Environmental Justice:  The role of neighborhood conservation districts 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 focus on methods that exist and can be used to remedy the problems of pollution and its effects on everyone –  especially the most vulnerable in our communities.

The need for creative zoning solutions arises when there is mixed-use development – homes and industry side by side.  Despite the environmental problems that are the hallmark of mixed-use development, many communities are finding ways to manage apparently incompatible uses.

An important zoning tool to address environmental justice impacts is called overlay zones.  Overlay zoning leaves the existing zoning unchanged but adds an overlay or an additional requirement for certain types of use within the existing zone.  

Of the several types of overlay zoning available, we discuss neighborhood conservation districts in this month’s article.
What is a neighborhood conservation district?  A neighborhood conservation district is a zoning overlay used to protect the character of a particular community.  There are many reasons for creating neighborhood conservation districts that acknowledge the importance of a particular community or neighborhood to the character of the city.  The land use within the neighborhood conservation district is then focused on activities that promote and strengthen the character of that particular community.
How is it used?  The intention of this overlay is to encourage vitality of older residential areas and can also promote economic revitalization, stabilize property values, and strengthen civic pride.  The city of Waco, Texas has used neighborhood conservation districts to ensure that commercial uses in residential areas are compatible with the neighborhood and do not change the character of the community.  Some individuals are proposing to extend the concept of a neighborhood conservation district to ‘environmental preservation districts’.  The application of an ‘environmental preservation district’ is currently envisioned as being applied to urban land fills in the east that are closing.  The idea is to include local residents in determining the future development of these properties and ensuring that they are restored in environmentally sustainable ways.
Does it work?   The town of Chapel Hill, North Carolina has found this to be an important zoning tool to preserve the charm of this relatively small southern town, experiencing growth pressures from an influx of ‘damn Yankees’.  There are currently six Chapel Hill neighborhoods enjoying the protection  of this zoning tool.  The town’s web site lists nine benefits – ranging from the economic to a sense of harmony – that they have enjoyed from using this tool.  Developed and applied with the wish to enhance the rich, historic communities of Albuquerque – and New Mexico – neighborhood conservation districts can help our communities maintain their character and diversity long into the future.
For more information contact the South Valley Partners for Environmental Justice (SVPEJ)
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