City of Columbus - Bartholomew County Planning Department April 2024

THE PLANNING POST

UPCOMING MEETINGS:
Can a National Zoning Atlas Chart a Way County PC: :
Out of the US Housing Crisis? May 8th @ 8:30 am

City PC:

The attached article from Bloomberg discusses the

benefits of mapping zoning codes to find trends. May 8th @ 4:00 pm
Pinpointing the precise coordinates of exclusionary County BZA:

zoning can reverse neighborhood segregation, de- May 28th @ 7:00 pm
structive sprawl and unaffordable housing built up

over decades of policymaking. City BZA:

May 29th @ 6:30 pm

City of Columbus March Plan Commission Results

DP-2024-001: Lillian Schmitt Elementary — Approved
A request by the Bartholomew Consolidated School Corporation for site development plan approval for a building addition and visitor parking
and bus circulation changes. The property is located at 2675 California Street, in the City of Columbus.

Bartholomew County March Plan Commission Results

No meeting due to a lack of agenda items.

PLANNING DEPARTMENT REPORTS:

Floodplain Management

This month the Floodplain Manager presented to a group of new realtors on general flood-
plain management and preparedness. Making sure that realtors are up to date on the lat-
est ordinance, mapping, and management changes on the topic of floodplains is important
because often realtors are the trusted communication source for homebuyers. For stake-
holders purchasing a home, they often lean heavily on their realtor to communicate perti-
nent risk information regarding flooding and flood insurance.

The presentation covered changes to the Flood Hazard Overlay (Section 4.7) of the Zoning
Ordinance since 2023, changes to Flood Insurance Rate Maps (FIRMs) - example of FIRM
map to the right, and changes to the Department of Natural Resources (DNRs) Floodplain i o
Information Portal. The goal was to make floodplain information more understandable and exey : 7
accessible to a group that is often responsible for communicating flood risk information to :
potential homebuyers.




Development Review

We've had a strong start to 2024. The chart below provides a breakdown of the types of applications that have been submitted in
the first quarter of 2024. While the Board of Zoning Appeals cases have remained steady, we have seen an increase in both Plan
Commission cases and Zoning Compliance Certificate applications in the City jurisdiction. In the County jurisdiction, we’ve seen an
increase in Board of Zoning Appeals applications, administrative plats and minor plats. The minor plats account for all of the Plan
Commission cases. Applications of all types in the Joint District remain low.

First Quarter Filings

Joint District

Applications 2024 2023 2024 2023 2024 2023
Plan Commission 14 7 7 0 0 0
Board of Zoning Appeals 16 16 11 5 0 0
Vacations 0 0 0 0 0 0
Agricultural Plats 0 0 0
Administrative Plats 6 7 5 3 1 0
Utility Connections 2 0 NA NA NA NA
Zoning Compliance Certificates 35 20 5 1 0 5

Long Range Planning

The Planning Department staff has begun
mapping out next steps to update the City
of Columbus Strategic Growth Study. The

Strategic Growth Study was last updated in R ESl D EN T I A l-
January of 2017. Since that time, Columbus \

has seen growth that has changed the land-
scape for future development opportuni-
ties. Other than updating initiatives and
recommendations provided in the Strategic
Growth Study, staff will be updating profile
maps to current level of service to present
future development opportunities for resi-
dential, commercial, and potential industri-
al sites. These profiles will be considering
fire department response times, water and
sewer availability, and road conditions.
Long term, this will provide updated guid-
ance on future City growth potential.
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Transportation Planning

The CAMPO Policy Board meets quarterly and a special meeting may be called if needed. The meetings, which are held in Colum-
bus City Hall on the second Monday of February, May, August, and November, largely focus on approving amendments to the TIP —
the Transportation Improvement Program (which is a detailed list of local near-term projects and their funding sources). Most of
the amendments are for state roads and bridges. An amendment may be a new road project, the replacement or widening of a
bridge, the straightening of a curve to allow safer travel, or to re-schedule a project to a different year. At a recent special meeting
on March 4, the members of the Policy Board reviewed and approved 23 TIP amendments. This and other Policy Board meetings
are facilitated by the Planning Department staff. Preparation for the Policy Board meeting involves coordination with INDOT, in-
corporating proposed amendments into the TIP document, and reviewing those amendments with the Technical Advisory Com-
mittee. This Committee includes Columbus and Bartholomew County agencies with transportation roles who are called on to ad-
vise the Policy Board on any TIP amendments and ensure coordination among the various state, county, and city projects.

JOKE OF THE MONTH: Q: How does the sun listen to its favorite music? A: On the ray-dio
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Can a National Zoning Atlas Chart a Way Out of the US

Housing Crisis?
Neighborhood-level zoning maps are powerful tools for reform, housing advocates

say. But untangling local land-use regulations on a national scale is no easy feat.
By Kriston Capps January 29, 2024
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Explore the byzantine zoning codes of Rhode Island and Connecticut. Credit: National Zoning Atlas

Two years ago, a Montana think tank called the Frontier Institute released a new tool to help
push the group’s advocacy for pro-housing reforms: a zoning atlas, one of the first of its kind.
The atlas used parcel-level data to analyze local regulations that restrict how and where homes
can be built, an issue for a state with skyrocketing housing costs. The study revealed that more
than 70% of residential areas in Montana’s most in-demand communities prohibited the
construction of even modest duplex homes, much less apartment buildings.
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The response was swift: Five lawmakers, all young Republicans in Montana’s legislature, cited
the zoning atlas in a March 2022 opinion column in the Helena Independent Record calling on
the state to take action to ease restrictive zoning. Governor Greg Gianforte convened a housing
task force soon after to come up with solutions. Less than a year later, in spring 2023, Montana
passed a suite of pro-housing bills, fast-tracking reforms that have vexed coastal states for
years.

Other states have reason to follow the Big Sky State case closely: The tool that kickstarted
Montana’s “Yes In My Backyard” push — a statewide map of zoning codes — is taking shape
nationwide.

ATLAS
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Researchers in about half the states are working to fill out the US map of housing restrictiveness. Credit: National
Zoning Atlas

On Jan. 12, a research collaborative called the National Zoning Atlas released a new mapping
tool. It’s just what the name suggests: a map of the US that, when complete, will offer users a
neighborhood-level view of the zoning codes set by some 30,000 different local

governments. Led by Cornell University professor Sara Bronin, the National Zoning Atlas has
enlisted researchers from across the country to help detangle thorny zoning codes into
mappable data. Teams in at least half the states so far are now at work compiling maps in their
regions for the national atlas.

Sorting through zoning codes is painstaking work. Most local governments don’t fully
understand their own zoning rules, which can be byzantine documents with fragmented,
antiquated or contradictory rules accreted over decades. In an interview last year, Bronin said
that it would take about 80 researchers working full-time 12 to 18 months to finish a national
atlas. Machine learning will speed things up, but by the pace that her group and its affiliates are
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currently working, filling in the national zoning atlas might take years — a measure of just how
impenetrable these codes can be.

Is building a National Zoning Atlas worth the time and effort? There’s only so much information
such a tool can capture, and the codes themselves change frequently. Still, by pairing zoning
maps with census data and other sources, researchers can shine a light on specific problems or
places — and in at least a couple states so far, mapping out zoning codes has led to real change.
“The more information you put out into the public realm, the more likely it is for policymakers
to reflect on that information and change accordingly,” Bronin said.

Here Be Dragons

Right now, much of the continental US is a big terra incognita, zoning-wise. But zoom in on

the National Zoning Atlas tool and patches of purple begin to emerge — a chunk of Wyoming, a
trio of Indiana counties, a narrow slice of central New York State. In Tennessee, a splotch
appears to cover half the state. That’s the Middle Tennessee zoning atlas, the work of the
nonprofit Beacon Center, which compiled the zoning codes across six counties that comprise
the fast-growing Nashville metro and its surrounding region. Enhance further and the map will
show street by street what kind of housing is allowed. In Belmont-Hillsboro, a charming
neighborhood in south Nashville, duplexes are legal on some streets alongside single-family
homes.

Yet the map at its most detailed resolution can’t show if it’s actually feasible to build in
Belmont-Hillsboro. Design reviews, impact fees and court challenges can stymie a housing
development that’s legal on paper. Behind every zoning code lurks the “regulatory hydra,” a
metaphor for land-use regulations coined by University of California Los Angeles researchers
Paavo Monkkonen and Michael Manville.

“You cut one head off, and two more form,” says M. Nolan Gray, research director for California
YIMBY and author of Arbitrary Lines: How Zoning Broke the American City and How to Fix It (as
well as a Bloomberg CityLab contributor). Measuring restrictiveness is hard because there are
so many ways that cities and homeowners can thwart development. When incumbent
homeowners and their elected allies get to decide if a development will happen and how long it
will take — on an ad hoc basis — that adds costs and delays that can’t be captured by a map.

The atlas isn’t the first attempt to solve America’s zoning labyrinth. Gray points to efforts to
inventory land-use regulations through surveys such as the Wharton Residential Land Use
Regulatory Index. Surveys also have limits: Subsequent research has shown that Wharton
respondents sometimes just copied their responses from one questionnaire to the next, failing
to capture changes to the zoning code over time, Gray says. Sometimes responses were just
plain wrong, perhaps because the municipal planning departments kicked these questionnaires
down to junior staffers.
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Asking planners instead to characterize their communities as pro-growth or anti-growth yielded
more accurate results, as researchers Paul Lewis and Nicholas Marantz have shown, but

these subjective assessments can’t tell policymakers much more about the problem.

A map can do a lot that a survey can’t to make the tangle of zoning codes real to people. It's a
useful exercise, Gray says. But zoning is constantly changing, so maintaining an accurate
register will require regular updates — and lots of labor. “This has been the white whale of this
research space for at least two decades,” he says.
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Clark County zoning codes determine the shape of housing in Las Vegas. Credit: National Zoning Atlas
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The Connecticut Model

Bronin launched her zoning atlas campaign in Connecticut in 2020, when she founded the
nonprofit DesegregateCT in response to the national reckoning over race and police brutality.
As the former head of the Hartford planning commission, she had direct experience with the
city’s impenetrable zoning code. Bronin’s nonprofit was responsible for producing the very first
statewide zoning atlas: Moving jurisdiction by jurisdiction, from dense urban centers to sparse
rural counties, students and volunteers assessed more than 2,600 zoning districts, which meant
sifting through more than 32,000 pages of legalese. Among the top-level findings: About 91% of
zoned land in the state allows single-family homes to be built by right, whereas just 2% permits
multifamily housing with four or more units by right. More than four-fifths of the state’s
residential land requires a minimum lot of one acre — about the size of a football field.

Connecticut’s zoning map caught the eyes of other researchers. Combining a zoning atlas with
other data sources can yield new insights about neighborhood patterns. That was one takeaway
from a report for the Urban Institute by senior research associate Yonah Freemark and research
associate Lydia Lo, who coupled Connecticut zoning districts with neighborhood-level data from
the US Census Bureau to look at demographic outcomes.

“What we found was that, yes, zoning might be responsible for a good deal of income and racial
segregation within jurisdictions,” Lo said in an interview last year. “But more so it’s the different
applications of zoning across jurisdictions that really matter.”

The researchers divided Connecticut into three categories: big cities (eight of them), suburbs
and towns, and rural areas. In each of those groups, single-family zones are more likely to be
associated with higher home values, higher incomes and more white residents. Within cities,
however, areas zoned for single-family homes are quite diverse, varying widely from one
jurisdiction to the next. That might sound simple, but it’s a valuable insight, the researchers say.

“You’re going to see variation in the impacts of these zones within these cities, but also
between the cities and the suburbs,” Freemark said. “That differentiation creates for an
interesting story.”

The Connecticut zoning atlas has been cited as a source in debates at both the state level and
community levels. Connecticut Governor Ned Lamont signed a zoning reform bill in 2021 that
was supported by DesegregateCT and other advocacy groups. Another bill failed to pass the
state legislature last year, but zoning reform is likely to come up again in the next session.

“Show me where you want your housing to be,” Lamont implored state lawmakers in June.
A Roadmap to More Roadmaps
Given the state’s high levels of inequality and soaring housing costs, lawmakers in Connecticut

were bound to get religion about zoning eventually. But a map can help to reframe the debate,
even for lawmakers or advocates who think they understand the problem.
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“This kind of foundational look at number-of-unit zoning and demographics hadn’t been done
before. But everyone kind of knew it,” says Lo, who previously ran the Urban

Institute’s National Longitudinal Land Use Survey. “Everybody was talking around it as if it was a
fact. But there had never ever been any concrete data, especially at a statewide level.”

The National Zoning Atlas isn’t the only effort underway to unpack housing restrictions at the
national level. Using machine learning technology, Princeton University’s Eviction Lab built a
database of standardized codes. This database is the source of its Zoning Restrictiveness Index.
Princeton’s Matthew Mleczko spoke to Bloomberg CityLab’s Patrick Spauster about the effort
last year. In a paper with Evicted author Matthew Desmond, Mleczko found high cost isn’t
necessarily the only factor that lines up with restrictive policies. Highly segregated, low-cost
cities such as Detroit and Milwaukee also deploy highly restrictive zoning policies.

Connecticut was only the beginning. Planners at the University of North Texas are currently
working on a Lone Star atlas for Texas, a state that just passed $18 billion in property tax relief.
Researchers in New York finalized a zoning atlas for Long Island specifically to show how the
1,200-odd zones that comprise Nassau and Suffolk counties affect residents. Such a map could
be a powerful tool in New York Governor Kathy Hochul’s efforts to ensure that “pro-housing
communities” get priority for $650 million in state grants.

But as Montana’s experience shows, a zoning atlas isn’t an all-powerful remedy to exclusionary
zoning: In December, a district court judge in Gallatin County brought the “Montana Miracle” to
a halt, issuing a preliminary injunction against two laws until a challenge from Bozeman
residents could be heard. Despite passing with bipartisan backing and support from interest
groups as varied as ranchers and environmentalists, the legislation may fall to “Montanans
Against Irresponsible Densification” — a coalition of fewer than two dozen Bozeman residents.

Neighborhood segregation, destructive sprawl and unaffordable housing are enormous
challenges built up over decades of policymaking. Pinpointing the precise coordinates of
exclusionary zoning could be a big step toward reversing all three.

Kriston Capps is a writer for CityLab in Washington, D.C., focused on housing, architecture and the built
environment.
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