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For most urban geographers zoning, in either its con

ceptual context or daily application, remains somewhat foreign 

While geographers have paid considerable attention to urban 

land use theory and data gathering activities, surprisingly 

little work has been done in the area of urban policy imple

mentation such as zoning. This condition is even more start

ling when one acknowledges the fact that all urban land use 

actitivities must conform to regulations prescribed by com

prehensive zoning and embodied in the text of the zoning ord-

inance. Zoning would appear to be the ultimate extension of 

those urban policies which have been devised to guide the 

general growth and development of the city - it is, in the 

urban planner's jargon, a tool for the implementation of the 

master or comprehensive plan. 

Zoning has, however, escaped the eye of most urban 
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geographers because of its mundane nature and an expectation 

that land use activities occur in a manner consistent with 

normalizing or rational locational behavior. Then too, the 

piecemeal or incremental changes in the city-scape may appear 

insignificant when, in the aggregate, such changes actually 

denote a subtle yet highly dynamic condition. It is precisely 

on this dynamic aspect of zoning which this paper focuses in 

an effort to deduce something about the nature of rethinking 

the assignment of land uses. In this paper attention is 

devoted to a single aspect of the zoning process, rezoning or 

the zone change, which as a public policy action and as that 

mechanism allowing for the land use to take place, reveals in

formation about changes in the internal structure of the city, 

the attitude underlying these changes, and the efficacy of local 

plans in creating a more rational allocation of land use. 

Necessarily, the discussion here deals with the general nature 

of zoning, the zone change process, and an analysis of data 

yielded by a case study of Oxnard, California. In a more formal 

sense, it is maintained that the zone change process accounts 

for effective changes in the internal arrangement of land uses 

within a city and simultaneously serves as a measure of com

prehensive plan efficiency. 

T h e  Purpose a n d  Na t ure of Z o n i n g  

Zoning, i n  its simplest expression, provides a means 

for the protection of property values, allows for implementation 

of land use policies, and serves to protect the general welfare 
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of citizens.
1 

These explicit functions of zoning are well-

recognized, unequivocally accepted, legally sanctioned through 

enabling legislation, and supported by local governmental ord-

inances. Virtually all local units of government subscribe to 

some form of zoning, either as a result of the early assumption 

of police powers made available through enabling legislation or 

in response to mandates from the Federal government to produce 

zoning plans as a condition for receiving funding of planning 

activities. There is also, implicit in the concept of zoning, 

a commitment to the idea of collective well-being and confidence 

in its utility as a regulatory land use device. Both of these 

attributes are boldly displayed in the homogeneous classifica-

tions of land use activities which, in their real and spatial 

expression, have persisted for decades, and in the plethora of 

official zoning maps which have achieved near doctrinal standing. 

In recent years, however, zoning has been severly cri-

ticized for failing to achieve its stated objectives and most 

importantly for the dysfunctions created.
2 

In this regard 

Siegan has appeared to be the most noteworthy of zoning's de-

. h 3 tractors commentlng t at: 

It is not necessary; it is not desirable; it is 

detrimental. It has no relationship to public 

health, safety, and welfare except on the whole, 

an adverse one. It is regulation almost solely 

for the sake of regulation. 

Weaknesses reflected in the zoning process which have contrib-

uted to this generally negative image include: the failure to 
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deal satisfactorily with problems imposed by jurisdictional 

limits; the matter of sequential timing of development; fiscal 

or exclusionary land use abuses; a failure to adjust t� condi

tions imposed by urban growth; and, piecemeal application. 

Notwithstanding these deficiencies and well-warranted 

criticisms, it is safe to assume that zoning will continue to 

be the primary means of allocating land use in American cities. 

And, for purposes of this paper, it should be noted that the 

zone change mechanism is, itself, a method of dealing with that 

characteristic inflexibility stemming from the prior assign

ment of land uses. 

The Zone Change 

Zone changes have been traditionally examined from the 

standpoint of planning law rather than from any concern for 

their impact on urban structure. Nonetheless, an examination 

of the legal constraints or justifications for undertaking a 

change in zoning is required. 

Arnebergh, Mandelker, Tsagris and Davis, among others, 

observe that zone changes are justified when there are substan

tial changes in the urban environment , when additional rights 

to the property have been acquired after initial zoning, or 

when current use of the land is no longer appropriate from a 

community standpoint. 4 It can be maintained that zone changes 

area a method of handling unanticipated soical, political and 

economic variations in city growth. 

then, be unexpected. 

Zone changes should not, 
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In spite of the sound legal-theoretical premises upon 

which rezoning rests, the process has been open to abuse as 

Mandelker and others have noted:
5 

Zoning amendments have often been employed to 

take care of limited changes in use, usually 

confined to one lot, a technique that has 

disapprovingly been called "spot zoning". 

Spot zoning for one parcel, vigorously opposed 

by adjacent neighbors takes on adversary char

acteristics that give it a distinctly adjudi

cative cast. 

In those instances where a fragmented pattern of land uses has 

occurred through "spot zoning" interest generally focuses on 

legal issues involving a change in conditions surrounding the 

use of the property
6 

and the impact on the immediate area. 

Whether or not the proposal to rezone property is sustained 

depends largely on proving that a change in conditions has 

occurred and there would be conformity with the general or 

comprehensive plan. 

The extent to which invalid or unjustified rezoning 

has taken place is reflected in the lack of conformance between 

zoning and the comprehensive plan. In California, for example, 

abuses have been so widespread that the State mandated such 

conformity by 1974, an action which caused considerable alarm 

and the initiation of hasty land use studies on which to base 

a "rollback" of extant zoning.
7 

In a related vein, two prob

lems emerge here concerning the perpetuation of current land 

usPs which are inconsistent with zoning and inferences to be 



drawn about changing urban structure. 

Firstly, any rezoning which resulted from the zoning 

rollback mandate created additional "non-conforming uses" within 

each affected zone. Such uses are viewed as being anachronistic 

and if at all possible to be phased out over time regardless of 

their viability. In short, some very real hardships are im-

posed on property owners and on communities where established 

livelihood patterns may be interrupted. Secondly, the absence 

of conforming zoning and the need to formally declare "roll

backs" denotes something about decision-making attitudes and 

urban public policy in general. It can be assumed that past 

decisions to zone or rezone land in a manner which was incon

sistent with planning law and adopted plans is a consequence 

of a desire to promote urban growth and development rather than 

a by-product of poor legal advice - awarding of higher density 

uses is generally regarded as proof of this development orien

tation . 

In summation, the zone change is a multi-faceted land 

use control device. Its influence on land use may be beneficial 

or adverse depending on the legal-theoretical framework main

tained by the unit of local government. 

Oxnard, California: Case Study of Zone Changes, 1960-1965 

Ba ckground to the S tudy 

Oxnard, California was chosen as a case study site 

for several reasons including: 1) the City's commitment to 
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basic tenets of planning and zoning law; 2 )  the City's exper

iencing of rapid growth and a recognition, through zoning, of 

a need to regulate growth; and, 3) the writer's familiarity 

with the City's zoning process as a result of tenure as a City 

Planning Staff member and private consultant. 

Bordering on the Pacific Ocean (inset map No. 1), 

Oxnard is located approximately 60 miles north of Los Angeles. 

Although incorporated in 1904, the greatest urban expansion 

occurred in the decade 1960-1970 - the city experienced a 43 . 5 %  

growth rate (from 4 0, 2 65 t o  71, 2 2 5  population), while the SMSA 

"(designated in 1964) was identified as one of the fastest grow

ing in the nation. 8 

In an attempt to cope with urbanization pressures, the 

City constantly changed its zoning maps, modified its initial 

Master Plan (1949), and adopted a new plan in 1962 which was 

subsequently updated in 1969.
9 

In the aggregate these regula

tory land use devices provide the background for analysis. 

Note on Methodology 

For the purposes of this study a zone change is defined 

as a proposal to alter the use of land through a formal appli

cation to the City, the approval of this request, and the ulti

mate alteration of land use. 10 In the case study approach used 

here, all (N=l21) successful and implemented zone changes occur-

ring between 1960 and 1965were examined. Some twenty-eight 

separate zoning classification and six combinations of these 

classifications were identified, along with the characteristics 



of location, size, associated land use, and initiator of the 

action. 

The Zone Change Process in Oxn ard 

While the zone change itself may be initiated in either 

the public or private sector, and involve the Planning Commis-

sion, City Council, individual, group, institution, or corporate 

interest, the process is three-step (Fig. l) which requires 

a planning staff 

and City Council 

analysis of the proposal, Planning Commission 

ll 
approval. Anyone knowledgeable of the process 

described here must at once recognize that the City Council 

has the ultimate authority to accept or reject the findings of 

the planning staff and commission.
12 

In addition, appeal of 

a council decision is guaranteed if time restrictions are ob-

served by the applicant. Moreover, an applicant may continue 

to re-file an application for a change of zone after an unfav-

orable decision has been rendered. 

Although the rezoning process, as outlined, suggests 

stringency and rationality, decision-making may often be a 

subjective matter. Willhelm points out, that indeed zoning 

decisions are h ighly subjective in nature and are divorced from 

. d f. d. 
1 3  

technlcally-base ln lngs. While this intuitively based 

aspect of rezoning is beyond the scope of the present study, 

it should nevertheless be kept in mind. 

Types, Distributi on and Size of Zone Ch anges 

Table l reveals that the prevailing type of zone change 

during the five year period was residential. In all years 
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except one, residential re zoning accounted for over 50 percent 

of the proposals. Commercial, mixed, manufacturing, and agri-
• 

cultural-open space-community reserve re zoning followed, in 

this sequence, although at much lower frequencies. All but 

eight of the zone changes involved an increase in land use 

density, that is, an increase in the level of urban activity. 

This fact suggests that the comprehensive plan frequently under-

estimated the need for multi-family housing and commercial or 

industrial space. 

Of the total number of residential zone changes (64), 

88. 9 percent related to increases in the density of development, 

especially where apartment complexes or planned unit develop

ments were introduced.
14 

The ascendancy of multi-family dwel-

ling unit construction in the southern California region during 

this period certainly supports this observation (see figure 2). 

In the area of commercial re zoning the associated land 

use requested was either retail or office space. Individual 

office buildings, district and neighborhood shopping buildings, 

gas stations, medical centers, and general retail outlets encom-

passed the variety of activities dependent on the change of 

zoning. Offices (39. 1 percent) were the most frequently cited 

of these commercially classified land uses. 

Mixed land uses were proposed in 9. 9 percent of the 

cases. Examples of the types of activities include: comb ina-

tions of single-family and multi-family housing, offices and 

retail, multi-family residences and shopping centers, and retail 



Table 1 

Zone Changes, 1960-1965 (N=121) 

1960 1961 1962 1963 1964 1965 

Residential 9(69.2) 13(59.1) 17(94.4) 13(65.0) 11 (32.3) 9(64.3) 

Commercial 2(15.4) 7(31.8) 3(15.0) 10(29.4) 1( 7.1) 

Manufacturing 1 ( 7. 7) 1 ( 5.0) 5(14.7) 2(14. 3) 

Agriculture - 1 ( 5.0) 4(11.8) 
Open space -
Community 

reserve 

Mixed (resi- 1 ( 7. 7) 2 ( 9.1) 1 ( 5. 5) 2(10.0) 4(11.8) 2( 14.3) 
denti a 1, 
corrmercial, 
manufacturing) 

TOTAL 13 22 18 20 34 14 

-- -

TOTALS 

72 

23 

9 

5 

12 

121 

(.n 
({) 
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and manufacturing. Here rezoning was closely related to sub-

divisions or industrial parks which provided for a diversity 

of uses as part of recent innovations in zoning. 

The remaining two categories, manufacturing and agri

culture-open space-community reserve, represent a highly diverse 

grouping of land use activities . Not only are customary heavy 

and light manufacturing uses noted, but also more exotic ones 

such as farm labor camps, rights-of-way for industrial drain

age facilities, an airport, mobile home facilities, neighborhood 

and district parks, and churches. 

The distribution of all zone changes in the study 

per:i:od are shown on Map 1. Indicated here are the various 

types of zone changes, a series of concentric line intervals 

which allow measuring distance from the Central Business Dis

trict (CBD), and an outline of the current municipal limits. 

Virtually all, 97.5 percent, of the rezoning occurred within 

a four mile radius of the city core, a fact which is not sur

prising since zone changes are premised on a reconsideration 

of use due to changes in the circumstances of the site in ques

tion or in its vicinity. 

The emerging distribution pattern corresponds with the 

cruciform shape of the c ity, and the north-south, east-west 

alignment of highways and streets. The concentration of zone 

changes along both major and minor thoroughfares further suggests 

that accessibility must be considered as a physical factor in

fluencing rezoning, especially in the case of commercial activitieS· 
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As for more precise characteristics of the rezoning 

pattern, these can be seen in Map 2, which encompasses an area 

of 1. 2 square miles and is situated within a two mile radius 

of the CBD. This site contains 10.7 percent of the rezoning 

cases examined. The pattern displayed here as well as disper-

sal in the time of rezoning do not represent a cohesive or well-

planned effort to reassign land uses. To the contrary, spot 

and strip-zoning are clearly evident and indicate that the 

process of chan3e was rather incremental in nature. Moreover, 

the size of the recorded parcels lends credence to this sugges-

tion. 

The impact of rezoning upon the structure of Oxnard 

can be, perhaps, best measured by reference to the size of the 

rezoned area and parcels. Approximately 12 percent of the in-

corporated area was rezoned during the five year period. This 

figure is somewhat unexpected since relatively small parcels 

(the mean size of the 121 zoning actions was 11.8 acres) were 

used to transform urban land uses in an incremental fashion. 

When even smaller parcels are considered, those under five 

acres, 71.1 percent of the zone changes are accounted for. As 

a general comment regarding size, it can be said that rezoning 

in Oxnard was accomplished by submitting proposals involving 

small discrete parcels. Nor is this approach without liabili-

ties as Rody and Smith have noted in their enumeration of mis-

k f 1 . . d . 15 
ta es most requent y encountered ln zon1ng or lnances: 



� '---------
-..::s:--� - -- -

PARCELS SUBJECT TO CHANGE 

Map 2 

h>?l MULTI-FAMILY )����: COMMERCIAL 

63 



64 

Zoning extremely small areas, one or two lots, for 

a use instead of providing a district of sufficient 

size to make the zoning ordinance truly comprehensive 

in scope [is incorrect]. 

Eventually, the issue must be raised concerning the 

initiation of the zone changes - were they public or private 

in origin? In recording· data on each zone change only two 

classes of initiators were distinguished; the city officials 

and those represented by a composite group of private indivi-

duals, builders, developers, and corporate entities such as 

businesses and partnerships. According to these distinctions, 

the zone change process can be attributed to the private sector 

which initiated 82.7 percent of all actions. In short, the 

zone change process would appear to be a private rather than 

a pubic response to urban growth and the ensuing need to adjust 

comprehensive plan allocations of land use. 16 
The presence 

of so many individual interests and agents helps to explain the 

fragmented nature of rezoning characterized by a spatial and 

temporal scattering of small parcels or lots. 

Co nclusions 

In utilizing a case study of Oxnard, California during 

a period of rapid growth ln the early and mid-1960's, several 

conclusions emerge which support the initial contention that 

zone changes are an effective influence on the internal arrange-

ment of urban land uses. 

Firstly, residential land uses were seen to be the most 

strongly influenced category of land uses. The majority of 



65 

rezoning cases dealt with increases in dwelling unit density, 

an expected occurence since any increases in the ratio of multi-

family units to the total number of residential units is nor-

mally associated with increases in population density. During 

the study period, Oxnard was apparently undergoing the same 

growth patterns and pressure witnessed elsewhere in the Southern 

California region. Consequently, any pressures to rezone pro-

perty would have been an expression of general market conditions 

recognized by the private but not the public sector. Since 

the impetus for rezoning originated in the private sector, 

little if any of a creative role can be attributed to zoning 

ff. . 17 
o 1c1als. In this instance, the planning commission and 

city council must be viewed as reactive agents rather than as 

vigorous contributors to change. 

Secondly, while the resulting land use pattern may be 

considered as fragmented, and indeed indicative of spot or 

strip zoning abuses, a more important conclusion concerns the 

official "rethinking" of land uses. To this end, city officials 

initiated some zone changes, and in the majority of cases ap-

proved privately sponsored rezoning. On the whole, however, 

the distribution, types and sizes of rezoned parcels invoke 

some doubt as to the legality or reasonableness of the process 

and ultimately raise questions concerning the competency of 

estimates in the original comprehensive plans. Certainly some 

zone changes were necessary since they serve the public interest, 

and yet the numerous zoning amendments may be taken clearly as 
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f . ff. . 18 
an accurate measure o lne lClency. 

Lastly, the effect of rezoning on urban structure must 

not be underestimated. Although the zone changes individually 

comprised rather small parcels or lots, a cumulative impact 

was rendered. Residential rezoning, in particular, affected 

the distribution of population and influenced the location of 

supportive services. On the other hand, each zone change which 

increased the level of land use activity must be viewed as a 

catalyst for other changes in the vicinity. 
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