
Changes to Roanoke’s zoning code up for public debate once again 

The changes, which took effect in March, sparked a lawsuit against the city. Now the amendments are up for 
reconsideration, starting with Monday’s public hearing. 

by Samantha Verrelli August 12, 2024 

Changes made this spring to Roanoke’s zoning code to address a cri�cal housing shortage will again be up for public 
debate Monday at a planning commission public hearing. 

The amendments resulted in a homeowners’ suit against the city, which argues that the city did not follow procedure 
before adop�ng the amendments and claims a “rushed process.” 

Facing the prospect of drawn-out legal ac�on, the city launched a process to bring the amendments back before the 
public. Following Monday’s hearing, the planning commission will again vote on whether to recommend the changes to 
the city council, which will then take up the amendments. 

As of now, residents shouldn’t expect substan�al changes — most likely it will consist of “clean-up” work and minor 
tweaking, according to Chris Chitum, ac�ng assistant city manager.  

In the mean�me, the changes approved by the city council in March remain in effect.  

The changes allow for greater housing density in Roanoke’s residen�al neighborhoods, doing away with exclusionary 
zoning that only allowed for single-family housing. It made it easier for builders to build mul�family housing and allows 
for homeowners to add accessory units to their proper�es. 

The planning commission and city council began discussing the need for zoning amendments in 2018 as a part of the 
development of Roanoke’s City Plan 2040, which included neighborhood workshops and community mee�ngs. The plan, 
which was adopted by the city council in 2020, called for new policies that would permit a range of housing op�ons in 
every neighborhood. 

The city’s housing problem is twofold: a lack of affordable housing and a lack of developable land.  

A 2021 Virginia Tech study found that over half of Roanoke’s residents are cost-burdened, meaning at least 30% of their 
income goes toward paying for their rent or mortgage. It also found a lack of 4,500 housing units in the city.  

Roanoke’s housing density is only at 40%, or less in some areas, of what’s allowed — meaning that even with greater 
housing density allowed in the new code, the city is s�ll not projected to be near maximum-allowed density. The zoning 
changes that took effect in March aren’t expected to bring major changes, he said: only a 3% change in density over the 
next 30 years.  

The zoning changes that were passed by the city council in March were first introduced in early February with a briefing 
at a city council mee�ng. There were then seven public mee�ngs throughout the month of February, according to 
Chitum. The planning commission made the recommenda�on on March 10 to move forward with the amendments, and 
the city council passed them on March 18 in a 5-2 vote. 

A�er hearing from residents who feel their input hasn’t been taken seriously, city officials say they’re hearing the 
community’s input in zoning decisions.  

Vice Mayor Joe Cobb last week urged residents to read the reports that have been published about the changes — and 
to contact him or other council members if they want to have a conversa�on about them.  

“For some people, being heard means do what I’m asking, or do what I say,” Cobb said. “Maybe we’ve achieved some 
compromise that’s also representa�ve of what it means to be heard.” 

https://cardinalnews.org/author/samantha-verrelli/


But Anthony Stavola, one of the homeowners who sued the city this spring, said he doesn’t have high hopes for any 
outcome of Monday’s public hearing.  

“There was a flawed process in developing the amendments, and it came out with a flawed product,” Stavola said last 
week. He said homeowners haven’t been able to “have a two-way conversa�on” with planning staff. The lawsuit is 
pending, and Stavola hopes for more conversa�on between the city and residents in the mean�me.  

 

 

 

 



 

 


