
ZONING MATTERS!
AN INTRODUCTORY HANDBOOK FOR UNDERSTANDING THE 

ZONING PROCESS IN YOUR NEIGHBORHOOD 

This guide provides short answers to the following 
frequently asked questions: 

❖ What is zoning?
❖ How did neighborhoods get zoned?
❖ Who controls zoning?
❖ What is the Zoning Board of Adjustment?
❖ What is a variance?
❖ What is a Registered Community Organization?
❖ What does the law say about when the ZBA can grant a variance?
❖ What is an “unnecessary hardship?”

How can you participate in planning for your community? 
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LEGAL DISCLAIMER

The information contained in this Handbook is intended for general educational and informational  
purposes. It should not be relied upon as legal advice. The authors, the Stern Community Lawyering  
Clinic, the Thomas R. Kline School of Law, and Drexel University are not liable for any consequences  
to individuals, organizations, or any other party that chooses to rely on this information. 

Zoning matters are fact-specific. An attorney should be consulted for specific application of law to the 
facts of any particular zoning matter, or to determine the relative rights of parties seeking, supporting,  
or opposing a zoning variance. 

Information in this Handbook is current at the time of publication, but is likely to change. Websites and 
resources referenced were last visited April 23, 2018

Summary and Final Tips

•  Zoning exists to protect public health and safety, so it is important for the Community to be involved in 
   making decisions to change or grant exceptions to the zoning. 

•  Every parcel has a particular zoning designation, but that designation is subject to change or exception.
 • City Council can change zoning
 • The ZBA can grant variance requests

•  Zoning decisions impact many aspects of life in a community. An increase in population can affect the 
   value of properties, rents, and property taxes. However, when deciding on a variance, the ZBA generally  
   considers only issues raised by a specific property, not bigger economic changes within a community.  
   Accordingly, when opposing or supporting a variance application, community testimony should address 
   the specific issues the ZBA considers. 

•  Pay attention to zoning notices in your neighborhood and note the date and location of ZBA hearings. 

•  By participating in a local Registered Community Organization (RCO), you have an opportunity to ask  
    questions of variance applicants, and vote on whether the community should support or oppose a 
    variance.

•  Anyone is able to testify before the ZBA about any variance.

•  The law guides when a variance can be granted, and the applicant must prove each part.


