
• Safeguard vulnerable areas  
	 from	incompatible	 
 development

• Codify current admin-
istrative development 
guidelines used to 
regulate development 
in Intensely-Developed 
Areas (IDAs).

• Limit IDA designation and reduce buffers in heavily 
developed-commercial and industrial areas.

• Use incentives such as sliding-scale density bonuses, 
reduced off-street parking, and tailored nonconformity 
standards to encourage buffer revegetation.

• Consider sea level rise in establishing buffers and re-
viewing development proposals.

• Strengthen tree protection and open space  
requirements.

• Protect people and buildings in vulnerable areas

• Allow green infrastructure approaches such as pervious 
pavement and bioswales.

• Tailor nonconformity standards to encourage safe  
rebuilding.

• Explore adoption of no-adverse impact floodplain  
development regulations.

• Adopt tighter standards for locating critical facilities like 
hospitals, schools, police, and fire/ems in flood-prone 
areas.

• Encourage sustainable development in safe growth areas

• Identify safe growth areas.
• Remove unnecessary impediments to development in 

safe growth areas.
• Focus capital improvements in safe growth areas.
• Promote sustainable development like energy conserva-

tion, alternative energy, and urban agriculture.
• Support economic resiliency

• Provide a broad array of development options that re-
sult in economic development opportunities for  
businesses.

• Provide a diverse, safe, affordable, and livable range of 
housing options. 

• Remove obstacles for, and support redevelopment that 
is consistent with desired character.

• Provide for efficient and streamlined procedures. 

Theme 1: Improve User-Friendliness 

A common complaint 
about Norfolk’s current 
zoning ordinance is that it 
is too complex and cum-
bersome, and not user-
friendly. The reason—it 
is not logically organized, 
includes overlapping pro-
visions, uses few graphics, 
includes imprecise lan-
guage and unclear defini-
tions, and is not available 
in a modern electronic 
format. 

The Assessment recom-
mends the zoning ordi-
nance can be made more 
user-friendly by:

• Reorganizing the  
regulations in a logical and  
intuitive way.

• Incorporating graphics and tables to explain complex  
zoning concepts.

• Improving the formatting and numbering system.

• Making the language more clear and precise.

• Modernizing and updating definitions.

• Designing the document for electronic use.

• Using a Procedures Manual. 

• Streamlining review procedures, where appropriate.

Theme 3: Recognize And Support the  
Distinct Character Differences in the City, 

and the Different Contexts 

A key policy in plaNorfolk2030 is to ensure the physical charac-
teristics and context of the downtown, the neighborhoods, the 
historic districts, the commercial corridors, and other commu-
nity resources are recognized and supported—through zoning. 
The plan 
suggests 
this be 
done in two 
ways. First, 
by recogniz-
ing there 
are three 
basic de-
velopment 
contexts or 
Character 
Districts 
in the city 
(Down-
town,  
Traditional, 
and Subur-
ban) that 
the zon-
ing ordinance should recognize and distinguish. And second, 
by recognizing that within these Character Districts there are 
further distinctions in terms of development patterns, uses, 
development, and form. Currently, there is a gap between this 
plan policy direction and the zoning ordinance. 

The Assessment recommends implementing this policy direc-
tion to recognize the distinct character differences in the City 
by:  

• Modifying the current zoning district structure from 131 to 
60 districts.

• Aligning the zoning districts with the Character Districts. 

• Establishing contextual compatibility standards in certain 
single-family districts to maintain neighborhood character.

• Allowing a broader mix of uses in some districts.

• Developing form standards for the mixed use districts, 
multi-family and commercial/office development, and the 
city’s commercial corridors.

• Classifying uses in a simpler and more flexible way, and

• Consolidating the use table.

 PROPOSED ZONING ORDINANCE STRUCTURE 

Article 1. General Provisions  

Article 2. Administration  

Article 3. Zoning Districts  

Article 4. Use Regulations 

Article 5. Development Standards  

Article 6. Nonconformities  

Article 7. Enforcement 

Article 8. Definitions and Rules of 
 Measurement  

Theme 2: Support Regulations that Make 
Norfolk A More Resilient and  

Sustainable City
Supporting development that makes Norfolk resilient both envi-
ronmentally and economically is a fundamental goal of  
plaNorfolk2030. While the city has begun a number of progres-
sive efforts to address this critical issue, plaNorfolk2030 con-
cludes more is needed to reduce risk and increase resiliency. 
The Assessment recommends four overarching ways the zoning 
ordinance can support environmental and economic resiliency:

Introduction

The  City of Norfolk is rewriting its zoning ordinance, which 
was adopted in 1992 and amended many times on an 
ad hoc basis. Over the years the current ordinance has 

become disorganized and difficult to use and understand, and 
it does not incorporate modern zoning best practices. It does 
not reflect the policy direction in the city’s recently-adopted 
general plan, plaNorfolk2030. 

In August 2014, Planning Department staff began working with 
a consultant team to rewrite the ordinance. The initial step 
involved gathering input from the public, stakeholders, the 
Zoning Advisory Committee, the Planning Commission, and 
the City Council about the strengths and weaknesses of the 
current ordinance, and key project goals. The consultant team 
then conducted its own independent analysis of the ordinance. 
This effort culminated in the preparation of a Zoning Ordinance 
Assessment which can be found at www.zonenorfolk.com. The 
Assessment identifies the key themes or goals for the project, 
and then makes recommendations about how the themes can 
be addressed in the rewrite. The key themes identified in the 
Assessment include:

• Improve user-friendliness.

• Incorporate regulations that make development in Norfolk 
more resilient and sustainable.

• Recognize and support the distinct character differences in 
the city, and different contexts.

• Modernize and customize the development standards.

• Refine nonconformity regulations to address  
plaNorfolk2030 goals.

This brochure summarizes the key themes set out in the  
Assessment, and its recommendations. 

Get Involved: You Can Impact Norfolk’s 
Zoning Ordinance Rewrite

Norfolk’s Zoning Ordinance is a great way to impact
development issues that you care about, and the Zoning  

Ordinance Assessment is a great place to start. The Assessment 
can be found and downloaded at www.zonenorfolk.com. It 

outlines the key themes or goals for the project. It will serve as 
the “roadmap” for the direction of the new Zoning Ordinance. 

Input is welcome. You may provide input either at the  
meetings held on the Assessment or on the project website. 



Getting the Work Done:  
Project Work Program

Updating the zoning ordinance is a significant undertaking 
that will require about two and one-half years of effort. 
The work began in 
August 2014 and was 
organized into the six 
tasks and the time-
table shown below. 
The Zoning Ordinance 
Assessment is the 
second task, and will 
serve as the road map 
for the drafting of the 
new ordinance. Task 
3 involves drafting 
the ordinance. Task 4 
involves a side-by-side 
comparison testing the 
differences the new 
ordinance will make on 
actual development projects, to ensure it is achieving the 
project goals. Task 5 involves preparation of a public hear-
ing draft of the ordinance, and its adoption. Tasks 6 and 7 
involve its implementation.   

Theme 4: Modernize and Customize 
Development Standards 

Aside from zoning 
districts, the review 
procedures, and 
resiliency and sustain-
ability provisions, 
some development 
standards need to 
be modernized and 
customized to incor-
porate best practices 
and support  
plaNorfolk2030 goals. 

The Assessment recommends modernizing and custom-
izing the following development standards in the zoning 
ordinance:

• Off-street parking,  loading, and bicycle standards;

• Landscaping;

• Tree  
 Protection;

• Open   
 Space  
 Set-asides;

• Neighborhood Protection;

• Fencing; and

• Exterior  
 Lighting.

Theme 5: Refine Nonconformity
 Regulations to Address  

plaNorfolk2030 Goals 
Nonconformities are structures, uses, lots, signs, and other 
site features (like off-street parking and landscaping) that 
complied with law when they were developed, but have 
been rendered nonconforming by new regulations. Be-
cause Norfolk is a built-out, mature city with a number of 
nonconforming structures, uses, and lots—and significant 
flooding and sea level rise issues—the nonconformity regu-
lations are an important tool that can be used to support 
redevelopment and resiliency goals.

The Assessment recommends the following changes to the 
nonconformity provisions to support redevelopment and 
resiliency:

• Allowing expansion of nonconforming uses only into 
areas in the structure that were originally designed for 
the use. 

• Exploring revisions related to the combination of 
nonconforming lots under common ownership into a 
conforming lot. 

• Establishing rules requiring scaled compliance when 
redevelopment occurs for nonconforming site features 
like parking, landscaping, and signage. 

• Allowing for the expansion of nonconforming struc-
tures or an increase in the degree of nonconformity if a 
storm-damaged structure is flood-proofed, elevated, or 
otherwise improved to significantly increase its storm 
resiliency.

www.zonenorfolk.com

Norfolk Zoning Assessment
Executive Summary

Visit the project website for event information and to review 
project documents: 

Task Timeframe Status

Project Initiation and 
Orientation

Oct-14
Completed October 
2014

Zoning Ordinance 
Assessment

April-May 2015 Public Review Underway

Drafting the 
New Ordinance

May 2015-August 
2016

Testing the New 
Ordinance

Nov-16

Public Hearing Draft 
New Ordinance

January-February 
2017

Manual and Training
January-February 

2017


