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Community Character
 Exploring the preservation of local 

character in Decatur’s 
neighborhoods, this session will 
include an exploration of the 
issues, a review of possible tools, 
the advantages and disadvantage 
of each, and a public discussion 
around competing goals. 



Tonight’s Agenda
 What shapes the (physical) character of place?

Table Discussion: What are the issues in Decatur?

 How is character regulated today?

Table Discussion: How could the issues be regulated more ?

Table Discussion : Should the issues be regulated more?

 What are some possible tools?

Table Discussion: What tools could address the issues that should be 
regulated more?



What shapes the (physical) character 
of a place?

Caleb Racicot, TSW



• Topography & natural systems

• Streets & public spaces

• Trees & landscaping

• How the house sits on its lot

• How big the house is 

• The house’s design



Urbanism and Architecture
 Urbanism – “the body”

Building type

Lot placement

Massing

Relationship to street 

Landscaping

 Measurable and objective

Setbacks, lot cover, height, etc.



Urbanism and Architecture
 Architecture – “the clothes”

Materials

Openings (windows, doors)

Façade composition

Styles

 Sometimes measurable

 Sometimes objective

More Objective

More Subjective



Urbanism + Architecture = 

Physical Place



What are the issues in Decatur?
 Break into groups

 Use the index cards to brainstorm:

What have you felt?

What have you seen?

What have you heard?



How is character regulated today?

Caleb Racicot, TSW

Karen Huebner



How is character regulated today?
 Appendix A: Zoning Ordinance

 Chapter 58: Historic preservation



Zoning Ordinance
 Regulates elements of urbanism

Lot coverage

Floor area ratio (FAR)

Setbacks

Building height

First floor elevation

Buildable 
envelope

Source: City of Austin



Zoning Ordinance
 Many lots that are zoned R-60, but are 

sub-standard (i.e. non-conforming)

 R-60 Standards
Min. Lot Width: 60 ft
Min. Lot Depth: 120 ft
Min. Lot Area:  9,000 sf
Max. Lot Coverage: 40%
Min. Front Yard: 30 feet
Min. Side Yard: 10 ft
Max. Building Height: 35 ft



Zoning Ordinance
 Limits on the first floor elevation and 

grade of new houses

 Ability to match a block’s average front 
setback

 The non-conforming R-60 “sliding scale”

Reduced heights and setbacks

More lot coverage (for new houses)

Ability to modify (but not exceed) lot 
coverage for existing houses

This could not be built 
today under current 

regulations.



Zoning Ordinance
 Plans that comply are approved by 

City staff

 Plans that do not comply must seek 
a variance from the ZBA



Zoning Ordinance
 There are no demolition delay or 

notification requirements



Historic Preservation
 Use of the State’s model ordinance

 Two historic sites

Old DeKalb County Courthouse 

Scottish Rite Hospital 

 Four districts

McDonough-Adams-Kings-Highway

Clairemont Avenue

Ponce de Leon Court

Old Decatur



Historic Preservation
 The strongest tool for preserving 

character

 Historic Preservation Commission

 Certificate of appropriateness

Required for a material change in 
the appearance

Demolition, exterior renovation, 
new construction



Designation Process
 Nominations by City or neighborhoods

 Typical 120 day process
90 day moratorium begins
Legal advertisement 
Report to the State HPD
Property owner notification (of hearing)
Historic Preservation Commission hearing
City Commission hearing (decisions ends 
moratorium)
Property owner notification (of decision)



Table Discussion
 How could the issues be regulated 

more?

Are the issues you identified 
better regulated by the zoning 
ordinance or historic 
preservation?

 Create two piles.



Table Discussion
 Now that you understand how an 

issue could be regulated more, ask 
yourself if it should be.

 Remove issue cards from the pile 
that you are uncomfortable 
regulating more.



What are some potential tools?

Lee Einsweiler, Code Studio



R-50 District
 What is it?

A district that reflects the existing 
patterns of many neighborhoods

Metrics best created by measuring 
existing neighborhoods

 How is development approved?

Administratively by staff

Variances by ZBA

Potential R-50 Standards

Min. Lot Width: 50 ft

Min. Lot Depth: ???

Min. Lot Area:  ???

Max. Lot Coverage: ???

Min. Front Yard: ???

Min. Side Yard: ????

Max. Building Height: ????

Potential R-50 Standards

Min. Lot Width: 50 ft

Min. Lot Depth: ???

Min. Lot Area:  ???

Max. Lot Coverage: ???

Min. Front Yard: ???

Min. Side Yard: ????

Max. Building Height: ????





Demolition Delay
 What is it?

A period before a demolition permit 
can be issued by the City

Requirement to notify affected 
neighbors

 What isn’t it?

Prohibition of demolition 
(prohibition is what historic districts 
are for)



Minimal Architectural Standards
 What is it?

Minimum standards that new 
houses must comply with

 What isn’t it?

Regulation of style or restrictive 
architectural control

 How is development approved?

Administratively, ZBA

Potential Standards

Limiting certain materials;
Requiring front windows, doors;
Defining porch or stoop design;

Other? 

Potential Standards

Limiting certain materials;
Requiring front windows, doors;
Defining porch or stoop design;

Other? 



Buildable Envelope:

Reduced Building Height
 What is it?

Reduction of maximum building 
height from current 35 feet



Buildable Envelope:

Transitional Height Plane 
 What is it?

An inward sloping plane to limit 
building height, per the Infill 
Housing Study

Specifics TBD 



Buildable Envelope:

Compatibility Incentives
 What is it?

Incentives for 1 or 1.5 story 
buildings, potentially including 
reduced side and rear setbacks, 
greater lot coverage, etc.



Buildable Envelope:

Expansion Setback Compliance
 What is it?

Require expansion of non-
conforming houses to comply with 
setbacks requirements (or seek a 
variance)



Buildable Envelope:

Side Wall Articulation
 What is it?

Require the sides of houses to 
break of the massing every so 
often 



Buildable Envelope
 How is development approved?

Administratively by staff within 
the envelope, or

Administratively by staff mostly 
within the envelope, or

By design review board (HPC?) 
outside of envelope.

Source: City of Austin



Table Discussion
 Review the issues you would feel 

comfortable regulating.

 If any of these tools would be 
appropriate to address the issues, 
write it on the back of the card.

 If other tools would be appropriate, 
write it on the back of the card.



Next Hack the Code Session
 March 26, 2013

 Stormwater

How can post-development 
stormwater be better managed, 
and how will such approaches 
affect concurrent goals such as 
tree preservation or housing 
diversity?


