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Letter from the Zoning Administrator

Thank you for your interest in zoning. I am excited to endorse this illustrated guide and believe it will prove
beneficial to all those interested.
Zoning laws are critical to successful development and growth; however, they may be challenging for those who
do not routinely deal with them. This guide was developed so you, the viewer, have the opportunity to explore
residential, and some commercial, zoning laws in an easy to understand illustrated format.
This living document will be modified as necessary, so I encourage you to visit the online version regularly for
updates.
We are here to help, so please do not hesitate to reach out to any member of the zoning staff with questions or
concerns. We look forward to working with you and are confident that together we can achieve your development
goals.
Sincerely,

Kevin Kemp
Kevin Kemp
Zoning Administrator
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How to Use Zoning Illustrated

This guide focuses on defining and illustrating key terms found in the City Zoning Ordinance
(CZO). Not all zoning terms require detailed illustrations; as such, some illustrations are as
simple as a photograph, while others are more complex, computer-aided designs.
Using this guide is easy.
• First, within the list found on the Zoning Terminology pages (pages 6-7), find the zoning
term that you are interested in.
• Next, turn to the corresponding page number shown on the right side of the page. This
page provides the definition and an informative illustration.
Please note that the terms were not placed in this guide alphabetically. The early pages of the
guide address core zoning terminology, as the guide progresses, other zoning terminology is
introduced.

Questions? Please call 757-385-8074.
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Zoning Terminology

Terms & Page Numbers
Accessory Uses

33

Floor Area

19

Alley

16

Floor Area Ratio

20

Attached Dwelling

27

Garage Apartment

30

Guest House

29

Building

9

Building Area

17

Impervious Cover

18

Corner Lot

15

Limited Use Accessory Dwelling Unit

31

Density

21

Lot

10

Lot Coverage

17

Development

9

Duplex

24

Lot, Front

15

Dwelling Unit

22

Lot, Through

15

Family

35

Mobile Home

28

Flex Suite (a.k.a., Mother-in-law suite)

32

Multiple Family Dwelling

25
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Please note: The terms found in the Zoning Terminology section are not a comprehensive list of all terms found in the CZO; instead,
selected key terms were chosen and listed. Please refer to the City Zoning Ordinance for any terms not found.

Terms & Page Numbers
Principal Structure

34

Yard, Required Side

Required Yard

13

Zoning Districts

Semi-Detached Dwelling

26

Zoning Lot

Single-Family Dwelling

23

Street

15

Structure

14
8
11

9

Townhouse Dwelling

27

Use

33

Yard

12

Yard, Required Front

14

Yard, Required Interior

14

Yard, Required Rear

14
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Please note: The terms found in the Zoning Terminology section are not a comprehensive list of all terms found in the CZO; instead,
selected key terms were chosen and listed. Please refer to the City Zoning Ordinance for any terms not found.

Zoning Districts
Each parcel of land located within the City of Virginia Beach is
assigned a specific zoning district. These zoning districts
mainly govern the uses, lot requirements, and structures
associated with the property.
Examples include, but are not limited to, the principal use of the
property, the allowable locations of structures constructed or
placed on the property, and the maximum height of structures
constructed or placed on a the property.
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Development, Structure & Building

Development - Any manmade change to improved or
unimproved real estate, including but not limited to, buildings or
other structures, mining, dredging, filling, grading, paving,
excavating, or drilling operations.
Structure - Anything constructed or erected with a fixed location
on the ground, or requiring a fixed location on the ground, or
attached to something having or requiring a fixed location on
the ground.
* Please Note: The Uniform Statewide Building Code requires all sheds to be
anchored to the ground whether a building permit is required or not. Contact
the Permits and Inspections office for details – 757-385-4211, option #3

Building - A structure with a roof intended for shelter or
enclosure
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Lot

Lot - A piece or parcel of land abutting on a street and treated by proper
legal instrument

City of Virginia Beach Recorded
Instrument Number
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Zoning Lot
One Zoning lot
R7.5 Zoning District

Zoning Lot - A lot or any portion thereof, or contiguous lots under
common ownership within a single zoning district, which are to be used,
developed, or built upon as a unit.
For the purpose of this definition, lots of the same ownership separated
solely by an alley of no more than twenty (20) feet in width and by a
distance not exceeding the width of the alley shall be considered
contiguous.
(Please note: The definition found in the City Zoning Ordinance contains
additional information relating to zoning lots located in a Strategic
Growth Area. Please refer to the City Zoning Ordinance definition for
details)

House

Lot #1
Owned by
John Doe

Alley (20’ right-of-way)

R7.5 Zoning District

Lot #1
Owned by John Doe

Garage

Lot #2
Owned by John Doe

B Street (50’ right-of-way)

R7.5 Zoning District

House

Garage

Lot #2
Owned by
John Doe

B Street (50’ right-of-way)

Two Zoning Lots
R7.5 Zoning District

One Zoning lot

R7.5 Zoning District

R7.5 Zoning District

House

House

Lot #1
Owned by
John Doe

Lot #2
Not owned by
John Doe

B Street (50’ right-of-way)
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Yard

Yard - An open space that lies between the principal or accessory
building or buildings and the lot lines, and in the case of lots containing
ancillary single-family dwellings, a yard also consists of open space that
lies between the ancillary single-family dwelling and the principal singlefamily dwelling located on the lot. This term includes front yards, rear
yards, interior yards, and side yards as appropriate. Minimum
dimensions of such yards are specified in the appropriate sections of
this ordinance and within such minimum dimensions, yards are
unoccupied and unobstructed from the ground upward except as may
be specifically provided in this ordinance.

Property lines

Yard
B Street

Yard

House
(Principal structure)

Yard
12

Yard

Required Yard
Also known as “Setback”

Yard, Required - That portion of a lot adjacent to each lot line and
encompassing all points on the lot within a minimum setback distance
of the lot lines as set forth the in the applicable district regulations.

Property lines

Required Yard
B Street

Required
Yard

House
(Principal structure)

Required Yard
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Required
Yard

Required Front, Rear, Side and
Interior Yards
Also known as “Setbacks”

Yard, Required Front - That portion of a lot
encompassing all points on the lot within a
minimum setback distance of the front of the
lot as specified in the applicable district
regulations.
Yard, Required Rear - That portion of a lot
encompassing all points in the lot within a
minimum setback distance of the rear lot line or
line of the lot as specified in the applicable
district regulations, except in the case of
through lots there will be no rear yards, but only
front and side yards.

Required Rear Yard Setback

House
Required Side
Yard Setback

(Ancillary structure)

Required Side
Yard Setback

Required Interior
Yard Setback

House

House

House

(Principal structure)

(Principal structure)

(Principal structure)

Yard, Required Side - That portion of a lot
encompassing all points in the lot within a
minimum setback distance of the side lot line
or lines of the lot as specified in the applicable
district regulations.

Required Front Yard Setback

B Street

Yard, Required Interior - That portion of a lot
encompassing all points in the lot within a
minimum distance between an ancillary singlefamily dwelling and the principal single-family
dwelling located on the lot as specified in the
applicable district regulations.
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C Street

Lot 2

Lot 1
(Corner lot)
150-feet

B Street

*Lot 5
(Through lot)

D Street

*Lot 4
(Through lot)

Lot 3

50-feet

Property lines

Lot-Front, Lot-Through, Corner Lot
and Street

Lot, front of - The front of a lot shall be
considered to be that boundary of the lot which
abuts on a street. In the case of corner lot, the
narrowest boundary fronting on a street shall
be considered to be the front of the lot. In case
the corner lot has equal frontage on two (2) or
more streets, the lot shall be considered to
front on the principal street on which the
greatest number of lots have been platted
within the same block.
*Lot, through - Any lot other than a corner lot
that has frontage on more than one (1) street or
private road.

*Lot 6
(Through lot)

Street - A vehicular way, whether public or
private, (which may also serve in part as a way
for pedestrian traffic) whether called street,
highway, thoroughfare, parkway, throughway,
road, avenue, boulevard, lane, place, alley, mall
or otherwise designated.

Front of lot
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*Please note: Through lots have no rear yards,
only fronts – see page #14 “Yard, required
Rear”

Alley

Alley - Alleys are minor ways used primarily for vehicular access to the
rear or side of properties otherwise abutting a street.

Note regarding side/rear setbacks to alley – Zoning code section
201(c) states:
Whenever the side or rear yard of a lot abuts a public right-of-way not
more than twenty (20) feet in width, the side or rear yard adjacent to
such public right-of-way shall comply with the side or rear yard
requirement which would apply to that lot if it did not abut a public
right-of-way.
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Building Area and Lot Coverage
B u i l d i n g

A r e a

L o t

C o v e r a g e

Lot A

Lot A

1000 squre feet

20%

Lot size = 5000 square feet

Lot size = 5000 square feet

Example above shows enclosed
building space and covered
open space in square feet

Example above shows enclosed
building space and covered
open space as a percentage of
the lot size

Building area - The total area covered by
enclosed building space including total area of
all covered open space (except for open space
covered by eaves and normal overhang of roofs)
but not including uncovered entrance platforms,
uncovered terraces, or uncovered steps where
such features do not themselves constitute
enclosures for building areas below them.
*Lot coverage - That percent of a zoning lot
covered by enclosed building space including
total area of all covered open space (except for
open space covered by eaves and normal
overhang of roofs) but not including uncovered
entrance
platforms,
uncovered
terraces,
driveways, walkways, or uncovered steps, where
such features do not themselves constitute
enclosures for building areas below them.
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*In other words- Lot coverage is the amount, in
percentage, of building area on a zoning lot.

Impervious Cover

Impervious cover - A surface composed of any
material which significantly impedes or
prevents natural infiltration of water into the
soil, including, but not limited to, buildings and
other structures and the components thereof,
concrete, asphalt, or compacted gravel surface.

P a v e r s

D e c k i n g

C o m p a c t e d

G r a v e l

C o n c r e t e

A s p h a l t

B u i l d i n g s
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Floor Area
(Not

to

be

confused

with

floor

area

ratio)

First Floor

25-feet

Floor area - "Floor area" shall be construed as the sum of
the gross horizontal areas of the several floors of a
building measured from the exterior faces of the exterior
walls or from the centerline of walls separating two (2)
buildings; provided that the following areas shall be
excluded from the determination of floor area: Attic areas
with headroom of less than seven (7) feet, unenclosed
stairs of fire escapes, elevator structures on the roof,
areas devoted exclusively to air conditioning, ventilating
and other building machinery and equipment, and
*parking structures.

*Garage

55-feet

X

Floor area of the first floor …. 25’ x 55’ = 1,375

Second Floor

25-feet

*Please note: A residential garage, as shown in the
example, is not considered a parking structure (see
Appendix A, Section 111 of the City Zoning Ordinance
for the definition of a Parking Structure).

X

55-feet

Floor area of the second floor …. 25’ x 55’ = 1,375

Total floor area …. 1,375 + 1,375 = 2,750
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Floor Area Ratio
(Not

to

be

confused

with

floor

area)

E x a m p l e
In this example, the maximum floor area ratio allowed for the lot is 2.5

Floor area ratio - The ratio of floor area to land area
expressed as a percent or decimal which shall be
determined by dividing the total floor area on a
zoning lot by the lot area of that zoning lot.

Eight Story Building
50,000 square feet of floor area per floor
Total floor area of the building is 400,000 square feet

Please note - Floor area ratio is applicable in the
following zoning districts and overlays:
Zoning lot area = 160,000 square feet

•

Industrial

•

Apartment (only applicable for uses other
than dwellings)

•

Old Beach Overlay (applicable when two
single-family dwellings are on one lot)

Calculation #1 - (as defined in the code)

Calculation #2 (alternative method)

The total floor area on the zoning lot = 400,000 square feet

The area of the zoning lot = 160,000 square feet

The area of the zoning lot = 160,000 square feet

As per the example, the maximum floor area ratio allowed is 2.5

400,000

160,000 = 2.5

160,000 x 2.5 = 400,000

Floor Area Ratio = 2.5

Total floor area allowed on the zoning lot = 400,000 square feet
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Density

Example - Calculating Allowable Density

Density - The number of dwelling or
lodging units per gross acre.
Gross - Defined as “Whole, Entire, Total” as
per Black’s Law Dictionary, Sixth Edition.

Builder Bob would like to construct an apartment building
on a lot zoned A12 (A12 allows a maximum of 12 units per
acre). The size of Bob’s lot is 2.5-acres (2.5-acres
equals108,900 square feet). How many units can Bob put
on the lot?
Step #1

If the maximum number of units per acre is different than
12, simply exchange 12 with the maximum allowable
units per acre (e.g., 18, 24, 36, etc.)

Divide 43,560 (the square footage of 1-acre) by 12 (the
number of allowable units per acre).
43,560 / 12 = 3,630
Step #2
Divide 108,900 (the total square footage of the lot) by
3,630 (3,630 is the result of dividing 1-acre by 12… see
step #1 above)
108,900 / 3,630 = 30
Answer - Bob can build 30 units on his lot
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Dwelling Unit

Dwelling unit - A "dwelling unit" is a
room or rooms connected together,
constituting an independent
housekeeping unit for a family* and
including permanent provisions for
living, sleeping, eating, cooking,
and sanitation.
*See definition of family on page 35
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Dwelling Unit Types
Single-Family
Dwelling, single-family - A building containing one (1) dwelling unit, entirely
surrounded by a yard. Mobile homes, travel trailers, housing mounted on selfpropelled or drawn vehicles, tents or other forms of temporary or portable
housing are not included within this definition
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Dwelling Unit Types
Duplex
Dwelling, duplex - A building containing two (2) dwelling
units, entirely surrounded by a yard, where each dwelling
unit is not on a separate lot. Mobile homes, travel trailers,
housing mounted on self-propelled or drawn vehicles,
tents or other forms of temporary or portable housing are
not included within this definition.
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Dwelling Unit Types
Multi-family

Dwelling, multiple-family - A building
containing three (3) or more dwelling units,
entirely surrounded by a yard, where each
dwelling unit is not on a separate lot.

25

Dwelling Unit Types
Semi-detached

Unit 1

Dwelling, semidetached - A building
containing two (2) dwelling units attached
at the sides, separated by a boundary wall
and each having a separate lot.

Unit 2
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Dwelling Unit Types
Attached/Townhouse
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Dwelling, attached/townhouses - A building
containing three (3) or more dwelling units
attached at the side or sides in a series,
separated by a boundary wall and each unit
having a separate lot with at least minimum
dimensions required by district regulations for
such sections.

Dwelling Unit Types
Mobile Homes
(Also
Dwelling, mobile home - A
special form of one-family
dwelling with the following
characteristics:
(a) Designed for long-term
occupancy, and containing
sleeping accommodations, a
flush toilet, a tub or shower
bath, and kitchen facilities,
with plumbing and electrical
connections provided for
attachment to outside systems.

known

as

manufactured

The information found to the right is part of a consumer
guide regarding mobile/manufactured homes. This guide
was published by the Virginia Department Housing and
Community Development and can be found at
http://www.dhcd.virginia.gov/images/SBC/ConsumerGuide-MH.pdf

(b) Designed to be transported
after fabrication on its own
wheels.

Mobile/manufactured
homes are only
permitted in the
following locations
within the City of
Virginia Beach:

(c) Arriving at the site where it
is to be occupied complete,
usually including major
appliances and furniture, and
ready for occupancy except for
minor and incidental
unpacking and assembly
operations, location and
provision of support on the
site, connection with utilities
and the like.
(d) Intended to be used other
than as a component in a
structure two (2) or more
stories in height.

homes)

- Property in the AG1
or AG2 zoning
districts
-Designated mobile
home parks
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-The neighborhood of
Cardinal Estates

Guest House

*Guest house - A dwelling or lodging
unit for temporary nonpaying guests
in an accessory building. No such
living quarters shall be rented, leased,
or otherwise made available for
compensation of any kind, nor shall
such quarters include over five
hundred (500) square feet of floor
area. Kitchen facilities are not
permitted.

Accessory Structure
(Use - Guest House)
(See page 33 for the
definition of accessory use)

Principal Structure
(Use - Single-family home)
(See page 34 for definition of a
principal structure)

*Please note: Guest homes are only
allowed as an accessory use and are
only permitted on property in the R40
zoning district.
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Garage Apartment

Accessory Structure
(Use - Garage Apartment)

*Garage apartment - A structure
above a private garage in which
provision is made for one (1)
dwelling unit, requiring an interior
stairway to the second floor,
provided that the living area does
not exceed eight hundred (800)
square feet of floor area and the
height does not exceed twentyeight (28) feet.

(See page 33 for the definition of accessory
use)

*Please note: Garage apartments
are only allowed as an accessory
use and are only permitted on
property in the Old Beach Overlay
District.

Principal Structure
(Use - Single-family home)
(See page 34 for definition of a principal
structure)
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Limited Use Accessory Dwelling Unit
*Please note: Limited Use
Accessory Dwelling Units
are only allowed as an
accessory use and are only
permitted on property in
the R40 zoning district.

Accessory Structure
(Limited Use Accessory
Dwelling Unit)
(See page 33 for the definition of
accessory use)

Principal Structure
(Use - Single-family home)
(See page 34 for definition of a
principal structure)
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Limited use accessory dwelling unit - A dwelling
unit located on the same zoning lot as the principal
dwelling unit which (i) shall only be occupied by a
member(s) of the immediate family who currently
reside in and are owners of the principal dwelling
unit or an on premise employee, (ii) are only allowed
in the R-40 Residential Zoning District as an
accessory use, (iii) shall not be rented, leased or
otherwise used for any purpose not specifically
permitted, (iv) shall not contain more than one (1)
bedroom nor more than eight hundred (800) square
feet of building floor area, and (v) the building floor
area of the limited use accessory dwelling unit shall
be counted toward the maximum accessory
structure building floor area of the zoning lot. For
the purposes of this definition a "member(s) of the
immediate family" means any person who is a
natural or legally adopted child or grandchild,
grandparent, parent or spouse of a family member
that resides in the principal dwelling, and an "on
premise employee" means one who is employed, for
compensation, by a family member residing in the
principal dwelling and must provide an on premise
service such as, but not limited to, caretaker,
childcare provider, landscaper, or chef.

Flex Suite
Flex suite - A living unit with separate kitchen and toilet facilities,
located within a single-family dwelling and having direct interior
access to the primary living unit.

(1) No more than one (1) flex suite shall be
permitted on any lot;
(2) Flex suites shall not be metered separately
for water or electric service or be separately
connected to the public water or sewer system;

Purpose:
The purpose of this section is to enhance the opportunities for
affordable housing and independent living available to senior citizens
and disabled persons, while maintaining the tranquility and integrity of
single-family residential neighborhoods.

Flex Suite

(3) No flex suite may be constructed or occupied
in any dwelling unless (i) the owner of record
personally resides in such dwelling, (ii) the
dwelling in which the flex suite is located is
occupied by a person or group of persons
meeting the definition of "family" set forth in
section 111, or (iii) the flex suite or dwelling in
which it is located is occupied by at least one (1)
person who is sixty-two (62) years of age or
older or disabled;
(4) No flex suite shall have a floor area in excess
of five hundred (500) square feet or thirty (30)
percent of the floor area of the remainder of the
dwelling in which it is located, whichever is
greater; and

This example depicts a
flex suite located on
the first floor of a twostory single-family
dwelling.

*Permits. Flex suite permits shall be valid for a period of two
(2) years, and may be renewed for additional two-year periods.

Requirements: Subject to the following
provisions, flex suites shall be allowed only by
*permit issued pursuant to subsection (c) and
only in single-family dwellings in zoning
districts in which they are permitted as principal
uses:
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(5) No flex suite or dwelling in which a flex suite
is located shall be used for purposes of transient
occupancy. For purposes of this section, the
term "transient occupancy" shall mean occupancy
for periods of less than ninety (90) consecutive
days

Use. A "use" is:
(a) Any purpose for which a
structure or a tract of land is
designed, arranged, intended,
maintained, or occupied; or
(b) Any activity, occupation,
business, or operation carried
on, or intended to be carried
on, in a structure or on a tract
of land.

Accessory use. Except as otherwise
provided in the zoning district
regulations, an "accessory use":

Use &

(a) Is a use which is conducted on
the same zoning lot as the principal
use to which it is related (whether
located within the same building or
an accessory building or structure,
or as an accessory use of land) or
which is conducted on a contiguous
lot (in the same ownership); and

Accessory Use
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(b) Is clearly incidental to, and customarily found in
connection with, such principal use;
(c) Is operated and maintained substantially for the benefit of
the owners, occupants, employees, customers, or visitors of
the zoning lot with the principal use.

Principal Structure
Definition:
Principal structure. A structure
that encloses or houses any
principal use.

Information:
Principal uses for each zoning
district are listed in the City
Zoning Ordinance under the
“Use Regulations” sections
(see example use table at
right)
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Family
This definition relates to
occupants of dwellings units.*
*See definition of dwelling unit
on page 22

Family. A "family" is:
(a) An individual living alone in a dwelling unit; or
(b) Any of the following groups of persons, living together and sharing living areas in a dwelling unit:
(1) Two (2) or more persons related by blood, marriage, adoption, or approved foster care;
(2) A group of not more than four (4) persons (including on premise employees) who need not be related by blood,
marriage, adoption or approved foster care;
(3) A group of not more than eight (8) persons with mental illness, intellectual disability or developmental disabilities
residing with one (1) or more resident or nonresident staff persons in a facility whose licensing authority is the
Department of Behavioral Health and Developmental Services; provided, that mental illness and developmental
disability shall not include current illegal use of or addiction to a controlled substance as defined in section 54.13401 of the Code of Virginia;
E x a m p l e
(4) A group of not more than eight (8) aged, infirm or disabled persons residing with one (1) or more resident
counselors or other staff persons in a residential facility or assisted living facility for which the Virginia Department
of Social Services is the licensing authority; or
(5) A group of not more than two (2) adults, who need not be related by blood or marriage, and the dependent
children of each of the two (2) adults, provided that the children are under nineteen (19) years of age or are
physically or developmentally disabled.
35

Contact Information

The proceeding pages were designed as an accompaniment to the City Zoning
Ordinance. To view the entire Zoning Ordinance online, please click here or visit the
following web address:

https://library.municode.com/va/virginia_beach/codes/code_of_ordinances?nodeId=CO_APXAZOOR

For questions or concerns regarding the content of this publication, please contact the
zoning office at 757-385-8074 or zoning@vbgov.com
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Department of Planning & Community Development
Zoning Administration

Updated on 10.30.2018
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