Environmental Justice:  The role of buffers as a zoning tool.
In this series of articles, we are looking at how land use can directly affect environmental quality and health and how zoning and land-use planning can be used to prevent environmental hazards.  We address zoning tools and how they can be used to enhance the value of a community – not just property values, but also the health and well-being of the residents and workers of that community.  We will explain the meaning of some of the zoning-related choices that can be used to change land use in a community.
There are two important points about zoning – someone must enforce it and it can be changed.  What this means to you – learn what the zoning regulations are in your neighborhood.   Then speak out when you see violations.  And speak up to change the zoning policy to be better for your community.  The process of change is slow and takes persistence.  But it can work.

Mixed-use development – homes and industry side-by-side – causes problems throughout the world.  Many communities are finding ways to manage apparently incompatible uses.  We want to focus on methods that exist and can be used to remedy the problems of pollution and its effects on everyone, especially the elderly, our youth, and the sick or disabled in our community.

Overlay zoning was discussed last month.  Overlay zoning leaves the existing zoning unchanged but adds an overlay or an additional requirement for certain types of use within the existing zone.  
This month we discuss buffer zones, which are a tool that can be used as a part of overlay zoning.
What is a buffer zone?  A buffer zone is an area of land, which is often landscaped, to protect a group from the view or noise of some activity.  The buffer may be to protect the environment directly or to protect residents from some environmental degradation.  The extent or width of a buffer zone is determined by what it will take to buffer or protect the community from the eyesore or environmental problems.
How is it used?  Buffer zones are commonly part of zoning plans but may also be added to an existing zoning plan.  Buffer zones have been used in many areas of the country and the world to accomplish many purposes.  A buffer zone might be a bike path and walking trail with trees and bushes to hide or buffer railroad tracks.  A utility easement is a buffer zone.  Buffer zones are commonly used to protect watersheds by prohibiting activities that might contaminate groundwater.  A buffer zone can protect community residents from the noise, light, or air pollution of an industry.  Creation of a buffer zone does not require a change in zoning but can simply add a condition to a permit that the industry must not engage in its activities within the buffer zone.
Does it work?  Buffer zones can improve a community and an environment immensely.  Buffer zones are routinely used around the world to protect valuable and fragile watersheds.  Landscaping buffers are common between homes.  Use of buffers in urban settings, where the need for land for building is critical, is more difficult to implement – due to resistance – but is as valuable as in any other setting.  Mixed use zoning, in which industrial, commercial, and residential activities are close neighbors, depends on adequate buffers.  Without appropriate buffers, environmental, economic, and social problems will affect the well-being of the community.  
A small study of several of the industries in Baltimore on the mixed-use area around the port found that the companies and industries welcomed the clarity in the mixed-use regulations and, as a result, felt confident in their investments.  They recognized the need for buffers for their own security and to protect the safety of their residential neighbors.  The industries recognized their dependence on the community for labor and desired to be good, long-term neighbors.  The zoning overlay used in this Baltimore district includes many more factors than buffers but the study suggests that community and business working together can develop land-use strategies that protect the interests of everyone.
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