
Zoning Regulations: What You Should Know! 
 

Step 1: Find out if your city has zoning regulations.  Most urban and suburban areas do, many rural areas do not.  
Call your City Hall and ask.  If your area doesn’t, relax, but keep your ears open for any proposals to 
introduce zoning regulations.  IF that occurs, be sure to attend all hearings so you can influence the 
regulations dealing with your business. 

 
Step 2: If you are in an area with zoning, find out the structure of your local groups.  Most areas will have: 

Planning, Zoning and Appeals.  The planning board (may be combined with zoning) sets the goals and 
develops a plan for growth; the zoning board develops and enforces a set of regulations that are intended 
to achieve the goals of the plan of development; the appeals board exists to waive zoning regulations, if 
they have created a hardship, and to question a decision of the zoning enforcement officer (if someone 
disagrees with the interpretations of the zoning regulations). 

 
Step 3: Read a copy of the zoning regulations.  One should be available for reference at your library or zoning 

office or you can probably purchase one from the zoning office.  Find out what zone you are in (there is 
usually a map in the regulations or ask a zoning officer).  Most cities are broken into residential (homes), 
commercial and industrial (business) zones.  The zones may be broken into further subcategories (light 
vs. heavy industry, single family vs. multiple family housing, etc.).  Read the section of the regulations that 
deals with the zone you are in first.  Check the allowed uses in that zone.  Now you know if you are legal 
or illegal. 

 3a: If you are legal, your only concern is to faithfully read the legal notices in your local newspaper for 
any proposed changes that might affect your business.  If such changes are proposed, attend the 
hearings and make your opinions heard. 

 3b: If you are illegal, first check the date of adoption of the regulation.  If your business existed prior 
to that date, you are “pre-existing, non-conforming” (you don’t have to meet the regulations – however, 
this status can affect expansion of your business).  If the date of adoption of the regulations indicates it is 
a revision of earlier regulations, you will have to check to see if your business existed prior to the first set 
of regulations.  If you are illegal and not pre-existing, non-conforming, you must consider the 
ramifications.  You can be issued a “cease and decease” order at any time by the zoning enforcement 
officer.  This means you must stop what you are doing immediately or face the possibility of a per day 
fine.  If this should happen either a) file an appeal immediately with the appeals board (if you interpret the 
regulations differently than the officer), or b) submit a change in the regulations to the zoning board to 
allow your business – this will allow you to continue without fines until the board or boards reach a 
decision.  If you are thoroughly familiar with the regulations and the working of the boards, you probably 
won’t need an attorney.  If you are not, it would be wise to hire one. 

 
In reality, you will probably never face this unless someone complains.  Most zoning officers don’t have time to 
chase people who aren’t bothering anyone.  However, before starting any business, you should make sure what 
you are thinking of doing is legal. 
 
The following are suggestions concerning homebased businesses: 
 
 Don’t annoy your neighbors 
 Read the regulations dealing with business adjacent to a residential zone (these deal with places where zone 

lines meet and will tell you what the board considers reasonable when homes and businesses are next to 
each other). 

 Read the regulations concerning the businesses that are allowed in a residential zone and compare your 
business to them.  For example: If any are allowed.  Do you generate more or less traffic, noise, etc.?  Do you 
have adequate off-street parking for cars and trucks?  Does your business alter the appearance of your 
house?  Do you make noise? 

 
Remember that the zoning board is not the enemy.  For the most part, they are a group of volunteers putting in a 
lot of time trying to do the best to keep your city a nice place to live. 
 


