rather than
by use.

Directly addresses design
and gives landowners
flexibility as to permitted
uses.

Design
Guidelines

Separate document(s)
adopted by a jurisdiction that
contain flexibly written, and
typically nonbinding,
considerations for design.
The guidelines are usually
administered by a board,
such as the planning
commission or a separately
created design review board.

Flexible - the County and
applicants retain more
discretion in negotiating
design solutions and can
better customize design
objectives to specific
projects than through
specific standards.
Can be amended more
readily than the zoning
regulations.

Applies well to urban
situations, such as
downtowns, urban
districts, and corridors.

Limitations
Tends to be complex
and unfamiliar to
existing code users,
although the concept
has gained nationwide
popularity over the past
decade.
Neighborhood interests
and property owners
might still want to
control uses (e.g.,
intensive nonresidential uses in
residential
neighborhoods,
residential uses in
industrial zones that are
reserved for
employment
generators).
Limited in scope - they
do not generally
address issues such as
congestion, suburban
corridors, stream
corridors, and related
issues.

Scatters design
considerations among
separate documents,
which can lead to
confusion and
complexity.
Sometimes unclear to
applicants and
administrators whether
a guideline is binding.
Applicants can resist
meeting design
guidelines because as
guidelines they consider
them not legally
binding.
Compliance negotiation
can lead to delays in
development approval
or unpredictable
results.

How does this apply to
Chesterfield County?
The 2019 Comprehensive Plan
provides policy support for
design regulations.
Chesterfield County has tested
design regulations to a certain
extent in some of the existing
design districts that establish
maximum setback and
minimum frontage buildout
requirements.
A recent study identified 742
form-based codes and
guidelines throughout the
nation. This includes 26 formbased codes in Virginia,
including the Leesburg
Crescent Design District and
Neighborhood and
Commercial Centers FormBased Codes in Arlington.
(developed by consultant
team member Dover Kohl).
Virginia Beach (the product of
a merged city and rural
county) has adopted formand design-based overlays to
accommodate higher densities
in eight “strategic growth
areas” designated in its
comprehensive plan to absorb
future growth. 10
Design guidelines could be
applied on a case-by-case
basis. For example, they
could apply as part of a
neighborhood conservation
district that follows in area
plan.

We gratefully acknowledge T. Preston Lloyd, Jr., a member of the ZOMod Advisory Committee, for
providing this information.

10
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Approach

What is it?

Advantages

Performance
Zoning

Like form-based zoning,
performance zoning
(pioneered by our teaming
partner Kendig-Keast
Collaborative) divides
districts by prescriptive
ratio-based metrics to
control development
impacts. For example, the
regulations could prescribe
minimum ratios for
landscaping and open space,
along with maximum
impervious surface, building
coverage, or floor area
metrics by district.

Like form-based zoning, a
performance model is
more flexible than
conventional, onedimensional zoning.
Standards such as
impervious surface limits
are effective in controlling
development within
riparian corridors.

Limitations
Can be complicated.
Development ratios
tend to have a very
weak relationship to
design and are largely
limited to limiting the
scale and footprint of
development.

How does this apply to
Chesterfield County?
Effective where there are
persistent environmental or
topographical issues, such as
floodplains, riparian
corridors, or steep slopes.
However, performance zoning
is not limited to these issues,
and Lane Kendig and Bret
Keast of consultant team
member Kendig Keast
Collaborative have now
expanded these concepts to
character-based regulations
that blend building and site
design with performance
metrics. 11
The New Castle County,
Delaware Unified
Development Code and Lake
County, Illinois Unified
Development Ordinance are
examples of a performance
zoning code.

11 Lane Kendig and Bret Keast, Community Character: Principles for Design and Planning (Island Press,
2010); Lane Kendig, A Guide to Planning for Community Character (Island Press, 2011); Lane Kendig,
Using the New Performance Zoning: A Contemporary Approach to Implement Plans and Improve
Communities (2019).
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Realigning Chesterfield County’s Zoning Districts
This section presents adjustments to the structure of the zoning districts that would
implement land use policies of the 2019 Comprehensive Plan. This realigns and
recalibrates the districts consistent with the 2019 Comprehensive Plan’s policies and
directives, while also seeking to improve their performance and effectiveness and to
streamline development processes. This analysis is predicated upon:
1.

Establishing relationships between the future land use categories of the
zoning districts so there is clear understanding in their application and
administration;

2.

Using the recommended lot areas and densities set out in the 2019
Comprehensive Plan and correlating them with the current zoning districts;

3.

To the extent practicable, maintaining the current lot areas of each zoning
district and avoid creating nonconforming lots;

4.

Seeking ways to streamline the number of districts to improve the efficiency of
development administration and review and approval processes; and

5.

Incorporating the principles of the 2019 Comprehensive Plan in the structure
of districts and their standards relative to:
o Protection of valued environmental resources and incorporating them into
development design;
o Creating identity and the definition of place increasing opportunities to
create compact, walkable mixed-use centers;
o Promoting growth and economic development that is coordinated with
infrastructure investments to manage the timing and sequencing of
development and ensuring fiscal responsibility;
o Providing for an expanded palette of dwelling unit types to meet the
growing and changing needs of the County relative to quality, affordable
housing that supports the workforce and accommodates the aging
population and those with disabilities;
o Establishing districts that offer varieties of living options and
neighborhood types that are integrated, connected and well planned; and
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o Providing incentives for the preservation of connected open spaces both
within and between developments to support the County’s desire for green
infrastructure while conserving non-renewable resources, reducing
impervious cover, improving stormwater management, protecting
sensitive resources, and providing passive and active recreation
opportunities.
The new districts could add uses not currently listed in the current zoning regulations
and provide additional development options not available in a current district. This can
expand development options while accomplishing both the conservation and
placemaking policies of the 2019 Comprehensive Plan.
Summary of Current Districts. Chesterfield County’s Zoning Ordinance includes
24 base districts and 16 overlay districts (in five categories, with design districts
representing 14 of the overlays), organized as follows:
Table 2 Zoning Distritcts

Base Districts – 24
Agriculture -1
Single Family Residential – 8
Townhouse Residential – 1
Multifamily Residential – 1
Manufactured Home - 3
Office – 2
Commercial – 5
Industrial - 3

Overlay Districts – 18 (5 categories)
Design Districts – 14
Other Overlay - 4
• Emerging Growth
• Historic and Landmark
• Post Development
• Floodplain
• Bon Air Special
• Chesapeake Bay
Preservation
• Chester Special
• Upper Swift Creek
• Courthouse
Watershed
• Employment Center
• Enon Core
• Ettrick Special
• Matoaca Special
• Midlothian Special
• Northern Jefferson
Davis Highway
• Route 10 East
• Route 360 East
• Route 360 West

The districts are conventional in that they are predicated upon long lists of permitted,
conditional, and special exception uses. Other than some variation among the allowable
uses and minimum lot areas, there is little to distinguish and clearly define the character
and context of one district from another. There are no clearly defined open space
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requirements other than bonus units available on the basis of the acreage of preserved
open space or within special areas of districts.
Given the 2019 Comprehensive Plan and its future land use designations, the current
zoning districts and their land uses and dimensional standards require modification and
change to better align them and to effectively implement the Plan.
District Equivalency Analyses. The revised zoning districts should align with the
2019 Comprehensive Plan’s Land Use Plan Vision Summary presented below. The table
below describes the current zoning district structure and how it aligns with the Land
Use Plan Vision. The new districts should reflect the land use plan categories,
considering the maximum densities/intensities for each category, designated uses, and
the nature and character of development. Aligning the zoning districts with the 2019
Comprehensive Plan may also involve combining similar districts or establishing new
districts or development types enabled within a district. In addition, the district purpose
statements and names should relate directly to the land use vision.
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Figure 5 Land Use Plan Vision Summary

The current districts are summarized in Table 3, below. The following discussion
provides considerations for aligning the districts with the County’s long-range planning
policies.
Table 3 2019 Comprehensive Plan Land Use Map Categories and Current Zoning District Structure
2019
Current Zoning Districts
Comprehensive
Plan Land Use
Category
Agricultural
Rural
•
A (Agricultural)
Residential /
Agriculture
Residential
Residential-Low
Residential /
•
R-88, R-40, R-25
Agriculture
(Single Family)
and
Low Density
Residential
Residential – Neighborhood
Suburban
•
R-15, R-12 (Single
Residential 1 &
Family)
2

Regulations

Description

0.2 unit/acre
5 acre lot minimum

Active agricultural, with farming and
agribusiness uses in planned rural
areas

0.5 – 1.5 units/acre,
open space provided

Large lot subdivisions and
cluster in planned rural area to
maintain effective open space

2-4 units/acre, open
space and amenities,

Suburban neighborhoods with a mix of
unit types (townhouse, duplex) and
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2019
Comprehensive
Plan Land Use
Category

Current Zoning Districts

Residential – Medium
Medium-High
•
R-9, R-7 (Single Family)
Density
•
R-TH (Townhouse)
Residential
•
New small lot singlefamily district
Residential – High
High Density
•
R-TH (Townhouse)
Residential
•
R-MF (Multifamily)
Center Residential
Mixed Use
•
New R-MF
Categories
(Multifamily)
•
New R-TH (Townhouse)
•
New SF (Single Family)
Alternative Residential
Other Housing
•
MH-1, MH-2 & MH-3
Types
(Manufactured Home
Park)
•
Other

Commercial / Mixed-Use
Rural Commercial
Convenience
•
C-1 (Convenience)
Business
Commercial - Transition
Neighborhood
•
C-1 (Convenience)
Office
•
O-1 (Neighborhood)
Convenience
Business
Commercial Corridor
Neighborhood
•
C-2 (Neighborhood)
Business
•
C-3 (Community)
Community
•
O-2 (Corporate)
Business
Corporate
Office
Mixed Use Center
Residential
•
C-2 (Neighborhood)
Mixed Use
•
C-3 (Community)
Community
•
O-2 (Corporate)
Mixed Use
•
C-4 (Regional)
Regional
•
R-TH (Townhouse)
Mixed Use
•
R-MF (Multifamily)

Heavy Commercial
General
•
Business

C-5 (General)

Regulations

Description

possibly light
commercial.

some light neighborhood serving
commercial.

4-8 units/acre, open
space and amenities,
possibly light
commercial.

Urban single-family and townhouse
residential and mixed units.
Located around centers or along
corridors (behind commercial).

8-12 units/acre, open
space and amenities,
light commercial

Edges of centers and along major
corridors as transition.
Suburban in design.

12+ units/acre, urban
open space/amenities,
light commercial in
buildings with res

Center residential in an urban form,
minimum setbacks and buffers and
high-quality design, small lot SF,
streetscaping enhanced

4-8 units/acre,
manufactured home
parks and subdivisions,
possibly including nontraditional types
(container housing, tiny
homes)

Locate along major corridors near, but
not within, centers.
Design with open space and amenities.
Requires additional design features to
protect adjacent neighborhoods.

Square foot limitation
for buildings (5,000
square feet)
Rural compatible uses

Locate in planned rural areas.
Uses that offer daily, weekly,
convenience, and/or service needs of
area residents (such as gas stations).

Square foot limitation
for buildings (5,000
square feet)
Residential compatible
uses

Locate along major residential
corridors (Courthouse, Turner, etc.)
with shallow frontage properties,
transition of homes to office uses, and
residential design (low intensity uses).

Auto-serving uses along
major arterial roads
(not centers)

Locate along major corridors (360, 60,
10, 1)
Suburban style development
Streetscaping

Mixed commercial uses
with urban residential
densities
Non-auto uses scaled to
plan recommendation
Residential densities 12
or more units/acre

Located in centers, with urban design
in walkable village setting
Integration of residential and nonresidential uses
More detailed streetscaping
Shallow setbacks with form-based code
and traditional neighborhood
development principles
Shared parking
Grid streets

Utilitarian uses
screened from other

Located in areas with minimal public
views or industrial areas
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2019
Comprehensive
Plan Land Use
Category

Current Zoning Districts

Business Park
Corporate
Office,
Research &
Development,
Light
Industrial
(CORDLI)

•
•
•

I-1 (Light)
I-2 (General)
O-2 (Corporate)

Industrial

•
•

I-2 (General)
I-3 (Heavy)

Industrial

Regulations

areas (heavy repair,
storage yards, etc.)
Main employment
center areas, organized
as parks rather than not
stand alone uses
(possibly requiring
minimum acreage)
Activities occur inside
buildings
Warehousing
More intense industries
with outside storage of
materials, landfills,
other uses that may
need environmental
mitigation

Description

Near major highways with adequate
supporting infrastructure
Park-like design with open space
Some commercial as part of
development to serve businesses

Located far from residential
development, near major highways
and/or rail/water access
Truck terminals and repair
Large buffers and setbacks to protect
adjacent property

AG (Agriculture) – The Agricultural (A) District is the nearest to implementing the
Rural Residential / Agricultural land use category. Its five-acre minimum lot area
mirrors the acreage needed to qualify for agricultural tax assessments, 12 but may not
satisfy the County’s plan policies for agricultural land conservation. Further, the 2019
Comprehensive Plan indicates that development proposals with private sector
commitments and assurances may warrant a plan amendment to accommodate
development. A firm policy on the preservation of development of this area is not clear.
Approach:
•

Establish a minimum lot area sufficient to protect agricultural and conservation
resources.

•

Permit family subdivisions to strengthen family farms.

•

As an alternative to scattered lots, allow preservation development with flexible
lot sizes and higher open space.

Growth Management Mechanisms:
•

Clarify the County’s policy as to planned character of the Rural Residential /
Agricultural land use category.

At least five acres is generally required to qualify for an agricultural or horticultural tax assessment,
with 20 acres for forest use and five or more acres for open space use (Code of Virginia § 58.1-3233).

12
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•

Provide for intensely clustered (preservation) development in lieu of by-right
large lots.

•

Use conservation and open space easements to secure commitment and
assurance of preservation, or limit uses in preservation areas to farming and
similar uses.

•

Establish LOS standards for public facility and service capacities, e.g., roads,
utilities, fire protection.

•

Update the subdivision regulations to widen minimum lot widths, prohibit flag
lots, and to establish driveway standards relative to the number, location(s),
distance between driveways and from intersections, and a required alignment or
minimum offset of driveways on either side of roads.

•

Consider a Transfer of Development Rights (TDR) or Purchase of Development
Rights (PDR) program. A TDR program would allow property owners in the
Rural Residential / Agricultural areas (“sending areas”) to transfer their
development right to owners of undeveloped land in higher density areas
(“receiving areas”), and is expressly authorized by statute. 13 The transferred
development right must either be reserved in a TDR bank or the receiving district
must enable more density and floor area than otherwise allowed. A PDR
program would involve the direct purchase of property interests for land
conservation or the continuation of land in agricultural use by the County or
other agencies such as the Virginia Land Conservation Foundation or private
land conservation organizations.

RR, Rural Residential – The R-88 district permits an 88,000 square foot lot, which
may be reduced to 65,340 sf. if there is access to a major arterial road and 43,560 sf.
(one-acre) with access to public water and wastewater. The 2019 Comprehensive Plan
recommends minimum two-acre lots and a corresponding density of 0.5 unit per acre.
Proposed Approach:

13
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•

Adjust the minimum lot area consistent with the Residential Agricultural future
land use category.

•

Using requirements for road and water/wastewater access, provide for by-right
cluster and planned (performance or composite) development by establishing
minimum open space requirements. Associated open space requirements should
result in density neutral outcomes.

•

To create an incentive for the preservation of open space and protection of
environmental resources, recalibrate the open space percentages.

•

Use conservation and open space easements or a parkland dedication
requirement to secure the common open space, or limit uses in preservation
areas to farming and similar uses.

RL, Residential Low – There are three zoning districts that may consolidate into a
single RL district with conventional; cluster; and planned, performance or composite
development options. The 2019 Comprehensive Plan recommends minimum one-acre
lots and a corresponding one unit per acre.
Proposed Approach:
•

Establish a minimum required open space percentage consistent with the Low
Density Residential future land use category.

•

Require minimum open space ratios to create density bonuses for cluster and
planned (performance or composite) development, respectively.

•

Allow middle housing types in the planned (performance or composite) option if
the same density is maintained. The increased open space may be used for
separation and buffering between housing types and land uses, as applicable.

SR, Suburban Reserve – The 2019 Comprehensive Plan provides for a Phased
Suburban category with a maximum two units per acre. Essentially, this land use acts as
a “holding zone” as it is located on the fringe of the County where adequate public
facilities and services are likely not yet present.
Proposed Approach:
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•

Use the A (Agricultural) District during the interim period before adequate
services are available, with family subdivisions.

•

Establish LOS or other performance requirements as prerequisites for increased
density up to a maximum two units per acre.

•

When neighborhood character changes and urban services and infrastructure are
available, property may develop as Semi-Urban Residential (SU).

SN, Suburban Neighborhood – The 2019 Comprehensive Plan provides for
Suburban Residential I and II land use categories with maximum densities of two and
four units per acre, respectively.
Proposed Approach:
•

If the area is expected and intended to develop at higher densities than the rural
or low-density residential categories and with water and sewer, require land
subdivision for all new development.

•

Create a new district with a larger minimum lot area and no required open space,
consistent with the Suburban Residential I land use category.

•

Establish a by-right cluster development that provides a density bonus as
incentive to set aside common open space.

•

Establish minimum open space ratios as a tradeoff for higher-density
development options.

•

Create a planned (performance or composite) development option with a smaller
average lot area.

•

Allow middle housing types in the planned option if the same density is
maintained. The increased open space may be used for separation and buffering
between housing types and land uses, as applicable.

RM, Residential Medium – The 2019 Comprehensive Plan includes a Medium
– High Density Residential land use category allowing densities ranging from four to
eight units per acre. The purpose of the category is to provide for all housing types. The
2019 Comprehensive Plan outlines design principles for integrating residential and
commercial projects in a master planned environment, as well as the use of Traditional
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Neighborhood Design (TND) standards. The expressed expectation of the 2019
Comprehensive Plan for this future land use category is a combination of smaller lot
single family subdivisions and single family attached and multiple family development
that has an integrated design or is master planned.
Proposed Approach:
•

The R-7 and R-9 districts serve as the conventional single family residential
development option.

•

Permit manufactured home subdivisions and parks subject to standards
pertaining to foundations and tie-downs, skirting, bufferyards, street access,
vehicular and pedestrian circulation, parking, recreation areas, and maintenance,
among others.

•

Allow townhouse or multifamily units with minimum open space requirements
consistent with the Medium – High Density Residential land use category.

•

As an alternative to a freestanding multifamily district, combine the Medium –
High Density and High-Density Residential land use categories together with
Residential Mixed Use to form a district resulting in more efficient, compact
development that integrate residential, commercial and civic uses in horizontal
and vertical formats (depending on character and context). This approach could
require that multifamily be part of a master planned mixed-use development.

RH, Residential High – This future land use plan category is principally for
single family attached and multifamily development with densities ranging between
eight and 12 units per acre. The only zoning district currently available to implement
this category is the Multifamily Residential District (R-MF).
Proposed Approach:
•

Establish density and minimum open space requirements that accommodate
densities consistent with the High-Density Residential land use category.

•

In appropriate locations, provide bonus density in exchange for implementing
County objectives, such as affordable and workforce housing, energy efficiency
and green infrastructure, resource protection, growth management, development
amenities, etc.
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•

As an alternative to a freestanding multifamily district, combine the HighDensity and Medium – High Density land use categories together with
Residential Mixed Use to form a single mixed-use district.

NM, Neighborhood Mixed – The 2019 Comprehensive Plan refers to this future
land use plan category as “Residential Mixed Use” suggesting it is principally for
blending different housing types and densities yet it calls for integrating neighborhood
serving commercial uses in a village like setting. There are also Community and
Regional Mixed-Use categories reflected on the Future Land Use Plan. The only
differentiation among the different mixed-use categories is scale and maybe the
principal or predominant use. The Zoning Ordinance could combine these plan
categories into a single mixed-use district with standards to address scale and context.
Proposed Approach:
•

Permit all residential use types and establish maximum (or minimum) densities,
open space ratios and dimensional standards for each housing type.

•

Outline the commercial building types, forms and standards that apply in
different contexts and at different development scales. In this way, mixed-use
may be developed at a neighborhood, community or regional scale.

•

Develop site layout and orientation standards relating to the use, intensity, scale
and form of development and the spatial relationships internal and external to
the development.

•

Produce design standards that address:
o block patterns and lengths and points of vehicle and pedestrian access;
o street layout, design and connectivity;
o building and use types, their scale and form, and means of transitioning at
the edges;
o locations of buildings along block fronts, adjacent to collector and arterial
streets and proximate to civic and open spaces;
o distinctive building architecture and application of design elements and
techniques;
o building mass, scale and height;
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o pedestrian access, circulation and amenities;
o types, locations and purposes of open spaces;
o parking types, locations and formats; and
o service and operational requirements.
•

Use density and floor area bonuses to achieve the objectives of different contexts,
such as active recreation or urban amenities in lieu of passive open space,
incentives for shared and structured parking, and similar strategies.

SO, Suburban Office – The 2019 Comprehensive Plan intends for this land use
category to provide for professional and administrative offices and similar low-impact
uses (such as live-work buildings) within or on the edge of a predominately residential
neighborhood without causing concern or disrupting the value and enjoyment of nearby
residents. This requires limited use types and intensities, reduced building floor area
and height, sensitive site planning, and residential-in-appearance design.
Proposed Approach:
•

Use O-1 as the base zoning district with a limited floor area ratio (FAR) and
amenity ratio, with FAR depending on the parking provided and any adjustments
in the amenity schedule.

•

Review the use matrix to refine the permitted, restricted, conditional and special
exception uses with a goal of improved site and building design standards to
lessen or remove restricted land uses.

•

Establish building height and setback standards that are comparable to the
applicable residential districts. In established areas, infill or redevelopment
should observe the average (or prevailing) setback standards of the current
zoning ordinance.

•

Given the intended proximity to low density neighborhoods and the need for
good design and compatibility standards, create incentives for building and site
design to ensure contextual development.

CO, Corporate Office – Corporate Office shares the same use types as the
Suburban Office land use plan category, but would also include a variety of more

Zoning Ordinance Analysis Report

40

Zoning Districts: De

intensive land uses, such as corporate headquarters, medical laboratories, and colleges.
Larger, more intensively developed tracts are expected as well. This district will be a
major employment center for the County and an economic driver for which a heightened
profile and visibility is essential to its success. There is overlap with the Corporate
Office/Research & Development/Light Industrial (Business Park) land use category. The
principal differences are the addition of moderate industrial uses like warehousing and
light manufacturing to the Business Park land use category. The Zoning Ordinance
could consolidate these two land use categories into a single category, with use
restrictions and standards, application of conditional uses, and good design and
performance standards to create a cohesive business environment.
Proposed Approach:
•

Use O-2 as the base zoning district with an amenity ratio for expansive lawn areas
and office park features such as lakes and waterways, landscaped boulevards,
broad and well-landscaped parkways, public art installations, and preserved open
space.

•

Establish an FAR tied to expected building heights and the parking ratios for
office uses. The FAR may increase with greater building heights and structured
rather than surface parking.

•

Given its high profile as an economic and major employment center for the
County, establish incentives such as height and floor area bonuses, parking
reductions, and greenlight approvals to employ high quality site and building
standards.

SC, Suburban Commercial – The 2019 Comprehensive Plan includes similar
categories for Convenience Business and Neighborhood Business, both of which are
intended to serve residents of the immediate and nearby neighborhoods. The differences
in how each is described in the 2019 Comprehensive Plan is a matter of scale. While
Convenience Business is cited as appropriate for convenience and drug stores and
restaurants, Neighborhood Business accommodates these and larger footprint
businesses (such as clothing, hardware and grocery stores, medical clinics and
restaurants). Given the similarities, the Zoning Ordinance could consolidate these land
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use categories into one, with contextual development standards to address the
sensitivities of the Rural and Agricultural areas versus those next to Suburban and
higher density neighborhoods.
Proposed Approach:
•

If the two land use categories remain separate, the C-1 district is suitable for
Convenience Business while C-2 is most relevant for Neighborhood Business.

•

In more rural serving areas, building scale should be limited by building and use
types and location relative to collector streets. Elsewhere, there is no limit in
building scale other than by way of the FAR, which accounts for parking
requirements and the ratio of landscape surface. Even though the 2019
Comprehensive Plan envisions the two land use categories in different areas, they
share similar parking requirements. A small difference in FAR may be due to a
greater required open space or landscape amenities in the rural areas.

•

The amenity ratio should vary based upon character context, with a higher ratio
in rural areas and lower percent in other areas.

GC, General Commercial – The Community Business land use category
represents the commercial service and retail uses across the County, located mostly at
major intersections and along highways and arterial streets. This district is for a broad
range of uses that serve the needs for consumer services and goods. Site layout and
design is essential as to the functional and aesthetic presentation of commercial
buildings and centers. Traditionally, buildings are set back from the street with parking
located along the street. Alternatively, buildings may be brought to the street with
parking placed to the side and rear, with good transition and buffering standards to
protect adjacent properties. This zoning adjustment would fundamentally change the
character and quality of the built environment.
Proposed Approach:
•

The C-3 and C-5 districts align with this category. Certain permitted uses may
require restrictions or conditional or special exception approval to reflect the
character and nature of this district. C-5 has more intense uses separated from
roads (corridors) and with minimal visibility.
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•

Establish supplemental use regulations to minimize the visibility and provide
appropriate transitions for more intense C-5 uses.

•

Improve the operational and safety characteristics of development sites and
streets with site layout, access and circulation and building location and
orientation standards.

•

Establish dimensional standards as to building floor area, setbacks, and height,
along with corresponding parking, landscaping and sign standards tailored to the
design characteristics of this district.

EC, Employment Commercial – The General Business land use category
teeters on the line between heavy commercial and light industrial where more intensive
and less groomed uses are permitted. Outdoor display, storage and operational activities
are included in this district making its location important relative to its public visibility
and its compatibility with neighboring districts and uses. Also, with these use types
come heavy truck traffic, which must be specially accommodated as well. From a design
perspective, screening and buffering take precedence over requirements for improved
site and building standards (although these may too, be important in certain contexts).
Proposed Approach:
•

Leverage the I-1 district for its limited scale and for its combination of
commercial and industrial use.

•

Evaluate the use types permitted by right or by special process and make changes
to match the intent of this district.

•

Establish bufferyard and screening standards to aid in separating and shielding
adjacent non-industrial uses, including requirements as to the width of the
bufferyard, the planting types and numbers, structural improvements such as a
fence, and options for natural barriers.

CM, Community Mixed – The Community Mixed Use and Regional Mixed Use
have the same intent. The difference is that Regional Mixed Use areas “are generally
larger, more densely and intensely developed with structured parking and often
occupied by uses having a regional customer draw.” The modest differences are not a
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matter of land use as much as that of scale. Therefore, it makes sense to combine these
two land use categories into a single zoning district with contextual development
standards to address matters of relative compatibilities.
Proposed Approach:
•

Refer to NM, Neighborhood Mixed, above.

•

Develop standards requiring compact mixed-use development resulting in a town
center environment with urban building, parking, street and streetscape, and
public use and space standards.

•

Require a market study to confirm the feasibility and viability of certain use
types, and use the study to establish proportions of residential, commercial office,
service and retail, and civic uses.

BP, Business Park – The Corporate Office/Research & Development/Light
Industrial land use category provides for an organized and self-contained environment
conducive to larger-scale and more intensive business and industry uses and capacities.
Buildings in the BP, Business Park are likely to include large spaces, principally indoors,
for research, assembly, warehousing, storage, processing, production and moderate
manufacturing with attached management and administrative offices. This district will
serve as a large employment center thereby warranting supportive retail and service
uses.
Proposed Approach:
•

Combine the O-2 and I-1 (and maybe I-2) districts into a single district with
refinements to the use lists and their restrictions and approval types. Avoid
outdoor storage and similar uses that are inconsistent with an office campus
character.

•

Develop site and building standards to “dress up” street-facing building facades
near park entrances and along interior spine streets and perimeter roads and
highways. Relax building and site improvements for out-of-sight buildings.
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MP, Manufacturing Park – The Industrial land use category is the most
intensive in the County given it allows heavy industrial use types with outdoor
operations and potential impacts on nearby uses and landowners.
Proposed Approach:
•

Combine the I-2 and I-3 districts into a single district with adjustments to the
uses that are permitted and those that require conditional or special exception
approval. Avoid large, outdoor uses with low employment density that would
displace land needed for employment type uses.

•

Develop environmental performance standards to regulate and enforce excessive
noise, light, odor, emissions, vibration, interference with community systems,
and other common nuisances associated with these uses.

Note to District Categories. Any of the approaches discussed earlier in this section
– from conventional zoning to form-based or composite approaches – can apply to any
of the districts discussed here. The County will decide whether a given approach works
best based on development context, planning policies, market conditions,
administrative capabilities, and related factors. In addition, the Zoning Ordinance is
likely to employ (as it does today) a variety of approaches to its district approach. For
example, the agricultural and lower-density zoning districts can include conventional
zoning approaches that use minimum lot size, density and use regulations to protect
existing neighborhoods from abrupt changes, while form-based or composite zoning can
facilitate the development of the mixed-use activity centers contemplated by the 2019
Comprehensive Plan.

Regulating Uses
There are three major tasks in updating the Zoning Ordinance to regulate uses. The first
is to develop a complete and comprehensive list of uses. The second is to allocate those
uses to the County’s zoning districts. The third is developing up-to-date supplemental
regulations for uses that either require additional oversight beyond the district
dimensional standards or that have unique protections under state or federal law.
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Article III, Division 2 includes most of the County’s use regulations. While older zoning
ordinances often provide a “laundry list” of uses in each zoning district regulation,
Chesterfield County consolidates its uses in a table that indicates the districts where a
use is prohibited (blank cell), permitted by right, permitted with restrictions (sometimes
referred to as a “limited use”), a conditional use or special exception, or requires a
manufactured home permit (see Figure 6 Chesterfield County Zoning Ordinance Use
Table). 14 This is a best practice with modern zoning codes. It enables the reader to
quickly determine where and how a given use is permitted.

Figure 6 Chesterfield County Zoning Ordinance Use Table

However, the Use Table lacks a clear and coherent organization. While some of the uses
have sub-categories, the uses are not organized into use categories. Instead, the list is in
alphabetical order. The table could also include graphic enhancements to help the
reader find uses that appear near the middle or bottom of the page. In addition, as is

This table is referred to here as the “Use Table,” although the table is not labelled in the Zoning
Ordinance (although it is referenced in the text of Sec. 19.1-52.as Table 19.1-52.A).

14
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discussed below, the County should update the uses listed, along with collapsing uses
into similar categories. This would make the Use Table easier to read and allow the
table to capture uses that are not expressly listed but that easily fall within a listed use
category.
The Use Table currently has 538 separately listed uses. There are seven different ways
the zoning ordinance can treat a use in a district (Sec. 19.1-52):
1. Allowing the use “by right.” While not defined in the ordinance, this typically
means that the use need only comply with the zoning district standards and is not
subject to any additional zoning approvals (although buildings that host the use
may require a building permit and certificate of occupancy under the building
code).
2. Some uses are “permitted with restrictions,” which means that they are
subject to additional standards as set out in sections 19.1-53 and 19.1-54 of the
Zoning Ordinance. If compliant with those restrictions, then uses are not subject
to any additional zoning approvals.
3. Accessory uses are incidental to a principal use but presumably not allowed as
a single use on a site. These uses are not subject to any additional zoning
approvals.
4. Conditional use permits require case-by-case review by the Planning
Commission and approval by the Board of Supervisors.
5. Special exceptions require case-by-case review and approval by the Board of
Zoning Appeals. Only three uses – businesses from the home involving a beauty
or barber shop with one chair, private kennels, and temporary manufactured
homes in the A (Agricultural) district that cannot meet zoning restrictions require special exception approval. Special exception approval is also required
for unlisted uses and uses permitted with restrictions that cannot meet the
standards in section 19.1-53 (Zoning Ordinance Sec. 19.1-52.C.2.c).
6. A use requiring a Manufactured Home Permit, which applies to only one of
the 538 uses – temporary manufactured homes. This use requires approval by the
Board of Supervisors.
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7. Prohibited uses, which are presumably uses that do not fall into one of the six
categories above (i.e., that has a blank cell in the use table).
There is an average of 158 uses permitted in each district, although there is a high
standard deviation because several districts permit an extremely high number of uses.
Agricultural (“A”) and Heavy Industrial (“I-3”) are, at first glance, the most permissive
districts – with 434 and 410 separately listed uses. While the “A” district has the highest
number of listed uses, over 90% of those require a conditional use permit and only 19
are allowed by right. The most restrictive districts are Townhouse (“R-TH”),
Multifamily Residential (“R-MF”), and Manufactured Home Park (“MH-1”). MH-1 only
allows 22 uses, while R-TH and R-MF each allow 33 uses. The residential (“R”) and
manufactured home (“MH”) districts permit an average of 48 uses. The O-1 and O-2
permit 41 and 98 uses respectively, while the commercial districts permit an average of
185 and industrial an average of 333 uses. The foregoing analysis is available in the Use
Table Analysis (PDF) accompanying this report.
Many of the uses are very precise types of businesses that fall within broad categories
that have similar impacts. This is common with industrial and retail uses, and
Chesterfield County’s Use Table is similar to many communities in this regard. For
example, is it necessary to call out “button manufacturing” from a general production
category and a “curio shop” separately from a general retail category? There is an
interesting category of uses that include astrologist, card reader, clairvoyant, fortune
teller, numerologist, occult science, palmist, prophet, psychic, spiritual reader, and tea
leaf reader – all of which are designated as conditional uses in the A, C-5, I-2 and I-3
districts. The new Zoning Ordinance could collapse these into a single use category –
such as “psychic services.”
The list of uses should be comprehensive, but not so long that it is cluttered and so
precise that it limits flexibility. The list should minimize instances where a use is
unlisted, which may require an interpretation as to whether the use is permitted or not.
The 2017 North American Industrial Classification System (NAICS) includes 1,059
separately listed 6-digit use codes categorized in 20 broad categories. The use table will
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need to classify most uses in broader use categories. The uses should also be audited to
ensure there is a place for all businesses, service agencies, and residential categories the
community needs. The County should audit the uses against modern industry
classifications (such as the NAICS and the American Planning Association’s Land-Based
Classification Standards [LBCS]) to ensure that all known uses are accounted for in the
use lists and the definitions. 15 The listing of uses should be reviewed to make sure they
are up-to-date. The listing of uses should include broad categories, but with specific
definitions that consolidate similar specific uses in a logical fashion. 16 The County can
use the NAICS and LBCS as resources for interpretation if needed.
When uses are not listed, Chesterfield County’s Planning Director currently determines
whether the use meets the definition of one of the listed uses and/or whether the use is
permitted in a zoning district (Sec. 19.1-52.B.2). If the similar, listed use requires a
special exception, the Board of Zoning Appeals (BZA) must approve a special exception.
Otherwise, the use requires a conditional use permit. The conditional use permit process
creates uncertainty for applicants and possibly requires the commitment of staff and
agency time.
Supplemental Use Regulations. The zoning ordinance should include a separate
Article devoted to regulations for individual uses. These can range from those with
nuisance-type impacts (such as landfills), community character issues, and special legal
protections (such as cell towers, group homes and churches). The Zoning Ordinance
currently codifies supplemental use regulations in Sec. 19.1-52.D and the restricted use
regulations of Secs. 19.1-53 and -54, which together are over 40 pages in length. The
2019 Comprehensive Plan policies imply a need to establish supplemental regulations
for uses such as:
•

Uses that support agricultural activities, such as:
o farmers’ markets,

The 2019 Comprehensive Plan uses the NAICS to classify businesses by sector (2019 Comprehensive
Plan, p. BD1).
16 White, "Classifying and Defining Uses and Building Forms: Land-Use Coding for Zoning Regulations,"
Zoning Practice (September 2005).
15
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o agricultural tourism,
o temporary commercial uses with minimal site improvements, and
o urban agriculture.
•

Tractor trailer service stations.

•

Mineral resource extraction.

•

Landfills.

•

Telecommunications facilities.

•

Renewable energy facilities, such as geothermal, wind and solar facilities.

The Zoning Ordinance could create incentives to encourage housing that remains
affordable, regulations for higher density options such as townhomes and multi-family
(apartments and condominiums), manufactured housing (currently regulated by zoning
districts for this housing type), and “missing middle” housing that can transition from
higher density areas and activity centers to lower-density neighborhoods. In addition,
the Ordinance should accommodate supportive services for the elderly or individuals
with disabilities.
Note that supplemental regulations do not necessarily imply additional restrictions.
Additional regulations are needed for uses (such as landfills) that have unique impacts
and to prevent nuisance situations. The supplemental regulations can also provide
accommodations for uses (such as group homes, telecommunications facilities, and
religious land uses) to recognize protections under state or federal law or that further a
public interest (such as affordable housing).
The existing restricted use regulations warrant a review to ensure that the standards
reflect best practices. In addition, existing conditional use and special exception
designations could become permitted by right with supplemental use regulations to
minimize the need to develop case-by-case conditions through public hearings and
special use permits.
Recommendations for Uses:
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•

Use the NAICS and LBCS to update the lineup of uses.

•

Consolidate like uses into categories.

•

Create category headings and sub-headings for the uses, including:
o Residential (with household and group living sub-categories);
o Lodging;

o Commercial and Mixed Use (with animal service, day care, office and
financial services, food and beverage, mixed-use, personal and business
services, retail, and automotive sub-categories);
o Institutional (including assembly, death care, government, education,
medical, and arts, entertainment and recreation sub-categories);
o Industrial (including manufacturing and warehousing sub-categories);
o Infrastructure (including transportation/parking, utilities,
communications, and waste-related sub-categories);
o Agriculture; and
o Accessory and miscellaneous.
•

To protect agricultural and environmental resources and to avoid premature
development that would occur before infrastructure becomes available, reduce
the list of uses in the “A” agricultural district to rural economy uses, and singlefamily dwellings (except for development that uses cluster or conservation
development options).

•

Reduce the number of non-industrial uses in industrial districts to avoid the loss
of employment-generating land to less economically productive uses.

•

Eliminate the restricted use as a separate category, along with the manufactured
housing permit. If only one discretionary process (conditional use permit and
special exception) applies, this would leave only three types of permissions – by
right, discretionary (conditional use or special exception), and accessory. Some
communities also prefer to not list accessory as a use type, and instead address
them in a supplemental regulation. However, the advantage of this category is
that it clarifies that the use is not permitted as a single use on the property, but
only if there is a principal use that it relates to.
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•

As is discussed under processes, eliminate either the conditional use permit or
the special exception category from the Use Table. These accomplish the same
purpose (i.e., reviewing a use for individual impacts), and the only difference is
the reviewing agency. These uses require case-by-case review following a public
hearing, along with conditions to minimize their impacts.

•

Replace the “restricted” use category with a reference to the applicable
supplemental use regulation. The Use Table could also indicate whether the use
is subject to additional regulations and provide a cross-reference to the applicable
regulations. In enCodePlus this cross reference can be linked to the additional
regulations.

•

Define every use. The Code of Virginia, state agency regulations, other County
Code provisions, and NAICS Manual are resources the County can refer to in
developing the definitions.

•

The Zoning Ordinance should establish a process for the Planning Director to
determine whether and how unlisted uses are permitted. This would include rules
for determining whether an unlisted use falls within the definition of a permitted
use and whether an unlisted use is permitted as part of the same industry or use
category. This would also include a tracking procedure for rulings for unlisted
uses and for zoning ordinance amendments to update the use table.

•

Establish up-to-date supplemental use regulations for the uses called out in the
2019 Comprehensive Plan. In addition, create supplemental use regulations that
allow for the adaptive reuse of historic buildings and those meeting designated
placement and design criteria. This would modify landscaping, parking, and
related requirements that would otherwise inhibit reuse of the buildings.
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This section of the report explores plan policies, strategies, and actions to recommend
development standards applicable to the different 2019 Comprehensive Plan Land Use
Map areas and the goals for protecting natural, environmental, and historic resources;
advancing responsible development patterns; providing for quality affordable and
attainable housing; investing in timely and adequate infrastructure; promoting
economic development; and wisely managing the County’s fiscal resources.
While conventional zoning regulations control building height and setbacks, zoning
regulations increasingly regulate the scale, orientation, and architectural elements of
buildings. Zoning regulations can apply design standards to any kind of development,
including single-family, multifamily, commercial, or industrial uses. These standards
are critical for effective placemaking. While building heights, setbacks, coverage, and
related zoning metrics control the scale and intensity of development, related standards
shape development outcomes. In addition, development standards directly affect the
cost of development and can require the use of significant land area on a site. Therefore,
it is important that the standards are carefully calibrated to each Land Use Map Area so
that they accomplish their intended purpose without creating regulatory barriers to the
design objectives identified for those areas.

Infrastructure
The 2019 Comprehensive Plan has a number of policies to address the impacts of new
development to the capacity of public facilities. This requires the County to identify an
appropriate level of service (LOS) standard for facilities subject to this requirement,
decide what types of permits trigger LOS review, and to determine how to process
development applications when capacity is currently insufficient. The Zoning
Ordinance should tie the standards to the County’s Capital Improvement Program (CIP)
to coordinate LOS standards with future growth and funded improvements.
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The 2019 Comprehensive Plan also has policies that will improve development
efficiencies to coordinate with any LOS standards. These include mixed-use
development and connectivity policies that will capture vehicle trips and distribute them
more efficiently, water resource protection and natural resource preservation that
reduces water demands, and low-impact stormwater management (LID) approaches
that will reduce off-site stormwater generation. Evaluation of development proposals
should consider how a development meets these policies as well, so that development
standards reinforce the County’s preferred growth patterns and design.
Recommendations for LOS Standards:
•

Establish LOS standards for facilities that require review during the zoning
approval process.

•

Adjust the LOS standards to reflect development efficiencies by location or type
of development, such as mixed-use development and redevelopment areas.
Include automatic trip reductions or exemptions for development that achieves a
high integration of uses by mixing residential and non-residential uses, achieving
high connectivity targets, and incorporating building and site design that
achieves a walkable streetscape.

•

Keep LOS standards at a level that maintains lower levels of congestions in
existing lower-density neighborhoods and the rural areas designated on the Land
Use Map.

•

Establish mitigation measures where a development would cause a deterioration
in adopted LOS standards, including enhanced project efficiencies, project
phasing, and reductions in density / intensity. For projects involving a rezoning,
count proffered public improvements toward infrastructure mitigation.

•

Adjust mitigation requirements to create incentives for affordable housing and
economic development.
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Design
The 2019 Comprehensive Plan provides for design standards that create an identifiable
sense of place with activity nodes and corridors in the County. Currently, the County
relies on its 14 design districts and discretionary conditions (such as those proffered
through a CUPD) to achieve design quality. Some of the standards are imprecise and
provide applicants and affected neighborhoods with little information about the
expected development outcome. For example, the Bon Air special design district
provides that: “[b]uildings shall be designed to impart harmonious proportions and
avoid monotonous facades or large bulky masses, and possess architectural variety while
still maintaining compatibility with existing structures….” Those types of statements
work well for a purpose statement. However, the standards buildings and sites are held
to should provide greater predictability. The design regulations do contain specifics
about building materials, and several include maximum setbacks with frontage buildout
requirements that move buildings and activity centers closer to the street. However,
those regulations do not always require building entrances and street facing elements
such as windows to orient to public streets or internal drives that function as streets.
As with building design, the 2019 Comprehensive Plan includes site design policies. Site
design standards ensure the placement of buildings, parking areas, landscaping,
stormwater management features, and related site elements provide a walkable and
compact building for designated mixed use and activity centers. In the rural or lower
density Land Use Map Areas and where environmental restrictions or natural resources
are present, careful site design allows structures, streets, and related infrastructure to
cluster and avoid displacement of those features.
Recommendations for design standards:
•

In addition to minimum percentages of residential and non-residential land uses
in mixed-use districts, establish street categories with corresponding minimum
and maximum setback and frontage buildout standards to ensure proper building
and street relationships.
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•

Establish “A” and “B” street categories for the application of building and site
design standards for new mixed-use development and existing streets. “A” streets
would have a higher level of building design and site amenities than “B” streets,
which include utilitarian uses such as large format buildings with frontloaded
parking or truck loading.

•

Establish entryway orientation and minimum glazing requirements at the street
level for “A” streets.

•

Establish maximum setback in minimum frontage buildout requirements for
higher density residential, mixed use, office and commercial districts, and
excluding office campus, heavy commercial and industrial districts. This would
include the new RM (Residential Medium), RH (Residential High), NM
(Neighborhood Mixed), SO (Suburban Office), CO (Corporate Office), SC
(Suburban Commercial), GC (General Commercial) and CM (Community Mixed)
districts as discussed above.

•

Provide flexibility for building and site design based on context. For example, a
more urban context could establish 10-15 foot maximum setbacks, while a
corridor with a more permanent suburban context could trade off deeper
setbacks with higher levels of building design quality and the ability to redevelop
the site over time with the grid at street pattern and street facing buildings.

•

For open space, the County can consider a menu ranging from passive or
naturalized open space types to urban patterns such as plazas. The Zoning
Ordinance could codify that as part of a form-based, composite, or use patterns
approach. The standards should ensure that the space is designed and located in
a manner appropriate to its context – for example, with plazas for mixed-use
developments or activity centers and natural open space for cluster or
conservation subdivisions in rural areas or lower-density residential
neighborhoods.

Landscaping and Buffer Standards
Most modern zoning or development ordinances have landscaping standards. Buffer
and landscaping requirements mitigate environmental site conditions, minimize
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conflicts between incompatible uses, and soften the visual impacts of parking areas and
intensive uses.
The Zoning Ordinance establishes requirements for perimeter landscaping on the edge
of sites (Sec. 19.1-251), street trees (Sec. 19.1-252), parking area landscaping (Sec. 19.1253), and landscaped buffers (Sec. 19.1-260 to -264). The standards are very
comprehensive, with plant specifications and alternative perimeter landscaping and
buffer widths that vary by the number and category of trees provided. The Zoning
Ordinance carries these references forward to the 14 design districts. The street tree
requirements include specific spacing requirements for R-TH and MH-3 subdivisions,
with no specific applicability to other development types (although these may become
conditions of rezoning, CUPD, or discretionary approval).
The Zoning Ordinance could improve the relationship between required landscaping
and development context. In urban contexts, landscaping consumes land area and can
create physical barriers between uses that would otherwise be accessible by foot. In
addition, landscaping adds to upfront development costs. It also adds costs over time
through maintenance and irrigation (however, long-term savings from stormwater
management and energy savings through shading of building and parking areas can
offset some of these costs). Recognizing this, the County is currently considering
excluding buffers (but not landscaping) from office or commercial uses in the draft
Midlothian Design Standards.
Recommendations for landscaping and buffer standards:
•

Continue to apply specific buffer types and standards as needed throughout the
zoning districts.

•

Adjust landscaping standards to its context, with standards varying for rural,
suburban areas and urban contexts. For example, allow for wider buffers with
lower planting density in suburban contexts and narrower buffers with fencing in
urban contexts. Provide further reductions or eliminate buffers in favor of
broader transitional standards for activity centers and corridors.

Zoning Ordinance Analysis Report

57

Development Standard

•

Consider adding a minimum open space requirement for most zoning districts.
Consider allowing applicants to substitute civic spaces and usable open space for
required landscaping.

•

Expand the street tree requirements beyond R-TH MH-3 and residential
developments in the Upper Swift Creek watershed. Require street trees on both
sides of the street and spacing requirements for RM (Residential Medium), RH
(Residential High), NM (Neighborhood Mixed), SO (Suburban Office), CO
(Corporate Office), SC (Suburban Commercial), GC (General Commercial) and
CM (Community Mixed) developments.

Parking
Minimum parking requirements were intended to reduce street congestion and to avoid
spillover parking in residential neighborhoods. These regulations establish a minimum
number of parking spaces for new development, typically based on use and include
geometric design of parking spaces and bays, along with required surfacing.
Article IV, Division 3 of the Zoning Ordinance establishes minimum parking
requirements for Chesterfield County. Table 19.1-236.A establishes a ratio of minimum
parking spaces, with different requirements for base zoning districts and the design
districts (which tend to have slightly smaller requirements). The uses in the parking
table do not mirror the terminology in the Use Table described above. Many of the
ratios are very exact and complicated, with a sliding scale of parking required for uses
with different size categories. For example, an office between 50,000 – 75,000 square
feet of gross floor area (gfa) must provide “1 per 200 s/f for the first 10,000 s/f of gfa,
plus 1 per 250 s/f for the next 40,000 s/f of gfa, plus 1 per each additional 300 s/f in
excess of 50,000 s/f of gfa.”
To provide flexibility and a more efficient use of parking spaces, some communities
allow different parcels to share parking and for uses with different peak parking
demands to share the same spaces throughout the day. In Chesterfield County, off-site
parking is permitted if the shared off-site lot accommodates the same use (Sec. 19.1-
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235.B), and complementary uses may share parking if “it is determined that uses will
have different time demands, or sidewalks or pedestrian ways will be provided between
uses” (Sec. 19.1-236.C).
Cost and Design. An unintended side effect of minimum parking requirements is
excessively-sized surface parking areas. This creates economic waste because the
property owner cannot charge rent for the spaces, although a certain number of spaces
is certainly needed to provide access to the site. In fact, commercial properties often
include more parking than the zoning ordinance requires. Regardless of why it is
provided, parking is a development cost that is ultimately capitalized into the cost of
housing and consumer goods. 17
Walkability and Environmental
Impacts. Large surface parking
areas inhibit walkability by spreading
uses apart, forcing pedestrians to
compete with cars to reach retail and
employment destinations, and
making vehicular travel convenient
relative to foot travel. They also create
“urban heat islands” as the summer
sun hits the pavement and create the
need for stormwater drainage systems

Figure 7 Excess Parking Creates Drainage, Heat Island, and Economic Waste
Issues

(See Figure 7). The stormwater
management systems needed to capture runoff from parking areas consumes even more
land, spreading uses farther apart and creating barriers to pedestrian access. This, in
turn, encourages business to provide larger signs to identify the buildings that are set
back behind the parking.

See Shoup, The High Cost of Free Parking (American Planning Association, 2011), at 185-200; Willson,
Parking Reform Made Easy (Island Press, 2013), at 25-30.

17
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Parking Recommendations:
•

Communities are increasingly responding to the issues identified above by either
optimizing and reducing their parking minimums or getting rid of them
altogether. Eliminating parking minimums would leave the supply of parking to
the marketplace. At a minimum, the County can “right size” parking
requirements with current data, such as the Institute of Transportation Engineers
2019 Parking Generation Manual.

•

Mirror the uses in the revised Use Table in the table of parking ratios, with
simplified formulas.

•

Adjust the parking ratios to create incentives for projects with public benefits
such as affordable housing and economic development.

•

Add flexibility to the shared parking requirements by eliminating the
requirement that off-site spaces are zoned for the same use, with the possible
exception of parking for non-residential uses in single-family neighborhoods.

•

Create a formula to automatically reduce required parking for complementary
uses with different peak periods, instead of requiring a “determination.”

•

Some communities establish a maximum number of spaces, or a “soft” maximum
that triggers additional requirements when spaces increase. For example, if
spaces exceed a given ratio, the Zoning Ordinance could trigger shared parking,
transit, impervious surface, or other transportation or stormwater requirements.

•

Some communities address spillover issues with a residential parking permit
system or metering. This would not require any change to the zoning or
subdivision regulations.

•

Some communities tie the location and size of parking areas to landscaping or
shading requirements. For example, the County could set a higher landscaping
requirement for parking located between a building and the street, and/or a
tiered percentage that increases with the size of the parking area.

•

Add alternative parking options, such as bike parking, short-term car/ridesharing parking, and car/ride-sharing pick-up and drop-off locations. Section
19.1-236 currently provides a parking reduction for non-residential development
adjacent to a bikeway for the provision of bicycle storage spaces, with a cap on the
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maximum reduction. This could expand to a minimum bicycle parking
requirements in locations where the bikeway system is established.

Transitional Standards
This section evaluates the transitional elements between zoning districts to provide
visual separation and to minimize the impacts of higher intensity uses on lower intensity
uses. The 2019 Comprehensive Plan speaks specifically to the use of a range of
transitions from higher to lower intensity development, from traditional buffers to site
design, environmental features, and “missing middle” housing.
Transitional techniques common to most zoning regulations include setbacks,
landscaped buffers (currently addressed in Secs. 19.1-260 through -264), and districts
that gradually lower development intensity as they proceed from more intense
commercial districts to residential neighborhoods (for example, the O-1 Neighborhood
Office District). While landscaped buffers and setbacks provide visual and spatial
separation between uses, they can also provide barriers that inhibit connectivity and
walkability. For the non-residential districts or retail centers abutting or near existing
residential neighborhoods, the new Zoning Ordinance could incorporate development
standards that offer a range of transitional options in addition to buffers or transitional
zoning. Providing compatible transitions between land uses can enhance connectivity
and help create more pedestrian-friendly neighborhoods. Several different types of
transition are possible within Chesterfield County including:
Commercial to residential transition. This typically occurs along corridors, where
commercial development or a form of mixed-use development is permitted. The concern
is a development that faces the arterial street, with services positioned along the “rear,”
which is usually the edge of a residential neighborhood. Issues related to this type of
transition include:
•

Mass and scale

•

Building character
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•

Screening service areas

•

Lighting

•

Emissions and noise

•

Traffic

Transition from higher density residential districts to lower density residential
districts. This typically occurs where two different zoning districts abut. The concern is
the impact of the larger scale construction permitted in the higher density district. Some
of the concerns focus on the building form, including its overall mass as well as its
shape. Issues related to this type of transition include:
•

Mass and scale

•

Building character

•

Screening service areas

•

Parking

•

Setbacks

•

Open space

•

Views and privacy

•

Solar access (i.e., access to sunlight)

Transitions in density within a single zoning district. In some situations, the transition
occurs within a single zoning district, especially if district standards are updated to
allow more density or variety of unit types. When the existing building scale reflects an
earlier, lower density and the new zoning designation permits a higher density this type
of transition occurs. Some identify this as a temporary phase and argue that residents
should accept the change. Others suggest that some means of mitigating impacts is still
needed. Issues related to this type of transition include:
•

Mass and scale

•

Building character

•

Setbacks
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•

Open space

•

Views and privacy

•

Solar access

Planned increase in density and intensity in areas with established lower density
single-family detached neighborhoods and/or large tracts of undeveloped natural
landscape. In this case, the change in scale can be the greatest of all development
scenarios. There are two somewhat conflicting goals, i.e., to promote higher density
centers in the County, while respecting older neighborhoods or rural places that were
established before the center was proposed. The sensitivity of this transition varies in
different parts of the County, in part depending upon the character and age of the
abutting neighborhood. Issues related to this type of transition include:
•

Mass and scale

•

Building character

•

Screening service areas

•

Parking

•

Setbacks

•

Open space

•

Views and privacy

•

Solar access

For districts that include a large amount of open space, the retail or mixed-use centers
can use the open space to create a visual buffer between rear facing buildings, loading,
and storage areas, and other elements and rural areas. Where the open space abuts
existing neighborhoods, buffer elements can range from traditional landscaping and
berms to civic spaces that create both a visual separation but also pedestrian
connectivity. Where an existing rural or residential area will be adjacent to smaller lot
sizes, reductions in building scale along with lower intensity uses can provide an
effective transition to the existing area.
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While addressing a more urban context, the city of Raleigh’s Unified Development
Ordinance (see Article 3.5) provides an example of a comprehensive set of transitional
features, with lots along the edge of a development divided into zones to regulate the
placement of accessory structures such as storage units and dumpsters, parking, and
landscaped or natural buffers. Figure 8 through Figure 11 also demonstrates transition
methods.

Figure 8 Use and Scale Transition

Figure 9 Traditional Landscaped Transitions
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Figure 10 Transitions in Scale

Figure 11 Transition through Pedestrian Connections and Civic Space
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Article II of the Zoning Ordinance addresses the County’s zoning processes. These
include rezonings, conditional uses, conditional rezonings, CUPD’s, appeals, special
exceptions, historic districts and landmarks, schematic plans, and site plans. The
regulations have flowcharts and a relatively consistent subsection format. In addition,
while many zoning regulations in other communities scatter processes throughout the
ordinance, Chesterfield County has assembled them into a single Article.
However, the procedures do not indicate how they work together, and some of the
sections combine the creation and establishment of authority for boards and agencies
(such as the Board of Zoning Appeals [“BZA”] and Preservation Committee) with the
processes. It is often unclear when the process applies, the type of approval required
(for example, administrative or a public hearing), who makes the decision, and what the
decision authorizes. For example, the section governing conditional uses (Sec. 19.1-11)
fails to state who decides the application, although individual subsections (such as
subsection D. governing adult uses) and Sec. 19.1-9 establishes general procedures for
rezonings and conditional uses that refer to a Planning Commission recommendation
and decision by the Board of Supervisors.
Zoning processes should build some flexibility into the regulations. State law provides
for relief from bulk standards through a variance if there is hardship and other statutory
criteria are met (Code of Virginia § 15.2-2309.2). In addition, Sec. 19.1-52.C.2 allows
some uses with restrictions, but allows approval with a conditional use permit or a
special exception if those standards “cannot be met.” It is not clear whether this means
that the standard creates some economic hardship or whether it is completely
impossible to fulfill the regulatory requirements. The Zoning Ordinance does allow for
administrative variances from building setbacks, which are issued by the Planning
Director (Sec. 19.1-14). The Zoning Ordinance update could consider clearer standards
for administrative variances than the traditional hardship standards that apply to BZA
review, if permitted by Virginia law.
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Development processes should be streamlined, avoiding wasteful and time-consuming
procedural steps. The modern best practice is to assign as many processes as possible to
administrative staff when public hearings are not necessary. Public hearings are not
necessary when a use is subject to very clear regulations defined in the ordinance
(leaving no room for interpretation or discretion) or where the application is the final
step in multi-step approval processes where discretionary decisions have already been
made. The County has a work program item that would change the review of some
conditional uses in residential areas (such as home occupations, second dwellings, and
family day care) body to the BZA. Updated regulations for those uses – in lieu of
discretionary review or negotiated conditions – would also streamline the review
process. However, state law requires public hearings for every zoning approval that
requires Planning Commission and Board of Supervisors approval (such as a rezoning,
conditional use, and CUPD), and before the Board of Zoning Appeals for every matter
that requires their approval (such as appeals and variances).
The revised zoning districts presented earlier in this report, along with codifying
supplemental use regulations for uses that require discretionary review, would
streamline the development review process and provide a more efficient workflow.
Composite zoning and other concepts would codify design standards. Where
development has unique impacts or impacts that are incapable of resolving completely
through development standards, public hearings may be required to ensure that
neighborhoods have an opportunity to weigh in on applications that affect them. Even
without public hearings, the ordinance can require neighborhood meetings to sort
through issues that could otherwise become the topic of a variance request or thirdparty lawsuit challenging the application.
Recommendations for Processes:
•

Map each process with a common workflow, beginning with applicability and
continuing to initiation and completeness, decision making appeals, and the
scope of approval.

Zoning Ordinance Analysis Report

67

Processes

•

The procedures, which are codified in Article II, appear very early in the Zoning
Ordinance and fill 40 pages before the zoning districts (which are the DNA of the
zoning regulations) are introduced. While procedures are very important, they
are also very technical and often not very interesting to the general public.
Therefore, the procedures should appear after the zoning districts and
development standards.

•

Establish a separate Article that sets up the agencies and officials involved in
zoning administration and pull that material out of the procedures Article.
Material establishing agencies is not useful for applicants or administrators on a
day-to-day basis and should appear near the end of the Zoning Ordinance.

•

Similarly, pull material related to application submittal requirements out of the
procedures Article and move that material to a checklist near the end of the
document. Typically, only zoning staff and applicants are interested in this
material and it should not clutter the procedural workflows.

•

Update the flowcharts to match the procedural workflows, focusing on
procedural highlights with few words and an updated graphic format.

•

At the beginning of the process Article, insert a summary table or flow chart
showing clear lines of authority, notice requirements, and decision-making
authority.

•

Establish separate divisions for general procedures (such as notice) and
individual workflows for each process (such as zoning amendments).

•

Consider requiring neighborhood meetings for rezonings, comprehensive plan
amendments, discretionary review, and variances. This would apply to uses that
have adjacency and compatibility issues such as a commercial project adjacent to
a residential neighborhood (but not a commercial project surrounded by other
commercial uses). For uses with unique neighborhood impacts, consider a
neighborhood premeeting on every application.

•

Consider converting the CUPD process into a zoning district. This would
specifically map CUPDs as part of the zoning map, provide additional authority
for proffers and conditions, and clarify that they require Planning Commission
and Board of Supervisors approval as with any other rezoning.
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Formatting the Zoning Ordinance: Making it User-Friendly
The Zoning Ordinance is a lengthy and comprehensive document, making it challenging
to display in a manner that is accessible and user-friendly. The County tackled this
challenge in 2015, adopting its “Bridge the Gap Ordinance Amendment” with
enhancements such as reorganization to improve the documents flow and procedural
flowcharts. With ZOMod, the County has taken the opportunity to further enhance the
Zoning Ordinance to make it user-friendly for the general public, applicants,
administrators, and public officials.
Several provisions would improve the Zoning Ordinance’s readability and give readers
an easier way to find information:
•

Graphics. As illustrated by the example below, modern development codes
typically include graphics as a method to explain code language. Graphics can
visually demonstrate the relationship of several code provisions. Graphics should
illustrate dimensional relationships and building and site planning concepts.
Graphics help explain or amplify material that is sometimes difficult for casual or
non-technical users to understand or visualize. The current Zoning Ordinance is
largely devoid of graphics.

•

A better sequence. A zoning ordinance should have a flow that puts technical
provisions in the back of the document and more substantive provisions to the
front. While zoning ordinances are not intended to be read from beginning to
end, placing the more commonly used material near the front makes those
provisions more accessible for a wider audience. The current Zoning Ordinance
does properly place introductory material at the beginning and definitions as the
last Article (similar to where glossaries are usually placed in a book or reference
manual). It is also a good idea to keep the number of articles to six or seven, as
readers tend to lose track of a long list of top-level material. However, the flow
should place the more substantive and commonly used articles (such as the
zoning districts) near the front, with more technical materials (such as material
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establishing agencies, addressing nonconformities, and submittal requirements)
near the back.
•

Consolidate chapters that deal with similar topics. For example, articles
that address procedures, development standards, supplemental uses, and legal
technicalities should collapse into a single article. Article IV, for example,
establishes both common development standards and the design districts. The
Zoning Ordinance should move the design district regulations (or the
dimensional standards for the new districts) to the zoning district Article and
focus Article IV (wherever it appears in the new Zoning Ordinance) on common
development standards.

•

Integration with the 2019 Comprehensive Plan. Add an italicized or offset
purpose statement for each zoning district and development standard that relates
to its underlying policy basis in the 2019 Comprehensive Plan. The purpose
statement would explain why the provisions exist and cite the 2019
Comprehensive Plan or related plans or studies. This highlights those provisions,
allows for useful cross-references, offsets them from the substantive standards
and requirements, and ties the regulation to the policy guidance.

•

Forms and Checklists. Ordinance provisions are often cluttered with
information submittal requirements. These are of little interest to the public yet
needed to ensure that applications are complete for review. For example, Sec.
19.1-27 includes a link to the list of information required for site plans. The
Zoning Ordinance could include an appendix (cross-referenced in the district
regulations) that consolidates information like this. This minimizes the length of
the substantive provisions of the ordinance and creates a handy checklist for
applicants and administrators. A detailed checklist of information in the zoning
ordinance would require a text amendment to add or delete a submittal
requirement. However, this improves the enforceability and transparency of
submittal requests.
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Figure 12 Example of Modern District Format
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Keeping the Code Up to Date
The Zoning Ordinance is a living document. Land use policy is constantly changing, and
the County needs a Zoning Ordinance that is nimble enough to change with those
changing policies. In addition, zoning regulations must adapt to changes in state and
federal legislation, case law, market conditions, new uses, and related factors.
The County currently maintains the zoning ordinance as a downloadable PDF, separate
from the remainder of the County code which is codified at municode.com. The PDF is
viewable both online and as a download. The Adobe reader software is available for free
(and therefore accessible to most members of the public who have computers), and the
County has bookmarked the articles and sections so the reader can easily jump from one
section of the document to another.

Figure 13 Bookmarks in Adobe PDF File from Current Zoning Ordinance

The PDF is less valuable as a way to consistently maintain the ordinance. The software
does not allow access to source ordinances (even though they are referenced in notes to
many sections), and the County cannot directly edit the ordinance and quickly reflect
changes when they are adopted. Therefore, the County has purchased enCode, which
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will allow for quicker updates to the ordinance, a robust online code, and the ability to
export the code in both Microsoft Word and Adobe PDF formats along with bookmarks.

Conclusion
The new Zoning Ordinance will become a key tool for implementing the Chesterfield
County 2019 Comprehensive Plan. While the existing Zoning Ordinance has some
effective provisions, it requires significant updates to fully realize Chesterfield County’s
planning goals and objectives. In addition, further reorganizing, rewriting, and
illustrating existing and revised zoning requirements will make the document easier to
read and potentially create a higher quality of public discourse and design quality.
This report is one step in a lengthy process. Chesterfield County will continue to
conduct public outreach to solicit public comments on this report; existing and potential
strategies for regulating development; and key neighborhood compatibility, economic
development, and conservation goals. We look forward to continuing to work with
Chesterfield County on this important process.
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