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What is CCRA?

• (1) CCRA is a civic association.
• (2) CCRA is a 501(c)(3) non-profit 

corporation.
• (3) CCRA is a Registered Community 

Organization (RCO) under the 
Philadelphia Zoning Code.



This Presentation
• Discusses Philadelphia Zoning Code basics

• Base zoning districts and overlays.
• Concept of refusals vs. referrals.
• Appeals to the ZBA for variances and special exceptions.
• Civic Design Review process.
• RCOs generally and CCRA’s role as an RCO.

• Questions at end of presentation.



Base Zoning Districts and Overlays 



What is Allowed By Right?
• The City is divided into base zoning 

districts and overlay zoning districts.

• Base zoning districts:  General 
citywide rules and restrictions for 
each type of zoning district.

• Overlay zoning district: Special 
neighborhood/territorial controls.



Base Zoning Districts
• Regulation of allowable use, max. height, min. setback, 

min. yard size, etc.

• Types of Zoning Districts
• RSA (1, 2, 3, 4, 5):  Residential Single-Family Attached (i.e., 

single family rowhomes)
• RM (1, 2, 3, 4): Residential Multi-Family
• CMX (1, 2, 2.5, 3, 4, 5): Commercial Mixed Use
• SP-PO: Parks and Open Space
• MANY MORE!



RSA-5 District



RM-4 District



CMX-1 District



CMX-3 District



CMX-4 and CMX-5 Districts



Center City West Base Zoning District Map



Parking and Signage

• Parking Minimums (examples)
• RSA 4/5 – single family – 0 units
• RM 2/3/4 – two family – 1 / 2 units
• RM 2/3/4 – multi-family – 3 / 10 units
• CMX-3/4/5 – multi-family – 3 / 10 units

• Signage Requirements (signage regulation is complex!)
• Signs are regulated based on zoning district and overlay zoning district
• Animated signs are prohibited in many circumstances.
• Wall signs not allowed above the roof line or the 2nd floor window sill, whichever is lower.
• Projecting signs may not extend more than 4 ft. from the building facade to which it is attached.
• Roof signs are prohibited.



Refusals and Referrals



L&I Level
• Apply to L&I for permits

• Zoning Permit (proposed structure, 
site improvement, or construction)

• Registration Permit (proposed land 
use, including signs)

• L&I Decision
• Option 1: Issue permit(s)
• Option 2: Refusal(s) and/or Referral(s)



Variances and Special Exceptions
Refusal for proposed non-compliance with 
zoning restrictions

• Variance needed
• Burden  Ultimate burden on the Applicant

Referral because of proposed use
• Special Exception needed
• Burden  Ultimate burden on the City and 

neighbors who oppose



Common Refusals

• Use (not allowed)
• Height (too tall)
• Open space (not enough)
• Parking (not enough)
• Signage (does not comply with law)

• Variance needed



Common Referrals

• Use (compatibility with the 
surrounding neighborhood)

• Special Exception needed



Common Use Refusals vs. Use Referrals
REFUSAL REFERRAL

Adult oriented 
merchandise

Eat-in restaurant

Drug paraphernalia Take-out restaurant
Gun shop Day care services
Body art Funeral services

Ground floor fortune 
telling services

Surface/above-ground 
parking

*NOTE: Restrictions may vary based on base zoning district and overlay zoning district



Sample Refusal



Sample Referral



Variances and Special Exceptions



Appeals to the 
Zoning Board of Adjustment (ZBA)



Special Matter:  
Zoning Changes by Ordinance

• In some cases, a developer may seek a 
zoning change via City Council ordinance.

• Rare  Usually only sought for large projects.
• Subject to councilmanic prerogative.
• Review by PCPC

• Important considerations:
• Spot zoning is generally disfavored.
• District Council person will likely seek RCO input.
• Community Benefits Agreements (CBAs) may be entered 

into between neighborhood stakeholders and developer.



Variances
The Zoning Board shall grant a variance only if it finds each of the following criteria are satisfied:

(.a) The denial of the variance would result in an unnecessary hardship. The applicant shall 
demonstrate that the unnecessary hardship was not created by the applicant…

(.b) The variance, whether use or dimensional, if authorized will represent the minimum variance 
that will afford relief and will represent the least modification possible of the use or dimensional 
regulation in issue;

(.c) The grant of the variance will be in harmony with the purpose and spirit of this Zoning Code;

(.d) The grant of the variance will not substantially increase congestion in the public streets, 
increase the danger of fire, or otherwise endanger the public health, safety, or general welfare;

(.e) The variance will not substantially or permanently injure the appropriate use of adjacent 
conforming property or impair an adequate supply of light and air to adjacent conforming property;

(.f) The grant of the variance will not adversely affect transportation or unduly burden water, 
sewer, school, park, or other public facilities;

(.g) The grant of the variance will not adversely and substantially affect the implementation of any 
adopted plan for the area where the property is located; and

(.h) The grant of the variance will not create any significant environmental damage, pollution, 
erosion, or siltation, and will not significantly increase the danger of flooding either during or after 
construction, and the applicant will take measures to minimize environmental damage during any 
construction.



Variances
Use Variances

To find an unnecessary hardship in the case of a use variance, the Zoning Board must make 
all of the following findings:

(.a) That there are unique physical circumstances or conditions (such as irregularity, 
narrowness, or shallowness of lot size or shape, or exceptional topographical or other 
physical conditions) peculiar to the property, and that the unnecessary hardship is due to such 
conditions and not to circumstances or conditions generally created by the provisions of this 
Zoning Code in the area or zoning district where the property is located;

(.b) That because of those physical circumstances or conditions, there is no possibility that 
the property can be used in strict conformity with the provisions of this Zoning Code and that 
the authorization of a variance is therefore necessary to enable the viable economic use of the 
property;

(.c) That the use variance, if authorized, will not alter the essential character of the 
neighborhood or district in which the property is located, nor substantially or permanently 
impair the appropriate use or development of adjacent property, nor be detrimental to the 
public welfare; and

(.d) That the hardship cannot be cured by the grant of a dimensional variance.



Variances

Dimensional Variances

To find an unnecessary hardship in the case of a dimensional variance, the 
Zoning Board may consider the economic detriment to the applicant if the 
variance is denied, the financial burden created by any work necessary to 
bring the building into strict compliance with the zoning requirements and 
the characteristics of the surrounding neighborhood.



Special Exceptions
The Zoning Board must approve, or approve with conditions, the application for a special 
exception if it determines that the criteria in § 14-303(7)(e)(.1) and § 14-303(7)(e)(.2) below 
have been met, unless the Zoning Board finds that the objectors, if any, satisfied the criteria 
in § 14-303(7)(e)(.3). …

(.1)   Specific Conditions of Use.
The applicant shall have the initial duty of presenting evidence, and the burden of 
proof, that the proposed use meets the definition for a use permitted by special 
exception, that all dimensional standards are satisfied, and that the application 
complies with all the criteria and meets all the conditions applicable to the proposed 
use, including all applicable use-specific standards in § 14-603 (Use-Specific Standards).
(.2)   Specific Detrimental Impacts on the Neighborhood.
The applicant shall have the initial duty of presenting objective evidence, and the 
burden of proof, that the grant of a special exception will not cause the following specific 
detrimental impacts to the neighborhood beyond that which normally might be expected 
from the proposed use:
(.a)   Congestion in the public streets or transportation systems;
(.b)   Overcrowding the land;
(.c)   Impairing an adequate supply of light and air to adjacent property;
(.d)   Burdening water, sewer, school, park, or other public facilities;
(.e)   Impairing or permanently injuring the use of adjacent conforming properties;
(.f)   Endangering the public health or safety by fire or other means; or
(.g)   Inconsistency with the Comprehensive Plan of the City.



Special Exceptions
(.3) General Detrimental Impacts on the Neighborhood.

Once the applicant meets such initial duty and burden of proof, the 
objectors, if any, shall have the duty of presenting objective evidence, 
and the burden of proof, that the proposed use is substantially likely to 
cause a detrimental impact on the health, safety, and welfare of the 
neighborhood exceeding that which normally might be expected from 
the proposed use. The objectors also may present evidence, and have the 
burden of proof, that the proposed use fails to conform with the purpose, 
spirit, and intent of this Zoning Code.



Post ZBA Judicial Review

ZBA
Decision

Philadelphia 
Court of 

Common Pleas

PA 
Commonwealth 

Court

PA 
Supreme Court

• Only persons with standing can appeal
• This process could take 2-3 years, or more!



Civic Design Review
NOTE:  CDR is only for large projects, 
and it is strictly advisory!



Registered Community 
Organizations (RCOs)



Registered 
Community 

Organizations
(RCOs)

• RCO Definition in Philadelphia Zoning Code:
• “A community organization that is registered with the 

City Planning Commission and maintains its 
registration in active status pursuant to rules 
established by the City Planning Commission.”

-Phila. Zoning Code

• RCOs were made an official part of the Philadelphia 
Zoning Code in 2012.

• Legal responsibilities: Providing a voice to the 
community with respect to zoning matters.

• De facto responsibilities:  Community engagement, 
beautification, multimodal transportation, protection of 
historical property, crime prevention



RCOs and the Philadelphia Zoning Process
• Participation in the Zoning Process

• Appeals to the ZBA (i.e., applications for variances 
and special exceptions)

• Civic Design Review (i.e., large projects)
• Citywide zoning remapping effort

• Coordinating RCO vs. Affected RCO
• Decision made by the District Councilperson.
• Only one Coordinating RCO for each matter.

• RCO Major Responsibilities, Generally
• Convene a public meeting (ZBA appeals and CDR).
• Make a decision to not-oppose or oppose.
• Communicate its decision to the City.







CCRA Involvement in Zoning Matters
• Primarily exercised by the CCRA Zoning 

Committee (ZBA appeals) or a CCRA Major 
Development Task Force (CDR projects)

• Major issues considered:
• Substance of refusals and/or referrals
• Design elements (materials)
• Streetscape impacts (including street trees)
• Impact on traffic congestion

• Decisions highly influenced by neighborhood 
input and concerns.



CCRA’s Exercise of its RCO Function

CCRA 
Zoning 

Committee

CCRA 
Board 

Oversight

ZBA 
Hearing

CCRA 
Executive 
Committee

CCRA Major 
Development 
Task Force

Civic Design 
Review 
(PCPC)

CCRA Board

Appeals to ZBA

Civic Design Review



CCRA Involvement in Zoning Matters
• The public meeting requirement is exercised 

by either the CCRA Zoning Committee (ZBA 
appeals) or CCRA Major Development Task 
Force (CDR projects)

• List of near neighbors provided by PCPC
• Other notice (social media, e-newsletter, etc.)

• CCRA and developer agreements
• ZBA appeals  Provisos
• CDR projects  Community Benefits Agreements



QUESTIONS?



THANK YOU!
Wade D. Albert, Esquire
Sobol Law Group, P.C.
1845 Walnut Street, 23rd Fl.
Philadelphia, PA 19103
(215) 988-0100


	CENTER CITY RESIDENTS’ ASSOCIATION�
	What is CCRA?
	This Presentation
	Base Zoning Districts and Overlays 
	What is Allowed By Right?
	Base Zoning Districts
	RSA-5 District
	RM-4 District
	CMX-1 District
	CMX-3 District
	CMX-4 and CMX-5 Districts
	Center City West Base Zoning District Map
	Parking and Signage
	Refusals and Referrals
	L&I Level
	Variances and Special Exceptions
	Common Refusals
	Common Referrals
	Common Use Refusals vs. Use Referrals
	Sample Refusal
	Sample Referral
	Variances and Special Exceptions
	Appeals to the �Zoning Board of Adjustment (ZBA)
	Special Matter:  �Zoning Changes by Ordinance
	Variances
	Variances
	Variances
	Special Exceptions
	Special Exceptions
	Post ZBA Judicial Review
	Civic Design Review
	Registered Community Organizations (RCOs)
	Registered Community Organizations�(RCOs)
	RCOs and the Philadelphia Zoning Process
	Slide Number 35
	Slide Number 36
	CCRA Involvement in Zoning Matters
	CCRA’s Exercise of its RCO Function
	CCRA Involvement in Zoning Matters
	QUESTIONS?
	THANK YOU!

