Environmental Justice:  The role of moratoria during comprehensive planning or rezoning..
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.

The process of changing land uses through zoning requires the development of comprehensive regulations and plans.  A moratorium is a zoning tool that can be used to restrict particular types of development in specific areas for a defined period of time while the comprehensive plan is finalized and implemented.
What is a moratorium?  A moratorium is generally a zoning ordinance that places time-limited restrictions on new development.  During the time of a moratorium new development could be prohibited or it could be restricted in some way.  A moratorium is temporary.  
How is it used?  The purpose of a moratorium is to allow the appropriate governmental offices to prepare well-conceived regulations and plans – with input from community residents and developers.  During times of proposed zoning changes that will affect how land may be used, developers may rush to get projects approved ‘before it’s too late’.  As a result, the regulations may also be rushed and approved too quickly – resulting in either over- or under-regulating.  No one benefits when this happens.  A properly used moratorium can be a valuable tool in the development of environmentally sound land use policy that protects the health and well-being of residents and businesses.
Does it work?   A quick check of the internet shows over 400,000 articles on zoning moratoriums.  Moratoria have been used in many communities with mixed success.  Developers find them frustrating but the key to a successful moratorium is a clear time-frame for the restrictions and making the appropriate zoning changes within the time-frame.  Involvement of developers, community members, and government offices in a partnership also ensures that zoning changes work for the betterment of the community.  Jackson County, Georgia imposed a six-month moratorium in 1999.  They used the time to upgrade infrastructure to support development and met with the stakeholders:  farmers, developers, and other citizens.  Although the moratorium ended after 2 months, the stakeholders engaged in a 2-year visioning process.  "The moratorium got a lot of attention that was not, at least initially, positive," [the president of the Chamber of Commerce] said. "But it brought all the elements of the community together in a way that is still serving us today. The end result was we had a development code that all the stakeholders could embrace." 
Next month we’ll discuss moratoria in the South Valley and how they have been used locally.
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