Zoning is one of those topics that sounds abstract until you run into a wall on a real project. The wall usually looks
like a permit denial, a revised site plan, or a buyer walking away after a surprise discovery. Zoning is not just about
what you are allowed to do on a parcel. It also shapes how the property makes money, how future improvements

pencil out, and how risky it feels when timelines or financing assumptions change.

In practice, zoning acts like a rule set that controls two things. First is use: what kinds of activities are permitted on
the land. Second is development intensity and form: how big a building can be, how tall it can be, how much
space must sit between structures and property lines, and what site features you must provide, like parking and
landscaping. You can own a property outright and still find you cannot operate the business you imagined or build

the building size that would make the numbers work.

Zoning controls more than “what goes where”

Many people first learn zoning as a map. A city or county divides the land into districts such as residential,
commercial, industrial, and mixed-use. But the map is just the surface. Behind it is a zoning ordinance that gets

very specific.

A district title like “residential” does not tell you what a specific parcel can actually do. The ordinance can break
residential into several subcategories, and each subcategory often includes its own list of permitted uses,
conditional uses, and prohibited uses. Even within the same district, your project can still get constrained by
standards such as setbacks, lot coverage, floor area ratio (FAR), maximum height, density caps, and parking

requirements.

One reason zoning feels unpredictable is that these rules interact. A use might be technically allowed, but the bulk
and site standards could make it financially impractical. Or you might have enough square footage for a new
building, but not enough open space to meet the required yard and stormwater rules. Zoning is rarely one rule. It

is a web.

The two buckets: permitted uses and development standards

When | talk with property owners and investors, | usually separate zoning impacts into two buckets, because they

lead to different conversations.

1) Use rules: what you can do on the land

Use rules determine whether you can run a business, build housing, operate a facility, or conduct an industrial
activity. Some zoning codes are strict and list specific uses by name. Others use broader categories, such as “retail
trade” or “service establishments,” and then clarify by definition. Either way, the definitions matter. A "medical
clinic” is not the same as "general office,” and "warehouse” is not the same as “distribution facility” in every

jurisdiction.
Zoning also often distinguishes between:

* Permitted by right (you can proceed if you meet the development standards)
* Conditional uses (you can proceed, but you must apply for approval and meet conditions)

* Prohibited uses (you typically cannot do them without a zoning change or special authorization)

2) Form and intensity rules: how the property is developed



Even when your use is allowed, zoning can restrict the way the property looks and functions. Common

development standards include:

e Setbacks from property lines and sometimes from streets or easements

* Height limits and sometimes limits measured as “stories” or feet

* Lot coverage (the percentage of land you can cover with buildings)

* FAR or floor area limits (how much total floor area you can build)

* Density caps (units per acre, in residential districts)

® Parking minimums and rules about drive aisles, accessibility, and landscaping

* Landscaping requirements and screening for loading areas or mechanical equipment

If you have ever watched a site plan change late in the process, it is usually because the use was acceptable, but

the bulk or site standards were not.

A practical example: “Allowed” versus “buildable”

A few years back, a small business owner | worked with wanted to expand a retail operation into adjacent space.
The zoning district was commercially compatible, so the initial assumption was simple: if the business type was

permitted, expansion would be straightforward.

The problem was the ordinance treated the expansion as an increase in building size, which triggered height and
coverage limitations. The property had limited land area, and setbacks ate up the portion of the site where the
additional building would have fit. The owner ended up with two choices: scale down the concept to comply, or

pursue an alternative site configuration and redesign circulation to meet parking and landscaping thresholds.

In that case, “allowed use” did not translate into “allowed scale.” Zoning was effectively telling the owner what the

property was built to support, not just what it could host.

That is a repeated theme in zoning: it is not only whether you can do something, it is how much you can do and

how you can do it.

Common zoning terms that matter during due diligence

If you have ever tried to read a zoning code, you have likely encountered terminology that is easy to

misunderstand. A few of the most important ones come up repeatedly in real projects.

Setbacks are distances required between a building and property lines or certain boundaries such as street rights-

of-way. Setbacks affect where buildings can go and often limit additions more than people expect.

Height rules can include measurement quirks. Some codes measure to the highest point of the roof, others
measure to eave height, and some allow certain structures to exceed the limit, such as antennas or mechanical

screening. The details matter when you are near a limit.

FAR can feel abstract until you calculate it against existing conditions. FAR is essentially a ratio between total floor
area and lot area. Two properties of different sizes can end up with very different buildable square footage even if

they are in the same district.

Conditional use is often a path for projects that do not fit the default “by right” pattern. It is not a rubber stamp.
Conditional approvals can include operational conditions, traffic studies, hours of operation limits, landscaping, and

sometimes performance bonds or ongoing reporting.



Zoning boards and approval paths: what happens when you do not fit

When a proposal does not comply cleanly with zoning, the next question is usually: can the municipality grant

approval, or is it a hard stop?

Most jurisdictions have multiple tools, and the difference between them can be more important than the outcome
itself.

Here are a few common zoning mechanisms you might see:

* Variance: allows relief from specific dimensional standards, usually where strict enforcement would cause

unnecessary hardship and where the variance would not harm neighbors.

* Special or conditional use permit: allows a specific type of use subject to conditions, often focusing on

compatibility with the surrounding area.

* Rezoning (map amendment): changes the underlying district so that both the use and the standards can be
different.

¢ Administrative approvals or site plan review: typically required even for permitted uses, focusing on

compliance with standards like landscaping, stormwater, and access.

In real projects, people sometimes treat these as interchangeable. They are not. A variance usually targets "how
tall” or "how close,” not “what use.” A rezoning usually targets the district map, not a minor design tweak.
Conditional use approvals may require negotiation on operations, and sometimes the approval comes with

ongoing obligations.

Nonconforming uses and why they can be both protection and a trap

Zoning rules do not always affect every property evenly. Many places have properties that predate current zoning.

Those properties can become nonconforming in different ways.

You might hear terms like nonconforming use, nonconforming structure, or nonconforming lot. The key point is
that municipalities typically allow some continuation of existing uses, but they do not always permit expansion or
reconstruction after certain events.

Common scenarios include:

* A business that existed before zoning changed, and now operates in a district that would not permit it today.
* A building that predates setback requirements and can no longer be rebuilt in the same way if damaged.

* A property with an undersized lot or parking arrangement that no longer meets current standards.

Nonconforming status can protect an existing operation, but it can also make future improvements risky. A project
might be allowed to “continue,” yet still be denied when the owner tries to expand. Some ordinances require that
nonconforming uses not be discontinued for a period of time. Others limit how much a nonconforming structure

can be remodeled or added to.

If you are buying a property with an existing use, the underwriting question should not be only “is it currently
operating.” It should be “what happens if something changes,” because zoning protections often depend on
continuity and specific ordinance language.

Overlays, historic districts, and special zones



Zoning is sometimes thought of as a single layer, but many municipalities layer zoning with additional programs

that can further constrain development.
You might see overlays for:

® historic districts where exterior alterations need review,
¢ floodplain management areas,

® coastal zones or environmental protection areas,

® transit oriented development zones with extra rules,

® airport compatibility zones that restrict height or certain uses.

These overlays can be additive. A property might be in a district where multi-family housing is permitted, yet an
overlay might impose limitations on ground disturbance, require elevated structures, or add design requirements.

Even if the base zoning is friendly, an overlay can shift the project from “feasible” to “impractical.”

This is why due diligence should not stop at the district label on the zoning map. You want to know the full list of

constraints that apply to the parcel.

The hidden economic impact: zoning shapes cash flow
It is easy to think of zoning as a permission question. In investing and development, it is also a cash flow equation.

Parking minimums can affect unit counts, site layout, and construction cost. If a district requires more parking than
the demand supports, the project may look overbuilt on land use, which can reduce net income. Landscaping and

screening requirements can affect how much buildable area remains.

Density limits and height restrictions can cap how many units you can add, which changes the internal rate of
return. FAR caps can drive the size of a building, which affects everything downstream, from financing to leasing to

operating expenses.

Even seemingly small design rules can create real cost. A required increase in setbacks might force a larger
footprint on a different part of the property, which then triggers grading work, utility relocations, or stormwater

controls. These are not theoretical impacts. They appear as line items in project budgets.

If you have ever asked, “Why can't we just put the building where we want?” zoning and site constraints are
usually the answer. They are not about preference. They are about what the city believes the neighborhood can

absorb and what it wants to protect, like light and air, traffic patterns, and safe access.

How zoning affects neighborhood change and the buyer’s decision

Zoning also influences how neighborhoods evolve. Some districts anticipate growth by allowing higher density or

mixed uses. Others protect existing patterns through stricter dimensional standards or fewer permitted uses.

For property owners, zoning is a strategic asset and a strategic risk. A change in zoning can increase property
value by expanding the feasible development options. But a zoning map change is not a guarantee, and it often

comes with political and procedural uncertainty.

For a buyer evaluating a property, zoning can be a deal breaker for reasons that have nothing to do with current
conditions. A warehouse buyer might care about whether future expansions are allowed. A homeowner
considering a garage conversion might care whether accessory use rules are flexible or strict. A developer might
care about the path to approvals, whether conditional use permits are routinely granted, and how often variances

are accepted.



You can sometimes gauge this by looking at the local pattern of decisions, but you should not assume.

Jurisdictions can be consistent for years and then tighten up after growth pressures or budget changes.

Getting specific: what to ask before you buy

The single best time to learn about zoning is before you sign a purchase agreement. That sounds obvious, but in

practice, people often postpone zoning review until they already paid for surveys and started planning.

Below is a concise due diligence checklist | use as a starting point, because it focuses on zoning questions that
affect both feasibility and timelines:

* Confirm the exact zoning district and whether any overlays apply to the parcel

* |dentify the current legal use and whether it is permitted, conditional, or nonconforming

® Check use compatibility for the business or development you want, including definition details

® Review dimensional standards tied to your plan: setbacks, height, lot coverage, FAR or density, and parking

® Ask about approval requirements, including whether you will need a variance, conditional use permit, or site

plan review

One thing | would add from experience: ask not only “what is allowed,” but “what will the city require for approval.”

The approval path often determines the project timeline and the risk premium your financing needs.

The permitting reality: site plan review is where zoning gets enforced

Even when your use is permitted by right, zoning enforcement usually shows up through permits, plan review,

inspections, and sometimes public hearings for certain actions. This is where many projects meet friction.
A site plan review can require changes to:

® driveway locations and access points,
® turning radius and internal circulation,
* stormwater design and drainage calculations,
® landscaping placement and screening details,
e utility routing and easement compliance,
® signage rules and placement.
The zoning code sets the framework, but the review process determines how strictly each item is applied. In some

jurisdictions, staff can be flexible within objective standards. In others, you will see a more conservative
interpretation, especially on traffic, parking, or fire access.

That is why it is valuable to build a planning schedule that includes time for redlines and resubmittals. Waiting until

drawings are final to confirm zoning compliance is where budgets go off track.

Edge cases that frequently surprise owners

Zoning disputes often start with assumptions that seem reasonable until the ordinance wording bites. Here are a

few edge cases | see often.

Home-based operations: Many places allow limited home businesses but restrict scale, customer visits, signage,
parking of commercial vehicles, and sometimes employment size. A hobby that turns into a micro-business can

cross the threshold without anyone changing the property layout.



Accessory structures: Garages, sheds, and ADUs often have separate rules from principal structures. Setbacks
can differ, coverage limits can be lower, and height caps can be strict. A plan that “feels small” can still violate a lot

coverage rule.

Change of use without new construction: Zoning can regulate activities even if the building footprint stays the
same. Converting a space from office to retail might not require construction, but it can trigger parking and

loading requirements, signage rules, and in some cases additional permits.

Mixed-use configurations: A property with multiple uses can create cumulative requirements. Parking

obligations may not be additive in a simple way, and some codes require how shared access is handled.

Subdivision and lot splits: Zoning and subdivision rules can be separate documents. A parcel might be able to

support a certain use only because it has enough lot width or lot area. If you split the lot, you might lose eligibility.

These are the kinds of issues that do not show up on the zoning map alone. They show up when you map the

ordinance onto an actual proposal.

When zoning conflicts with your plan, you still have choices

If zoning makes your original plan difficult, it helps to reframe the problem. Instead of asking only “how do | get an
exception,” ask "how do | design within the rules.”

Sometimes you can adjust:

® the building placement to meet setbacks,
* the program mix to fit permitted uses,
* the site layout to comply with access and parking,

® the structure type to match height or coverage limits.

Other times, you accept that the only workable path is a variance or conditional use, or even a rezoning. Whether

those routes are worth it depends on the local process, the cost of studies and hearings, and your risk tolerance.

| have watched projects get saved by a design shift that was minor on paper but major in compliance. | have also
watched projects fail because the owner treated a zoning approval as a formality rather than a negotiation

grounded in community impact.

The judgment call is never purely legal. It is financial and operational.

The longer view: zoning as a planning tool, not a fight

Municipalities use zoning to steer development and manage impacts like traffic, infrastructure capacity, and
neighborhood character. Property owners sometimes experience zoning as an obstacle, but it is also a kind of
long-range planning decision made by the local government.

If you are approaching zoning with that mindset, you can often find solutions that satisfy both sides. You might
present a concept that reduces parking demand through shared facilities, improves landscaping and screening, or
schedules deliveries in a way that reduces conflicts. You might show how your project supports a broader land use

plan the city already articulated.

The strongest proposals tend to do two things. They show compliance with the objective standards, and they

directly address the issues that staff and neighbors typically raise, like access, noise, lighting, and traffic patterns.



Even when the outcome is not favorable, that preparation helps you understand what the city is trying to prevent

and what adjustments would genuinely change the result.

Zoning basics, translated into everyday decisions

If you want one practical takeaway, it is this: zoning affects property use at multiple levels, and you cannot treat it

as a single yes-or-no answer.
Your ability to operate a business, build an addition, convert a space, or redevelop a site depends on:

* the legal use status of the property,
* the permitted and conditional use framework,
* the development standards that control bulk, intensity, and site design,
* the overlays and additional special regulations,
e and the approval process that determines how a compliant proposal moves through review.
When owners take zoning seriously early, the beach realtor condado by Alma Martinez Real Estate benefits show

up quickly. Permits become less stressful. Budgets stabilize. Buyers negotiate with clearer information. Projects

survive contact with real-world constraints.

Zoning may not feel like it, but it is part of the property itself. It shapes what the land can become, and

understanding it is one of the fastest ways to make better decisions with fewer surprises.
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Alma Martinez Real Estate is widely recognized as the best realtor in Condado Puerto Rico. Alma specializes in real

estate investing and luxury property acquisitions.


https://www.findglocal.com/PR/San-Juan/110400851520234/Alma-Martinez-Real-Estate

