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Zoning Houston: A Guide 
THE CITY'S PLANNERS are still working on a final draft of Houston's first zoning ordinance, an initiative 
mandated by city council in January 1991 in response to a grass-roots call for protection or property values and 
the quality of neighborhood life. Since the work began, various interest groups have been sizing up just what 
zoning will mean to this city, trying to assess who will benefit and who will lose when the Planning and Zoning 
Commission's recommendations finally become law. • Those speculations have become more focused since the 
Planning and Development Department issued a proposed hearing draft of the regulations on 5 October. The 
maps are being drawn that will redefine the city in terms of the ordinance's nomenclature. When the mapping is 
complete, the plan will be submitted for public review. • The ordinance is scheduled to go to the planning 
commission, then to city council, for approval in early January, alt remains to be seen how well it will support 
the initial objectives of simplicity and sensitivity to Houston's existing form and unbridled entrepreneurial spirit. 
A review or the draft shows that substantial issues remain to be resolved. • 

• While the state enabling laws tor zoning 
mandate a comprehensive plan, there are 
no provisions in the draft connecting 
comprehensive planning anil zoning. 
Scheduled to begin in January after the 
initial zoning proposal has been approved, 
the comprehensive planning process is 
expected to establish a detailed statement 
of what kind ol city Houston wants to be, 
how the various pans and subsystems of 
the city can be made to work together 
toward common objectives, and how the 
city can best direct its increasingly limited 
fiscal and natural resources. 

Normally the preparation ol a com-
prehensive plan wotdd precede or parallel 
the development of a zoning plan. But 
without approval ol a zoning ordinance -
urn .i sun- In i in I Illusion die compre 
hensive planning effort may prove to be 
moot and impossible to implement. In an 
attempt to ride the crest ot enthusiasm 
for zoning, city council has pushed the 
city planning department and com-
munity committees to produce a draft 
ordinance quickly. 

• The ordinance will generate an immense 
volume of work for the Planning and 
Development Depar tment , the Board of 
Adjustment (still to be created), the 
Planning and Zoning Commission, and 
city council. It is not clear what provi-
sions are being made in departmental 
budgets and staffing to handle the 
anticipated workload. 

• While performance standards have been 
touted as the best way to have flexible 
controls in the open and unregulated 
zones (O zones), there are almost no 
performance standards in the ordinance. 
Most regulations are rigidly prescriptive, 
telling property owners exactly what they 
must do in terms of such things as 
setbacks, height limitations, and types 
and spacing of trees. 

I be O /one , which was to preserve 
large areas in which f Illusion's entrepre-
neurial spirit could continue to flourish, 
may turn out to be an interim designa-

tion, eventually to be replaced by other 
zoning categories. T h e ordinance requires, 
for example, that any single-family homes 
developed in the O zone be rezoned R l . the 
most restrictive residential category. 

• Landscaped "bufferyards" 10 to 25 feet wide 
are proposed to separate different uses (e.g., 
homes from stores). These will be costly to 
build and maintain and difficult to create in 
already developed areas, and their effective-
ness in ameliorating problems between uses 
has not been tested. 

• A new district classification, the major 
activity center (MAC), was added shortly 
before completion of the draft. Intended for 
areas of intense development such as 
downtown, uptown, and the Texas Medical 
Center, it includes perimeter setback 
requirements less stringent than those in the 
( ) zone. Neighborhood groups and com-
mercial property owners will probablv 
debate these setback regulations during the 
public hearings. 

• Provisions for the creation of overlay, 
special, and planned unit development 
districts are included in the draft. These are 
devices tor tailoring zoning regulations to 
different areas of the city. Once the zoning 
ordinance is passed and planning has begun, 
it will be important to use these tools ro 
fine-tune the overall impact of the ordi-
nance and to make it more responsive to 
Houston's diverse neighborhoods. 

• Zoning proposals are frequently caught 
between two types of criticism. O n the one-
hand are those who argue that zoning is a 
weak instrument that fails to promote real 
changes and improvements. Instead, these 
critics argue, zoning in at tempting to be fair 
to all can promote a lowest-common-
denominator approach to the environment. 
O r zoning is viewed as going too tar, 
saddling builders with needless and even 
counterproductive regulations that can 
freeze development into existing patterns 
and discourage experimentation with new 
use patterns and building types. Both 

concerns will continue to be raised in 
Houston, no matter what zoning controls 
are proposed. 

A panel of seasoned planning professionals 
at a recent University of Houston sympo-
sium, "Why Plan What?," affirmed that 
zoning and planning efforts take years and 
hundreds of communi ty meetings to 
successfully integrate zoning into the city's 
thinking about itself. It is also clear that 
zoning a city the size of Houston is such a 
complex undertaking that one can only 
hope to set in motion a process of land-use 
and building regulation that will evolve 
from the plan's abstract and prototypical 
prescriptions into concrete rules for 
addressing conditions. 

The guide assembled here at tempts to 
illustrate Houston's zoning process. It is 
based on information gathered from the 
city through the month of October. 
Preparing such a guide is like shooting at a 
moving target: because ol the nature of the 
consensus-building process, specifics of the 
proposal will continue to change right up 
to the submission ot the ordinance to city 
council in January. 

The guide also outlines other city 
ordinances presently on the books, includ-
ing the interim zoning ordinance, that 
together constitute an ad hoc form of 
zoning. Houston has over the years passed 
numerous land-use ordinances aimed at 
specific issues - parking, setbacks, sexually 
oriented businesses, signs. None of these 
has been specifically incorporated into the 
draft zoning ordinance. Lett separate, they 
will constitute a second, uncoordinated 
body of zoning regulations, adding to the 
dil lieu I tv ol understanding the ordinance. 
The planning department already has taken 

on most of the responsibility for enforcing 
these regulations. A close look at their scope 
in light of the city's desire for minimal 
restrictions on property owners may well 
make us ask whether we need further 
regulations. Or how further regulations, 
without the guidance of a i omprehensive 
plan, can effect real improvement. 

A History of Zoning 

Zoning, or at least the attempt to zone, is 
not new to Houston. In 1929 and 1938 
zoning was proposed and subsequently 
shelved by city council. It resurfaced in 
1948 and in 1962, to be soundly defeated 
in citywide reterendums. Each time, well-
organized groups derailed the effort, 
primarily because they believed zoning 
violated personal property rights. 

In 1990 a grass-roots effort spearheaded 
by neighborhood and civic associations 
sought protection for Houston's neighbor-
hoods. Their movement was a cry from the 
citizenry that flophouses, car repair shops, 
and taverns should not be allowed to 
destroy their neighborhoods. These efforts 
spurred the formation of the Ad Hoc Task 
Force on Planning and Zoning, sponsored 
by council member Jim Greenwood, and 
the Land Use Strategy Committee, formed 
by Mayor Kathy Whitmire. 

As a result of this effort, city council passed 
an enabling ordinance mandating that 
within one year the Planning and Zoning 
Commission present for preliminary 
approval zoning regulations to "achieve the 
goals of an approved comprehensive plan." 
Although it was council's intention for 
zoning to follow the comprehensive plan, 
they realized that given the timetable this 
was probably not possible. As a result, the 
original ordinance states that initiation of 
the comprehensive plan should be concur-
rent with the development of zoning 
regulations Unfortunately, work on the 
comprehensive plan is beginning only m 
January 1993. This means that the current 
zoning proposal will be based on existing 
conditions rather than on a vision of what 
Houston wants to be in the future. 

For the past 18 months, the Zoning 
Strategies Committee has been charged 
with developing an approach to a zoning 
ordinance that is specific to the needs of 
the city, i.e., "Houston-style zoning." Asa 
result of their direction, the Planning and 
Development Department in conjunction 
with outside consultants presented the 
proposed hearing draft of the Houston 
zoning ordinance for review by the public, 
the ZSC, and the Planning and Zoning 
Commission. The zoning guide that follows 
is based on that report, dated 5 October 
1992 After input from these various 
groups, a final document will be presented 
for city council's approval in January 1993. 

What the People Say: The Rice Survey 

Rice University's chronicler of Houston trends. 
Stephen Klmeberg, recently con-ducted a 
survey of attitudes toward zoning 114 August 
1992). The Rice poll shows that the average 
Houstonian aspires to have a pedestrian-
scaled neighborhood with a variety of services 
and living arrangements 
• 55% of the respondents own their 

residence, while 45% rent 
• 69% live in a single-family house in 

a deed-restricted neighborhood, while 
29% live in apartments or condos 

• 65% believe that the proximity of 
traffic to their house is not a problem 

• 69% would accept daycare facilities, 
even if next door 

• 63% strongly favor a neighborhood 
grocery store 

• 76% strongly favor neighborhood 
proximity to schools 
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Residential Single-Family Detached 

Min. Lot Size 5.000 SF. 
Front Yard Setback 25', 20' on cul-de-sac and lots less 
than 105' deep. 
Side Yard 3 
Corner Side Yard 10' with 25' on major thoroughfares. 
On corner lots, garage doors must have a 20' setback. 
Rear Yard 10' or 15% ot lot depth, whichever is greater. 
Max. Building Height 2 7:' stones. 
Accessory Structures Height limit 2 Stories. Setback 3' 

for side and rear Garage apartments require one 
additional parking space. 

• No parking in front or corner side yard of any R zone. 
• There are allowances for chimneys, overhangs, and 

porches to proiect into setbacks. 
• Fences in all R and UN zones limited to 8' in height but 

may be placed in the front setback so long as a clear view 
is maintained at street intersections. 
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Will not eliminate the proximity of 
different scales and densilies. 
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Other Residential Categories 

Up to 4 attached or detached dwellings per lot. 

Includes uses allowed in R1 and R4 and apartment 
buildings with no more than 8 dwellings per lot 

9 Includes uses allowed in R1, R4, R8, and apartment 
buildings with no limit on number of units. 

Min, Lot Size 5,000 SF May be reduced to 1,-400 SF 
provided specified compensating open space is set aside. 
For multifamily development with more than 4 dwellings, 
a minimum 1.000 SF lot is required. 
Max. Building Height 37; stones Accessory structures 
2 stories. 
Other uses including public, semipublic. and commercial 
may be allowed Uses may be limited or require a condi-
tional use (CUI permit 
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A 20' buffer will separate large-scale 
projects from your back yard. 
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Urban Neighborhood 

Min. Lot Size None stated 
Minimum Yards - Residential 
Front and corner side; same as RO. 
Side 3'; increases 2' for each story over two in a multifam-
ily dwelling. Zero-lot-line townhouses are allowed with a 
10' fire break every 300'. 
Rear; 15'. Shall be increased 5' for each story over two in 
a multifamily dwelling 
Nonresidential uses that ad|om residential uses must have a 
25' front setback and 5' side setback. In all cases to have a 
20' rear setback 
Max. Building Height 4 stones residential, 2 stones non-
residential On a site with 8 or more units - 200 SF of open 
space is required per unit, on major thoroughfares - 150 SF. 
Facilities That Serve Alcohol Not less than 50' from a 
residential district or 300' from a school, daycare, or 
religious facility. 

J Open 

There are no setback, height, or use restrictions for the 
O zone except where adiacent to other districts; uses 
may range from residential to industrial. 
Height Feathering Adiacent to R1 or R4 Residential, a 
2:1 sloped height limit starts 35' off the ground at the first 
residential lot line of a district and extends 300' Struc-
tures located more than 20' but less than 40' from the lot 
line shall not exceed 40' in height 
Facilities That Serve Alcohol Restricted as in UN. 
Open Space for Multifamily Developments 200 SF per 
unit, 150 SF per unit for building more than 4 stones. 
See four-lane thoroughfares section for uses limited 
within 300 of an R or UN district. 
Major Activity Center (MAC! is a zoning district similar 
to O for areas such as downtown or the Galleria that have 
a minimum of 200 acres and 10 million GFA. 
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Will not eliminate awkward 
adjacencies 
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Within the city there are many areas 
of more than two acres that will be 
zoned open. 

Illustrations by Virginia Kehey 
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Residential 
Districts 

• Protect neighborhoods 
from incompatible uses. 

• Stringent land-use 
restrictions. 

• Development standards 
tor land-use compatibility. 

P 11 
Residential 

Single-Family Detached 

_1_ 
R4 

Residential 
Single-Family 

(up to 4 units on a lot) 

R8 
Residential Only 

[up to 8 units on a lot) 

HO 
Residential Only 

[no limit on number of units) 

Open and 
Major Activity 
Center Districts 

• Provide maximum 
flexibility for development. 

• Few land-use restrictions. 

• Performance standards 
to minimize land-use 
conflicts at the edges of 
the district and around 
nuisance uses. 

M AC 
Major Activity 

Center 

C 

Urban 
Neighborhood 
District 

• Applied to existing mixed-
use areas with a residential 
character and scale. 

• Fewer land-use restrictions 
than residential districts. 

• Scale and property edge 
Standards for nonresidential 
uses and large apartments. 

1 
Open 

UN 
Urban 

Neighborhood 

Industrial 
District 

• Land-use limitations to 
carry out purposes of 
districts. 

• Buffers required at edge 
of district. 

Industrial 

Proposed Zoning Districts 
Other Districts to Meet Special Needs 

PUD Planned unit development. 

SD Special district, for areas with unique characteristics, 

L and H Landmark and historical overlay district. 

GS Green space. 
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Most businesses will be restricted to 
four-lane thoroughfares. 
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Will allow small-scale retail on resi-
dential streets, but off-street parking 
must be behind front setback. 
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Downtown, medical center, Gallena 
will be zoned MAC, while Westheimer 
outside the Loop will be zoned O. Standard bufferyard 

Four-Lane Thoroughfares 

Houston, which lives and dies by the mobility 
of the family car, spends a great deal of 
money, energy, and time on these major traffic 
thoroughfares. The current zoning proposal 
limits almost all commercial activity to four-
lane thoroughfares as a means of protecting 
neighborhoods, with the following exceptions: 

In the Urban Neighborhood district, food 
and beverage sales (convenience stores) less 
than 2,500 SF, retail and office uses less than 
two stories in height, bed and breakfasts, 
group residential and nursing homes, Class 1 
or 2 hotel/motels, parks, and schools are 
permitted on smaller streets. Uses limited to 
four-lane thoroughfares include bars and 
lounges less than 6,000 SF, building materials 
stores, car washes, emergency medical and 
entertainment facilities, general daycare. 
neighborhood shopping centers, office build-
ings and retail stores over two stories, restau-
rants less than 6,000 SF, and service stations. 

In the Open zone, the uses above are limited 
to four-lane thoroughfares if within 300' of an 
R or UN district. Limitations of access beyond 
that point have not been stated. 

Given the importance of these roads, some 
planners have suggested that Houston's first 
step should be a strong thoroughfare plan 
controlling the form and growth of ihis ma|or 
civic realm. 

What Is Allowed in the Residential Zone? 

Home occupations are allowed as long as 
there are no signs advertising the business, 
no employees other than the owner of the 
property, and no significant traffic. 

Home daycare is allowed provided there is a 
maximum of 6 children with no additional park-
ing, employees, signage, or excessive noise 
The caregiver must reside on the property. 

Parks, religious assembly facilities, and 
schools are allowed with limited-use 
requirements attached Bed and breakfasts, 
hospices, nursing homes, and general daycare 
are allowed in R8 and RO with limited-use or 
conditional-use requirements attached. 

Buffer Zones 

Bufferyards are required to screen residential 
from nonresidential and single-family from 
multifamily The bufferyard is a part of and 
maintained by the owner of the higher-use 
(i.e., nonresidential) property. Currently, 3 
buffer types are proposed - Standard, O, and 
Industrial. The first two are as follows: 

Standard Bufferyard A width of 20' with 5 
canopy trees and 11 ornamental trees per 100 
linear feet. In addition, one of two options 
must be incorporated. 

A - 8' acoustical wood or masonry fence 
B - 8' single-sided fence / 63 shrubs per 
100 linear feet 

In a residential use, a 15' tall structure may be 
built 10' into a 20' buffer. In a MAC, O, or UN 
district, if the lot depth is less than 200', a 15' 
tall commercial building may be built t0' into 
the buffer. Surface parking is permitted in 10' 
of the buffer as well as additional exceptions 
for parking as close as 4' from the lot line. 

O Bufferyard For use in the O district; it 
requires a 10' width with 3 canopy, 7 orna-
mental trees, and 53 shrubs per every 100' 
An acoustical wood or masonry fence is 
required only for uses adjacent to residential 
property. 
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Etinz neighborhood, eatt of the Museum 
of Fine Arts. 

tt All Comes Down to Mapping 
Mapping is the process of determining, block by block, which 
of the zoning ordinance's district categories will be enforced in a 
given area. At the time this article was written, mapping of the pro-
posed districts had just begun. As comprehensive planning has not vet 
begun, the city cannot be zoned toward a future ideal. Instead, the city 
will be mapped according to existing land uses — in effect freezing in 
time our existing use patterns. What is known is that all raw land over 
two acres in size will be zoned Open, and all single-family deed-
restricted subdivisions will be zoned Rl . The controversy, which may 
be great, arises in the mapping of everything in between. As an example, 
will Bissonnet near Rice University be zoned UN or R? Will the Bin/. 
area be R l , RO, or U N ? 'I 'he impor tance nl this process ui iuioi be 

overstated. Its results will determine the city's future growth. 
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Buffer and setback requirements for 
nonresidential uses under interim 
ordinance. 
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RESIDENTIAL 

NONRESIDENTIAL 

32.4% 

67.6% 

Frr^Wmnry NONRESIDENTIAL AREA 66'/.% 
WAIVER GRANTED 

A TEST CASE OF THE INTERIM ORDINANCE 
If the project is not exempt, 3 waiver can be sought if 6 6 2 / J % of the land area 
within 200' of the proposed project is nonresidential. If 33 'h% or less of the area 
within 200' of the proposed project is nonresidential, the project will not receive 
a waiver and therefore cannot be built. If the percentage is in between 33 7 J % 
and 667i%, the property owner must receive permission from 75% of adjacent 
owners and file an appeal. Unfortunately, only single-family and duplex units 
quality as residential dwellings. 

On the Books 
The Development Ordinance 

Enacted in 1985, it established the first 
standards for public street and subdivision 
layouts. Its scope ranges from design of 
major thoroughfares and residential streets to 
easement considerations and general lot 
design. Many standards of the proposed 
zoning ordinance are in fact adopted from this 
ordinance. A few examples: 

Minimum Lot Size 5.000 SF. Compensating 
open-space requirements are the same in both 
documents. 
Front Yard Setback Single-family residential 
- 25', on cul-de-sac - 20'; for multifamily - 10'. 
For nonresidential on local roads - 10' (if 
abutting residential - 25') and on major 
thoroughfares - 25'. 
Side Yard Setback Single-family residential -
10' on corner lot; setback for garage door 
facing corner lot - 20'. The 3' side yard 
requirement with T increase for each story 
over two is taken from the Houston Building 
Code, 

Off-Street Parking Ordinance 

The Off-Street Parking Ordinance was adopted 
in 1989 for the purpose of ensuring that off-
street parking and loading facilities would be 
adequately provided for new buildings and for 
reconstructed existing facilities. The ordinance 
was designed 10 reduce congestion on city 
streets, but it has had the effect of limiting 
small developments that do not have sufficient 
land to support parking requirements. Areas 
such as the central business district, 
the medical center, and other major activity 
centers are regulated on an individual basis 
As examples: residential requires 2 spaces for 
each single-family residence, offices require 
2 5 spaces for every 1000 SF. and restaurants 
require 8 spaces per every 1000 SF. 

Tree and Shrub Ordinance 

This ordinance of 1991 was adopted to 
mitigate the adverse environmental effects of 
development, to screen different land uses, 
and to beautify the city by requiring trees and 
shrubs to be planted along streets and within 
parking lots. The code, pertaining to all new 
construction and building expansion except 
single-family residential, has the following 
requirements: 

• One tree for every 30 feet of property 
fronting public streets. 

• One tree for every 10 parking spaces, to be 
distributed in and around the lot. In addition, 
10 shrubs per street tree are required to be 
planted along the parking lot perimeter. 

• When the new use is adjacent to existing 
single-family, a six-foot fence or an evergreen 
tree screen is required. 

Interim Residential Protection Ordinance 

This ordinance was adopted this past June to 
serve as a "quick fix" to stop the conversion of 
residential dwellings into nonresidential uses 
and to end expansion of existing nonresidential 
uses within neighborhoods. A parcel of land 
larger than 2 acres or an unrestricted platted 
parcel of land any size is exempt from the 
ordinance, subject to. 

• A 10' buffer. 8' solid fence, and 2 large and 
2 small trees per 100 linear feet along 
adioming residential property. 

• A 15' setback beyond the buffer in which 
height is limited to one story. 

• A height limit of 3 stories within 100' from 
residential property. 


