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About the Urban Institute

▪ The Urban Institute is the trusted source for 

unbiased, authoritative insights that inform 

consequential choices about the well-being of 

people and places in the United States. We 

are a nonprofit research organization that 

believes decisions shaped by facts, rather than 

ideology, have the power to improve public 

policy and practice, strengthen communities, 

and transform people’s lives for the better.

▪ The views expressed are my own and should 

not be attributed to the Urban Institute, its 

trustees, or its funders.

OUR MISSION IS TO OPEN MINDS, 

SHAPE DECISIONS, AND OFFER 

SOLUTIONS THROUGH ECONOMIC 

AND SOCIAL POLICY RESEARCH.



Agenda

• What is zoning?

• Why was zoning developed?

• What are the consequences of zoning—
especially in terms of racial equity?

• How can zoning policy serve as a 
mechanism for positive change?

• Q&A



What is zoning?



Zoning is a key 
tool by which 
governments 
can regulate 
land use and 
building form
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Zoning map

Zoning text

Source: City of Portland (http://portlandmaine.gov/DocumentCenter/View/1080/Chapter-14-Land-Use-ReCode---
Revised-7192021?bidId=)

http://portlandmaine.gov/DocumentCenter/View/1080/Chapter-14-Land-Use-ReCode---Revised-7192021?bidId=


Zoning map & 
text

A. 

Requirements 
& incentives

B.

Flexibility 
measures

C.

Administration

D.

Procedures

Elements of 
zoning
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Zoning map & 
text

Requirements 
& incentives

Flexibility 
measures

Administration

Procedures

Local zoning 
in context
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State and federal regulations

The real-estate market
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Why was zoning developed?



Planning is an 
ancient 
tradition
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Timgad, Algeria, built ~100 CE

Source: History of the Ancient World (https://historyoftheancientworld.tumblr.com/post/173099842844/a-
spectacular-aerial-view-of-the-expansive-ruins)

https://historyoftheancientworld.tumblr.com/post/173099842844/a-spectacular-aerial-view-of-the-expansive-ruins


The idea of 
dividing cities 
into “zones” 
for developers 
is about 150 
years old
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Frankfurt, 1870s Euclid, OH, 1922

Sources: City of Euclid 
(http://www.cityofeuclid.com/community/development/PlanningandZoningDivision/EuclideanZoningHistoricDocum
ents); ARL (https://www.arl-net.de/de/content/planning-system-germany-11-history-building-law)

http://www.cityofeuclid.com/community/development/PlanningandZoningDivision/EuclideanZoningHistoricDocuments
https://www.arl-net.de/de/content/planning-system-germany-11-history-building-law


Why 
zoning?
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Crowding
• Address the 

perception that 
closely knit 
communities were 
bad for health

Sources: Skyscraper Museum (https://skyscraper.org/housing-density/history/); The New York Times 
(https://www.nytimes.com/2017/02/28/nyregion/new-york-city-smog.html) 

Pollution
• Address the 

negative impacts of 
living near 
industrial uses

https://skyscraper.org/housing-density/history/
https://www.nytimes.com/2017/02/28/nyregion/new-york-city-smog.html


Why 
zoning?
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An 1878 anti-Chinese cartoon in S.F.

Source: Hoodline (https://hoodline.com/2015/08/yick-wo-and-the-san-francisco-laundry-litigation-of-the-late-
1800s/) 

• The earliest zoning 
codes were 
implemented with 
racist motivations

• Zoning out industrial 
uses was motivated 
by stopping 
integration

https://hoodline.com/2015/08/yick-wo-and-the-san-francisco-laundry-litigation-of-the-late-1800s/


Why 
zoning?
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Arguments against apartments in San Diego

Source: Adriana Heldiz, Voice of San Diego (https://www.voiceofsandiego.org/topics/land-use/single-family-zonings-
century-of-supremacy-in-san-diego/) 

• Anti-density 
standards were 
premised on 
inaccurate claims of 
environmental 
determinism

• They had racially 
disparate effects

https://www.voiceofsandiego.org/topics/land-use/single-family-zonings-century-of-supremacy-in-san-diego/


The real-estate 
market and 
the public also 
contributed to 
racist land use
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Claremont Court, Berkeley, California

Source: KQED (https://www.kqed.org/news/11840548/the-racist-history-of-single-family-home-zoning) 

• Landlords advocated 
for single-family 
zoning and used 
covenants to prevent 
people of color from 
living in certain 
neighborhoods 

https://www.kqed.org/news/11840548/the-racist-history-of-single-family-home-zoning


The real-estate 
market and 
the public also 
contributed to 
racist land use
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Neighborhood ratings, Boston, MA, 1933

Source: Mapping Inequality (https://dsl.richmond.edu/panorama/redlining/#loc=14/42.75/-71.141&city=haverhill-
ma) 

• Government officials 
and real-estate 
industry used racist 
and classist logic to 
underinvest in poor, 
minority 
neighborhoods

https://dsl.richmond.edu/panorama/redlining/#loc=14/42.75/-71.141&city=haverhill-ma


What kinds of 
cities has 
zoning 
produced?
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Single-family zoning in major US cities

Source: New York Times (https://www.nytimes.com/interactive/2019/06/18/upshot/cities-across-america-question-
single-family-zoning.html) 

• Most neighborhoods 
in cities nationwide 
continue to be zoned 
only for single-
family homes

https://www.nytimes.com/interactive/2019/06/18/upshot/cities-across-america-question-single-family-zoning.html


What are the consequences of zoning—particularly 
for racial equity?



The problems 
with single-
family home 
requirements

• Increases costs.

• Limits options.

• Exacerbates segregation.

• Encourages car use.

• Makes alternatives difficult 
to build.
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The US is not 
building enough 
housing

• The US built half as 
many units per 
capita in the 2010s 
as it did in the 
1960s through 
1980s
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1960s 1970s 1980s 1990s 2000s 2010s

Housing units started/1,000 U.S. residents, for 

the average year in each decade

Source: St. Louis Federal Reserve (https://fred.stlouisfed.org/series/HOUST#0) 

https://fred.stlouisfed.org/series/HOUST#0


The US has a 
gap in ‘missing 
middle’ housing

21Source: Opticos (https://missingmiddlehousing.com) 

https://missingmiddlehousing.com/
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https://fred.stlouisfed.org/series/HOUST#0


US affordable 
housing 
construction is 
declining

23Source: L. Vale and Y. Freemark (2019), “The Privatization of American Public Housing.”



Most Americans 
who need 
affordable 
housing—by 
which we mean 
paying <30% of 
incomes to 
rent—don’t 
have it
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Private market

Public 

assistance

Unassisted

Of 12 million extremely low-income families in the 

United States, more than half are paying too much for 

housing

Source: Urban Institute (https://apps.urban.org/features/rental-housing-crisis-map/) 

https://apps.urban.org/features/rental-housing-crisis-map/


The stock of 
affordable 
rental housing 
is shrinking 
rapidly

• The number of 
cheap rental units 
declined by 4 
million between 
2011-2017.
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2011 2012 2013 2014 2015 2016 2017

The stock of housing units in the U.S. renting 

for $800 or less (2017$)

Source: JCHS 
(https://www.jchs.harvard.edu/sites/default/files/reports/files/Harvard_JCHS_State_of_the_Nations_Housing_2019%20%281%29.pdf) 

https://www.jchs.harvard.edu/sites/default/files/reports/files/Harvard_JCHS_State_of_the_Nations_Housing_2019%20%281%29.pdf


26Source: 2018 American Community Survey and 2019 US Financial Health Pulse data.

People of color are 
disproportionately 
renters
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People of color 
are more likely to 
have difficulty 
paying rent

Source: 2019 US Financial Health data.
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Black renters 
experience high 
rates of evictions
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The combination of:

- Restrictive local zoning codes
- Low construction overall
- Limited investment in affordable housing
- Rising real estate prices…

Limits access to opportunity, making it difficult for 
low-income people, particularly people of color, to 
access public services, jobs, and other essential needs.

Source: Opportunity Insights.



Enabling low-
income folks to 
move to 
opportunity 
communities 
has significant 
positive impacts
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- Increase in income

- Less incarceration

- Amenities are more available

- Better mental and physical 
health outcomes

Source: Opportunity Insights.



How can zoning policy serve as a mechanism for 
positive change?



Zoning map & 
text

Requirements 
& incentives

Flexibility 
measures

Administration

Procedures

Elements of 
zoning
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• All elements of 
zoning must be 
addressed to 
increase racial 
equity in 
communities



Zoning 
innovation

• New momentum

• New coalitions

• New approaches

Recent examples

• California SB 9

• Oregon SB 2001

• Minneapolis 2040
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Cut the red 
tape

• Streamline review

• Reduce discretion
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Allow increased 
density

• Build bigger

• Build smaller
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Identify the means to 
boost affordability

• Inclusionary zoning

• Density bonuses

• Eliminating parking 
requirements

• Disposition of public land
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• Rigorous enforcement of state and federal fair housing laws

• Renewed commitment to public subsidies

• Pair reforms with tenant protections to prevent displacement

• New decision-making tables and robust community engagement

• Regional approaches and state oversight

• Data, metrics and accountability

37

Recenter race in zoning 
policy
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