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EXECUTIVE SUMMARY 

In the Fall of 2013 Raleigh adopted a new Unified Development 
Ordinance (aka UDO) to control development throughout the City in 
accordance with the 2030 Comprehensive Plan.  Since that time a number 
of rezoning cases have arisen as the first real-life test cases of the UDO. 

We, the residents and homeowners from throughout Raleigh, represent the 
real-life people of these test cases.  We are citizens who have invested 
ourselves and our resources in our homes and neighborhoods – the very 
neighborhoods that are recognized nationally as what make Raleigh a 
Great City. 

We are the real-life people from Eastern, Northern, Western, and Southern 
Raleigh.  We are homeowners from neighborhoods near Buffaloe Road, 
Falls of Neuse Road, Leesville Road, Hillsborough Street, Meredith 
College and Five Points. 

We have faced or are facing proposals for out-of-scale and out-of-
character developments such as fourteen bay gas stations, strip malls and 
superstores, seven story high rises, and city block long student housing in 
the midst of our neighborhoods.  We have faced or are facing these 
proposals because the Unified Development Ordinance has failed to 
implement the City’s Comprehensive Plan that first and foremost protects 
neighborhoods. 

The Unified Development Ordinance fails to implement numerous policies 
and actions of the Comprehensive Plan and, as a result, fails to implement 
the Plan’s vision for the City.  For example, the UDO makes no distinction 
between retail sales in NX versus CX zoning districts while the 
Comprehensive Plan makes clear distinctions between Neighborhood 
Mixed Use and Community Mixed Use.  The UDO leaves open to 
interpretation the height requirements for NX districts while the 
Comprehensive Plan is clear that structures be limited to five stories for 
Neighborhood Mixed Use.  The Comprehensive Plan is clear that 
development must be consistent with the surrounding areas and provides 
for gradual increases in intensity.  In contrast, the UDO is being 
interpreted to provide no transitions and allow the most abrupt changes in 
intensity possible between adjacent areas.  The Comprehensive Plan seeks 
to preserve green space and protect our water supply.  Yet, claims are 
being made for exceptions to tree conservation in our vital watersheds. 
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That we are now seeing proposals for large developments such as seven 
story buildings, strip malls anchored by superstores, and fourteen bay gas 
stations for Neighborhood Mixed Use both inside and outside our 
watersheds illustrates these failings.   In this paper we have identified 
many but not all of those policies and actions of the Comprehensive Plan 
that the UDO fails to implement. 

The Comprehensive Plan is a vision for growth and development.  The 
City is supposed to act to make that vision a reality.  However, without 
proper enforcement within the UDO, the Comprehensive Plan is merely 
wishful thinking. 

We, therefore, respectfully present this position paper, “Unintended 
Consequences: Neighborhoods and the Impact of Raleigh’s UDO and 
Comprehensive Plan.” 

Furthermore, we call upon the City Council to take the following actions: 

• Vote immediately to halt mapping of properties to the new zoning 
districts. 

• Vote immediately to direct City staff to hold a public meeting in 
City Council Chambers to clarify the deficiencies of the UDO 

• Vote immediately to direct City staff to draft recommendations for 
changes in the UDO that clearly can be demonstrated to implement 
the vision, policies, and actions of the Comprehensive Plan. 

In short, we need to begin a citywide discussion to close the many gaps 
and deficiencies in the UDO.  Great work has been done to create a Vision 
for the City and its residents.  Let’s complete that work with a UDO that 
turns that Vision into Reality. 
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INTRODUCTION 

This paper, “Unintended Consequences: Neighborhoods and the Impact of 
Raleigh’s UDO and Comprehensive Plan”, presents our concerns about 
how Raleigh’s Uniform Development Ordinance (UDO) and 
Comprehensive Plan are affecting our neighborhoods.  We are residents of 
neighborhoods from throughout Raleigh – East Raleigh, South Raleigh, 
West Raleigh, and North Raleigh. 

We met because we have faced or are facing or might soon face rezoning 
to allow commercial development directly in or immediately adjacent to 
our neighborhoods.  The proposed developments we face are not for 
walkable corner stores and coffee shops.  Rather they are for high-rise 
buildings, large format grocery stores, parking lots for hundreds of 
vehicles, twenty-four hour gas stations, and many acres denuded of trees 
that are replaced with street lights that never turn off. 

We view these proposals as threats to our neighborhoods, our investments 
in our homes, and our quality of life.  We face increased traffic congestion, 
noise, light pollution, and increases in crime and vagrancy. 

We believe that Raleigh’s Uniform Development Ordinance and 
Comprehensive Plan promised predictable development to enhance – not 
harm – neighborhoods.  As we have learned more about the UDO and 
Comprehensive Plan, we have discovered that the UDO does not 
effectively implement the visions, policies, and actions of the Plan.  In 
many cases the UDO does not implement the Plan at all. 

We have also discovered that many, if not most, of the visions, policies, 
and actions specified in the Comprehensive Plan are being ignored during 
the rezoning process.  A large number of the Plan’s visions, policies, and 
actions, depend on an actual site plan.  Yet, applications for rezoning are 
submitted and expected to be accepted without site plans. 

For example, the vision of Neighborhood Mixed Use areas is for small, 
walkable developments that service neighborhoods within one mile. In 
North Raleigh a developer has well-advertised their intention to build an 
auto-oriented superstore/strip mall that will service a radius of at least 
three miles.  Yet, that information is ignored in the evaluation of the 
rezoning request’s consistency with the Comprehensive Plan. 
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The Comprehensive Plan establishes a vision for Raleigh.  Neighborhood 
Mixed Use envisions “small”, “walkable”, and “servicing just the 
immediate vicinity.”  Community Mixed Use envisions “large”, “auto-
oriented”, and “servicing many neighborhoods over a much larger area.”  
These are two very different visions.  Yet, these visions do not carry over 
to the UDO or the later steps in the development process. 

We contend that the Uniform Development Ordinance is denying public 
officials and the public the tools and guidance necessary to implement the 
Comprehensive Plan.  In the pages that follow we describe many of the 
visions, policies, and actions of the Comprehensive Plan for 
Neighborhood and Community Mixed Use areas and how the UDO fails 
to support them.   

It is this failure of the UDO that is leading to what we believe are serious 
unintended consequences for our neighborhoods. 

NEIGHBORHOOD MIXED USE VS COMMERCIAL MIXED USE – TW O 
VERY DIFFERENT VISIONS 

Neighborhood Mixed Use 

“This category applies to neighborhood shopping centers and pedestrian-
oriented retail districts. The service area of these districts is generally 
about a one mile radius or less. Typical uses would include corner stores 
or convenience stores, restaurants, bakeries, supermarkets (other than 
super-stores/centers), drug stores, dry cleaners, video stores, small 
professional offices, retail banking, and similar uses that serve the 
immediately surrounding neighborhood. Residential and mixed use 
projects with upper story housing are also supported by this designation. 
Where residential development complements commercial uses, it would 
generally be in the Medium density range.  

NX is the most appropriate zoning district for these areas. Heights would 
generally be limited to three stories, but four or five stories could be 
appropriate in walkable areas with pedestrian-oriented businesses.” 

Community Mixed Use 

“This category applies to medium-sized shopping centers and larger 
pedestrian-oriented retail districts such as Cameron Village. Typical 
commercial uses include large-format supermarkets, larger drug stores, 
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department stores and variety stores, clothing stores, banks, offices, 
restaurants, movie theaters, hotels, and similar uses that draw from 
multiple neighborhoods. Development intensities could be higher than in 
Neighborhood Center areas, with mid-rise buildings as well as low rise 
buildings. Where residential development occurs, ground floor retail 
would be encouraged and minimum building heights might be applied in 
transit-rich areas. Heights would generally be in the three to five story 
range, although additional height up to 12 stories would be appropriate in 
TOD areas and at the core of mixed-use centers. 

CX is the primary corresponding zoning district for these areas. 
Appropriate urban form standards for frontage should be applied, 
recognizing that some of the designated areas are established 
neighborhood “main streets” and others are suburban auto-oriented 
shopping plazas or strip centers fronting on high-volume arterial 
roadways. For both this category and Neighborhood Mixed Use, greater 
height should include appropriate transitions and be accompanied by a 
pedestrian-friendly relationship to the public realm.” 

It is clear to any reasonable reader that the vision for Neighborhood Mixed 
Use is for small developments that complement nearby neighborhoods.  
Walking or biking to these areas is strongly encouraged and automobile 
use is strongly discouraged.  Auto-oriented shopping plazas and strip 
centers are most appropriate for CX districts (the counterpart to 
Community Mixed Use). 

CHALLENGES TO THE VISION OF THE COMPREHENSIVE PLAN 

Despite these clear differences in vision, developers and their attorneys 
persist in first rezoning to NX and then, without benefit of public review 
and input, insist on constructing inappropriate developments. 

For example, in North Raleigh a developer wants to build a large format 
grocery store in an auto-oriented strip center.  The proposed development 
is clearly auto-oriented with plans calling for a 334 space parking lot.  The 
developer has admitted to a service radius of three miles giving a service 
area nine times larger than that envisioned by the Comprehensive Plan. 

In Northeast Raleigh a developer wanted to build a Sheetz gas station – a 
clearly large auto-oriented development that is the antithesis of pedestrian 
and neighborhood friendly. 
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In Southwest Raleigh a developer is seeking NX rezoning for a 7-story, 
75-foot high housing development.  The Planning Commission recently 
voted overwhelmingly in favor of rezoning and justified that decision by 
stating that the request is consistent with the Comprehensive Plan.   

Remarkably, the Planning Commission primarily considered the 
distinction between 75 feet and 7-stories.  The failure of this decision is 
that neither 75 feet or 7-stories is mentioned anywhere in the 
Comprehensive Plan.  The Planning Commission did not make a 
determination about the proposal’s suitability for Neighborhood Mixed 
Use.  The Planning Commission ignored all the guidance in the 
Comprehensive Plan and voted to support a proposal that ignores the 
vision, policies, and actions of the Comprehensive Plan altogether. 

In Northwest Raleigh a developer has sought to amend the Comprehensive 
Plan to allow large, auto-oriented development – again the antithesis of the 
vision of the Comprehensive Plan. 

THE PROBLEMS WITH NX AND CX 

The Comprehensive Plan provides reasonable descriptions of 
Neighborhood Mixed Use and Community Mixed Use.  These 
descriptions delineate between small, neighborhood oriented 
developments and larger community oriented developments.  
Unfortunately, after rezoning these distinctions are all but lost.   

One big concern is that all commercial sales permitted in CX are permitted 
in NX except for pawnshops.  In contrast the Comprehensive Plan makes 
clear distinctions between types of retail that are appropriate for 
Neighborhood Mixed Use and Community Mixed Use and it is clear that 
they are very different.  For Neighborhood Mixed Use, retail sales are 
small scale as is clear from the wording:  

“The service area of these districts is generally about a one mile radius or 
less. Typical uses would include corner stores or convenience stores, 
restaurants, bakeries, supermarkets (other than super-stores/centers), 
drug stores, dry cleaners, video stores, small professional offices, retail 
banking, and similar uses that serve the immediately surrounding 
neighborhood”. 
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In contrast, Community Mixed Use services a much larger area and 
includes much larger retail.  These larger scale developments are auto-
oriented requiring much larger parking facilities to handle much larger 
volumes of traffic: 

“Typical commercial uses include large-format supermarkets, larger drug 
stores, department stores and variety stores, clothing stores, banks, offices, 
restaurants, movie theaters, hotels, and similar uses that draw from 
multiple neighborhoods.” 

These distinctions are lost in the UDO that simply says retail sales are 
permitted in both NX and CX districts.  Without these distinctions, once a 
site is rezoned for NX without conditions, then anything permissible in 
CX could be constructed in NX. 

Distinctions are lost for far more than retail sales.  For example, health 
clubs, sports academies, medical, office, outdoor sports and entertainment 
facilities, telecommunications towers (up to 250 feet), utilities, cemeteries, 
K-12 schools, daycare centers, commercial parking, eating establishments, 
vehicle sales, detention centers, jails, prisons, minor  vehicle repair, as 
well as other  uses are permitted without distinction between NX and CX 
districts. 

This lack of distinctions between the types of uses permitted in NX and 
CX districts in the UDO renders impotent the visions of the 
Comprehensive Plan for Neighborhood Mixed Use and Community Mixed 
Use.  In short, the UDO fails to enact the policies of the Comprehensive 
Plan necessary to ensure visions of the Comprehensive Plan. 

In contrast, the UDO makes distinctions between RX and OX districts for 
a wide number of uses.  For RX these include retails sales where a unit 
cannot exceed 4,000 square feet and that drive-in and drive-thru facilities 
are not permitted.  OX districts have similar constraints plus a description 
of the types of structures where retail sales can be located.  We also find 
distinctions between RX and OX for eating establishments, personal 
service uses, overnight lodging, as well as other uses.  Yet, little or 
nothing qualifies NX or CX uses.  Virtually anything that can be built in 
CX districts can conceivably be built in NX districts. 
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COMPREHENSIVE PLAN POLICIES AND THE UDO 

As mentioned in the previous section the UDO fails to distinguish between 
NX and CX districts in that it allows the same uses in both districts 
without distinction.  However, the UDO also fails the Comprehensive Plan 
by failing to support the Plan’s many Policies. 

Policy LU 1.1:  The Future Land Use Map and associated Comprehensive 
Plan policies shall be used to guide zoning, ensure the efficient and 
predictable use of land capacity, guide growth and development, protect 
public and private property investments from incompatible land uses, and 
efficiently coordinate land use and infrastructure needs. 

Once a site is rezoned the Future Land Use Map and associated 
Comprehensive Plan policies are never again referenced to guide growth 
and development.  The development process allows whatever the zoning 
will allow.  Without precise conditions on the zoning pretty much 
anything can be developed.  Although there are some restrictions in terms 
of building height, there are no restrictions on square footage of buildings 
and no restrictions on square footage of parking areas.  An NX district 
which was supposed to ensure the small development envisioned by the 
Comprehensive Plan’s Neighborhood Mixed Use is divorced from 
Neighborhood Mixed Use. 

Policy LU 2.1:  Development within Raleigh’s jurisdiction should strive to 
create places, streets, and spaces that in aggregate meet the needs of 
people at all stages of life, are visually attractive, safe, accessible, 
functional, inclusive, have their own distinctive identity, and maintain or 
improve local character. 

There is no provision within the UDO to ensure that a development is 
visually attractive or improves the local character.  Appearance of a 
development is pretty much up to the developer with no input from the 
city or the surrounding property owners.  A developer can dramatically 
change the character of a neighborhood and the UDO does nothing to 
prevent it from happening. 

Policy LU 6.1:  Mixed-use centers should be comprised of well-mixed and 
integrated developments that avoid segregated uses and have well planned 
public spaces that bring people together and provide opportunities for 
active living and interaction. 
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There is no provision within the UDO to ensure that mixed-use centers 
consist of well-mixed and integrated development and have well planned 
public spaces.  Once rezoning to a mixed use district such as NX is 
permitted, then any uses or public spaces are left to the developer to 
decide. 

Policy LU 7.1:  Discourage auto-oriented commercial “strip” 
development and instead encourage pedestrian-oriented “nodes” of 
commercial development at key locations along major corridors. Zoning 
and design standards should ensure that the height, mass, and scale of 
development within nodes respects the integrity and character of 
surrounding residential areas and does not unreasonably impact them. 

After rezoning, the UDO provides little if anything to discourage auto-
oriented developments or to encourage pedestrian oriented development.  
If a site is zoned NX without conditions, then the developer is free to build 
with minimal to no restrictions. 

Policy LU 7.4:  New uses within commercial districts should be developed 
at a height, mass, scale, and design that is appropriate and compatible 
with surrounding areas. 

Again, nothing in the UDO enforces this policy.  The only limitations 
within the UDO are heights.  There are no limitations with regard to 
building area.  Consequently, there are no limitations of mass and scale 
specified by the UDO and nothing to ensure that the design is appropriate 
for the surrounding areas. 

Policy LU 8.5:  Protect and conserve the City’s single-family 
neighborhoods and ensure that their zoning reflects their established low 
density character.  Carefully manage the development of vacant land and 
the alteration of existing structures in and adjacent to single-family 
neighborhoods to protect low density character, preserve open space, and 
maintain neighborhood scale. 

Many neighborhoods find themselves adjacent to Neighborhood Mixed 
Use areas which will most appropriately be zoned NX.  Again, there are 
no distinctions between a large number of uses for NX and CX districts.  
There are also no size restrictions on structures within NX districts other 
than height.  There are no restrictions on the amount of parking within NX 
districts.  The only restriction for NX districts is that they be limited to ten 
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acres – a restriction that is insufficient to enforce this policy to protect and 
conserve single-family neighborhoods. 

UNINTENDED CONSEQUENCES 

The Comprehensive Plan comes into play when considering a rezoning 
request.  Once the rezoning request is granted, the Comprehensive Plan no 
longer controls the development process.  What controls the development 
process at that point is the UDO.  However, the UDO lacks the tools 
necessary to enforce the policies of the Comprehensive Plan. 

Because the UDO fails to implement the Comprehensive Plan, the UDO is 
a real threat to neighborhoods.  Soon the City will map all properties to 
new zoning districts.  In cases where that mapping does not preserve 
existing conditions, developers will be free to construct buildings of 
unprecedented size, scale, and intensity – particularly in the new mixed 
use districts, NX and CX. 

The Comprehensive Plan is a vision for growth and development.  The 
City is supposed to act to make that vision a reality.  However, without 
proper enforcement within the UDO, the Comprehensive Plan is merely 
wishful thinking. 
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RECOMMENDATIONS 

We are the real test cases of the UDO.  Our neighborhoods are impacted 
by the first rezoning requests under the UDO.  The UDO is too permissive 
and too vague about what can and cannot be built.  As a result we are 
facing proposed developments of unprecedented scale and intensity 
adjacent to our homes.   

Yet, the Comprehensive Plan is clear in its intent to preserve and protect 
neighborhoods. We are suffering because the UDO is disconnected from 
the Comprehensive Plan.   

We, therefore, implore City Council to take the following actions. 

• Vote immediately to halt mapping of properties to the new zoning 
districts. 

• Vote immediately to direct City staff to hold a public meeting in 
City Council Chambers to clarify the deficiencies of the UDO 

• Vote immediately to direct City staff to draft recommendations for 
changes in the UDO that clearly can be demonstrated to implement 
the vision, policies, and actions of the Comprehensive Plan. 

In short, we need to begin a citywide discussion to close the many gaps 
and deficiencies in the UDO.  Great work has been done to create a Vision 
for the City and its residents.  Let’s complete that work with a UDO that 
turns that Vision into Reality. 


