
HOMEWISE  Real Estate Tips and Advice

Buying a property is about 
more than just location 
— it’s also about under-

standing what you’re allowed 
to do with the land. Zoning 
laws set the rules, and they 
can significantly shape your 
plans for building, remodeling 
or even running a business 
from home. 

UNDERSTANDING BASIC 
ZONING CATEGORIES
Most communities divide 

land into zoning categories 
based on use. Residential 
zones cover single-family 
homes, townhouses and apart-
ments. Commercial zones are 
for businesses like retail 
shops, offices and restaurants. 
Industrial zones allow manu-
facturing, warehouses and 
other heavy uses. Agricultural 
zones preserve farmland and 
limit development.

Within residential zones, 
there may be further restric-
tions, such as minimum lot 
sizes, building heights or the 
number of homes allowed on 
a parcel. Some areas permit 
multi-family housing, while 
others strictly allow only sin-
gle-family homes.

Zoning laws also regulate 
setbacks (how far structures 
must be from property lines), 
lot coverage (how much of 

the land can be developed) 
and parking requirements. 
These rules help maintain the 
character of neighborhoods 
and manage growth responsi-
bly.

Some communities create 
mixed-use zones, blending 
residential, commercial and 
recreational spaces to create 
walkable areas. Understanding 
the specific rules for a proper-
ty’s zone is crucial before 
planning any changes or new 
construction.

HOW ZONING AFFECTS 
YOUR PLANS

If you want to add a guest-
house, build a workshop or 
start a home-based business, 
zoning laws will determine 
whether it’s allowed. Some 
residential areas prohibit 
short-term rentals, limit home 
businesses or restrict the 
number of unrelated people 
who can live together in a sin-
gle home.

If your plans don’t match 
the current zoning, you may 

need to apply for a variance 
or a rezoning request. These 
processes can be time-con-
suming and are not always 
approved.

Future zoning changes in 
your area can also impact 
property values. For instance, 
nearby land rezoned for com-
mercial use could either boost 
home values by adding ameni-
ties or decrease them due to 
increased traffic.

Before you buy — or before 
you plan major changes — 

consult local zoning maps and 
codes. Your real estate agent, 
city planning department or 
zoning board can provide 
valuable guidance to ensure 
your plans align with local 
regulations.

Zoning laws may seem com-
plex, but knowing the basics 
helps protect your investment 
and avoid costly surprises. A 
little research upfront ensures 
you’ll be able to use your 
property the way you envi-
sion.

Zoning Laws 101
How Local Rules Affect What You Can Do with Your Property

© ADOBE STOCK



Check Zoning Before You Buy
Before purchasing land or a home, check the property’s zoning classification. It affects every-
thing from building additions to operating a home business and can impact future resale 
value.
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Zoning: Zoning refers to local government regulations that control how land can be used. Common zoning categories include residential, commercial, industrial and agricultural. Zoning 
laws dictate what types of structures can be built and how properties can be used.
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Buying a property is about 
more than just location — 
it’s also about understand-

ing what you’re allowed to do 
with the land. Zoning laws set 
the rules, and they can signifi-
cantly shape your plans for 
building, remodeling or even 
running a business from home. 

UNDERSTANDING BASIC 
ZONING CATEGORIES
Most communities divide 

land into zoning categories 
based on use. Residential 
zones cover single-family 
homes, townhouses and apart-
ments. Commercial zones are 
for businesses like retail 

shops, offices and restaurants. 
Industrial zones allow manu-
facturing, warehouses and 
other heavy uses. Agricultural 
zones preserve farmland and 
limit development.

Within residential zones, 
there may be further restric-
tions, such as minimum lot 
sizes, building heights or the 
number of homes allowed on 
a parcel. Some areas permit 
multi-family housing, while 
others strictly allow only sin-
gle-family homes.

Zoning laws also regulate 
setbacks (how far structures 
must be from property lines), 
lot coverage (how much of the 

land can be developed) and 
parking requirements. These 
rules help maintain the char-
acter of neighborhoods and 
manage growth responsibly.

Some communities create 
mixed-use zones, blending resi-
dential, commercial and recre-
ational spaces to create walk-
able areas. Understanding the 
rules for a property’s zone is 
crucial before planning any 
changes or new construction.

HOW ZONING AFFECTS 
YOUR PLANS

If you want to add a guest-
house, build a workshop or 
start a home-based business, 

zoning laws will determine 
whether it’s allowed. Some res-
idential areas prohibit short-
term rentals, limit home busi-
nesses or restrict the number 
of unrelated people who can 
live together in a single home.

If your plans don’t match 
the current zoning, you may 
need to apply for a variance 
or a rezoning request. These 
processes can be time-con-
suming and are not always 
approved.

Future zoning changes in 
your area can also impact prop-
erty values. For instance, near-
by land rezoned for commercial 
use could either boost home 

values by adding amenities or 
decrease them due to increased 
traffic.

Before you buy — or before 
you plan major changes — 
consult local zoning maps and 
codes. Your real estate agent, 
city planning department or 
zoning board can provide 
valuable guidance to ensure 
your plans align with local 
regulations.

Zoning laws may seem com-
plex, but knowing the basics 
helps protect your investment 
and avoid costly surprises. A lit-
tle research upfront ensures 
you’ll be able to use your prop-
erty the way you envision.
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