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Summary 

You and Rural Zoning, Part I, has exposed the 
reader to many of the fundamentals of rural zoning, 
has told something of what it can and can't be ex
pected to accomplish, and has listed some of the com
mon fallacies that confuse the issue. 

You and Rural Zoning, Part II, to be published, 
will fill out the picture, describing the interaction of 
zoning, people, and local government and the advan
tages and disadvantages of zoning. It will detail what 
zoning involves, why people are for or against it, and 
how to work within its framework for the benefit of 
individuals and the entire community. 
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YOU AND 
RURAL 

ZONING 

Robert W. Snyder" 

Introduction 

To the typical resident of nonmetropolitan Ameri
ca, farmer and nonfarmer alike, rural zoning is still an 
unfamiliar, sometimes controversial, subject. Mention 
the word zoning in a casual conversation and it is 
likely to stir up notions of authoritarian government 
that don't rest easily for rural people accustomed to 
taking care of their own affairs. Although it might be 
a necessary evil for their city cousins, rural zoning, 
they frequently say, is something else. 

With changing times, this attitude toward zoning 
has been challenged repeatedly by evidence of 
new problems that could have been prevented by the 
prompt enactment of zoning laws. Many rural com
munities have already adopted ordinances; most others 
are considering it.l Still, few local citizens thoroughly 
understand how it affects them and their community
some have accepted stories and rumors that are untrue. 

Many questions about rural zoning will be an
swered in the pages that follow. Consider, for ex
ample, the following, which are covered in the in
dicated chapter: 

Chapter 1. 
-What land uses and practices does zoning regulate? 
- How many zoning districts should your community 

have? 

- Should townships, rather than counties, pass zoning 
laws? 

-What does the planning advisory commission do? 
-How do you get involved in the zoning process? 

Chapter 2. 
-·Why is rural zoning sometimes needed? 
-Will zoning prevent pollution? 
-Does zoning protect, or reduce, property values? 
-What is the real purpose of zoning? 

Chapter 3. 
- How does zoning affect farming? 
-Can you zone out waterskiing on lakes? 
-Will zoning prohibit draining a slough? 
- Do zoning ordinances control septic tank installa-

tion? 
-Will zoning reserve private property for public use? 

Chapter 4. 
-Why isn't zoning unconstitutional? 
-Doesn't zoning benefit mainly the wealthy? 
- vVhy can't we vote on zoning? 
-Will the zoning administrator tell farmers what to 

plant? 

0 Robert W. Snyder is an associate professor, Department of Agricultural and Applied Economics and e>:tension land economic, Agricultural Extension 
Service, University of Minnesota. 

1 The word "community" is used in the broad sense throughout this publication, referring to a composite of people who share common interests and are 
usually associated geographically. 
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CHAPTER I. WHAT IS RURAL ZONING? 

First of all, let's recognize that rural zoning as it 
is discussed throughout this publication is a form of 
land use regulation and control. It sets certain limits 
on what you as a rural landowner can do with your 
property and stay within the law. Some land use prac
tices that are perfectly legal in an unzoned community 
can be performed only at the risk of a fine or other 
legal reprisal in a county or township having a zoning 
ordinance. 

There is a second way to look at zoning. Let's also 
try it on for size: zoning is a way for a rural communi
ty to adopt certain standards for its own physical de
velopment and then require those who live in that 
community to live up to the selected standards. This 
approach looks at zoning from the point of view of 
the entire community rather than an individual land
owner. Of course, landowners are part of the com
munity, so both points of view are relevant. Land
owners are directly affected by any restrictions on 
their own land use practices, but they also have a 
stake in how other landowners use their property. 
Residents who don't own land likewise have an in
terest in the community they live in and what it will 
be like to live there in the future. Of course, they may 
become landowners themselves someday and have an 
even greater concern. 

Before we talk about the kind of regulations that 
come under zoning, two key points are worth high
lighting. First, rural zoning has at its foundation a 
single basic purpose: to prevent private landowners 
from using their property in ways considered detri
mental to the best interests of their own rural com
munity. This statement is very important. Since zoning 
is designed only to restrict land use practices that are 
considered harmful to the community, zoning regula
tions do little more than require that all landowners 
conduct themselves as prudent, respected, and con
siderate members of the rural society. Keep this in 
mind when you engage in a discussion or an argu
ment about zoning. A great deal of the misunderstand
ing about zoning can be traced to losing sight of this 
fundamental idea. 

The second key point is that zoning is basically a 
local affair. Local political subdivisions, including 
counties, villages, and townships, get their authority to 
zone from the state legislature, usually through what 
is called enabling legislation. Once enabling legislation 
is passed, the state generally steps out of the picture. 
Except in shoreland and flood plain zoning, the state 
permits, but does not require, local units to regulate 
land use. Even for shorelands and flood plains, local 
units adopt a local ordinance, although certain mini
mum standards, developed by state agencies, must be 
observed. 

As you proceed to reading about the details of 
rural zoning, keep in mind that regulations and stan-
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dards discussed here are only suggestions. Some may 
fit the needs of your community and some may not. 
Slightly different measures could be very useful under 
some conditions. Zoning has been criticized for being 
too stereotyped, with many ordinances too much alike. 
The most effective ordinance is one that adapts zoning 
to fit local conditions, recognizing the goals and aspi
rations of local people. If zoning restrictions and 
standards proposed for your area don't fit the standard 
mold exactly, try to find out why. It may mean local 
leaders are imaginatively trying to work out an ordi
nance that truly fits your local situation. Such an effort 
should have a payoff to the whole community. 

Two Basic Kinds of Regulations 
If you look at a zoning ordinance carefully, you 

will discover that it contains two kinds of regulations: 
those that vary from one zone or district to another, 
and those that are the same throughout. · 

Technically, only the first of these should be 
called zoning, which means dividing the total land 
area into geographic zones or districts and then apply
ing different regulations or standards for each district. 
Any time restrictions and standards vary by geograph
ic zones or districts within a single jurisdiction, zoning 
has occurred. Some land use regulations are of no 
value unless they differ from one zoning district to 
another. 

The second type of regulation commonly found in 
zoning ordinances does not involve such a geographic 
division of the community. Some would argue that 
such regulations are not properly called zoning. This 
is true, if you insist on a strictly technical definition 
of zoning. But this is a situation where a strictly tech
nical definition may do more harm than good. Let's 
look more closely at these overall regulations. 

Instead of being organized by zones or dish·icts, 
some regulations could be organized by land use or 
land use practices. One part of an ordinance might 
contain a set of regulations for all campgrounds, re
gardless of where they are located. Another might 
deal with all mobile home courts, a third with bill
boards, a fourth with junkyards, and perhaps a fifth 
would set minimum parking space requirements. If a 
community wishes, it can pass a zoning substitute
special regulatory ordinances for each of these land 
uses, provided state law permits. 

Rural communities usually decide that they want 
both overall restrictions and standards and those that 
vary from one geographic district to another. So they 
include both types in their zoning ordinances. This 
avoids confusion by making any particular regulation 
both easier to find and harder to overlook. 



What Kinds of Land Use Practices 
Are Regulated? 

Although many specific land use practices are af
fected, almost all zoning regulations fit into four cate
gories: those controlling land use; those that establish 
tract size and development standards; those that set 
up certain dimensional standards for structures; and a 
few special regulations imposing what are called per
formance standards. 

Control Over Land Use 

Th oldest, most common, and probably most im
portant regulation contained in zoning laws is control 
over th location of specific land uses. Under this type 
of regulation, land in a di trict zoned residential can
not b used for commercial or industrial purposes such 
as a factory, a drive-in, or a junkyard. If a farm is in 
an agricultural zone, it may not be possible to d v lop 
the land for certain nonagricultural pmposes, such as a 
housing subdivision or a shopping c nter. Similarly, 
zoning lake frontage for residential or vacation home 
d velopment might prohibit its us for a dane hall 
or tavern. 

Land use regulations ke p incompatible uses s p
arat d and prot ct the landown r and homeowner 
from the p ril of n mby d v lopm nts that may low
er prop rty value. They also protect the community 
from private d velopments that may put a sudden 
strain on roads, schools, and other publi faciliti s. 

Th list of uses allowed in each zoning disu·ict in
clud s those suit d for the physical resourc s and the 
location of that di trict and ompatibl with ach 
oth r. Use regulations frequ ntly ar controversial be-

cause they may prevent a landowner from using or 
developing his property in the way he feels would be 
most profitable. This should only happen when such 
a development, though profitable to the landowner, 
would hurt neighboring landowners or the community. 

Tract Size and Development Standards 

The second category of regulations has to do with 
tract size and d velopment standards. If you own a 
small lot that you intend to use for building a house, a 
5-acre tract that you expect to sell for an apartment 
development, or roadside frontage that could be 
leased to a billboard company, you will probably be 
aff cted in som way by tract size and development 
standards. These r gulations are not complicated, but 
me num rous and will affect most citizens. 

Landown rs building a house, for example, will 
need to have a minmum size lot, varying with the 
zoning district. They'll be r quir d to hav a minimum 
amount of str et or road frontage and to locate the 
building to allow front, side, and rear yards of a 
minimum siz . For example, to build an onshore lake 
cottage in a c rtain zoning district, a lot owner may 
need to u e a half acre of land with 100 fe t of front
ag and to build the cottag 75 f et back from the 
wat r' edge, with sid yards of at I ast 20 f et and a 
20-foot backyard. 

Another common tract d v lopm nt standard is the 
car parking spa requir m nt. A lot for a private r si
dencc may be r quir d to provid off treet pmking 
and turn-motmd space for one or more cars. Larg r 
ar as will b stipulated for multiple dw llings, r stau
rant , stor and oth r omm rcial establi hm nt , 
bas d up n som measur of ne d d capacity. 
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Larger developments, such as apartment houses, 
churches, restaurants, and shopping centers will have 
different and more detailed standards than single 
family houses. So will tracts used for trailer parks, 
campgrounds, and junkyards, which often require a 
buffer area around their developed portions. Another 
type of tract development standard may set spacing 
and setback standards for signs and billboards along 
a highway. 

Standards and regulations that affect the location 
of buildings and other structures on a parcel of prop
erty make up a large share of a zoning ordinance. 
They usually cause only minor changes in landowner 
plans, but they do keep structures from being placed 
where they will cause problems for others. And they 
tend to curb profit-motivated development plans 
which could mar a pleasant community environment. 

Structural Dimension Standards 

The third category of zoning regulations and stan
dards controls structural dimensions of buildings and 
other structures, such as fences and billboards. They 
may set both maximum and minimum dimensions. A 

given ordinance for example, may have maximum 
height limitations for billboards, fences, and buildings, 
maximum size limitations for billboards, and minimum 
floor space standards for new homes.2 

Structural dimension standards are less numerous 
and no more complicated than tract size and devel
opment standards. They are used to improve the fu
ture appearance of a community (sign and billboard 
conh·ols) and to prevent tall structures from restricting 
sunlight and air movement and thus reducing the 
neighbors' enjoyment of their properties. 

Special Regulations 

Most zoning ordinances provide for applying a few 
special regulations to make specific land uses or de
velopments more compatible with their surroundings 
or less damaging to the environment. These are often 
referred to as performance standards. Among other 
things, they may be used to reduce soil erosion, pre
vent water-caused damaged to neighboring properties, 
prohibit excessive glare resulting from the careless use 
of lighting devices, and outlaw unreasonably high 
levels of noise. Performance standards are particularly 
useful for large commercial and industrial projects 
that receive special attention in zoning administration. 

What Types of Zoning Districts? 
Before local officials can adopt a suitable zoning 

ordinance, they will have to face up to the question of 
how many and what kinds of zones or districts are 
needed in your community. Some communities have 
found that only two or three districts are sufficient. In 
other communities, three times that many may leave 
some citizens still unsatisfied. 

Let's consider some of the kinds of districts that 
might be established and mapped to meet your com
munity needs. It's very important for the reader to 
keep in mind that the name given a particular district 
is used only for the sake of convenience and may not 
be very descriptive of its actual use. A recreation zone, 
for example, will contain more than public parks and 
recreation areas. It most likely will include commercial 
recreation, such as resorts and shooting preserves; pri
vate personal recreation, such as vacation homes and 
rural residences; and private group recreation, such as 
Scout and church camps. But it probably will also 
contain certain nonrecreational uses, such as forestry 
or farming. So the label, recreation zone, merely indi
cates in a general way the predominant intended fu
ture use. The complete zoning ordinance must be read 
for full details. 

Agricultmal Zones. These are probably the most 
common zones found in rural counties. They are areas 

2 The minimum floor space standard is sometimes controversial. It may be illegal if the standard is set too high and used . to keep out lower income fami
lies. As a practical matter, floor area minimums are usually set below normal living requirements and exclude only the tmy shack. They may need to be 
adjusted for vacation cottages or second homes. 
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of productive farm land where continuation of farm
ing is the most desirable use from the standpoint of 
the community. This is encouraged by limiting the 
number and location of rural residences, which mix 
well with farms only if they are some distance away 
from many farming activities. Utility substations and 
dog kennels are examples of uses that can be mixed 
with farming in an agricultural zone. 

Forestry Zones. These are located in areas not suit
ed for farmin g and often combine forestry with some 
kinds of recreation . Houses and seasonal cabins may 
be prohibited to decrease the fire hazard. Excluding 
farming keeps people from trying to cultivate land 
that past experience has definitely shown to be un
profitable. Fores try districts are usually in relatively 
remote locations where pulpwood and timber produc
tion, processin g and sales is one of the mainstays of 
the local economy and recreation pressures are light. 

Recreation Zones. Recreation zones may be much 
like forestry zones except that they include areas more 
adaptable to various kinds of recreation and are usu
ally closer to a city. They often are multiple-purpose 
zones wh re recreation, only one of several uses, is 
particularly important compared with other zones. 
Giving recreational d velopment some priority in a 
zoning district may b esp cially advantag ous for 
areas where recreation is important to the economy. 
With the boom in outdoor recreation, recreation zon s 
are b coming more popular. In resort areas, they may 
be subdivided into recrea tion-commercial and r cr -
ation-residential. Near cities, they ar sometimes used 
to encourage the preservation of open space. 

Residential Zones. In residential zones, develop
ments that can lower the value of private hom s and 
residences are kept out or requir d to have a buffer 
strip around them. There are many variations, esp ci
ally close to urban centers: the most common sub
types are districts that exclude apartm nt houses and 
thos with larg lot size requirements, sometimes 
called country state districts. Many sociologists feel 
that it is a mistake to have several kinds of residential 
districts b cause sam ness can develop ghettos of the 
wealthy or middle class as well as the poor and this 
conh"ibut s to misunderstanding and social pr judice. 
A variety of r sid ntial districts ar still found in many 
areas, how ver, because this is on way to keep the 
density of d v lopment in line with th apacity of 
roads, schools, and oth r public facilities. In resid n
tial zon s, some hom occupations and neighborhood 
stores for convenience hopping ar usually allo·w d. 

Lakeshore Residential Zones. Thes are special r -
sidential districts with r crulations csp cially d sign d 
to keep lak shore h·onta e and th n arby area attrac
tive and to pr vent lak water pollution. Th se zones 
ar becoming more popular. Lak frontacre is <1 tting 
more scarce and it is in th int r st of th community 
to prevent helter-sk It r and d trimental development. 
B cause of the inter st of th sta te in pr s rving water 

Lakeshore residential zones are common in Minnesota. 

quality and protecting the important natural resource 
represented by bodies of water, state law now r quires 
these areas to be zoned. 

Commercial Zones. These are areas set aside for 
businesses, such as stores, office bui ldings, bowling 
alleys, taverns, ntertainment, and ating places. They 
need to be conveniently located near r sidential areas 
but where they don't impede traffic. In rural areas and 
especially in resort areas, commercial zones are used 
to contain commercial uses rather than have them hap
hazardly scattered over the landscape. It is quite a 
problem to locate them properly . 

Industrial Zones. These areas are large, flat, and 
accessibl enough to labor and transportation to make 
good sit for manufacturing and oth r industries. 
New plan ts often need large acreages and tend to lo
cat wher they know that other uses will be kept out. 
Th se zones ar usually n ar citi s and villag s where 
they can be provided with public utiliti s and ther 
community services at a r asonable cost. 

F lood Plain Zones. History and hindsight tell us 
that pu tting up houses and ther buildings in areas 
subject to flood ing wa a mistake. Unnec ssary prop
erty damage, health probl ms, and physical harm to 
OCGupants have often resu lt d. Th reation of flood 
plain zone is ne att mpt to prev nt similar future 
mis takes. Som r creational, agricultural , and other 
us s not involving expen ive sh·u ture or sources of 
serious wat r pollution are normally allowed. In some 
ub-typ s wh re floodin is infr quent, building es

pecially d igned to withstand flooding may be on
structed. B caus of the thr at to life and property 
that r suits when developed ar as are inundated, lVIin
n sota law now requires th creation of flood plain 
distri ts with appropri, t r strictions. 
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Lake Surface Zones. If your county includes lakes 
that are being used intensively, lake surface zoning is 
worth considering. There are three basic types: partial 
lake zones where some activities, such as water skiing 
or high speed motor boating, cannot be pursued in 
certain parts of a lake surface; whole lake zones, 
which apply certain regulations to some lakes but not 
to others; and time zones, which prohibit certain acti
vities in parts or all of designated lakes during speci
fied homs. 

In some states lake surface zoning is already in 
practice. It has not been thoroughly tested in the 
courts, but most experts agree that it is a reasonable 
application of the zoning powers of local government. 
A 1971 Minnesota law provides specifically for lake 
surface zoning as a cooperative effort of the Depart
ment of Natural Resources and local units. 

Special Purpose Zones. These are zones around air
ports, public parks, military reservations, and other 
installations where there is a special reason for the 
application of certain regulations or standards. More 
and more counties are finding fl need for special pur
pose zones-especially around airports. 

Planned Unit Development Zones. This is a rela
tively new type of zoning district encompassing an 
area planned and developed as a unit rather than 
piecemeal. Sometime called cluster developments, 
zone boundaries are usually based on the landowner's 
request although a minimum size may be stipulated by 
the zoning ordinance. Most existing planned unit de-

Lake Residential 
ZONE L.R. 2 

Soils With 
Slow Percolation 
Rate 

Frontage 1 00 feet 
Setback 75 feet 

I Lot Size 

Lake Residential 
ZONE L.R. 1 

Frontage 100 feet 
Setback 75 feet 

I Lot Size 20,000 square feet I 

velopments include dwelling units plus some recrea
tional facilities for the exclusive use of residents. 
Planned unit developments, called PUD's for short, 
can involve pooling open space as an alternative to 
larger building lots or the sharing of high value lake 
frontage property by several offshore lot owners.3 

These are examples of zones you may want to 
thing about establishing in your community. How 
many and what types will be needed? How large 
should they be? What restrictions and standards 
should be established for each? These matters have to 
be decided by rural community residents for them
selves. 

Such questions should not be answered in the ab
sence of facts, however. Before a community enacts a 
zoning ordinance, it should make a study of local 
conditions and reach some concensus about what kind 
of future conditions are likely and desirable. This is 
part of a process known as comprehensive land use 
planning. Comprehensive planning, properly done, 
should be a great help to the people of a rural com
munity by giving some guidance on the number, 
kinds, and extent of zoning districts that are needed. 

Besides knowledge about local conditions and 
goals and aspirations of local residents, there are two 
basic principles that can be useful in setting up zoning 
districts. These might be called the principle of com
patibility and the principle of proportionality. 

The Principle of Compatibility 
This concerns the relationship between a specific 

land use or land use practice and other land uses or 
practices. 

Consider a situation where there is a need for two 
or more different land uses that logically should not 
be located side by side. This immediately suggests 
creating two or more zones-perhaps one for each of 
the incompatible uses. As an example, both entertain
ment places, such as taverns and drive-in restaurants, 
and vacation homes may be needed in a rural lake 
community. Obviously, these land uses are comple
mentary if they are located within the same general 
larger area, but incompatible side by side. The solu
tion, and one application of the principle of compat
ibility, may he to create two zoning districts, one 
called lakeshore-residential and another called lake- · 
shore-commercial. 

The Principle of Proportionality 
This is another basic concept that can be used in 

setting up zoning districts. Within a geographic area 
that will be subject to a particular zoning ordinance, 
there may be some sections in which fairly high 
standards, or, putting it another way, fairly tight re-

3 In some ordinances, proposals for planned unit developments are approved following an individual detailed administrative review rather than treated as 
a separate zoning district. 
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strictions, are needed. In other sections, land owners 
can be free to operate with less restriction or lower 
development standards. This situation seems to call 
for two zones: one with high and one with lower de
velopment standards. Thus restrictions are imposed 
only in proportion to the need. No landowner has to 
be bothered with controls that are not logically 
necessmy.4 

An example could be an interstate highway inter
change being located in one corner of a county. Rela
tively few zoning restrictions might be needed in much 
of the county, but unless the area near the interchange 
is subject to more restrictive controls, undesirable land 
use practices are almost sure to occur. 

The second application of the same principle in
volves harmonizing land use with natural land. charac
teristics. Consider this example. An entire lakeshore 
area could be placed in one lakeshore-residential zone. 
If individual septic tanks are to be used, however, a 
larger sewage disposal field will be needed for houses 
or cottages on tight (slowly permeable) soils than for 
those on sandy (rapidly permeable) soils. Thus appro
priate minimum lot size requirements might be larger 
for the former and smaller for the latter. If tight soils 
are concentrated on a certain part of the lakeshore, 
the easy way to do this is to create two lakeshore
residential zones instead of one. 

The principle of proportionality suggests that the 
greater the number of zoning districts, the better, 
since this will allow different circumstances to be rec
ognized by varying degrees of regulation. This can be 
done, but only to a point. The more districts created, 
the more complicated the zoning ordinance becomes. 
A complicated zoning ordinance is more difficult to 
understand and more costly to develop, administer, 
and enforce. Many local communities have decided 
that a compromise is best. The principle of propor
tionality is used largely to create districts that recog
nize significantly different circumstances. Prezoning 
studies that consider future and existing demands on 
a community's resources and pertinent natural features 
(such as soil type and water table) are necessary to 
accomplish this intelligently. 

Zoning By Whom? 
Right now the reader may be saying, "this is all 

very nice and interesting, but I'm really more con
cerned about who sets up all of these regulations and 
standards. If this is done by someone who understands 
our community's wants and needs, it may be ok. If 
some outsider does it, I'm not so sure. vVho decides 
about these rules and zoning districts tl1at I've been 
reading about?" 

To get at that question, it is useful to break it down 
into two parts. First, which level of government should 
be responsible for rural zoning? Second, within the 
political subdivision, who is involved with making 
zoning decisions? 

In rural areas, there are two levels of government 
that could adopt zoning ordinances: townships and 
counties." Zoning at both levels has been tried in a 
number of states, including Minnesota, so past experi
ence can give us some guidance. This experience gen
erally confirms the judgment of zoning experts that in 
most instances the county level of government is best 
suited to adopt and enforce a rural zoning ordinance. 
Certainly, a county board must have the support and 
cooperation of township officials if zoning is going to 
be effective. Township officers represent rural people 
living in all parts of the county, and zoning, to be 
successful, must consider the needs of everyone. But 
usually the actual ordinance should be passed at the 
county level. 

A possible alternative is for several townships to 
join in developing a single ordinance or separate ordi
nances in a coordinated, cooperative effort. Adminis
tration and enforcement could also be accomplished 
jointly, by hiring one administrator working out of one 
office to handle zoning for a block of townships. Most 
of the advantages of county zoning would be present 
under this arrangement, but it would need to be a 
fully coordinated effort to be successful. 

Why Zone at the County Level? 

There are good practical reasons for handling zon
ing at the county level. Most of them stem from the 
fact that the county is a larger unit. This means: (1) It 
has more revenue raising potential than the township; 
(2) it can better afford to hire professionally trained 
people to assist local people in drawing up an ordi
nance; (3) it can more easily justify hiring a full-time 
zoning administrator; (4) it is more accessible to the 
county attorney if legal enforcement becomes nece
sary; (5) it is more adaptable to long range compre
hensive land use planning; and (6) it is able to avoid 
zoning conflicts that could arise, if, for example, one 
township were to set up a commercial zone next to a 
quiet residential zone in another township. 

There are, of course, some disadvantages of county 
zoning. It is farther away from the people and it may 
be harder to get consensus on a zoning ordinance. 
Some people may feel that they are left out, that their 
vievvs have not been considered. Much of this can be 
avoided. As suggested, township officials should have 
a hand in zoning. There are a number of other ways, 
discussed later, that local citizens are involved. Today, 
thanks to better roads and cars, improved telephone 
service, and television, county government is closer to 

·i Of course, restrictions in one zone may tend to drive undesirable land uses into other areas. This fact n1ust be considered when developing the zoning 
ordinance. 

GIn some areas rural townships hnve been incorporated as villages. Where this is true, ordinances must be adopted by the village, since county ordi
nances do not apply within municipal boundaries. 
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th peopl than township gov rnment was 50 or 60 
y ars ago. It is clo nough to be r sponsiv to the 
local rural ommuni ty, but large nough to mak ef
fe tive planning and zoninrr administratively feasible 
and ffici nt. 

ounty government, of course, represents urban 
centers as well as rural areas. This is both a handicap 
and an advantage. It is a handicap b ause rural land
owners may feel that their prop rty is b ing zon d and 
r stri t d by an lected board that does not suffi ient
ly rcpr s nt their int res ts. It i an advantage because 
in many instanc s municipal residents ar justifiably 
concerned about what go s on in rural areas beyond 
their boundaries, sine it may have an indirec t ffect 
on future conditions within municipalities. Consider, 
for example, the r creation- nt rtainment ori nt d vil
lage where business depends heavily on custom rs at
tracted to the area by a rural resource, such as a lake 
or river, that needs to be protected by zonin g controls. 

Will Township Zoning Work? 

Town hip zonin g has b en tried, and sometim s it 
has worked. But lacking the advantag s of the county, 
township zoning has seldom b en full y sa tisfa tory. 
Often it is township officials in zoned townships who 
are th first to support county zoning. 

Township zonin g is confusing to landowners, sp -
cially new residents. Some townships will have a zon
ing ordinanc , others will have only a few specializ d 
regu latory ordinances, whil still oth rs will have al
most no controls. Each zonin g or regula tory ordinan e 
will be som what differ nt from all the others . It may 
have different zones, different restrictions, different 
dev lopment standards, differ nt procedur s for 
makin g complaints, and different officials to ontact to 
ob tain p rmits. J11is makes it esp cially difficu lt for 
d velop rs who have to operate in a hodge-podge zon
in g situation: just findin g out who to talk to can pose 
a problem. 

Ev n under the bes t conditions th sue ess of 
township zoning can p rhaps best be summarized by 
paraphrasin g Abraham Lincoln : Township zoning will 
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work in all townships some of the time and in some 
townships all of the time, but not in all townships all 
of the tim . 

Gen rally sp aking, township zoning's major con
tribution may hav been its role as an intermediate 
step b tween no zoning at all and zoning at the coun
ty lev l. From here on rural zoning will be considered 
the same as county zoning. There still may be in
stanc s, of couTs , where township zoning, or joint 
multi-township zoning is the b st solution to a local 
situation. 

Who Is Involved in County Zoning? 

As with most things that w do together through 
governmental process, rural zoning does not happen 
ov rnight. It often takes 2 or 3 y ars after a county has 
decid d to move toward zoning b fore an ordinance is 
passed. During this time at least four groups become 
involved: 

the county planning advisory commission, 
the professional planning staff, 
the citizens of the county, and 
th board of county commissioners. 

The county planning advisory commission. This 
group consists of five to el v n m mbers appoin ted by 
th board of county commissioners to repr sent local 
residents. The commission ultimately recommends a 
sp cifi zoning ordinan for adoption . In preparation, 
it may carry out studies related to such items as land 
use, population growth, and economic d velopm nt, 
all designed to develop a comprehensive land use 
plan. 

Commission memb rs need to acquire a thorough 
understanding of zoning and other regulatory mea
sures. Usually professionally trained planners are 
hired to assist the planning advisory commission. 
County officials and mployees, such as the county 
a ttorn y, land commission r, highway engin er, asses
sor, and th county extension agent also may h lp. 
Those who are chosen to be on this commission will 
find that th job is time consuming and difficult, 
especially for people who receive no pay exc pt their 
expens s. It's also a v ry important job; th succ ss or 
failur of zonin g in your county depends heavily on 
how well the planning advisory commission p rforms. 

Professional planning assistance. This assistance 
may consist of the services of only one plann r or it 
may involve s vera! plann rs with a compl m ntary 
office staff. Sometim s they are hir d on a full -tim 
basis and includ a plann r-in-r sid nee. Som tim s 
professional help comes through a planning consultant 
firm that works in s vera] oun tics at one on a short 
term basis. In all instances professionals n d to work 
very closely with the planning advisory commission 
while onducting studies, d v loping a comprehensiv 
land us plan, writing suggested drafts of th zoning 
ordinance, including a zonin g map, for th ommlsswn 
to onsid r. Th professional planner brings n eded 



expertise into the zoning process, while local citizens 
provide a good share of the judgment. Obtaining pro
fessional planning assistance that will do a good job 
under conditions in your county is an important step 
in the planning-zoning process. 

The citizens of the county. Before your county 
board can adopt a zoning ordinance, the planning ad
visory commission is required to hold a public hearing, 
giving every citizen a chance to take part in zoning 
decisions. The purpose of a public hearing is to re
ceive constructive criticism, discover flaws in the ordi
nance that may have gone unnoticed, and learn of 
local situations the planning advisory commission may 
have overlooked. Unfortunately, many public hearings 
are characterized by arguments based on a misunder
standing of the purposes of zoning. Careful listening 
will help you to sort out false rumors and allegations 
from valid comments and objections. Making your 
views known, speaking as an informed citizen, will 
perform a real service to your community. After the 
hearings, suggestions from witnesses may be incorpo
rated in the ordinance before it is recommended to the 
county board for adoption. The county board also 
may advertise the time and date it intends to act on 
the recommendation; this provides another opportuni
ty for citizen comment. 

Probably there will be several other occasions for 
you as an individual citizen to get involved. Your 
town board may hold special meetings to get reactions 
to zoning proposals. The planning advisory commis
sion or the county extension agent may hold a series 
of educational-discussion meetings in different parts of 
the county. There should be plenty of opportunities 
for individual citizens to keep abreast of current zon
ing developments. ·watch your newspapers and listen 
to the radio for notices of meetings and hearings. 

Another method for influencing zoning decisions 
is through membership in one of several local interest 
groups present in every community. The expressions 
of such organized units as farm organizations, sports
man clubs, taxpayers associations, and garden clubs 
are often an important contributing factor in rural 
zoning. 

The board of county commissioners. As elected 
representatives of the citizens throughout the county, 
county commissioners have the ultimate responsibility 
for adopting an ordinance that best reflects the needs 
of the entire community. A zoning ordinance has no 
legal force until it is officially enacted into law by 
resolution of the county board. The board may accept 
the recommended ordinance in its entirety or make 
whatever additions, deletions, or changes they think 
necessary. With few exceptions, the decision to zone 

and the choice of zoning districts, standards and regu
lations are local options.6 Although the advice and 
recommendations of other groups and individuals are 
important factors, county commissioners you elect 
must make the final decision.7 

Who is involved with developing and passing a 
zoning ordinance? Almost anyone who wants to be. 
Many local citizens are involved: some by voting in a 
county board election; some by actively supporting or 
opposing specific zoning regulations or standards, 
often through local organizations; some through mem
bership on town boards, the county planning advisory 
commision or the board of county commissioners. As a 
local citizen, you can be involved, but it may be up to 
you to take the initiative. 

ZONING ORDINANCE 

Township Officials 
Local Organizations 
Other Local Leaders 

Public 

0 Shorelnnds of public waters nrc required by the state to be subject to county ordinances since July l, 1972. This is to protect the statewide public interest 
in. these ;nluable natural resources. Even under this program, tnost of the zoning options are determined by the 'local county board as they are in county
Wide zonmg. 

7 Of course, zoning ordinances, like nny legislntivc enactment are subject to challenge in the courts. Such challenges usually involve specific standards or 
restrictions rather than entire ordinances. 
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CHAPTER 2. THE PURPOSES OF ZONING 

Knowing the basic features of zoning, this is the 
point wher we need to ask, and have answers for, the 
most crucial question that can be raised about rural 
zoning: why? Why should we have zoning in rural 
areas? Why should a zoning ordinance be adopted in 
your community, by your board of county commis
sioners? 

These are especially important questions because 
if they can't be answered to your satisfaction the rest 
of this bulletin might as well find its way into the 
near st tra h can. If there is absolutely no reason to 
c nsider zoning in your community, reading on will be 
a waste of time. The opposite also is true. If there are 
good r asons for rural zoning in your area, the more 
you can learn about it the better. As a responsible 
citizen, under a democratic system where every voice 
counts, you owe this much to your community. 

\Vhat could rural zoning do to improve conditions 
in your county? If you ask those who have given that 
question some careful thought, 'You'll probably find no 
two an wers exactly alike. Don't let this be discourag
ing. All of the slightly different answers may be per
fectly legitimate. The fact that there is more than one 
correct answer points out a basic truth about rural 
zoning: no on can tell you specifically what rural 
zoning would mean to your community without know
ing a great deal about the community itself. Gather
ing information and putting it to use in the compre
hensive planning process is of paramount importance. 
It is one of the main reasons for a county planning 
advisory commission and why the commission gets 
professional planning assistance. 

Why Zone? 
This bulletin obviously cannot give you specific 

answ rs about zoning for every rural county in Min
n sota but it can make some general statements that 
seem to apply to much of rural Minnesota. And it can 
dig beneath the surface to help you see how th y 
might apply to specific circumstances in your own 
community. 

Most of the reasons given for rural zoning boil 
down to one general statement: zoning is needed 
simply becaus families and individuals are more in
terd p ndent-dependent on each other-than in any 
pr vious period. In cities and urban areas, inconsid
erate individual activity and a high level of interde
p ndence have caused problems that led to zoning 
and other con trols some time ago. Now similar prob
lems have come to many rural areas, where some of 
the most striking recent examples of rising interde
pendence can be found. 

More second homes mean more interdependence, more 
chance for conflict . 

Why has increasing interd pend nee occurred? Ex
c pt for some ounties, usually thos with ·a sizable 
city or village, increasing rural interdependence has 
not been due to a larger rural population. The numb r 
of people living in the ountry, including farm fami
lies, in nonmetropolitan counties in Minnesota, de
creas d by 19,000 or 1.8 percent from 1960 to 1970. 
The number d creased in 52 counties and in reased in 
25.8 Even where the population has been stable, or 
even decreased, society is more mobil . W drive 
more cars a greater number of mil s. We travel farther 
for shopping trips. And, farmers sometimes use crop
land a consid rabl distanc away from farm head
quarters. All of these add up to more interdepend nee. 
Wh re th se trends are combined in the 25 nonm tro
politan counties with more rural people, interdepen
dence is rising more sharply. 

Increasing rural int rd pendence is due in part to 
dramatic increas s in the number of city families who 
have s cond homes in th country. Th s are concen-

• This excludes 10 coun ties classified as metropolitan and is based on population census data. 
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ti·ated in certain lake-studded counties or those bord
ering lakes or rivers. In some rural areas summer 
homes outnumber year-round homes. Their numbers 
more than doubled statewide from 1954 to 1967.9 The 
degree of interdependence among seasonal residents 
and between them and local citizens has probably in
creased even more than that. Conflicts over the use of 
public facilities, roads, and some natural resources are 
rampant in such areas. 

Increasing rural interdependence is due in part to 
less easily documented increases in the number of per
sons visiting or traveling through rural areas. Inter
city travel rose 57 percent from 1950 to 1960, when it 
was estimated at 738 billion passenger miles. By 1976 
it is expected to be more than twice the 1960 figure.l 0 

Traffic road counts on major highways in Minnesota 
leading to resort areas have increased anywhere from 
17 to 3.5 percent in the 10 year period ending in 1969. 
More people, even though transient, mean more op
portunities for conflict and a greater chance that you, 
as a rural resident, will be affected. 

All of these phenomena are related to many things, 
among them the exploding interest in and enthusiasm 
for all forms of outdoor recreation. All of them affect 
land use and development. All of them have resulted 
in a rising interdependency in rural areas. 

The Nature of Interdependence -
Outside Effects: Beneficial and Harmful 

Interdependence, in more practical, down-to-earth 
terms, means that how one landowner uses his own 
property is of concern to other citizens because it af
fects their welfare as well as his. These outside effects, 
called externalities by economists, may encroach only 
on neighboring property or affect an entire rural com
munity. The important thing to remember about out
side effects is that they do not bear directly on the 
interests of the landowner himself. Because the land
owner is not affected, he will not necessarily consider 
these consequences whe he decided how to use or 
develop his property - and other people may get 
hurt. By setting and enforcing development standards 
and land use regulations, rural zoning requires land
owners to recognize some of these outside effects, par
ticularly the harmful ones. It once was said that zon
ing is nothing more than the legal enforcement of the 
golden rule. There may be much truth in such a state
ment. 

Just to say that zoning causes a landowner to take 
outside effects into account still leaves a lot of ques
tions unanswered. 'iVhy, for example, get so concerned 
about outside effects resulting from land use and de
velopment? The modern world is full of outside ef-

fects. Almost everything we do has some kind of side 
effect for other people. Even being idle may have the 
effect of giving someone else a job. Before seeing what 
is so special about outside effects controlled by zon
ing, let's consider the basic nature of outside effects 
in more detail. 

Beneficial Outside Effects 

Not all outside effects are harmful. A bowling alley 
in the midst of a residential area has very apparent 
harmful outside effects. On the other hand, the open 
space and scenery provided by a farm or a golf course 
has some obvious attractiveness for nearby residents
a beneficial outside effect. 

Mixed Outside Effects 

Some land use practices clearly cause harmful out
side effects for 'A,' but simultaneously causes benefi
cial outside effects for 'B.' For example, an auto grave
yard could be a handy place to get used car parts, 
yet quite a nuisance to a next door neighbor. Bill
boards don't make scenic highways, but they may tell 
travelers about the local availability of services and 
restaurants. Off-street parking for restaurants keeps 
the highway clear for traffic, but indirectly increases 
the price of restaurant meals. 

Beneficial Now, Harmful Later 

To complicate the picture further, the same devel
opment may have beneficial outside effects in the short 
run, but harmful effects in the long run. Consider, as 
one example, lakeshore cabins on lots too small for 
adequate sewage disposal. At first, most effects on the 
county community are beneficial. Only part of the 
total lake frontage is used up and seasonal residents 
may bring badly needed money into a sagging local 
economy. Some pollution or nutrient enrichment of 
the lake may result, but not enough for concern. This 
goes on for several years. More frontage is developed. 
More outside money flows into the area. More sewage 
effluent is leaked into the lake. Finally, one day, the 
owner of a seasonal home comes to a county board 
meeting and complains bitterly that the lakewater is 
turning green with algae. He's unhappy, wants the 
water tested for contamination, and cleaned up. Noth
ing is clone, largely because what can be clone will 
involve considerable time and expense. 

Next year, the same seasonal home owner comes to 
another county board meeting. Now he represents 50 
other ovvners, organized in what they call a lakeshore 
owners association. He again demands a lake cleanup. 
This time, under pressure of numbers, the board acts. 

Because of small lots, individual disposal systems 
cannot be expanded adequately. A public sanitary 

0 Minnesota's Lakeshore: Resources, Development, Policy Needs, Summary Report of the Minnesota Lakeshore Development Study, John R. Borchert, Di
rector, 1970 ( 1950-60). 

1o Goldenthal, A. James, "The Future of Travel in the United States," as quoted in the Outdoor Recreation Resources Review Commission Study Report 
23. Proiections to the Years 1976 and 2000: Economic Growth, Population, Labor Force and Leisure, mul Transp01tation, Washington, D.C. 1962. 
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County boards listen to petitions from taxpayers. 

sewer seems to be the only logical answer.U Because 
lake frontage is only partly developed at scattered lo
cations, the cost per cottage is high. Many cottage 
owners have had the expense of investing in costly 
private disposal systems. Rather than pay the assess
ment, some owners may sell out, even though the 
need for sewerage reduces the sales price. Mortgages 
may be defaulted. The area gets a bad reputation for 
the way seasonal homeowners have been treated. The 
flow of outside money decreases. Eventually everyone 
suffers. 

How We Feel Outside Effects 

Before we see how rural zoning considers these 
matters let's look at how harmful (and beneficial) out
side effects are eventually felt by community resi
dents. There are at least four different ways a land
owner or a citizen can feel outside effects related to 
land use and development: effect on value of neigh
boring property; effect on economic development; ef
fect on property taxes; and effect on the physical en
vironment. Each of these is related to the other three. 

Effect on value of neighboring property 

This is the only one of the four with a direct im
pact on a particular landowner or homeowner. An ex-

Mixed land uses can cause harmful outside effects for some 
homeowners. 

ample is the lakeshore cabin owner who suddenly 
finds the place next door has become a 24-hour res
taurant. A similar situation develops when a trucking 
firm, a junkyard, or some other industrial or commer
cial land use locates in an area of nice year-round 
homes. Only a few homeowners will be hit by this type 
of outside effect. You may be one of the lucky ones 
who isn't. For those who are hit, the result can border 
on financial disaster. For many, purchase of a home is 
the largest single investment in a lifetime. There are 
few ways an individual homeowner can protect himself 
against this kind of loss. Those that are available, such 
as ownership of a buffer zone of open space, are often 
expensive. 

Effect on economic development 

This has an indirect effect on individual citizens, 
but some may be affected much more than others. 
Likewise, in some rural communities this type of out
side effect may not be of great consequence, while in 
others, such as those where a prosperous agriculture 
is being threatened by extensive residential develop
ment, the situation is more critical. For a clear exam
ple of a situation where outside effects on economic 
development are significant, consider any rural Min
nesota county that depends heavily on recreation, tour
ism, and seasonal residents for local jobs and income. 
Landowner actions that make the roadside less attrac
tive, pollute lakes and streams, threaten the value of 
lakeshore cabins, create traffic slowdowns and haz
harcls, and reduce in any way the enjoyment of the 
recreationist and the seasonal homeowner can do sub
stantial damage to the community's ability to sustain 
economic growth and development. In other areas, 
where recreation is not an important source of eco
nomic growth, sites for manufacturing plants may be 
chosen with some of the same considerations in mind. 
In rural counties, more than in urban centers, zoning 
to prevent harmful outside effects that hinder eco
nomic development is rapidly increasing in importance. 

Effect on property taxes 

This is a category of outside effects that is par
ticularly easy for local government officials to recog
nize. When property is developed that is more costly 
to serve with roads, water, sewer, schools, police and 
fire protection, and other government services, the 
taxpayer eventually feels the pinch. If lakeshore val
ues go clown because of lake water pollution, taxes on 
other property must go up or the level of public serv
ices must be reduced. When a new highway has to be 
built because an existing one has become useless for 
rapid through travel, public costs go up- and so do 
property taxes. These also hit the seasonal homeowner 
-when taxes go up, he starts to cast a wandering eye 
at other areas. 

u Another possibility may be the use of holding tanks, which are pumped out periodically. Technology and cost factors are changing continuously. 
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Development along this county highway means the pub lic 
must accept restricted speeds or use tax dollars to build 
more roads . 

Higher property taxes don't affect any one home
owner nearly as much as having a dance hall or a 
bowling alley built next door, but they indirectly af
fect everyone in the community. In a time when prop
erty taxes seem to be a universal problem, tax in
creases due to the outside effects of unwise land use 
and development cannot be discounted as inconse
quential. Careful zoning can h lp keep these at a 
minimum. 

Effect on the physical environment 

Many of the physical features of v ry community 
depend heavily on how privately us d land is used 
and developed. A driv throu gh the countryside will 
show anyone that som plac s ar m re attractive than 
others. Certain land use practices cl arly do not con
tribute to a pleasant environm nt. Accumulations of 
junk and trash, hodgepodg roadside development, the 
billboard alley, the clutt red up lakeshore, the pol
Jut d lake or stream, and th road congested with 
week nd traffic may all become part of th physi al 
environment of your home community, if they hav n't 
already. 

The outside eff cts of land use and development 
d cisions mad by you and your f llow citiz ns play a 
larg part in det rmining whether your community is 
on you can b proud to live in, one you can show 
your visiting friends or relativ s with pride- or one 
you have to mak excuses for. Unfortunately, the most 
dissatisfi d and onsci ntious landowner can do very 
little about this by hims If. The outsid eff cts them
s lv s may b almost impossibl to measure. But in a 
tim when soci ty is getting mor and mor con
e rn d about the "quality of lif ," the physical living 
environment can no long r b ignored. 

It is w ll to admit that som hannful outside f cts 
simply don't amount to nough to worry about, or are 
just a matter of I rsonal pr f ren . You may, for 

A study in contrasts: shop in Raymond (above) and Wel
come to Springfield. 

example, not lik the color your neighbor painted his 
hou · or you may f el that everyone should mow his 
lawn more often. But .this i really just being "per
snickity." Zoning is not int nded to control items that 
are simply matters of p rsonal pre£ renee. 
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Let's also admit that some harmful outside effects 
probably are inevitable if we are going to use our re
sources intelligently. Some agricultural odors are al
most unavoidable in farm counh·y, for example, and 
we can't enjoy water skiing without making waves 
and noise. Sometimes we adjust to harmful outside 
effects temporarily, knowing that they will last only 
so long. We put up with many harmful outside effects 
simply because the American way of life provides 
that, within reason, everyone is free to pursue his 
own happiness in his own way. 

But many harmful outside effects relating to land 
use and development have certain distinctive char
acteristics. First, they are long lasting- once land 
has been developed for a particular use it continues 
in that use for an extended period of time, regardless 
of its damaging effect on others. Second, as we have 
seen, land use may undermine sizable investments rep
resenting a lifetime of savings for innocent citizens 
who just happen to be unfortunate enough to get 
caught. Third, they often bear indirectly on large num
bers of people- sometimes entire communities. 
Fourth, they result from activities that are not nec
essary for the livelihood or the happiness of those who 
undertake them. Fifth, and perhaps most important, 
they are often the result of activities that prudent, 
respectable, and thoughtful landowners would not en
gage in anyway, simply because of their adverse ef
fects on fellow citizens. 

It is the harmful outside effects due to these types 
of land use and development activities that zoning 
seeks to keep to a minimum. Landowners who engage 
in such activities are unconcerned with their effect 
on fellow citizens, because they don't care or because 
they are unaware of the problems they are causing for 
others. Many times it is both. 

Outside Effects and Zoning 
What can zoning do about these kinds of harmful 

outside effects? Obviously, not as much as some over
zealous promoters of zoning claim. Zoning is not going 
to create an ideal world because, for one thing, ev
erybody's concept of an ideal world is different. But 
zoning doesn't have to solve all the world's problems 
to be worthwhile. Carefully considered zoning ordi
nances can be used to make a more pleasant life, pro
vided certain principles are followed. 

Look to the long run. Zoning standards and regu
lations must reflect concern over the long run develop
ment of the community. Zoning can be used to avoid 
situations in which the chances for short run gains are 
seen, but the equally large chance of long run losses 
are overlooked. In this context, zoning is a close rela
tive of conservation. It opposes unwise, shortsighted 
exploitation. It favors the wise use of resources over 
time. 

This concept is not without difficulties in a chang
ing society. If zoning standards and regulations are 
based on a well done comprehensive plan, the chances 
for mistakes are reduced, but some are probably in
evitable. The problem is that we'll probably make 
even more mistakes if we rely entirely on our natural 
tendency to concentrate on the present and let the 
future take care of itself. Zoning, taking the longrun 
perspective, looking at the future based on the pres
ent, should help us to counter-balance such short
sighted and human tendencies to err. 

Recognize both harmful and beneficial outside ef
fects. Successful zoning has to recognize beneficial 
outside effects as well as harmful ones. If we are 

Without zoning protection a vacant lot next door can pose a threat to this homeowner. See page 19. 
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Mobile homes can provide a very attractive housing alterna· 
tive. 

smart, we can have our cake and eat it as well. Lake
shore cottage own rs find it convenient to hav shop
ping and ent rtainm nt places nearby, but don't want 
them next door. So we an s t up several separate 
zon s within fairly small areas, (one for cabins, an 
other for commercial uses, etc.) and we can allow 
small conveni nee stor s in r sid ntial zones, but re
quire th m to provide parking spac s and screening 
from n ighboring cabins or residences. Rather than 
eliminating junkyards, d privin g the community of 
th ir onvenienc , w can set aside ar as wh re other 
"higher" uses, such as rural resid nc s, are not suited 
and require that all junkyards observe certain set
back and screening requirements. We don't simply 
outlaw billboards, but we do s t certain standards as 
to location, spacing, size and, wh re appropriate, color 
and shape. We allow mobile homes, so that this hous
ing alt rnative is availabl to local residents, but re
quire th m to be properly located on adequate-size, 
land caped lots or in well laid out and attractive mo
bile home parks. 

Zoning, correctly used, should not narrow the 
range of social and economic opportunities that are 
available in any given rural community. What it can 
and should b able to do is guide the nature and loca
tion of specific land use practices so that any damag
ing outside effects are kept to a minimum. 

Balance public gain against private loss. Some 
harmfu l ou tside effects clearly should be eliminated, 
such as th pollution of r creation waters by the pri
vate dumping of sewag wastes. Sometimes, however, 
th privat cos t that would have to be sustained (or, 
just as often, th private gain that would have to be 
giv n up) if a particular zoning requirement were en
forced is considerabl . Unl ss the public benefit from 

nforcing such a r striction is large enough to offset 
the priva te cost, zoning may be properly charged with 
being unreasonable and unfair to individual land
own rs. Under th se circumstances, an ordinance with 
such zoning r quirements might be hard to justify 
and have difficulty getting political support. Rather 
than letting th se kinds of circumstances thr aten the 
public support of zoning, it is better to use some other 
method to achi vc the desired results. 

Billboards can mar a pleasant approach to a small t own. 

CHAPTER 3. WHAT ZONING CAN- AND CANNOT- DO 

As with many public issu s, people t nd to take 
·tr m positions on the valu of zoning. Those fav r

ing it may mak claims that ar way beyond r ason
abl xp ctations. Thos opposing it may deny that 
zoning can do anything to make your community a 
b tt r pla to live. Both lailns n ed to be mod r
at d to be realistic. 

Rural zoning is not going to resolv all of th land 
use problems air ady appar nt in your ommunity. 
Neither i it going to pr vent all of your futur prob-
1 ms. In fact, not don properly, zoning can be a wast 
of tim . 

On the other hand, th r ar many ways that 
zonin g, intellig ntly applied and prop rly adminis
t red, an be useful. How us ful d p nds on the bar
a t r of th rural community itself. The pr s nee or 

abs nee of certain chm·act ristics are fairly accurate 
indicators of the value of zoning. Most of these indi
ators can be a ily observed by anyone who is a local 

re ident. Let's consid r a few of th m. 
One indicator i the rat of change in land use and 

d velopm nt. If such things as population, land use, 
traffi flow, resort activity ar table, and continue 
that way in your rural community, gains from zoning 
may b quite small . If thes factors ar changing 
rapidly zoning can h lp mak th h·ansitions smooth. 
Chang s may b oc uring without your noticing 
th m. How many new hom are b ing built, sp -
cially in the country? How many lakeshor umm r 
ottage ? How many billboard and junkyards ar 

th re today ompared with 5 y ar ago? How much 
mor h·affi i ther on str t and roads? How many 
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n w busin s es and industri s do you hav ? 
This does not m an you should simply f rget about 

zoning if hanges in your community are slow. I t may 
b that even gradual hange will ventually result in 
problems that zoning can pr v nt, and the rate of 
chang in the future ould b higher. But in localities 
with rapid han gc, zoning is a more urgent matt r. If 
it isn't done soon, it may be t o late to be truly effec
tive. In many communiti s, part of the damgc is al
ready done. 

nothcr indicator of the need for zonin g in a rural 
area is th extent to which lo al businesses and wage 
earners d p nd on na tural resources for their in ome 
and jobs. Zoning can protect farmin g from harmful 
outsid ffccts, but if farmin g isn't important to your 
econ my, the gains will be small. Zonin g can make 
your community more attractiv to tourists and out
door recr a tionists, but if to 1rism, outdoor r cr ation, 
and summer cottag s ]on't brin g much mon y into 
your ar a, gains from zoning may not b significant. 
But where farming is important, natural resources are 
vital, and the numb r of touri ts, r creationists, and 
seasonal r sidents is increasin g, the as for zoning 
gets v ry strong ind eel . 

Finall y, zoning is more worthwhile if s vera! land 
uses ar mixe ] over the landscape. V\lhere forestry, 
recr ation, agriculture, and rural r sid ncy are all 
present, zonin g can help to keep things in harmony. 
Many times several different r creational uses conflict 
and caus problems. D ifferent Jan ] us s within agri
cultur also may b in conflict. Rem mber the song 
in the Broadway musical, "Oklahoma," about the farm
ers and the ranchers n eding to be fri ends. In a rural 
ar a characterized by the domin ance of one specific 
land use the value of zoning may b limited. 

Trap shooting is one recreational land use that doesn 't mix 
with res idences. 

What, Specifically, Can Zoning Accomplish? 

Remembering that rural zoning will be more ef
fective und r some circumstances than others, let's look 
at some of the specific potential accomplishments of 
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rural zoning. Grouped according to categories of land
scape fea tures, adequate zoning, used properly and 
under the right conditions, can do the followin g: 

Farms 

• Discourage nonfarm development in farming 
areas . 

• Protect farmers from limitations on spraying, ma
chinery operation, and manure disposal by limiting 
the number of future nonfarm rural residents. 

• Reduce local traffic on roads used by farmers to 
transfer field machinery. 

• Keep rural water tables from b ing lowered due 
to new wells for nonfarm purposes. 

• R duce problems of theft , trespassing, and lia
bility suits for farm rs in areas where future mixtures 
of farms and rural residenc s and subdivisions might 
occur. 

• Protect farmers from having to pay excessive 
property taxes or assessments to finance public serv
ices to new rural residents. 

• Prevent junkyards, rural slum developments, and 
offensiv industri s from locating near farmland ripe 
for development as a resid ntial area. 

Lakeshore Areas and Summer Cottages 

• Keep enough space b tween cottages to insure 
privacy. 



• Keep noisy drive-ins, taverns, teenage dance 
halls, and other incompatible land uses out of quiet 
cottage areas. 

• Pr s rve the shor line scenery by requiring set
backs for cottages and other structures. 

• Set aside certain lakes for motor boats and water
skiing and others for fishin g and quiet njoyment. 

• S t time limits for or prohibit c rtain surface wa
ter activiti s, such as wat rskiing, on parts or all of 
specific lakes. 

• Lessen th chance of lake pollution or excessiv 
nutri nt enrichment by r quiring lots large nough for 
adequat s ptic tank systems. 

• Keep animal feedlots far enough away to pre
vent lak pollution. 

• R quire large enough lots and adequate spacing 
so well water will not b pollut d by septic tank £
flu ent. 

• Discourag som developm nts wh r the cost 
of providing ad quat access roads is xc sive. 

Residences 

• Pr v nt your neighbor from building so clos to 
your property or so high that hi buildings cut off your 
light and air movement and reduc your privacy. 

• Insur that side yards ar large enough so that 
fire fighting quipment can g tin. 

• K ep tiny shacks and small mobile hom s out of 
areas with hom s which r pr s nt a larger inv stment. 

• R quire that mobil homes outside mobile hom 
parks b some mm1mum siz and locat d on ad -
quately landscap d privat lots. 

• Pr v nt th use of cellars as resid n es for an 
unreasonabl and xt nd d p riod of tim . 

• Ke p incompatible uses, such as industries, tav
erns, and filling stations, out of designated residential 
areas. 

• Require houses under construction to be com
pi ted within a sp cific, reasonable p riod of time or 
vacat d. 

• K p new signs and billboards out of r sid ntial 
areas and s t a deadline for liminating existing on s. 

Roads and Streets 

• Help to ke p traffic moving through comm rcial 
sections by requiring business establishm nts to have 
enough offsh·eet parking space and loading faciliti s. 

• Encourage traffic gen rators, such as shopping 
cent rs, ntertainment place , and drive-ins to locate 
wh re roads are ad quate and traffic won't disturb 
residential areas. 

Tract development standards can require parking arrange
ments that don't involve backing into highway traffic. 
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• Discourage development along major travel 
routes that would cause traffic congestion. 

• Space out entrance points to major roads to keep 
in terferences with traffic to a minimum. 

• Make streets and highways safer and snowplow
ing easier by requiring setbacks for residences, busi
nesses, and other structures. 

General Physical Environment of the Community 

• Require junkyards to use appropriate locations, 
be set back from the road, and screened by a fence. 

• Limit the location and size of signs and bill
boards. 

• Make special provisions for protecting the scen
ery along roads leading to parks and tourist attrac
tions. 

• Reduce the accumulation of junk and trash along 
roadsides. 

• Keep noisy activities away from hospitals, rest 
homes, churches, and schools . 

• Help to keep land available for industrial and 
commercial developments. 

• Require private campgrounds to be located and 
developed so that nearby properties and public facili
ties do not suffer as a result. 

• Discourage or prevent structures on land fre
quently flooded. 

• Insure that mobile home parks observe standards 
of density and layout, are properly screened, and have 
adequate facilities for the use of residents. 

• Keep unwanted stores in residential districts and 
houses in commercial and industrial districts from be
ing rebuilt after they have been destroyed by fire or 
otherwise eliminated. 

So much for what rural zoning might accomplish 
under favorable conditions. Naturally, not every com
munity will use zoning for all of these purposes. These 
are just examples. 
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What Zoning Cannot Do 
It is easy for zoning enthusiasts to overlook its 

limitations or to confuse zoning with other r gulatory 
devic s, such as subdivision regulations and sanitary 
codes. It's also common for zoning critics to sincerely 
believ zoning controls will be used in ways that are 
clearly beyond legal boundaries established by the 
constitution and elsewhere. The following lists include 
two kinds of specific accomplishments that are beyond 
the reach of the rural community that relies exclu
sively on rural zoning. 

Group A includes achievements that a government 
unit can r alize only through nonregulatory measures, 
such as the acquisition of property rig~, or through 
other kinds of regulatory codes and ordinances. Group 
B consists of items that cannot be achieved through 
zoning because of legal limitations flowing from fed
eral and state constitutions, court decisions, and statu
tory laws or because of the nature of zoning as a pub
lic d cision needing political support. 

Group A. Can be done by other government ac
tions, (sometimes indicated in parentheses) but not by 
zoning. Zoning cannot: 

• Pay a landowner to compensate him for a loss 
in prop rty valu because of restrictions on land use 
and developm nt. 

• Give a local gov rnm nt r presentative th right 
to enter private prop rty except for purposes of in
spection. 

• Force an immediat c ssation of a land use prac
tice that is a public nuisance. (court order) 

• Leave w tlands or a slough in private owner
ship, but give a governmental unit the exclusive right 
to drain it, ther by prev nting drainage and providing 
waterfowl habitat. (eas m nt) 



• Give the public the right to use land next to a 
public stream or lake for access to public waters. (pur
chase of access rights) 

• Assure a landowner that his property will not be 
assessed for taxing purposes above its value for uses 
permitted by existing zoning regulations. (special state 
law required) 

• Require a developer to dedicate land in a new 
development for public schools, parks, streets, or lake 
access. (subdivision regulations)12 

• Assure that buildings are constructed in accord
ance with recommended fire protection standards or 
standards of structural soundness. (building code) 

• Force homeowners to install septic tank systems 
that are adequate for existing soil and water table con
ditions. (sanitary code)13 

• Prevent buildings from being constructed on 
privately owned land desired later for roads, schools, 
parks, or other public purposes. (official map, not the 
same as an official zoning map). 

• Give a public body the right to build a drainage 
ditch across your property. (easement) 

• Force you to allow the crossing of your property 
by pipelines and utility lines. (condemnation and emi
nent domain) 

• Keep the water level in your lake from fluctuat
ing. 

• Require that you give the government first re
fusal rights if you decide to offer your property for 
sale. (purchase option) 

• Prevent you from filling or otherwise improving 
wet marshy areas bordering a public lake or stream. 
(easement) 

• Restrict the use of property to public recreation, 
such as hunting, camping, fishing, or picnicking. 

• Prevent unscrupulous builders from constructing 
and selling cheaply built homes. (building code) 

Group B. Cannot be accomplished through zoning 
because of legal, political or practical limitations. Zon
ing cannot: 

• Prevent mineral or petroleum exploration and 
withdrawal by someone owning mineral or petroleum 
rights to your land. 

• Make a private owner open his land for hunting 
if he posts his land properly, informing hunters that no 
trespassing will be allowed. 

• Force landowners to stop using buildings and 
other fixed location investments before they have had 
a reasonable time to recover their investment. 

• Prevent land from being developed for a certain 
use unless there are alternative ways that the land can 
be used or developed to provide a reasonable return. 

• Stop plans for a highly profitable development of 
a particular piece of property unless the damage to the 
community as a result of harmful outside effects is 
great enough to justify preventing the development. 

• Effectively control the location of public uses, 
such as highway equipment sheds, sewage treatment 
plants, sanitary land fills, public schools, and other 
public buildings. 

• Assure that land will be developed in certain 
ways. Zoning can only prevent other incompatible de
velopment. 

• Keep land in farming for a long period when it is 
close to a rapidly expanding city. 

• Prevent you from selling your property to anyone 
you choose. 

• Enforce residential standards that are beyond the 
financial reach of all but a small proportion of local 
citizens. 

• Be used to exclude ethnic minority groups from a 
community. 

• Be used capriciously to satisfy grudges against 
particular landowners. 

• Do anything really worthwhile if haphazard re
zoning and administration carelessly allow unneces
sary deviations from the original plan. 

• Be enforced effectively unless all citizens are 
kept informed and up-to-date on zoning requirements. 

• Force people to paint and repair their own build
ings. 

• Keep land use and development from changing 
to "keep up with the times,": it can't stop or rollback 
the clock. 

• Guarantee the success of well drilling in areas 
zoned for residential development. (It can increase the 
probability of success.) 

• Prevent counties, cities or townships adjacent to 
your county from putting a heavy industry zone next 
to an area you have zoned for single family homes. 

• Tell farmers what to plant or what livestock to 
keep except in extreme cases in built-up urbanized 
areas. 

These lists should help you to develop a perspec
tive on the value of zoning in your community. Keep 
in mind that zoning's accomplishments depend prim
marily on the regulations and standards in a particular 
ordinance, as determined by local people. The achieve
ments listed here simply reflect some of the possibili-

,. Subdivision or platting regulations may be contained in the same ordinance as zoning regulations. This does not change the fact that subdivision con- · 
trois and zoning nrc two different kinds of regulatory controls. 

1S Local laws, labeled zoning ordinances, often stipulate that n sanitation code, which does regulate private sewage disposal systems, must be observed. 
Such a stipulation, although part of the total regulatory picture, is simply a reference to another type of control and should not be considered zoning. 
Sometimes sanitation codes nnd zoning regulations nre contained in a single local ordinance, causing considerable confusion. 
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ties under zoning, if relevant regulations and standards 
are enforced. Remember also that zoning does not 
have to be used all by itself. Zoning usually will be 

much more effective if it is combined with other mea
sures, permitting the combination to accomplish some 
of the things on the cannot list. 

CHAPTER 4. NONTRUTHS ABOUT ZONING 

Nontruths about zoning run rampant. They are 
surely responsible for part of the opposition to rural 
zoning; they are also common among zoning support
ers. They create a great deal of the misunderstanding 
that makes it difficult for the democratic process to 
function effectively. 

You've already been exposed to some 50 nontruths 
about zoning. Anytime you hear someone say that 
zoning is going to achieve something on one of the 
cannot lists in the preceding chapter, you are hearing 
a nontruth. Anytime someone claims zoning cannot 
accomplish any of the items on the can-do list, you 
may be hearing a nontruth, depending on provisions 
in the local ordinance. Misconceptions about zoning 
don't stop with confusion about what zoning can and 
cannot do in a rural community. Many other non
truths are widely accepted even though they are in 
error. Some of the more common ones are discussed in 
this chapter. 

Nontruth Number I 

"Zoning is unconstitutional." 

This was settled a long time ago in a now famous 
U.S. Supreme Court decision: Village of Euclid, 
(Ohio), v. Ambler Realty Company (1926). The Su
preme Court said every state could give its local gov
ernment units the power to regulate the use and de
velopment of private land and that local units could 
exercise those rights as long as it was needed to pro
tect the public health, safety, morals, and general wel
fare. Although this sounds simple enough, it has been 
complicated by the fact that the fifth and the fourteen
th amendment to the U. S. Constitution prohibit de
priving any person of private property for public pur
poses without "due process of law," which is interpret
ed to mean some form of compensation or payment. 
Some have claimed that zoning, by limiting how prop
erty is used, has the practical effect of reducing its 
value and is therefore a partial "taking" for which pay
ment should be made. 

Not so, the courts have said, as long as it is neces
sary to protect the public from the undesirable con
sequences of unplanned growth and unrestricted land 
use practices. Although excessive, severe, arbitrary, 
and discriminatory restrictions are unconstitutional, 
hundreds of court decisions at the state level have 
almost unanimously upheld zoning as constitutional. 
There seems to be no question that zoning, properly 
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used, is legal and constitutional except in instances 
where it was clear that zoning powers were being used 
capriciously, for political reasons, for purposes that 
had no practical connection with the public health, 
morals, safety or welfare of the community, or simply 
to avoid proper compensation to a private landowner. 

Nontruth Number 2 

"Zoning is a way to keep certain develop
ments, such as mobile home courts and junkyards 
from locating anywhere in your community." 

This is a fairly common misuse of zoning, especial
ly for small units of government. All this usually does 
is create problems for someone else by making nearby 
unzoned areas the dumping grounds for so-called un
desirable land uses. What zoning should do, and does 
when it is used intelligently, is to provide a place for 
every kind of land use wanted in a community. This 
well-balanced but zoned community will contain uses 
that are incompatible with others, but will cause them 
to be located separately to avoid conflicts. There are 
advantages as well as disadvantages to having junk
yards, dumps or landfills, mobile home parks, and 
camp grounds in your community, especially if zoning 
laws enforce reasonable standards of development and 
require buffer zones or screening to protect the inter
ests of nearby landowners. 

When this issue has been taken to the courts, judi
cial statements are decisive in saying that zoning can
not be used for purposes of unreasonable exclusion of 
particular land uses from an entire jurisdiction. If a 
broad view is taken, common sense reaches the same 
conclusion. Only when exclusion of a land use is ob
viously related to the health, safety, morals and wel
fare of the community, such as excluding slaughter 
houses from a village almost completely built up with 
residences, is the exclusion valid. 

Nontruth Number 3 
"Zoning helps the big guy-hurts the little guy." 

Here is a charge you will often hear about zoning; 
it is frequently based on false reasoning or malicious 
rumors. The big guy doesn't need zoning. He can pro
tect himself from losses on his residential investment 
by buying the surrounding land. If he does suffer 



financial damage due to the use and development of 
nearby property, he has the money to take it to court. 
And any reduction in property taxes due to zoning 
means less to him because they are a smaller propor
tion of his income. 

Not so for the little guy. He can't afford to buy 
enough land to protect his investment in a house, 
which is a larger proportion of his lifetime income 
than it is for the more wealthy. He can't afford the 
time and expense to take damage suits to court. And 
he is hurt more by higher property taxes in communi
ties that have inefficient public services because of the 
absence of zoning.l4 

Zoning does often help out the owner of underde
veloped land, who may turn out to be a big guy. But 
it may be a little guy as well. And protecting property 
values may have substantial benefits for the whole 
community, which nearly always has a majority of 
little guys. 

The little guy who believes that zoning hurts him 
and helps his wealthy neighbor is only kidding him
self. Zoning gives him some of the advantages that the 
big guy can readily afford to get for himself. 

Zoning's sideyard req uirements wou ld have protected this 
home owner from the big guy. 

Nontruth Number 4 
"Zoning is immoral and unethical." 

A b li f that zoning is immoral and un thical is 
usually held only by p opl who have a very strong 
p rsonal bias against zoning. As should be cl ar by 
now, zoning, rather than being immoral or unethical 

itself, protects the average citizen and the community 
from what might be called the immoral or unethical 
acts of careless or unscrupulous landowner neighbors. 
In our legal system no landowner has ever had the 
right to completely disregard the welfare of others in 
the way he uses his own property. Without zoning, a 
citizen who suffers from a neighbor's land use practices 
can bring suit to have a land use declared a nuisance, 
thus forcing it to be discontinued, with the possibility 
of collecting damages. But this has to follow, not pre
cede, the actual damage. It is a costly and very cum
bersome way to resolve land use conflicts that could 
have been prevented if zoning had been adopted 
earlier. 

Nontruth Number 5 
"If zoning laws restrict land in a certain zon

ing district to uses for farm purposes, property 
taxes will be based only on the land's value for 
farming." 

This has been used as an argument for zoning in 
the past, but it normally hasn't worked out that way. 
Most of our experience with exclusive agricultural 
zoning of land near urban centers has been in Cali
tornia. Th ass ssors th re said: no die , zoning is too 
easy to chang . The pres nt mark t value of land in a 
farming zon is higher where the chance for a change 
to a nonfarm u is great r, r gardless of current re
strictions. Unles z ning is combin d with other ar
rangements, such as th special laws for taxing farm 
property, it will have littl or no effect on th level of 
assessment of either farm or nonfarm prop rty.l" 

Nontruth Number 6 
"Zoning aff cts everybody, so ev rybody 

should get a chance to vot on it." 

This is a nontruth about z ning that s ems logical 
to fair numb rs of p ople. What th y forg t is that 
rural zoning is just one of many local governm nt de
cisions that aff ct ev ryon in the community. Local 
gov rnment could not function if everything had to be 
vot d on by all the ligible citiz ns. Just because zon
ing is new doesn't make it that much more important 
than many oth r d cisions. Property valu s are affect-
d by zoning, to be sure. But they are aff ct d just as 

much or more by e t nding or improving a county 
road, providing sup rior fir prot ction service, or 
having an outstanding public s hool system. 

Straw vote on zoning can be tak n if th y are re
quest d by th publi . Th r sults ar only advisory to 
the county board, how ver. 

14 Property taxes usually take a larger percentage of the income of lower income citizen than of those who are wealthy. 
'" Minnesota law permits preferential tax treatment for farm property but makes no provision for linking it to local zoning practices. 
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Nontruth Number 7 

"If we get a zoning ordinance passed in time, 
our troubles are over." 

That this is a nontruth should be evident to any
one who has been reading this publication. Passing the 
ordinance is just one step. If rural zoning is not en
forced, it will do nothing for your community except 
give honest citizens a false sense of security. 

Nontruth Number 8 

"Zoning will give the zoning administrator the 
right to tell farmers what they can and what they 
can't plant in their fields." 

It's hard to understand how this rumor got started. 
Most rural zoning ordinances place no restrictions on 
agriculture except highway setback standards. Some 
even exempt farming from observing this simple re
quirement. Farmers are probably the people least af
fected by zoning. 

There are exceptions. When farming is continued 
in an area already built-up with homes, zoning may 
attempt to keep farm activities and odors from disturb
ing nonfarm residents. In some instances farmers who 
have sold off acreage for a good price are the main of
fenders. 

In most instances, zoning places no restrictions on 
farm operations and only small restrictions on the set
back of fatm buildings. The reason is simple. Farmers, 
because they own large tracts of land, do not create 
harmful outside effects from using their property for 
farm purposes. If everyone were a farmer, rural zon
ing would not be the isue it is today. It is because so 
many rural people are not farmers, do not own large 
tracts of land, and do engage in land use practices 
that create harmful outside effects for other citizens 
that we have turned to rural zoning to keep the mem
bers of our mixed urban-rural society living together 
harmoniously. 
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