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Commercial Zoning

Local governments use zoning to protect the health and safety of a community and to regulate growth. Zoning laws -- also

referred to as zoning ordinances and land use regulations -- control the use of property. Commercial zoning laws control

the type of activity a business may conduct in a particular area and the category of business that can occupy the zoned

area. Zoning laws often regulate the features of a building as well, such as height and the required setback from the

street.

Types of Zoning

Commercial zoning affects where businesses can carry out business activities. Typically, local governments categorize

zoning within a city, municipality, or a county as:

• Residential: Usually divided into single-family or multifamily use

• Commercial: An area allowed for commercial activities like retail stores and offices

• Industrial: Proper ty used for manufactur ing pur poses

• Agricultural: An area set aside for far ming activities

• Recreational: Land used for recreational activities

The division of land into categorized zones determines how the occupant can use the land in the district. Zoning ordi-

nances can regulate districts into single use zones or into multiple use zones. For instance, a distr ict can be zoned for

both commercial and residential use.

What Do Zoning Laws Regulate

Zoning laws also regulate certain activities. For instance, zoning controls activities like noise level, waste management,

appearance of a building (eg., height, size, and proximity to each other), parking, and air quality. In a commercial zone, for

instance, ordinances often require a specific number of parking spaces and may regulate the number of stories a building

can have , the size of signs, and the number of similar businesses in the same district.

Av oid Commercial Zoning Trouble

It is important to check zoning ordinances to determine the type of activity permitted. Do not assume that because the

previous occupant used the property for a specific activity that a new occupant can use the property for the same pur-

pose. Consider the following when selecting commercial property:

• Be Aware of a Previous Non-Conforming Use: In general, when non-confor mance results from the implementa-

tion of a new zoning law, the current occupant can continue its previous use. How ever, once that occupant vacates

the premises, the new occupant may not continue the non-confor mance.

• Research Whether the Previous Tenant Had a Variance: A var iance is a special permit that allows the occupant

to use the property in a way that is contrar y to zoning. A var iance only applies to the specific business granted the

exception.

• Does Approval Depend on a Conditional Use: Even if a zoning ordinance permits a specific use, it may condition

the use on the fulfillment of a requirement, such as providing a certain number of off street parking spaces.

• Be Cautious When Signing a Lease: Investigate zoning laws before signing a lease or make sure to incorporate a

contingency clause that only makes the lease binding upon the approval of zoning.

• Is Parking Required: In most localities, it is necessar y to establish that the business can provide parking. If limited

par king exists, the business may have to submit a parking plan.



• Are There Sign Limitations: Many zoning laws regulate business signs. Laws often control sign size, placement,

appearance, and the use of foreign languages.



Find a Consumer Protection 

Attorney Near You

Learn More: Tips to Help Protect Your Identity, Protect 

Yourself from Online Auction Fraud, Stolen Identity: 

What to Do

The FindLaw Guide to Online Fraud and Identity Theft

Follow us on

A Thomson Reuters Business

FINDLAW.COM EMPOWERS 

PEOPLE WITH TRUSTED,  

TIMELY AND INTELLIGENT  

LEGAL INFORMATION

BLOGS – FindLaw Blogs present timely news that has 

real-life implications, deliver important information 

and discuss law-related entertainment. 

FINDLAW ANSWERS – A vibrant, interactive online 

community where everyday people can ask legal 

questions and get real-time answers from legal  

professionals and others with similar experiences.

NEWS & NEWSLETTERS – Updated throughout the 

day and night and covering a wide range of legal 

topics, FindLaw.com’s News page presents current 

legal news, keeping people informed and educated.

FIND A LAWYER – An easy-to-search database 

of more than one million lawyers and law firms. It 

provides detailed information, enabling people to 

contact a qualified lawyer when they are ready.

DO-IT-YOURSELF FORMS & CONTRACTS – FindLaw.

com provides accurate legal documents for common 

legal matters. Choose from a library of easy-to-use, 

low-cost, accurate legal forms for everyday legal issues.

FINDLAW VIDEO – On FindLaw.com, you’ll find an 

online directory of more than 1,500 short videos 

dedicated exclusively to legal topics and attorney and  

law firm profiles.   

Connect With Us
FindLaw.com has an entire social media team 

dedicated to providing our users with as many 

options as possible to join, participate in, and learn 

from the FindLaw community. Some of the  social 

key channels are the following:

 

•	 FindLaw for Consumers on Facebook 

Making the law easy to access with interactive 

legal updates aimed at starting conversations, 

informing followers of their legal rights and 

providing a forum for questions and resources 

 

•	 @FindLawConsumer on Twitter 

Tweeting interesting, entertaining and  

informative legal news everyday 

Copyright © 2013 FindLaw, a Thomson Reuters business. All rights reserved. The information 

contained in this article is for informational purposes only and does not constitute legal advice.  

The use and distribution of this article is subject to the Creative Commons BY-NC-ND license, which 

can be viewed at  http://creativecommons.org/licenses/by-nc-nd/3.0/. You must attribute the article by 

providing the title of the article, FindLaw copyright notice and link to the original work. You may not 

use the article for commercial purposes and you may not alter or transform this article in any way.

HAVE A LEGAL QUESTION?

NEED TO FIND AN AFFORDABLE, 

QUALIFIED ATTORNEY?

Protect yourself, your family or  

your business with a legal plan 

or form from LegalStreet

http://consumer.findlaw.com/online-scams/?DCMP=CCX-MG-012
http://findlaw.com?DCMP=CCX-MG-012
http://www.facebook.com/FindLawConsumers?DCMP=CCX-MG-012
https://twitter.com/findlawconsumer?DCMP=CCX-MG-012
http://legalblogs.findlaw.com/?DCMP=CCX-MG-012
http://answers.findlaw.com?DCMP=CCX-MG-012
http://legalnews.findlaw.com/?DCMP=CCX-MG-012
http://lawyers.findlaw.com?DCMP=CCX-MG-012
http://forms.findlaw.com/?DCMP=CCX-MG-012
http://video.findlaw.com/?DCMP=CCX-MG-012
http://www.facebook.com/FindLawConsumers?DCMP=CCX-MG-012
https://twitter.com/findlawconsumer?DCMP=CCX-MG-012
http://www.facebook.com/FindLawConsumers?DCMP=CCX-MG-012
https://twitter.com/findlawconsumer?DCMP=CCX-MG-012
http://creativecommons.org/licenses/by-nc-nd/3.0/
http://findlaw.com?DCMP=CCX-MG-012
http://legalstreet.com?DCMP=LS-LPD-001

