ZONING FROM A TO Z

Business and Commercial Districts (Chapter 17-3) – Part IV

As reviewed in Parts I and II of this series for Business (“B”) and Commercial (“C”) districts, standard types of limitations apply to B and C districts.  These include bulk and density standards (i.e., floor area ratio (FAR) standards and minimum lot area (MLA) requirements for residential units in B or C districts), and requirements relating to ground floor space, height standards, and setbacks.   Recall that Residential districts are similarly limited based upon FAR, MLA, and height and setback requirements.  

Significantly, the new zoning code adopted in late 2004 imposes a wholly new set of restrictions on certain streets and intersections in B and C districts beyond these standard types of limitations.  Designated pedestrian streets, these are governed by an additional set of regulations contained in section 17-3-0500 of the code.   The regulations are designed to preserve and enhance the character of streets and intersections that are widely recognized as Chicago’s best examples of pedestrian-oriented shopping districts; they are intended to promote transit, economic vitality, and pedestrian safety and comfort.

To be designated a “pedestrian street,” which requires an amendment both to the zoning map and text, a street must exhibit most of the following characteristics:

· Have a high concentration of existing stores and restaurants

· Abut a street with a right-of-way of 80 feet or less

· Have a continuous or mostly continuous pattern of buildings that are built abutting to or very close to the sidewalk

· Have doors and entrances abutting the sidewalk

· Have many storefront windows abutting the sidewalk

· Have very few vacant stores

Within Sheffield, Armitage from Halsted to Racine and Halsted from Willow to Webster are designated as pedestrian retail streets.  Pedestrian retail streets are subject to the same regulations as pedestrian streets but are even more specifically regulated, as seen below.

The regulations that apply to pedestrian streets govern building location, façade transparency, door and entrances, parking and driveways, and even uses on all lots that abut the right-of-way of a designated street.  These go far beyond the minimal character standards for residential districts, which require only that windows and/or main entrance doors comprise at least 17.5% of the façade that faces a street and, in most residential districts, that all off-street parking must be accessed off the abutting alley.

Building Location  The entire façade that faces the street must abut the sidewalk or be within 5 feet of the sidewalk.  A recessed entry is permitted but is subject to maximum width and height requirements.

Transparency  A defined minimum percentage of the façade area must be transparent and allow views of indoor commercial space or product display.
Doors and Entrances  The primary entrance must face the pedestrian street; a corner entrance satisfies the requirement.  The building entrance may include doors to individual businesses.
Parking and Driveways  No off-street parking is required for non-residential uses unless the use exceeds 10,000 square feet of gross floor area.  In contrast, a retail use in a typical B zone in Sheffield would require 2.5 parking spaces for every 1000 square feet in excess of 4000 square feet. 

Any off-street parking must be enclosed or located at the rear and not visible from the right-of-way.  No curb cuts or driveways are allowed; vehicle access to lots must come from an alley.
Uses  Consistent with the purpose of the regulations governing pedestrian streets, the code prohibits or requires special use permits for some uses otherwise allowed in B and C districts.  (For a review of the types of uses allowed in B and C districts, see Installment III in the September/October issue.)

For example, the code prohibits strip centers, drive-throughs, vehicle sales and service, gas stations, car washes, and residential storage warehouses on lots abutting pedestrian streets.  Non-accessory parking facilities (e.g., parking serving the general public) require a special use permit.  Special use approval involves a case-by-case review procedure to determine whether the use will be compatible with surrounding uses and development patterns.  The process requires public notice of the hearing before the Zoning Board of Appeals, which must find that the proposed use in the proposed location meets certain criteria.  
Important for Sheffield, the section subjects banks and automated-teller facilities to additional regulation on pedestrian retail streets.  Banks and ATM facilities are permitted unless they will be located within 600 feet of another such facility, in which case special use approval generally is required.  However, a special use is not required if the facility is located above or below curb level of a building, the facility is accessory to a retail or commercial use, or the facility is in the rear of the building in which a retail or commercial use faces the street.

Alderman Daley proposed this additional regulation to address concerns that the proliferation of banks and similar institutions in the Lincoln Park community potentially interrupted the pedestrian activity that is critical to supporting other types of businesses in these areas.

Finally, the section governing pedestrian streets is unique in that it specifically encourages certain uses, such as sidewalk cafes and outdoor eating areas and outdoor display of produce, flowers, and plants.
As in other sections of the code, the drafters included diagrams to illustrate the regulations, a vast improvement over the old version of the code.

This is the ninth in a series of articles designed to educate the community about the basics of the new zoning code adopted in late 2004.  The first five installments focused on residential districts.  If you would like to learn about a particular topic, contact the Association by calling 773-929-9255 or by sending an e-mail message to sheffieldneighborhoodassociation@hotmail.com; please be as specific as possible when describing your topic or question.  Electronic copies of previous installments also are available by request via the SNA email address.

