
ATHENS, ALABAMA ZONING ORDINANCE

ZONING ORDINANCE

OF THE

CITY OF ATHENS, ALABAMA

ORDINANCE NUMBER _______2007-1669________

ADOPTED DECEMBER 10, 2007



ZONING ORDINANCE ATHENS, ALABAMA

This page intentionally blank.



ATHENS, ALABAMA ZONING ORDINANCE

i

TABLE OF CONTENTS

Article/Section Page

1 Preliminary Provisions .............................................................................................................................1-1

1.1 Title ......................................................................................................................................................1-1

1.2 Short Title ............................................................................................................................................1-1

1.3 Authority ..............................................................................................................................................1-1

1.4 Jurisdiction ...........................................................................................................................................1-1

1.5 Purpose.................................................................................................................................................1-1

1.6 Legal Status Provisions ........................................................................................................................1-2

1.7 Using this Ordinance............................................................................................................................1-3

2 Definition of Terms ...................................................................................................................................2-1

2.1 Interpretation of Commonly Used Terms and Words ..........................................................................2-1

2.2 Definition of Specific Terms and Words .............................................................................................2-1

2.3 Abbreviations Used in this Ordinance................................................................................................2-23

3 Method .......................................................................................................................................................3-1

3.1 Minimum Requirements, Land Covenants, and Categories of Uses....................................................3-1

3.2 Establishment of Districts ....................................................................................................................3-1

3.2 Zoning Districts....................................................................................................................................3-1

3.3 Official Zoning Map ............................................................................................................................3-2

4 Administration and Review Procedures .................................................................................................4-1

4.1 General Administration........................................................................................................................4-1

4.2 Building Permit ....................................................................................................................................4-1

4.3 Certificate of Occupancy......................................................................................................................4-2

4.4 Appeals.................................................................................................................................................4-3

4.5 Enforcement .........................................................................................................................................4-3

4.6 Site Plan Review ..................................................................................................................................4-4

4.7 Zoning Amendments ............................................................................................................................4-9

4.8 Conditional Uses ................................................................................................................................4-10

5 General Provisions ....................................................................................................................................5-1

5.1 Application of Regulations...................................................................................................................5-1

5.2 Necessary Repairs Permitted................................................................................................................5-1

5.3 Use .......................................................................................................................................................5-1

5.4 Height and Density...............................................................................................................................5-1

5.5 Lots.......................................................................................................................................................5-2

5.6 Yards ....................................................................................................................................................5-3

5.7 Principal and Accessory Buildings and Structures...............................................................................5-6

5.8 Temporary and Portable Buildings and Structures.............................................................................5-10

5.9 Walls and Fences................................................................................................................................5-11



ZONING ORDINANCE ATHENS, ALABAMA

ii

6 Agricultural District Regulations ............................................................................................................6-1

6.1 Intent ....................................................................................................................................................6-1

6.2 Permitted Uses .....................................................................................................................................6-1

6.3 Uses Subject to Supplemental Use Regulations...................................................................................6-1

6.4 Conditional Uses ..................................................................................................................................6-1

6.5 Special Exception Uses ........................................................................................................................6-1

6.6 Dimensional Requirements ..................................................................................................................6-2

6.7 Sign Regulations ..................................................................................................................................6-3

6.8 Parking Requirements ..........................................................................................................................6-3

7 Residential District Regulations...............................................................................................................7-1

7.1 R-1 (1) Low Density Single Family Residential District .....................................................................7-1

7.2 R-1 (2)  Medium Density Single Family Residential District ..............................................................7-3

7.3 R-1 (3)  High Density Single Family Residential District ...................................................................7-4

7.4 R-1 (4)  Zero Lot Line Single Family Residential District ..................................................................7-5

7.5 R-1 (5)  Single Family Attached Residential District .........................................................................7-7

7.6 R-2 (1) Duplex Residential District......................................................................................................7-9

7.7 R-3 (1) Multiple Family Residential District .....................................................................................7-10

7.8 R-MH  Manufactured Home Residential District ..............................................................................7-12

8 Non-residential District Regulations .......................................................................................................8-1

8.1 B-1  Neighborhood Business District...................................................................................................8-1

8.2 B-2  General Business District .............................................................................................................8-3

8.3 B-3  Highway Business District ...........................................................................................................8-5

8.4 B-4  Central Business District..............................................................................................................8-7

8.5 MC  Medical Center District................................................................................................................8-8

8.6 INST Institutional District....................................................................................................................8-9

8.7 M-1  Light Industrial District .............................................................................................................8-10

8.8 M-2  General Industrial District .........................................................................................................8-11

9 Planned Development Districts................................................................................................................9-1

9.1 General Requirements and Procedures.................................................................................................9-1

9.2 P-R  Planned Residential Development District ..................................................................................9-5

9.3 P-TND Traditional Neighborhood Development ................................................................................9-7

9.4 P-MU  Planned Mixed Use Development District .............................................................................9-15

9.5 P-OD Planned Office/Distribution District ........................................................................................9-19

10 Flood District Regulations......................................................................................................................10-1

10.1 Floodway Districts .............................................................................................................................10-1

10.2 F-1 Floodway District .......................................................................................................................10-2

10.3 F-2 Floodway Fringe District ............................................................................................................10-4

11 Nonconformities ......................................................................................................................................11-1

11.1 Nonconformities.................................................................................................................................11-1

11.2 Nonconforming Lots ..........................................................................................................................11-1



ATHENS, ALABAMA ZONING ORDINANCE

iii

11.3 Nonconforming Uses or Structures ....................................................................................................11-2

11.4 Nonconforming Improvements ..........................................................................................................11-2

12 Supplemental Use Regulations...............................................................................................................12-1

12.1 Home occupations..............................................................................................................................12-1

12.2 Day care facilities...............................................................................................................................12-3

12.3 Alcohol beverage sales.......................................................................................................................12-5

12.4 Bed and breakfasts .............................................................................................................................12-7

12.5 Rooming/boarding houses..................................................................................................................12-8

12.6 Upper-story dwellings........................................................................................................................12-8

12.7 Conservation subdivisions..................................................................................................................12-8

12.8 Industrial parks.................................................................................................................................12-13

12.9 Gas/service stations..........................................................................................................................12-13

12.10 Pawn shops, collateral loan/exchange, payday loan, and check-cashing establishments.................12-14

12.11 Temporary real estate sales offices ..................................................................................................12-14

12.12 Recreational vehicle parks ...............................................................................................................12-14

12.13 Self-storage and mini-warehouse storage facilities..........................................................................12-17

12.14 Accessory dwellings.........................................................................................................................12-18

13 Sign Control Regulations........................................................................................................................13-1

13.1 Purpose and Intent..............................................................................................................................13-1

13.2 Application and Enforcement.............................................................................................................13-1

13.3 General Sign Regulations...................................................................................................................13-3

13.4 Computation of Sign Area and Height ...............................................................................................13-9

13.5 Permitted Signs by District ................................................................................................................13-9

13.6 Severability ......................................................................................................................................13-16

14 Parking Regulations................................................................................................................................14-1

14.1 Off-Street Parking Requirements .......................................................................................................14-1

14.2 Off-Street Loading and Unloading Space ..........................................................................................14-6

15 Landscaping and Site Lighting Requirements .....................................................................................15-1

15.1 Intent and Purpose..............................................................................................................................15-1

15.2 Application.........................................................................................................................................15-1

15.3 Landscaping Requirements ................................................................................................................15-2

15.4 Screening............................................................................................................................................15-8

15.5 Buffers..............................................................................................................................................15-10

15.6 Off-Street Parking Area Lighting Requirements..............................................................................15-13

15.7 Inspections and Notifications of Violations .....................................................................................15-14

16 Board of Adjustment ..............................................................................................................................16-1

16.1 Establishment of a Zoning Board of Adjustments .............................................................................16-1

16.2 Powers and Duties..............................................................................................................................16-1

16.3 Administrative Appeals......................................................................................................................16-2

16.4 Variances............................................................................................................................................16-2



ZONING ORDINANCE ATHENS, ALABAMA

iv

16.5 Special Exception Uses ......................................................................................................................16-3

16.6 Rehearings..........................................................................................................................................16-4

16.7 Appeals from Action of the Board .....................................................................................................16-4







ATHENS, ALABAMA ZONING ORDINANCE

1-3

§1.7. Using this Ordinance. 

1.7.1. Organization. This Ordinance is organized as follows:

A. For purposes of organization, this Zoning Ordinance, is divided into Articles. The Article 
designation number represents the first number of that series of numbers used to identify 
the respective regulations of the Ordinance; e.g., in the reference number §6.5.4.C, the 
digit “6” represents the Article.

B. Each Article may be subdivided into several major headings known as Sections, which 
are represented by the second number; e.g., in the reference number §6.5.4.C, the digit 
“5” represents the Section.

C. Each Section may be subdivided into Subsections, which are represented by the third 
number; e.g., in the reference number §6.5.4.C the number “4” represents the Subsection.

D. Each Subsection may be subdivided into Paragraphs, which are represented by the letter 
following the Subsection designation; e.g., in the reference number §6.5.4.C the letter 
“C” represents the Paragraph.

E. Each Paragraph may be subdivided into Items, which are represented by the number 
following the Paragraph designation; which may then be further subdivided as (a), (b), 
(c)…and (i), (ii), (iii)…

1.7.2. Internal referencing. All references to Articles, Sections, Subsections, Paragraphs and Items 
within this Ordinance shall refer to Articles, Sections, Subsections, Paragraphs and Items in 
this Ordinance unless otherwise specified. When an Article, Section or other subdivision is 
referenced within a provision or requirement of this Ordinance, unless otherwise specified, all 
subdivisions within such reference shall be assumed to be applicable.

1.7.3. Page numbering. Each Article contains its own separate page numbering system. The page 
numbers are prefixed by the respective Article number. As an example, page 10 of Article 8 is 
designated page 8-10.
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ARTICLE 2. DEFINITION OF TERMS

For the purpose of interpreting this Ordinance, certain words and terms are herein defined.  The following 
words shall, for the purpose of this Ordinance, have meaning herein indicated.

§2.1. Interpretation of Commonly Used Terms and Words.

2.1.1. Unless the context clearly indicates to the contrary, words used in the present tense include 
the future tense.

2.1.2. Words used in the singular number include the plural, and words used in the plural include 
the singular, unless the natural construction of the wording indicates otherwise.

2.1.3. The terms “Council”, “Commission”, and “Board” shall mean the “Athens City Council”, 
“City of Athens Planning Commission”, and “City of Athens Zoning Board of Adjustment”, 
respectively, unless otherwise indicated.

2.1.4. The word “herein” means “in these regulations”.

2.1.5. The terms “this Ordinance”, “regulations”, or “these regulations” mean the “Zoning 
Ordinance of the City of Athens, Alabama”.

2.1.6. The word “person” includes an individual as well as a firm, association, corporation, an 
incorporated association of persons such as a club, a partnership, trust, company, or any other 
legal entity.

2.1.7. The terms “used”, “used for”, or “occupied” as applied to any land or building shall be 
construed to include the words “designed for, intended, arranged, or designated to be used or 
occupied”.

2.1.8. The word “structure” shall include the word “building”, and “building” shall include 
“structure”; and, the words “building” or “structure” includes any part thereof.

2.1.9. The word “lot” shall include the words “plot”, “parcel”, or “tract”.

2.1.10. The word “shall” is always mandatory.

2.1.11. The word “may” is always discretionary.

2.1.12. The terms “map” and “zoning map” shall mean the “Official Zoning Map, City of Athens.”

§2.2. Definition of Specific Terms and Words.

Abandoned signs. A sign advertising an activity, product, or business no longer conducted or located on the 
premises upon which the sign is located.

Abutting. Being in actual contact; such as by touching along a property line or at a point. Properties that are 
separated by a right-of-way may be “adjoining”, but not “abutting”. However, properties separated by an 
easement shall be considered “abutting”.

Access way. See “Driveway”.

Accessory dwelling. The use of  a structure, accessory to a single-family dwelling, whether  attached or 
detached, as a living space for no more than two (2) persons in accordance with §12.14. 

Accessory sign. A sign related to a business or profession conducted, or to a commodity or service sold or 
offered, upon the premises where such sign is located. An accessory sign may also display a non-commercial 
message.
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Accessory structure. A structure on the same lot with, of nature customarily incidental or subordinate to, and 
related exclusively to the principal use of the premises or structure.

Accessory structure, single-family residential. A structure customarily incidental to a single-family residence 
including but not limited to private garages, tool houses and garden sheds, children’s play areas and play 
equipment, private barbecue pits/grills, private residential swimming pools, and similar structures and uses.

Accessory use. A use of land or buildings which is normally incidental, subordinate to and related exclusively 
to the principal use of the premises.

Adjacent. Either abutting or on opposite sides of a thoroughfare or right-of-way that separates it from the 
subject property. However, properties separated by a freeway or railroad ROW shall not be considered 
“adjacent”.

Advertisement. The calling of a service, product, or activity to the attention of the public, including identifying 
such service, product, or activity.

Alley. A public way which affords a means of access to abutting property and which is not intended for 
general traffic circulation.

Alter and alteration. Any change or modification in accommodations, construction, dimensions, or occupancy 
of a building or structure. For signs, the replacement, enlargement, reduction, or reshaping of, or addition to, a 
sign, sign trim, frame, pole, brackets, or any supporting member. Any change in the number of poles 
supporting a sign; or, except as authorized under the definition of “maintenance” herein defined, the 
replacement or modification of any words, letters, numerals, symbols, or other surface features of a sign in 
order to create a substantially different visual effect constitutes an alteration.

Alternative support structure.  A building or structure other than a tower, which is used to support an 
antenna(s), such as a steeple, power pole, water tank, sign, clock tower, light pole and other similar structures.

Animal Equivalent Units. A unit of measure of the number of livestock kept 
and raised on property based on the size of the livestock and as shown in the 
table at right. Animal equivalent units are used in determining the allowable 
concentration of livestock on a property. Equivalents for animals not listed 
in are determined by the Commission as needed. Offspring are not counted 
until they are weaned. Animals, which are not weaned, are counted when 
they reach half their adult weight based on industry standards.

Antenna. Any exterior apparatus designed to transmit and/or receive 
electromagnetic waves.

Applicable district. That zoning district in which a building, structure, use, subdivision or property is located or 
proposed to be located.

Approving authority or Reviewing authority. The authority(ies) responsible for review and approval of a 
rezoning, Site Plan, Conditional Use, planned development, or other proposal as required by this Ordinance, 
including one or a combination of the following as applicable: Zoning Official, Commission, Board, or 
Council.

Architect or Applicant’s architect. A professional architect licensed in the State of Alabama.

Assisted living facility. A licensed facility in which room, board, meals, laundry, and assistance with personal 
care and other services are provided for not less than twenty-four (24) hours in any week to a minimum of two 
(2) ambulatory adults not related by blood or marriage to the owner and/or administrator.

Association. A partnership, limited partnership, limited liability company (LLC), or any form of 
unincorporated enterprise.  [2003-1457]

Attached Sign. A sign fastened or affixed to, mounted against, or otherwise connected to, a building or other 
non-sign structure, provided however, that the primary purpose of the supporting structure is not the 
display of the sign.

Animal Equivalent Units

Horse
1 unit

Sheep/Goat
0.4 units

Cow
1 unit

Rabbit
0.1 units

Emu
0.4 units

small fowl
0.1 units
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Automotive services. Automotive service establishments shall be categorized as follows:

Gas/service station. A service station including gasoline sales and minor repair, but not including vehicle 
sales or rental, auto painting, body work, major repair, dismantling for recovery of parts, automatic 
washing, or storage of vehicles or vehicle parts for more than thirty (30) days.

Automotive repair service, Minor. A place of business engaged in the repair and maintenance of 
automobiles and light trucks including the sale, installation, and servicing of mechanical equipment and 
parts but not including painting, body work, upholstery work, fabrication of parts, or rebuilding of engines.

Automotive repair service, Major. A place of business engaged in the repair and maintenance of 
automobiles and light trucks including the sale, installation, and servicing of mechanical equipment and 
parts including painting, body work, upholstery work, fabrication of parts, or rebuilding of engines.

Awning. A frame attached to a building wall, over which canvas, cloth, plastic or other fabric is stretched, in 
order to provide shade or cover or to serve as an ornamental feature of the building.

Awning sign. A sign painted upon or otherwise applied to an awning but which is not internally illuminated.

Banners, posters, etc. A type of temporary sign of canvas, plastic sheeting, paper, cardboard or cloth without 
its own supporting frame, but attached to posts, poles, or other stationary structures by cords, ropes, elastic 
bands (shock cords, bungee cords, etc.) or other fasteners; or affixed to a flat surface such as an exterior wall, 
window, or mansard.

Barrier. A physical structure limiting access to a protected area.

Basement. That portion of a building which is partly or wholly below grade but so located that the vertical 
distance from the average grade to the floor is greater than the vertical distance from the average grade to the 
ceiling.  A basement shall not be counted as a story.

Berm. A planted or landscaped elevated ground area between two other areas, generally designed to restrict 
view and to deflect or absorb noise. Berms with ground cover that necessitates moving shall have a slope not 
greater than one (1) ft of rise per three (3) ft of run.

Best management practices (BMPs). Structural practices and vegetative measures which, when properly 
designated, installed and maintained, provide erosion and sedimentation control for rainfall events.

Billboard. A large panel(s) designed to carry outdoor advertising. For the purposes of this Ordinance a sign 
shall be considered a “billboard” when its size is a minimum of 150 sf up to a maximum of 400 sf in area per 
sign face, and having only one sign face per side.

Block. A unit of land bounded by thoroughfares or a combination 
of thoroughfares, public land, public parks, cemeteries, railroad 
rights-of-way, watercourses, or any other barrier to the continuity 
of development.

Block, Double-tiered. A residential block bounded on all sides by 
thoroughfares and within which lots front only on two of the 
surrounding thoroughfares, as shown in the illustration at right. 
The corner lots of such blocks shall be considered “standard 
corner lots”.

Board. The Zoning Board of Adjustment of the City of Athens, 
Alabama.

Buffer. A landscaped strip of land provided between two or more 
properties, uses, or buildings to mitigate the incompatible 
characteristics of adjacent uses and/or buildings. Buffers may include berms, shrubs, trees, fences or walls, 
other screening devices, or a combination of such devices as required by §15.5.

Buildable area. The portion of a lot remaining after required yards have been provided.

Double-tiered block
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Building. A structure having a roof supported by columns or walls for the shelter, support or enclosure of 
persons, animals or chattels; and when supported by divisions walls from the ground up without ingress and 
egress provided between such divisions or suitable openings, each portion of such building so divided shall be 
deemed a separate building.

Building area. The portion of a lot or tract of land occupied by the principal building, including porches, 
carports, accessory buildings, and other structures.

Building area, maximum. The greatest percentage of a lot or tract of land permitted to be occupied by 
buildings and structures, as defined above in “building area”, but excluding driveways, sidewalks, and 
swimming pools.

Building code. The International Building Code published by the International Code Council, Inc., as adopted 
by the City of Athens, and amended from time to time.

Building face or wall. All window and wall area of a building in one plane or elevation.

Building height. The vertical extent of a building measured (in feet) 
from grade level to the highest point of the parapet for flat roofs, to the 
decked line for mansard roofs, and to the mean height between eaves 
and ridges for gable, hip, and gambrel roofs. Building height may also 
be measured in stories, which does not include basements and cellars, 
unless specifically provided otherwise.

Building line. The extreme overall dimensions of a building as staked 
on the ground, including porches, chimneys, and similar projections at 
grade level, whichever is nearest to the property line. The front 
building line shall refer to that portion of the building nearest the front 
lot line.

Building Official. The Building Official for the City of Athens, Alabama or his authorized designee.

Building, Portable. A building transportable in one or more sections, which is built on a permanent chassis, 
and designed to be occupied and used with or without a permanent foundation.

Building, Principal. A permanent building in which is conducted or is intended to be conducted the principle 
use of the lot or tract of land on which said building is located.  A principal building shall be a permanent 
building which has a roof supported by columns or walls, with walls constructed of wood, metal, glass, brick 
or masonry materials, which completely enclose the principal building area.

Build-to line. A line parallel to the front lot line, which establishes the maximum setback allowed within the 
applicable district. Example: A build-to line of twenty (20) ft requires that the front building line can be no 
further than twenty (20) ft from the front lot line. A corner lot shall be considered to have two such build-to 
lines in applicable districts.

Business center sign. An on-premise detached sign which identifies a complex of two (2) or more occupants or 
tenants on the same lot or tract of land.

Caliper. Trunk diameter of a tree in inches measured six (6) inches above grade level for trees up to four (4) 
inch caliper, and twelve (12) inches above grade level for larger trees.

Carport. An accessory structure attached to a principal building, having a roof with one or more open sides and 
intended for the sheltering of motor vehicles.

Cartway. That portion of a public thoroughfare or right-of-way intended for use by vehicles, including on-
street parking spaces where provided.

Certificate of Occupancy. Official certification that a premise conforms to the provisions of the Zoning 
Ordinance and Building Code and may be used or occupied.

Building height
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Changing message sign, electronic reader-board sign, electronic message center sign. A sign of any material, 
with changeable lettering that may be electronically or manually changed, which is designed to be either 
portable or permanently mounted, either attached to or separate from other signage structures or structures 
upon which signs are attached or mounted.

Child development facility. Any child development program or club that promotes extended educational 
services that is funded partially or completely by federal, state, or local government revenue. (i.e.: Head Start 
Programs, Boys and Girls Clubs, etc.)  [2003-1457] The definition of “child development facility” shall also 
include any day care center licensed by the Alabama Department of Human Resources. [2007-1451]

City. The City of Athens, Alabama, unless otherwise noted.

Club, Private. A corporation or association. [2003-1457] With regard to alcoholic beverage sales, “Club” shall 
be as defined in the Code of Alabama Section 28-3-1.

Commercial livestock operation. See “Farming, Commercial Livestock Operation”.

Commission or Planning Commission. Unless otherwise specified, the Planning Commission of the City of 
Athens, Alabama.

Common property. Land, together with the improvements thereon, the use and enjoyment of which are shared 
by the owners and occupants of the individual building sites within a planned development.

Conditional Use. A use that would not be appropriate generally or without restriction throughout the applicable 
district, but which, if controlled as to number, area, location, traffic, noise, light, buffering, screening, or 
relation to the neighborhood, would promote the public health, safety, welfare, morals, order, comfort, 
convenience, appearance, prosperity, or general welfare. Such a use may be permitted in a given district only 
upon approval of the Commission, only in accordance with the conditions specified by the Commission upon 
review, and only where specific provision for such Conditional Use is made in the applicable district.

Condominium. A building, or group of buildings, in which residential dwelling units, offices or floor area that 
are owned individually, and the structure, common areas, and facilities are owned by all the owners on a 
proportional, undivided basis. 

Conservation subdivision. A subdivision of single-family detached dwellings, wherein portions of the site 
containing environmental features are left substantially undeveloped for preservation and/or recreation but 
where the developer may otherwise build the maximum number of lots permissible under the base zoning 
district for the entire site by clustering such dwellings on the portion(s) of the site not containing said 
environmental features. Refer also to §12.7.

Construction site identification sign. A temporary sign located on the site of a construction project which 
identifies the owners, architects, engineers, contractors, mechanics, artisans, craftsmen, financial institutions, 
and other individuals or firms involved with the construction, but does not include any advertisement of any 
product, service, or activity, except that such sign may include information regarding sale or leasing, and 
words announcing the name or character of the building enterprise or the purpose for which the building is 
intended.

Container. Except where otherwise indicated by context, the single bottle, can, keg, bag, barrel, box or other 
receptacle in which products are originally packaged for the market by the manufacturer or importer, and from 
which product may be consumed or dispensed.  [See also Ordinance No. 2003-1451, Alcoholic Beverage 
regulations for additional qualifications.]  [2003-1457]

Contiguous. See “abutting”.

Convenience store. A retail establishment which offers the retail sales of an assortment of container food items 
(snacks, grocery items), refrigerated food items stored in display coolers, tobaccos, toiletries, accessory items, 
and other convenience items; and which may offer the sale of beer and wine, but not liquor, in unopened 
containers, for off-site consumption, as an accessory part of the principal establishment being retail sales of 
other products; and which may or may not include the sale of automotive fuels dispensed by the purchaser.
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Corral. A pen or enclosure for confining or capturing livestock.  This is normally a smaller fenced enclosure 
within a larger equestrian operation.  [2003-1449]

Council or City Council. The City Council of the City of Athens, Alabama.

Cul-de-sac. The dead-end street terminated by a vehicle turnaround area having a minimum right-of-way 
radius of fifty (50) ft.

Crown. The branches and leaves of a tree or shrub with the associated upper trunk.

Day care center. A child care facility, licensed and regulated by the Alabama Department of Human 
Resources, receiving thirteen (13) or more children for care during all or part of the day. The term does not 
include: programs operated as part of public or private schools; programs operated on federal governmental 
premises; and special activities programs such as athletics, crafts, and similar activities conducted on an 
organized and periodic basis by civic, charitable and governmental organizations.

Day care home, Family. A child care facility, licensed and regulated by the Alabama Department of Human 
Resources, within a single-family dwelling, which receives on a regular basis not more than six (6) children for 
care during part of the day.

Day care home, Group. A child care facility, licensed and regulated by the Alabama Department of Human 
Resources, within a single-family dwelling, which receives on a regular basis at least seven (7) but no more 
than twelve (12) children for care during part of the day, has at least two (2) adults present and supervising the 
activities.

Deciduous plants. Plants that shed their leaves during their dormant season and produce new leaves the 
following growing season.

Density. The number of lots or dwelling units per acre of land unless specifically provided otherwise.

Department. The Department of Community Development in the City of Athens, Alabama.

Detached sign. A sign not physically connected in any way to a building or other non-sign structure located on 
the same premises as the sign, but instead mounted on or attached to a pole or manufactured sign framework 
permanently embedded in the ground, whose primary purpose is to display the sign.

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.  
Agricultural activities such as plowing or cultivating and gardening activities are not included in this definition 
of development.

Diameter at breast height (DBH). The diameter of a tree trunk measured in inches at a height of four and one-
half (4-1/2) ft above the ground. If a tree splits into multiple trunks below four and one-half (4-1/2) ft, then the 
trunk is measured at its most narrow point beneath the split. 

Directional sign. A sign of a non-commercial nature which directs the reader to the location of a public, 
religious, or educational institution, or to the location of a historical structure or area, or to the location of a 
public park or building; or signs directing traffic on private property such as ingress and egress signs; or signs 
displayed for the direction and convenience of the public, including signs which identify restrooms, location of 
public telephones, public entrances, freight entrances, etc.. Such signs may display a business name or logo or 
directional information or symbols, but shall not bear nor display any advertisement.

District. A zoning classification applied to land by this Ordinance in which are prescribed regulations 
regarding land uses, signage, parking, building setbacks, open spaces, and other characteristics of 
development.

Drip line. The circumference of a tree's natural unaltered canopy extended vertically to the ground.

Drive-in theatre. A theatre so arranged and conducted that the customer or patron may view the performance 
while being seated in a vehicle.



ATHENS, ALABAMA ZONING ORDINANCE

2-7

Driveway. A vehicular access, or curb cut, in private ownership intended for use by vehicles entering or 
leaving an off-street parking area.

Dwelling or Dwelling unit. A building, or any portion thereof that is designed, arranged, and/or used for living 
quarters for one (1) or more persons living as a single housekeeping unit, having its own cooking and kitchen
facilities, but not including units in hotels or other structures designed for transient residence.

Dwelling, Duplex. A building designed and arranged to provide sleeping, cooking and kitchen 
accommodations and toilet facilities for occupancy by two (2) families living independently of each other, 
the structure having two (2) dwelling units.

Dwelling, Multiple-family. A building or structure designed, arranged or used for residential occupancy by 
three (3) or more families, with or without common or separate kitchen or dining facilities, including 
apartment houses, apartment hotels, rooming houses, boarding houses, fraternities, sororities, dormitories, 
row houses, town houses, and similar housing types, but not including hotels, motels, hospitals, or nursing 
homes.

Dwelling, Single-family. A building designed and arranged to provide sleeping, cooking and kitchen 
accommodations and toilet facilities for occupancy by one (1) family only, the structure having only one 
(1) dwelling unit. As used in this Ordinance, this shall not include “manufactured home”, which shall be 
referred to separately.

Earthwork. The breaking of ground, except common gardening and grounds care.

Easement. A grant by the property owner of use, by the public, a corporation, or person(s) of a strip or portion 
of land for specified reasons, or as created by operation of law. Such uses and reasons may include drainage, 
utilities, telecommunications, access, ingress or egress. Such easements may be temporary or may be attached 
to the property in perpetuity.

Electrical code. The National Electrical Code as adopted by the City Council.

Electrical sign. A sign with electric wiring or lighting therein or thereon, or lights used in conjunction with the 
sign, this includes use of neon, florescent tubing, or flood lights.

Engineer or Applicant’s engineer. A professional engineer licensed in the State of Alabama.

Erect. Construct, including built, reconstruction, alteration, moved upon or any physical operations on the 
premises required for the building, principal structure, sign or accessory structure or use.  Excavation, 
earthwork, fill, drainage work, utilities installations and other work as it relates to the construction or use of a 
building, principal structure, sign or accessory use shall be considered within the meaning of erect.

Evergreen plants. Plants that retain their leaves during their dormant season.

Façade. The exterior of a building extending the entire width of a building 
elevation that faces a public thoroughfare.

Family. An individual or two or more persons related by blood, marriage, or 
legal action; or a group of no more than five (5) persons living as a single 
housekeeping unit.

Farming, Commercial livestock operation. The keeping and raising of 
livestock and/or poultry, of at least fifty (50) animal equivalent units, for 
commercial purposes.

Fence. A structure intended as a barrier or enclosure.

First floor. The lowest floor surface of that portion of a structure defined as a 
story.

Flood. A general and temporary condition of partial or complete inundation of 
normally dry land areas from the overflow of rivers or streams or the unusual 
and rapid accumulation of runoff of surface waters from any source.

Facades
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Floodplain. A relatively flat or low area adjoining a river or stream which is periodically subject to partial or 
complete inundation of floodwaters, or a low area subject to the unusual and rapid accumulation of runoff of 
surface waters from any source.

Floodproofing. Any combination of structural or non-structural additions, changes, or adjustments which 
reduces or eliminates flood damage to real estate, improved real property, water supply and sanitary sewer 
facilities, electrical systems, and structures and their contents.

Floodway. The stream channel and the portion of the adjacent floodplain which must be reserved solely for the 
passage of floodwaters in order to prevent an increase in upstream flood heights of more than one (1) ft above 
the predevelopment conditions.

Floodway fringe areas. Land lying outside a designated floodway but within the area subject to inundation by 
the 100-year flood.

Floor area, Habitable. For residential uses, the area of the first floor plus the area of the floors next above, and 
the area under a sloping roof having a minimum ceiling height of six (6) ft. Garage floor area, basements, 
decks, porches, patios, terraces, and carport floor area are not included as habitable floor area.

Floor area, Non-residential. The gross floor area, including basement, of any non-residential structure.

Foot candle. A measure of light striking a surface one square foot in area on which one unit of light (lumen) is 
uniformly distributed.

Fowl. Winged animals or livestock including chickens, geese, ducks, and exotic birds, but not including birds 
kept as domestic pets.

Fowl house. An enclosed or partially enclosed agricultural structure used for the keeping and raising of two or 
more chickens or other fowl.

Frontage, Block. All the property on one (1) side of a 
thoroughfare between two intersecting thoroughfares 
measured along the ROW line of the thoroughfare, or if the 
thoroughfare is dead-ended, then all of the property abutting 
on one (1) side between an intersecting thoroughfare and the 
dead end of the thoroughfare.

Frontage, Lot. That dimension of a lot along its front lot line 
and, where applicable, its street side lot line.

Frontage, Street. That portion of a lot along a thoroughfare, 
whether along a front lot line or street side lot line.

Garage, Private. A private garage is a garage for which the 
principal use is the storage of privately owned vehicles and 
constituting an accessory use on the lot.

Gas station. Any building, structure or land at which the sale of combustible and flammable fuels is conducted. 
Gas stations which also have motor vehicle repair services as a component of the business shall be considered 
“gas/service stations” (see “automotive services: gas/service station”).

General merchandise. The sale of antiques; apparel; art, crafts and supplies; books, magazines, and stationery; 
flowers; gifts; hardware; hobby items (including but not limited to bicycles, skates, and skateboards); 
household items; jewelry; records and CDs; and sundries at retail.

Grade level. For buildings, the average level of the finished grade at the 
front building line. For detached signs, the lower of (1) existing, 
average grade at the sign edge prior to construction or (2) the newly 
established average grade at the sign edge after construction, exclusive 
of any filling, berming, mounding, or excavating solely for the purpose 

Block Frontage, Lot Frontage, and Street 
Frontage

Grade Level
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of locating the sign. For trees, landscaping, and light fixtures, the level of finished grade at the base of the tree, 
plant, or fixture.

Greenway. An open space corridor that links urban, suburban, and rural communities to natural and scenic 
areas with a network of connected trails, walkways, and natural preservation areas.

Grocery store.  A retail establishment whose primary function is the sale of packaged or unprepared food and 
grocery items for consumption off the premises and whose floor space is at least 10,000 sf.

Gross floor area (GFA). The sum of the horizontal areas of all floors of a building measured from the exterior 
face of exterior walls, or from the centerline of a wall separating two buildings, but not including any space where 
the floor-to-ceiling height is less than six (6) ft and not including stairwells or elevators.

Ground cover. Plants, mulch, gravel, and other landscape elements used to prevent soil erosion, compaction, 
etc. Ground cover includes flowers, woody vines, evergreen plants or other organic living plants (including 
sod), generally characterized by vertical growth of less than eighteen (18) inches in height.

Hardship. A circumstance existing when the conditions imposed by the Zoning Ordinance would deprive a 
property owner of certain development rights that are enjoyed by other property owners within the same 
zoning district. The standards for determining if a hardship justifies a variance is contained in §16.4, which 
excludes self-created and economic hardships.

Hazardous uses. All uses which involve the storage, sale, manufacture, processing or handling of materials 
which are easily ignited and likely to burn with moderate rapidity or cause smoke, including materials which 
are highly flammable, explosive, noxious, toxic, or inherently dangerous to humans, animals, land, crops, or 
property.

Hobby farm. The production, keeping, or maintenance of horse or cattle and/or the growing of flowers, 
produce, or plants, as an accessory use to the principal dwelling and where any income derived from such use 
is incidental to the income of the residents thereof.

Home occupation. An occupation for gain or support conducted frequently or continuously in the primary 
residential dwelling of the person/family conducting the business, in a residential district. Home occupations 
shall be categorized as either major or minor home occupations in accordance with §12.1 and the following 
definitions:

Home occupation, Major. A home occupation which: (1) has no exterior evidence of the home occupation 
with the exception of signs permitted by §13.5.1; (2) is conducted within a single-family detached, zero-
lot-line, or attached dwelling; (3) accommodates the off-street parking needs of the dwelling and up to one 
(1) additional parking space for the home occupation; and (4) is operated by and employs only family 
members residing on the premises.

Home occupation, Minor. A home occupation which: (1) has no exterior evidence of the home occupation; 
(2) does not generate traffic in excess of ten (10) round trips or twenty (20) one way trips in one (1) day in 
addition to trips generated by the residence; (3) does not create a need for off-street parking beyond 
normal dwelling needs; and (4) is operated by and employs only family members residing on the premises.

Home occupation sign. A sign advertising an activity conducted entirely within a residence for which a home 
occupation has been approved.

Hospital. A public or proprietary institution providing medical diagnosis, treatment, or other care of human 
ailments, operating under license by the Alabama State Health Department, and which, unless otherwise 
specified, shall be deemed to include institutions primarily for treatment of contagious diseases and the insane 
or feeble minded but not including nursing homes.

Hotel. A building or part thereof occupied as the more or less temporary abiding place of individuals in which 
the rooms are usually occupied singularly for hire and in which rooms no provision for cooking is made and in 
which building there is usually a kitchen and public dining room for the accommodation of the occupants and 
guest. A hotel shall maintain a central, internal lobby, and all rooms shall be accessible only from the interior 
of the building.
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Hotel/Motel lounges. A use within a hotel or motel, in close proximity or convenient to the guest registration 
area, which offers the sale of beer, table and/or fortified wine and liquors for on-site consumption as an 
accessory part of the principal lodging operation.

Impervious surface. A surface composed of any material that significantly impedes or prevents natural 
infiltration of water into soil. Impervious surfaces include, but are not limited to, rooftops, buildings, 
thoroughfares, swimming pools, fountains, sidewalks, tennis courts, and any concrete or asphalt surface.  
Pervious paving areas are not considered impervious surfaces.

Improvements. Those physical additions and changes to the land that may be necessary to produce usable and 
desirable developments including but not limited to driveways, landscaping, thoroughfares and alleys, 
sidewalks, curbs, gutters, utilities, and stormwater management facilities.

Independent living facility. Attached dwellings, restricted to occupancy by handicapped persons or persons 
sixty-two (62) years and older, which may provide common facilities and services, but which are not defined 
as an assisted living facility.

Industrial park. A tract of industrial land subdivided into at least two (2) parcels planned and/or managed by an 
industrial development authority.

Institution. A structure or use occupied by a group, cooperative, or other entity created for non-profit purposes 
or for public use or services; but excluding those of an industrial nature such as garages, repair or storage 
yards, warehouses, and correctional institutions; and as categorized below:

Low-intensity institutional uses. Civic, service, and fraternal organizations; cultural facilities; day care 
centers; dormitories; elementary schools; group homes with more than six (6) residents; nursing homes 
rest homes, and other homes for the aged.

Medium-intensity institutional uses. Government buildings up to 12,500 sf; health institutions up to 50,000 
sf; junior high and middle schools; religious institutions up to 750 seats; stadiums and arenas up to 5,000 
seats; other institutions up to 50,000 sf.

High-intensity institutional uses. Government buildings greater than 12,500 sf; health institutions greater 
than 50,000 sf; religious institutions greater than 750 seats; high schools, universities, colleges, junior 
colleges; other institutions greater than 50,000 sf.

Institutional sign. A place of worship or school identification sign, bulletin board, or directional sign.

Island. An interior landscaping feature surrounded on all sides by driving and/or parking surfaces.

Junkyard. Any place, structure, lot or tract of land, or portion thereof, where junk, waste, discarded, salvaged 
or similar materials such as old iron or other metal, wood, slush, lumber, glass, paper, rags, cloth, bagging, 
cordage, barrels, containers, etc., are stored, bought, sold, exchanged, baled, packed, dissembled or handled, 
and including storage of machinery or motor vehicles and dismantling of such vehicles or machinery.

Kennel, Indoor. A building in which five (5) or more domestic animals are permanently or temporarily 
boarded, groomed, trained or treated, for compensation.

Kennel, Outdoor. A lot or premises on which five (5) or more domestic animals are permanently or 
temporarily boarded, groomed, trained or treated, for compensation.

Land area. Property which is not water surface area.

Landscape architect or Applicant’s landscape architect. A professional landscape architect licensed in the State 
of Alabama.

Landscape element. A plant material (living or non-living) or an ornamental material (river rock, brick, tile, 
statuary, etc.) differentiated from surrounding off-street parking area surfacing materials.

Landscape materials, Organic. Plants or non-living materials made from plants, e.g. pine straw, bark chips, etc.
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Landscaping. Trees, shrubs, ground covers, vines, walkways, ponds, fountains, benches, sculptures, and 
similar materials used for creating an attractive appearance. No artificial plants, trees or like materials may be 
counted toward meeting the landscaping requirements of this Ordinance.

Landscaping, Foundation. Those landscape areas provided against the front of the principal structure.

Landscaping, Interior. Those landscape areas provided within an off-
street parking area.

Landscaping, Perimeter. Those landscape areas provided between an off-
street parking area and adjoining properties. Perimeter landscaping shall 
exclude landscaping between an off-street parking area and buildings on 
the same legal lot.

Landscaping, Street frontage. Those landscape areas between off-street 
parking areas and adjacent street rights-of-way.

Land subject to flood.  For purposes of this Ordinance, land subject  to 
flood and the flood elevation shall be considered along Town Creek and 
Swan Creek within the corporate limits of Athens. The elevation and the 
land subject to flood is shown on the  chart entitled “High Water Profiles, 
Town and Swan Creeks, Vicinity of Athens, Alabama,”  (Tennessee 
Valley Authority, July 1964), and the proposed floodway maps of Town 
and Swan Creeks, Athens, Alabama, March 1965.

Livestock. Animals of any kind kept, bred, or raised for commercial or 
other purposes, excluding house pets such as domestic cats, dogs, fish, fowl, and other similar animals kept for 
personal pleasure and excluding swine.

Lodging. Transient or short-term living accommodations provided by a hotel, motel, extended stay facility, or 
bed and breakfast facility or through the short-term rental of a dwelling unit.

Lot. A parcel of land intended for transfer of 
ownership or for building development, which shall 
be comprised of land area or a combination of land 
area and water surface area conforming to the area and 
dimensional regulations of the applicable district.  
Said land area shall be contiguous and have frontage 
upon a public thoroughfare. The word “lot” includes 
the word “plot”, “parcel”, or “tract”. Lots are 
classified into the following categories:

Corner lot. A lot abutting upon two (2) or more 
streets at their intersection or upon two (2) parts 
of a thoroughfare that form an interior angle of 
less than 135 degrees. The point of intersection of 
the street lines is the corner.

Corner lot, standard. Generally, a corner lot on a 
double-tiered block. However, a corner lot, on a 
double-tiered block, that is used for non-
residential or multi-family uses shall only be 
treated as a “standard corner lot” (in determining 
whether a street side yard or front yard is 
required) when the property facing the subject lot 
from across the lesser thoroughfare is also 
occupied by a non-residential or multi-family use. 
A corner lot that is not on a double-tiered block 

Perimeter and Street Frontage 
Landscaping

Lot Types
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shall not be considered a “standard corner lot” in any case.

Flag lot. A lot that does not meet the lot width requirements of its district at the front lot line.

Interior lot. A lot other than a corner lot.

Through lot. A lot abutting two (2) or more thoroughfares other than a corner lot.

Through lot, reverse-frontage. A through lot with primary frontage on the abutting thoroughfare of lesser 
classification.

Lot, Depth. The mean distance of the side lines of the lot measured from the midpoint of the front lot line to 
the midpoint of the rear lot line. In the case of a lot, in which the side lot lines converge in a point, the lot depth 
shall be measured using the adjusted rear lot line (see definition of “Lot line, Rear lot line”).

Lot line. A line of record bounding a lot that divides one (1) lot from another 
lot or from an alley, thoroughfare or any other public space. Lot lines are 
classified into the following categories:

Front lot line. A lot line separating the front of the lot from the 
thoroughfare. For standard corner lots, there shall be a front lot line and 
a “street side lot line”. On all other corner lots and on all through lots, 
all lot lines abutting a thoroughfare shall be front lot lines.

Rear lot line. A lot line, which is most distant from a front lot line. For 
non-standard corner lots, that lot line which is generally parallel to the 
front lot line of lesser dimension. For the purposes of determining rear 
yard setbacks on a lot where the side lot lines meet in a point, the rear 
lot line shall be assumed to be a line not less than ten (10) ft long drawn 
within the lot between the two side lot lines and parallel to the front lot line, and shall be referred to as the 
“adjusted rear lot line”.

Side lot line. Any lot line, which is not a front or rear lot line. For non-standard corner lots, that lot line 
which is generally parallel to the front lot line of greater dimension.

Street side lot line. That lot line, other than the front lot line, of a standard corner lot, which abuts a 
thoroughfare. The street side lot line is generally longer than the front lot line.

Adjusted Rear Lot Line

 Lot Lines of Typical Lots
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