
Adaptive Reuse Program Strategy Report
Chandler, Arizona
February 6, 2015

intRoduCtion
This document sets forth a strategy for establishing a formal 
Adaptive Reuse program in Chandler. It provides an analysis of 
existing conditions, particularly with respect to regulations that 
influence feasibility of such projects and recommends actions 
to facilitate reuse. 

EXECutiVE SuMMARY
In common usage, adaptive reuse is the process of converting 
an existing building to a new use. For purposes of this study, it 
may also include expanding such properties, and in some cases 
constructing a new building on what is now a vacant lot, but within 
a generally built-out area. The emphasis is on buildings originally 
constructed for commercial or industrial uses, but residential 
structures that are to be converted to commercial uses are also 
a part of the program. 

When adapting an existing building to a new use, compliance with 
contemporary codes is frequently an issue. Smaller free-standing 
buildings, those of less than 5,000 square feet, can present some 
of the greatest challenges, because space may not be available 
to accommodate all of the requirements of contemporary codes. 
These buildings often exist on small parcels, which also constrains 
site design, including parking, landscaping and drainage. On 
the other hand, adaptive reuse issues also can exist for larger 
buildings, and even older shopping centers. These have different 
challenges that are in part related to market conditions, but 
finding appropriate uses and even encouraging redevelopment 
and increasing density in these centers, can be issues. 

PROJECT ObJECTivEs
•	 Predictable
•	 Less	discretionary
•	 User	friendly
•	 More	flexible
•	 Maintain	health	and	safety
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In some situations, properties are physically constrained in ways 
that impede compliance with city regulations. In others, the 
cost and time required to fully comply discourages investment. 
Sometimes, finding an interim use is the goal for any of these 
property types, and the cost of improvement must be balanced 
with the prospects for short-term payback. 

From the city’s standpoint, reactivating these properties and 
enhancing them helps to generate jobs, provide services to 
established neighborhoods, and contributes tax revenues that 
support community services.

Chandler has put several tools into place that facilitate adaptive 
reuse, but they are not as coordinated as they should be, and 
other refinements to regulations and permitting processes are 
needed to further encourage adaptive reuse. A more consistent, 
readily apparent and user-friendly program is needed.

Chandler’s Policy Base for Adaptive Reuse
Policy statements appear in several key documents that signal 
support for adaptively reusing existing properties. These include 
specific recommendations for reusing buildings, enhancing 
walkability by providing services nearby for established residential 
neighborhoods, and supporting job creation in the local economy.

In the General Plan, these statements appear:

Goal: Encourage Re-Use Of Obsolete 
Development. 

Objective: Provide strategic technical assistance and training 
for commercial, industrial and retail rehabilitation. 

Objective: Establish programs and incentives to encourage 
the compatible, adaptive re-use and modernization of vacant 
or deteriorating properties. 

Objective: Prioritize revitalization and redevelopment projects 
in consideration of General Plan Goals and Recommendations 
related to economic development and neighborhood planning. 

NOTE
The	project	area	under	review	
is	bounded	by	Ray	Road	on	the	
north;	McQueen	Road	on	the	east;	
Pecos	Road	on	the	south;	and	Alma	
School	on	the	west.
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CoMPonEntS oF An AdAPtiVE REuSE 
PRoGRAM
There are four key components to successful adaptive reuse 
programs:
• Flexibility in regulations
• Facilitated permitting
• Educational outreach
• Partnerships

These are the key recommendations for each of those components:

The Regulation Component
This component includes permitting related to zoning, building 
and fire codes, transportation and engineering. A key objective 
is to make the best use of discretionary flexibility that already 
exists in the Chandler permitting system such that decision-
makers can respond to individual projects expeditiously. A second 
objective is to formalize certain exceptions that are granted 
frequently to projects with similar conditions such that property 
owners can more readily anticipate the outcome of the permitting 
process.

Regulation Component Actions:
Publish a set of “guidelines for alternative design solutions.” 
(Phase 1)
Even where flexibility exists today, it is not clearly understood 
by many potential customers. These guidelines would provide 
clarity where flexibility is already available. They should establish 

ChaNdlER, az
adaPTivE REusE

Regulation Facilitation Education Partnerships

REgulaTiON

zoning Engineering life safety

TyPEs OF PROJECTs TO bE 
CONsidEREd
•	 Conversion	of	single	family	resi-

dence	to	business
•	 Convert	small	building	to	new	

use
•	 Reoccupy	vacant	building
•	 Renovate	space	in	a	shopping	

center
•	 Construct	addition	to	a	conform-

ing	property

PRiORiTiEs FOR aCTiON
Phase	1:	These	are	actions	that	
should	be	implemented	as	soon	
as	possible,	and	can	be	achieved	
with	relatively	simple	code	changes,	
policy	directives	or	through	informa-
tional	publications.

Phase	2:	These	are	actions	that	will	
require	more	work	to	accomplish,	
but	should	proceed	in	a	timely	
manner.

Phase	3:	These	are	actions	that	are	
more	substantial	in	nature,	and	may	
be	considered	once	the	effective-
ness	of	Phase	1	and	Phase	2	actions	
are	evaluated.	
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thresholds for applying the flexibility, indicating that when specific 
conditions are found, a certain range of exceptions will be available. 

For example, the guidelines would apply to:
• Buildings 5,000 square feet or less in area, or
• A parcel 15,000 square feet or less in area
• Buildings built before 1990

These guidelines would help staff in making their decisions, and 
would provide information to property owners in advance about 
the range of options they may have. (See the Draft Handbook 
for these guidelines.)

“Pre-package” some deviations from the hard-wired 
standards. (Phase 2)
For frequently occurring conditions, some “pre-approved” 
alternatives should be described. These could be framed as 
“guidelines” rather than alternative “standards” in order to make 
it clear that no effective change in the base zoning is occurring. 
For example, the number of parking spaces required may be 
further reduced by more than the 40% currently allowed in the 
base zoning when certain conditions exist. Reducing the minimum 
width of a perimeter landscape is another example. These pre-
packaged conditions could also serve as a template for case-by-
case rezoning applications, which would expedite that process.

Amend some specific zoning standards. (Phase 2) 
Minor code changes that involve adding language to current 
standards that clarifies the range of flexibility already existing, 
helping to interpret the intent of a standard by providing added 
flexibility for "qualified adaptive reuse projects." 

Establish an “adaptive reuse overlay” for Arizona Avenue 
Adaptive Reuse Overlay. (Phase 1)
This would be especially appropriate for portions of Arizona 
Avenue that are close to downtown. It would provide a specific 
set of more flexible standards for a clearly defined set of adaptive 
reuse conditions. Note that establishing an overlay will require 
legal analysis in the context of Proposition 207.

The overlay would have these provisions:
• Flexible on-site parking requirements 
• Flexible landscaping requirements
• A reduced front setback requirement
• No additional street right of way requirement
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• Relaxed utility screening requirements
• Modified ROW requirements

As with any zoning action, the overlay designation process would 
include public meetings with property owners in the affected 
area and adjacent neighborhoods, during which the specific 
modified standards and the conditions under which they would 
apply would be defined.

The Facilitation Component
The facilitation component is focused on assuring that the 
permitting process runs smoothly, efficiently and in a timely 
manner. A key to this is to have one point of contact for applicants. 
The city should clearly define a central point of authority for 
property owners who seek to adaptively reuse a property. It also 
should re-frame inter-departmental reviews for these types of 
projects to be more “solution oriented.”

Facilitation Component Actions:
Provide permitting guidance (Phase 1)
Designate a position to be the lead in assisting applicants in 
securing their approvals. This should be the building official or 
the Small Business Assistance Team. They would guide each 
adaptive reuse project through permitting.

Provide site-related assistance (Phase 1)
Confirm the SBAT’s role in these facilitation activities:
• Assisting a prospective buyer in locating a property that would 

be suitable for their intended use
• Assisting a prospective buyer in evaluating an existing property 

for potential code issues, as a part of due diligence
• Assisting a prospective buyer in assembling parcels, when 

a combination of properties would best meet their adaptive 
reuse concept

FaCiliTaTiON

site Related Permitting sbaT
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• Assisting a property owner in securing agreements with 
an adjacent property owner, when such an agreement is 
necessary for achieving certain code flexibility; for example, 
if a cooperative parking agreement is needed.

Provide expedited permitting (Phase 1)
The city should establish an Adaptive Reuse permitting team. This 
would be a small group, with a more focused set of decision-makers 
than which occurs in the current Pre-Tech Review meetings. It 
should be limited to one representative from each of the key 
permitting divisions, and open only to senior staff with authority 
to make decisions on the spot. The intent during the meeting 
should be to determine how the regulations will be applied to the 
specific projects on the agenda to achieve approval.

The Education Component
Educational outreach is essential in helping applicants plan 
their projects and negotiate the permitting process. Even where 
flexibility already exists in the system, it will not be perceived 
as being user friendly if the process is unpredictable or time-
consuming. Publishing information that focuses on solutions can 
change perceptions and encourage good projects to come forward.

Education Component Actions:
Publish a set of case studies that illustrate creative solutions 
to regulatory challenges. (Phase 1)

The city should publish a set of case studies that address a 
range of “challenging” projects related to adaptive reuse and 
which illustrate creative solutions. This should include real world 
examples from Chandler, as well as model cases. See Appendix 
3 for a set of case studies that could serve as a starting point.

Create a special website for adaptive reuse. (Phase 1)
This should provide immediate information about the process, and 
the options available to those considering adapting a property to 

Marketing

EduCaTiON

"how to" 
Workshops

Case studies Web site
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a new use. See Appendix 4 for some examples of screen shots 
from web sites of other communities that demonstrate how a 
user-friendly interface could be used for educational purposes.

Coordinate marketing initiatives to build awareness of the 
Adaptive Reuse Program. (Phase 1)
This should include a list of buildings that are available that 
may be good prospects for adaptive reuse. It also would include 
information about partnership opportunities that may be available

Stage a series of “how to” workshops. (Phase 2)
These should be designed to help prospective business owners 
plan their projects and frame their permitting strategy. Workshops 
should occur annually.

The Partnerships Component
Finally, there will be some situations in which incentives should 
be available to leverage desired private sector investment. 
Financial incentives are, of course, the frequently mentioned 
category. For example, the city has at times invested in 
infrastructure improvements related to a property that is being 
redeveloped. 

Partnership Component Actions:
The city must be prepared to partner in some adaptive reuse 
projects when doing so would help to meet broader community 
development goals. The façade improvement program, which was 
so successful in downtown Chandler, is an example. 

Clarify that the Infill Incentive Program also applies to adaptive 
reuse projects. (Phase 1)

The city should strategically direct and organize planned 
infrastructure improvements to partner and facilitate adaptive 
reuse projects. (Phase 1)

ExPEdiTEd PROCEss
•	 Technical	Assistance

-	 Map	process	to	occupy
-	 Site	selection	assistance		
-	 Building	condition	assess-

ment	
-	 Code	assessment

•	 Preliminary	design	&	engineering	
consultation

PaRTNERshiPs

Financial Expedited Process
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PRoJECt BACKGRound
Adaptive reuse is an ongoing process in Chandler, and has been 
for some years. But now the city has become more concerned 
about the revitalization of older commercial areas with the intent 
to facilitate adaptive reuse as a means of promoting economic 
development and neighborhood vitality.

Some recent adaptive reuse projects have been successful, with 
inter-departmental cooperation playing a role in solving issues 
related to code compliance. However, other projects have not 
proceeded to completion. There can be a variety of reasons, but 
anecdotal comments suggest that some applicants abandoned 
projects because the obstacles seemed too difficult to overcome, 
or the time required to do so did not fit their business plans. As a 
result, there is some concern that the permitting process impedes 
adaptive reuse of existing buildings. 

Scope of this Report
This report summarizes existing conditions related to adaptive 
reuse processes in Chandler, including the strengths of the existing 
system as well as some of the issues associated with it. It also 
draws upon research of other programs throughout the country. 
The details of those findings appear in a series of appendices. 
Strategies for creating a more formal, and effective, adaptive 
reuse program also are presented. 

Note that some property owners have executed work without a 
permit and the results do not comply with the current codes. This 
type of project is not the focus of this study, which addresses 
those seeking to obey the rules and follow the permitting process, 
but who need assistance in doing so.

Trends with communities in the valley
Phoenix led the way with its Adaptive Reuse program and Maricopa 
County and Tempe have followed. The Phoenix program has many 
success stories that demonstrate the effectiveness of a formal 
adaptive reuse program. There also are noteworthy lessons to be 
learned from their years of experience in the field.  As a part of 
researching the Phoenix program, city staff and council members 
toured a selection of adaptive reuse projects that had made use 
of that program. (See Appendix 1: Adaptive Reuse Trends and  
Models for more about these programs.)

PhOENix: TyPiCal 
sOluTiONs
•	 Waived/reduced	sprinkler	re-

quirements
•	 Waived/reduced	landscape	

requirements
•	 Relaxed	parking	requirements

-	 Reduced	number
-	 Off	site	spaces	count	toward	

total

ExisTiNg TyPEs OF adaPTivE 
REusE PROJECTs
•	 Change	in	use	from	residential	to	

commercial
•	 Change	from	one	type	of	com-

mercial	to	another
•	 Reactivation	of	a	vacant	building
•	 Small	scale	infill	(or	an	addition)	

on	an	existing	site
•	 Redevelopment	of	older	shop-

ping	center	to	mixed	use
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National Trends in Adaptive Reuse
Outside of Arizona, there are few programs that are officially 
called “Adaptive Reuse,” but many communities have implemented 
measures to facilitate such work in a variety of ways. Some 
particularly interesting tools uses are these:

Relaxed Standards
Different types of development and land use standards are made 
more flexible in most of the adaptive reuse provisions across the 
country. Some typical categories are:
• Permitted uses (usually offering a wider range than the base 

zoning allows)
• Site plan standards (setbacks, landscaping, lot coverage)
• Parking standards (reduced minimums)
• Engineering standards (storm water retention)
• Building code (by using the Existing Buildings code)

Overlays
Several communities designate geographically defined areas 
where relaxed regulations, including site development standards, 
an expanded range of permitted uses and special incentives apply. 
The overlays are established through a conventional re-zoning 
process, including public hearings.

Examples of successful rehabilitation projects in Phoenix
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Thresholds
Many systems establish thresholds for determining when relaxed 
regulations and expedited processing can apply. These thresholds 
focus on dividing the projects into different levels of scale and 
complexity. They use building date, floor area, or lot size as 
thresholds for eligibility. These thresholds may be used in lieu 
of an overlay, or in combination.

Tiered permitting
Many communities provide two or three levels for permitting:
a.  Staff level permitting (with special flexibility ranges defined)
b.  Expedited hearing (planning commission or council for “pre-

packaged” permits)
c.  Formal hearing (for the most complex projects) 

Special permitting teams
In several cases a small team representing the key permitting 
departments reviews a project together, and makes the decision 
on the spot.

Team problem solving
Some communities provide for a special way for an applicant to 
ask for a “scoping review,” or problem solving design session with 
key permitting departments. Others use a standing development 
review committee for this task.

Why develop an Adaptive Reuse program? 
Why should Chandler establish an Adaptive Reuse program? 
Competitive locations in the valley are doing so. Phoenix has 
an on-going program that is renowned for its successes. These 
have attracted businesses that have enlivened neighborhoods, 
which in turn have stimulated revitalization of other properties 
nearby. These businesses locate where they find a welcoming 
environment. If Chandler is to be competitive, it will need to 
demonstrate that adaptive reuse is readily achievable.
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Adaptive reuse also is more relevant as Chandler’s boundaries are 
now fixed, to a great extent. The era of green field development 
is changing to one in which infill and redevelopment is the new 
focus. The General Plan emphasizes infill and redevelopment, 
often with the intent of increasing density in older established 
commercial corridors, where adaptive reuse potential exists. 
Several other of the city's planning and policy documents support 
adaptive reuse as a concept. 

Creative adaptive reuse projects can set the stage for the more 
intensive redevelopment that is envisioned in the city’s policies. 
Attracting smaller, innovative businesses into existing buildings 
can serve established neighborhoods while also setting the tone 
for larger scale redevelopment nearby. As Chandler focuses more 
on “place making, ” increasing density and creating areas with 
distinctive identities along its established commercial corridors, 
adaptive reuse will be an important catalyst for investment in 
these areas. Fresh, innovative businesses that locate in adaptive 
reuse projects can create a sense of excitement and vitality that 
will stimulate revitalization in abutting neighborhoods as well.

Project objectives
Throughout the city’s General Plan as well as various subarea 
and specific plans, policies relevant to adaptive reuse appear 
frequently. The key objectives for this project, based on those 
adopted policies are to:
1. Stimulate reinvestment in established areas
2. Support development of local businesses
3. Generate jobs for Chandler residents
4. Generate tax revenues to support city services
5. Support neighborhood revitalization by providing services 

nearby
6. Reinforce downtown investment
7. Support sustainability by making use of existing building 

materials

Example of a residence in Phoenix 
converted to commercial use.
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Where do adaptive reuse opportunities exist in 
Chandler?
Sites with adaptive reuse opportunities exist throughout the city. 
The readily apparent sites are along Arizona Avenue where many 
smaller, underutilized properties exist. Some are vacant; others 
are in marginal use. Many of these are older and would not meet 
current city codes, but are important in terms of their potential 
contribution to the city’s economy and livability. This area is 
particularly a place of opportunity, because projects here could 
build on the energy established in the downtown historic district.

Other properties exist in older shopping centers of Chandler, 
at intersections of arterials throughout the older parts of the 
city. Still others are smaller properties embedded in residential 
neighborhoods that have the potential to provide services to 
local residents.

What do potential users seek?
Those seeking to reactivate an existing structure, or who are 
planning a new business in one, want to achieve their goals in 
the most efficient manner possible. They seek:
1. To save time in getting a building open and operating. This 

includes the time to secure permits, the time required for 
professionals to provide documentation, and to occupy a 
building.

2. To save costs, especially upfront expenses, including 
professional fees as well as construction costs

3. To make informed decisions about the prospects for a property 
and the scope of alterations that may be needed at the outset 
of a project

4. To be able to calculate the risks involved before committing, 
which means they want to minimize unknown factors that 
could affect schedule, cost, etc.

5. To enhance predictability of the outcome; being able to project 
the probability of what the design solutions will be, and the 
likelihood of securing the requisite permits is critical. 
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Challenges in the Adaptive Reuse Arena
Nationally, these are the types of issues that arise when considering 
an adaptive reuse project. The five main challenges are: 

Issue: Incorrect timing of incentives
Incentives may include flexibility in codes, or even reduced fees, 
but they may not be readily available at the outset of a project.

Issue: Unknown physical conditions of the property 
This may include structural, electrical and mechanical issues 
that are not readily apparent, as well as potential environmental 
concerns.

Issue: Unknown legal conditions of a property
A lack of clear title, or difficulty in assembling property may 
discourage redevelopment.

Issue: Lower probability of lending
The financial strength of the developer may appear less solid 
than some Greenfield developers, and the assurance that the 
project will succeed may raise lenders’ concerns.

Issue: Overall increased variability in the process
The lack of predictability can deter an adaptive reuse project at 
the outset. The fear that unknown surprises will appear during 
the process is a part of this concern.

The permitting process should be considered in the context of 
these broader factors that property owners may face.
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An oVERViEW oF tHE EXiStinG 
SYStEM
As a part of this evaluation, representatives from key departments 
joined in a series of meetings to discuss how they currently 
address unusual circumstances in adaptive reuse projects. 
Representatives from planning, zoning, building and fire safety 
participated along with others from engineering, neighborhoods 
and economic development. These are some observations:

Existing flexibility in the system
Flexibility does exist within the current system. Staff have the 
ability to waive, or modify, some code requirements, and for 
others, there are hearing procedures. The degree of flexibility, 
and the manner in which it is provided, varies by department and 
is influenced by the nature of their regulations.

Predictability in the permitting process
While some flexibility does exist within the city’s permitting 
system, how predictable is it? At present, there is little material 
immediately available on line or in print that indicates how the 
process works or how long it will take.

Furthermore, each project is treated on a case-by-case basis, 
which to some extent is desirable, because conditions can vary 
substantially. On the other hand, many of the exceptions that are 
provided can be of a repetitive nature, and there could be room 
for streamlining some of these. While staff may have a set of 
“familiar” conditions, to which they are accustomed to responding 
perhaps in like manner, this is not formalized and the options 
for alternative compliance are not easily apparent to the public.

“Wayfinding” through the permitting process
The Small Business Assistance Team publishes a guide for those 
considering establishing a small business in Chandler. This 
includes some basic information about permitting processes, 
at a general level. Overall, however, the city does not have a 
cohesive set of information, either in print or on the web, that 
provides a clear, step-by-step explanation of how to approach an 
adaptive reuse project. By contrast, Phoenix and several other 
cities have user-friendly portals with links to information related 
to adaptive reuse. (See Appendix 4: City Web Sites for a view 
of some of these web pages.)

KEy dEPaRTMENTs 
PaRTiCiPaTiNg
•	 Planning
•	 Zoning	enforcement
•	 Building	official
•	 Fire	marshall
•					Engineering
•					Utilities
•					Neighborhood	services
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Types of flexibility that may be available in adaptive 
reuse programs
In reviewing the programs in Arizona, as well as others nationwide, 
there appear to be these basic features, in terms of providing 
flexibility in code compliance:

Hard zoned options and thresholds
Some “flexibility” can be provided with specific exceptions defined 
in the code itself. These are usually linked to specified conditions. 
Thresholds are often used to establish the conditions under which 
the flexibility is available “by right.” For example, a lower parking 
ratio may be allowed for a project on a parcel of 5,000 square 
feet or less. At present, this approach is not used in Chandler’s 
codes. (Staff do have discretion to adjust some standards, but 
the conditions for doing so are not clearly defined and therefore 
must be evaluated on a case by case basis.)

Administrative discretion
The codes also allow staff to waive, or modify, some requirements. 
The zoning code, for example, provides staff the ability to reduce 
on-site parking requirements (but within legislated limits), as well 
as to modify landscaping requirements. The Existing Building code 
provides a similar form of administrative discretion. However, 
as noteworthy as these provisions are, property owners may 
not understand that such flexibility is available, and even if they 
are aware of these options, it is difficult for them to predict the 
outcome of an administrative decision. This lack of predictability 
can discourage investment in adaptive reuse projects.

Planning and zoning regulations
When must a property be brought into full compliance with the 
code? There are several thresholds. For example:

• When a property has been vacant 12 months
o This threshold is used frequently in cities throughout the 

country, but there are longer terms that some provide. 
Some of the adaptive reuse properties in Chandler have 
been vacant for more than a year, and would fall under 
this requirement.

• When a building is being enlarged, and 
• When there is a change of use. 

Any of these conditions will trigger requirements for full code 
compliance (albeit within the range of flexibility that may be 
available within the existing system).
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Providing flexibility in the regulations
How may flexibility be applied within the existing zoning 
regulations? There are these options:

1. Administrative Deviations for “hard-zoned” properties
In recent years, the City Council has given staff more authority to 
adjust some key zoning standards, based on specific conditions 
of individual properties. Parking and landscaping requirements, 
for example, can be modified to some extent. 

An example is the more recent policy to accommodate reductions 
in parking requirements, which can be reduced by as much as 
40%, but this requires a parking plan agreement and may require 
a parking study as well. The code provides a simple form for 
the parking study, but even so, preparing one could discourage 
some applicants. Staff can also modify landscaping requirements.

There are other zoning standards that cannot be modified by 
staff. The minimum setback requirements for front, side and rear 
property lines, for example, cannot be adjusted administratively. 
This is an issue along the older commercial corridors in Chandler, 
where setback requirements in the code are greater than 
established development patterns on the ground. To build closer 
to the street, which often would be preferred, requires re-zoning. 
In the South Arizona Avenue corridor, for example, the specific 
plan calls for locating new buildings at the sidewalk edge, similar 
to some of the smaller commercial buildings that exist there 
already. However, those very buildings would be considered to 
be non-conforming under the existing code.

2. Re-zoning
Re-zoning is sometimes an option, if the new zoning category 
fits within the General Plan objectives for an area. This typically 
takes six to nine months, which can be a deterrent to a small 
business seeking to open. This may discourage some potential 
property purchases or reuse projects. There also is a concern in 
the aftermath of Proposition 207 that a “down-zoning” should not 
occur without the owner’s permission. Therefore rezoning is to be 
considered carefully, and typically only at the owner’s request. 
Rezoning can take several months, but staff have expedited this 
and helped to reduce the review time substantially for individual 
projects. This expedited process could be formalized for adaptive 
reuse projects that meet a defined set of criteria.
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There is also a concern that, when rezoning occurs, it not “give 
away” more than is appropriate. Because of Proposition 207, it 
will be difficult to rescind such relaxed regulations in the future. 
This means that rezoning needs to be planned carefully, while 
also most expeditiously to facilitate redevelopment.

3. Planned Area Development
The most frequent rezoning is to a Planned Area Development 
designation. This enables a property owner to apply for a custom-
tailored set of standards for their property. This could include 
some “relaxed” standards, although a general objective of the 
PAD is that a “better” project would result. Establishing a PAD can 
take up to nine months, which is too long to wait for most small 
businesses who often need to move quickly on an opportunity 
for a property.

Green field zoning as a base for many standards
Staff notes that much of the city’s zoning code was designed 
for a time of annexation and expansion, rather than infill and 
redevelopment. The “hard wired” zoning is based on “suburban” 
standards that are in conflict with traditional development patterns 
in the city center and along some of its older commercial corridors.

Some of these standards also are inconsistent with more recently 
adopted area plans. The city’s master plan for South Arizona 
Avenue, for example, envisions a more “urban” street edge, with 
storefronts located close the sidewalk, and parking in the rear. 
This is typically termed a “zero setback.” But the current zoning 
regulations require a minimum of 50 feet for the front building 
wall. In some cases, this puts existing buildings in a condition 
of being non-conforming. While nonconforming conditions are 
allowed to continue under the code, this may become a problem 
for an adaptive reuse project in which the owner seeks to locate 
an addition in the front setback, or even locate an outdoor dining 
area there.

Overlay zoning
An overlay is an option, which modifies the underlying base 
zoning within designated limits. This can be used to modify 
specific standards that are impediments to adaptive reuse. The 
City of Long Beach, CA is an example, in which an adaptive 
reuse overlay can be established, which includes relaxation of 
parking requirements. The degree to which the regulations can 
be modified are set forth in a public process, which considers 
potential impacts on abutting neighborhoods.
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Code evaluation
Several zoning standards impact the appeal of adaptive reuse 
projects. (See Appendix 2 for a listing of many of these.) Here 
are some specific issues related to zoning regulations:

Building setback requirements

Front Setback (minimum requirement)
An existing building that does not meet the setback standards 
would be treated as “non-conforming” and can be used as such. 
However, some improvements that would extend into the front 
setback may not be permitted under the hard zoning. Note that 
in some cases the existing setback is inconsistent with adopted 
area plans, but improvements in this area still are not permitted 
without a zone change (typically through a PAD).

Constructing an addition to the front of an existing building, 
which would then extend into the front setback is a particular 
problem. While an existing building would be treated as legal 
non-conforming, when an addition is proposed, it must come into 
compliance. This applies to an addition of any size, and does 
not seem to take the functional relationship of the addition to 
the existing building into account. For example, assume that a 
building exists that is relatively small (say less than 2500 square 
feet, and that it is set close to the front property line - 20 feet). 
As such, it is non-conforming, but can be occupied as an existing 
nonconformity. Further assume that the building is too small 
for an intended adaptive reuse, but with an addition, it could 
be. Because of internal floor plan layout in this case, the best 
location for the addition would be to one side, and in line with 
the existing building front. Because the minimum front setback in 
this case is 50 feet, aligning with the existing building front would 
not be allowed, and staff would not have the ability to adjust this 
requirement. This could be addressed by rezoning the property to 
change the front setback, of course, but this is time consuming 
and a major effort for a small property. Doing so also would be 
particularly inefficient if other properties with similar conditions 
in the area also had to go this route individually.

Minimum parking requirements
Staff can reduce minimum parking requirements, but up to a limit. 
A reduction of 40% is cited. While a percentage calculation may 
be appropriate for large sites, this can have a disproportionate 
effect on the amount of parking required for a small site. That is, 
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even providing 60% of the minimum requirement may be difficult. 
Giving staff the ability to further reduce parking on sites below 
a defined threshold in lot size could facilitate adaptive reuse.

Parking location
Parking also is not permitted in the first 20 feet of the front setback, 
although this could be a practical solution for constrained sites. 
There certainly could be concerns about screening this parking or 
designing it to be visually attractive but guidelines could address 
this issue. It may be the only option for some site conditions.

Screening of rooftop mechanical equipment
One requirement is to screen rooftop mechanical equipment. This 
is typical of many communities, and it is based on the assumption 
that seeing this equipment is unsightly. In an adaptive reuse 
situation, when an owner seeks to upgrade mechanical equipment, 
perhaps to meet other code requirements, they may be required 
to construct a screen around the new equipment. On a smaller 
building, this screen may in fact draw attention to the equipment 
location, and the screen may not be visually compatible with the 
architecture. A few communities permit an alternative, in which 
only partial screening is required, or they may allow the equipment 
to be “painted out,” to match the background roof color. San 
Jose, CA is an example of using these more flexible standards. 

This is a condition that may occur in a wide range of locations 
throughout the city. It could merit a change in the base "hard" 
zoning for smaller buildings, or it could be included as a zoning 
provision in an adaptive reuse overlay.

Potential Actions:
Phase 1:  Adopt an overlay for a portion of the Arizona Avenue 

corridor, to amend hard zoning standards, such as setbacks 
and parking requirements. Develop design guidelines with 
case studies that help to define the range of flexibility that 
presently exists in the zoning code. (See the Draft Handbook 
for sample guidelines.)

Phase 2: Modify base zoning for some standards, such as 
equipment screening.

Phase 3: -- 
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Life Safety Regulations
This includes the application of Building and Fire Codes. Building 
and Safety plan review staff apply those regulations. The key 
areas of concern are:

• Fire resistance, life safety & means of egress
• Structural system
• Mechanical, plumbing, electrical systems
• Fire suppression system
• Barrier free accessibility

The city has adopted the 2012 International Existing Building 
Code, which gives plan reviewers flexibility in applying many 
of the code requirements. These are determined on a case-by-
case basis, with the general intent that any work would improve 
existing conditions and move the building closer to compliance. 
This allows officials to waive some requirements, or to accept a 
“lesser” level of compliance for an existing condition, when basic 
life safety needs are met, and the work does not create a greater 
“violation” condition. 

In interviews with department representatives, several examples 
of providing flexibility were cited:

1. Sprinkler requirements
Adding sprinklers to a small building can be a significant upfront 
expense for a commercial use. For a small building area, instead 
of requiring a commercial scale sprinkler system, the department 
may allow a 13R system, which is intended for low-rise residential 
application. There also is interest in considering a provision that 
is used in Phoenix, which does not require sprinklers at all for a 
building of 1500 square feet or less. 

2. Exiting requirements
Officials can offer some flexibility in exiting requirements for 
adaptive reuse. In some cases, for example they have permitted 
a greater distance between fire exits than is the conventional 
standard; they also have been flexible on exit door widths, 
sometimes permitting use of an existing opening that is narrower 
than the standard.
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3. Restrooms
Providing separate restrooms for men and women is sometimes 
an issue in a smaller building. The officials sometimes have 
allowed use of a unisex room, and sometimes a common wash 
area.  They also have been flexible in the number of plumbing 
fixtures required when space is constrained.

4. Fire hydrants
In some cases, staff have provided some flexibility in the location 
of a hydrant, when the site is constrained.

5. Grease traps
Staff have sometimes waived the requirement for installing a 
grease trap, when the type of food preparation is limited to minimal 
cooking or simply heating of food that is prepared off site.

Even though these and other options are available, the solutions 
are not readily understood. When SBAT staff work to help 
applicants with these issues, they rely upon anecdotal descriptions 
of previous conditions to suggest solutions to property owners. 
Staff also report that one of the “obstacles” to flexibility is that 
some customers don’t know what to ask for, in terms of alternative 
solutions or how to frame the request. 

Potential Actions:
Phase 1: Publish a set of case studies illustrating how flexibility 

may be applied, and explaining how to ask for similar 
considerations in other projects. (See the Draft Handbook.)

Engineering Regulations

Civil Engineering Plan Review
Civil Engineering Plan Review staff are responsible for the review 
and approval of civil plans associated with a development. Their 
review includes:
• Grading and drainage
• Retention
• Water, sewer, reclaimed water and fire lines
• Off-site public infrastructure improvements
• Curb, gutter and sidewalk; pavement and striping; street 

lights; medians
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Some engineering issues:
1. Storm water retention
Storm water management typically is not an issue for existing 
properties in the downtown. It is required to be provided on site 
elsewhere in the city, but downtown, it is handled in “regional 
basins.” There are times when on-site retention is needed; 
installing an underground retention structure could be considered 
(although a surface system that is designed as a landscape 
amenity would normally be preferred). 

If retention is needed in other reuse areas, the department prefers 
to avoid using underground storage because of maintenance 
issues, but this could be an option for a small adaptive reuse 
site, where one might permit a lesser volume of storage than 
the engineering calculations would normally indicate, with an 
understanding that any overflow could be handled in the street.

2. Water lines
The size of the water line to a property can be an issue on a 
larger adaptive reuse project, but in most established locations, 
the water lines are expected to be of sufficient size. However, 
there may be a condition in which a new sprinkler system will now 
be required, and the existing infrastructure may not be sufficient 
for the new use. This usually isn’t an issue with smaller existing 
buildings, since the sprinkler systems are relatively small, and 
the existing line capacity is sufficient.

3. Electrical service
Undergrounding of utilities is required, but it is not always 
reasonable to require that of a small property, especially when 
adjacent properties are not.

Potential Actions:
Phase 1: Publish design guidelines that illustrate a range of 

alternatives that may be considered. Include examples of how 
flexibility can be applied in a set of case studies.

Page 22          



Transportation-related engineering issues
Many of the department's traffic access policies are for sites 
of 40 acres or more, and often for a "green field" condition 
with no physical constraints in terms of access points, Right 
of Way reservations and utility easements. This mindset in the 
downtown and along older commercial corridors doesn't work. The 
standards are less equipped to deal with the separate parcels, 
small-scale projects along established corridors. For example, 
secondary access to a site (another driveway), while desired, 
may not be feasible on a small parcel, and the department must 
consider alternatives. These are some areas of concern related 
to engineering requirements:

1. Site access (curb cuts)
An issue can arise related to providing vehicle access to parking 
and service areas. Engineering generally requires multiple access 
points (a minimum of two), but they do recognize that this may 
not be feasible on some small parcels. However, this flexibility 
is applied with caution, because it can lead to a problem later. 
If the use then intensifies, or if parcels are assembled, access 
issues may arise.

2. Street ROW Dedication
In some redevelopment situations, transportation engineers may 
seek to widen a street to bring it up to the current standards. The 
Transportation Master Plan sets forth desired ROW dedications, 
including the established corridors in older parts of the city. These 
standards are generally based on “green field” development and 
may not make sense in some of those locations, where existing 
development already limits the ability to obtain the preferred 
ROW dimension. The transportation engineering staff can make 
exceptions, but it is sometimes difficult to make these decisions 
in the absence of other background information that would help 
to determine that a lesser dimension is acceptable.

The best approach would be to amend the Transportation Master 
Plan, to reduce the required ROW in older developed areas. It 
doesn’t make sense to apply those standards in these situations. 
Staff indicates that one could look at the prevailing dedication 
to set a more realistic ROW in these situations. For example, if 
Arizona Avenue were designated as an adaptive reuse overlay 
area, it could be possible to effect a minor amendment to the 
transportation plan quickly, rather than waiting for a full update 
of the master plan. 
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FACiLitAtion
Facilitating permitting for adaptive reuse is essential. Reviews 
should be team-oriented, and focused on problem solving, seeking 
ways in which to enable a project, not creating barriers. This can 
be accomplished while maintaining the city’s high standards for 
development.

One opportunity for improvement is in the Pre Technical Review 
Team. Currently, representatives from a wide range of city 
departments meet in a “Pre-tech” meeting, to discuss projects 
that are under review for permitting, or are scheduled to begin 
soon. The intent of the Pre-Tech meeting is to coordinate reviews 
by all of the affected departments. For some, this process has 
“shifted” to a reporting about each department’s position on a 
particular project, but it does not focus on “problem solving.” This 
may in part be a result of the fact that the size of the meeting has 
grown, and those attending vary from session to session, so there 
may not be continuity of understanding of the discussion from 
one meeting to the next. A lower level staff member sometimes 
represents a department and also may not feel empowered to 
make a decision. 

Designating a single point of contact will also be important. The 
SBAT appears to be the most logical tool to use for this purpose.

EduCAtion 
Generating the case studies and design guidelines that are 
recommended is a key part of an educational component. But it 
also involves actively getting information to potential users. This 
includes staging regular workshops, constructing a user-friendly 
website, and proactively distributing the help materials. 

This is also an opportunity to engage the city’s neighborhood 
relations staff, in terms of helping to distribute information, but 
also in terms of facilitating community meetings when adaptive 
reuse projects are being considered.
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ConCLuSion

other issues

Providing sufficient time for decision making
While the focus of this study is on making timely decisions, there 
are situations when staff feel that they need more time to consider 
an issue, weigh the options and consult with other staff. These 
are likely to occur on larger, more complex projects, but could 
arise in a smaller adaptive reuse scenario. In this case, having 
published guidelines that helps staff make decisions would also 
be helpful, as would having a venue for meeting with other staff 
and making a decision at that event.

Unintended Consequences
Even though a basic objective of this study is to find ways to be 
more flexible for adaptive reuse projects, there can be unintended 
consequences. An example is when a shopping center is converted 
to a new use that has a traffic circulation pattern internal to the 
site that is different from the original design, such as conversion 
to a school. There have been cases in which congestion occurs 
in queuing for drop-off and pickup of students at these places; 
this impedes access to other businesses in the shopping center. 

The experience in Phoenix related to flexibility in parking 
requirements also is an important lesson: In the initial years of 
the program, the city agreed to reduce parking requirements for 
new restaurants in adaptive reuse situations. Several of these 
businesses have been highly successful and have generated 
substantial parking demand, beyond what can be accommodated 
on site or on streets nearby, sometimes affecting abutting 
residential neighborhoods. In response, Phoenix has now added 
a step in the permitting process, which provides more opportunity 
for neighborhood comment on proposed parking plans.

Establishing an overlay zone also will require careful planning to 
avoid unintended consequences. If some flexibility is provided 
“by right” in the overlay, it will be important to build in safeguards 
to assure compatibility with adjoining neighborhoods, because 
it may be more difficult to rescind some of that flexibility in the 
future, should they prove to need correction, with the constraints 
of Proposition 207 in mind.
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SuMMARY oBSERVAtionS
It is important to keep the objectives for adaptive reuse in 
mind when one focuses on system changes. Broadly speaking, 
this should help to stimulate “placemaking” in Chandler, by 
encouraging clever reuse of buildings and nurturing home-grown 
businesses that bring new life to older corridors.

A key factor is “flexibility.” While the city has built flexibility into 
many of its regulations, this does not go far enough in some 
areas. Furthermore, even if flexibility is offered, when it is not 
readily apparent how it can be applied, and the outcome cannot 
be easily predicted, then it will not achieve the desired results. 

Making flexibility work effectively will mean:

1.  Codifying some areas of flexibility as special conditions 
that, when present, automatically mean that more relaxed 
standards apply. Some of these provisions would be in the 
hard zoning.

2.  In other cases, staff discretion would continue to be used as 
it is now, in order to consider the unique circumstances of a 
project, but the process would be made more predictable, by 
applying published guidelines and case studies that inform 
all participants in the process.

3.  And where a more formal exception needs to be crafted, such 
as a re-zoning, making the process as expeditious as possible, 
using pre-packed conditions of approval and rezoning, and 
by using a simple hearing process and a tight time line.

Some specific areas where these types of modifications may be 
appropriate are highlighted in an Appendix, which includes a table 
analyzing many of the requirements in Chandler's zoning code.
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APPEndiCES
These appendices provide more detail on adaptive reuse programs 
across the country as well as an analysis of some of the key 
program elements in Chandler:

1. National research on adaptive reuse
This includes a matrix summarizing some of the key features of 
programs across the country. An introduction highlights some of 
the noteworthy programs.

2. Zoning issues in Chandler related to adaptive reuse
This includes a discussion of many topics in the existing code 
that could be problematic for adaptive reuse. Recommendations 
for addressing these issues are included.

3. Case studies illustrating a range of adaptive reuse issues 
on theoretical sites in Chandler
This is a set of sketch site plans that were developed to test 
how current regulations would be applied to a series of creative 
design proposals that could come forward.

4. Analysis of web sites of peer communities
This is a brief overview of how peer communities provide 
information to customers who may be considering rezoning and 
adaptive reuse projects.
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