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Through site plan review, the plan commission reviews a proposal for a
development balancing a property owner’s rights with those of neighboring
properties and the community at large.  This is accomplished through the
comparison of the development proposal with adopted plans and standards.

Defining a Site Plan

The Growing Smart Legislative Guidebook prepared by the American
Planning Association defines a site plan as “a scaled drawing that shows
the layout and arrangement of buildings and open space, including parking
and yard areas, the provision for access to and from the public street
system and, often, the location of facilities such as water and sewer lines
and storm drainage systems.”

Site Planning is the art of
arranging structures on the
land and shaping the spaces
between, an art linked to
architecture, engineering,
landscape architecture, and
city planning.
- Kevin Lynch, Site Planning
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Indiana Code uses the term “development plan.”  It is defined as a specific
plan for the development of real property that requires approval by the plan
commission, satisfies the development requirements specified in the zoning
ordinance, and contains the plan documentation and supporting information
required by the zoning ordinance.  For the purposes of this chapter, the
terms “development plan” and “site plan” are one in the same.

Indiana Code goes further to state that a community can specify regulations
that development plans must meet.  These regulations can include:

• Compatibility of the development with surrounding land uses;
• Availability and coordination of water, sanitary sewers, storm water

drainage, and other utilities;
• Management of traffic;
• Building setback lines;
• Building coverage;
• Building separation;
• Vehicle and pedestrian circulation;
• Parking;
• Landscaping;
• Height, scale, materials, and style of improvements;
• Signage;
• Recreation space; and
• Outdoor lighting.

Level of Review

Nearly all physical developments necessitate the submission of a site plan
before a permit can be issued.  On the simple side, before a permit can be
issued for a garage, one must know the size of the garage, how it relates to
other structures on the property, and its distance from property lines.  On
the more complex side, before a permit can be issued for a new shopping
center, there are many issues that need to be addressed: building size,
internal vehicular and pedestrian circulation, drainage, parking, and lighting
- to name only a few.  Obviously, the level of review for a new shopping
center should be very different than the level of review for a new garage.

For simple projects, most zoning codes require that adequate information
be provided to determine if the project meets the regulations of the zoning
code.  This is generally achieved through a sketch.  This scenario would
apply to a new home, a new garage, a room addition, a shed, a deck, and
maybe a fence, depending on the details of the zoning ordinance.  These are
small scale projects that should require a quick and relatively simple level
of site plan review.

Indiana Code allows communities to specify in which zoning districts a
development plan is required to obtain plan commission approval.  Generally,
development plan approval is a prerequisite to obtaining any local permits.
This type of review and approval should be reserved for more complex projects
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Quick Quiz:
Is the level of review
consistent with intensity of
the project in your
community?  Does it take
too long to obtain approval
for simple projects?  Or is
there not adequate review
given to complex projects?
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like multi-family developments, commercial and retail establishments,
industrial facilities, planned unit developments, and institutional
developments.

The process for development standards variances, special exceptions and
conditional use permits should include the review of a site plan.  Again, the
level of detail required should be consistent with the complexity of the project
and/or request.

There can be some difficulty in deciding when projects involving the
expansion of an existing facility should have to obtain development plan
approval from the plan commission.  This difficulty can be overcome by
including criteria within the zoning code.  For example, the zoning code
might specify primary use additions, parking lot expansions, and/or projects
involving one acre or more of land shall obtain development plan approval
before an improvement location permit can be issued.

Who Conducts the Site Plan Review?

Again, who conducts the review can depend on the complexity of the project.
A site plan for a new house, garage or deck may only need to be reviewed by
the planner or a single plan commission staff member.  Depending on the
community, a site plan for a new house may need to be reviewed by a
design standards committee to look for required design characteristics: roof
lines, building facade details, and exterior materials.

Site plans that are prepared in combination with a conditional use, special
exception, or variance request are generally reviewed by the staff and
forwarded to the board of zoning appeals for additional review and approval.
A site plan for a complex development - like a shopping center- should undergo
the most thorough review starting with plan commission staff.  In many
communities, these types of plans are routed to various departments for
additional review.  It is not uncommon (and in many cases, preferable) for
police, fire, utilities, traffic or street, surveyor or drainage, and/or
engineering departments to review and comment on a site plan for a large
development.  After this type of routing process, the site plan along with
the comments from the various departments are reviewed by the plan
commission for comments, conditions, and/or approval.

Indiana Code states that a plan commission may delegate development plan
approval.  Delegation may be granted to staff, a hearing examiner, or a
committee of the plan commission.  The delegation must be clearly stated
in the zoning ordinance and include the duties granted to the hearing
examiner, the procedures for review, and procedures for an appeal.  Many
communities take advantage of this streamlined procedure, thus requiring
only the most complex plans to be brought before the plan commission.

Quick Quiz
Does the zoning code in
your community specify
districts in which
development plan approval
by the plan commission is
required?  Are criteria for
development plan approval
specified, too?
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If development plan review is delegated, it is very important that the review
procedure stated in the zoning ordinance be used by the reviewer in exactly
the same manner as it would be by the plan commission.  Decisions of the
reviewer should be documented in exactly the same manner they would be
as if decided by the plan commission.

It is also important to note that a site plan decision made by the staff,
hearing examiner, or committee can be made without a public hearing if
the zoning ordinance provides for an appeal of the decision directly to the
plan commission.

Procedures for Site Plan Review

A site plan for a new development project or a redevelopment project should
meet all submittal requirements, meet or exceed all development standards
that are part of the zoning ordinance, and be consistent with the
comprehensive plan and other applicable plans.

Submittal Requirements
The first step in the site plan review process should be to verify that all
items required to be shown on or accompanying the site plan have been
provided.  A zoning ordinance should provide a very specific list of required
items.  Again, the submittal requirements should reflect the complexity of
the project.  Examples may include the following:

   •   Application form and applicable fees;
   •   Name and address of the owner, developer, engineer, surveyor, etc.;
   • Location of the project;
   • Legal description of the subject property;
   • Scale and north arrow;
   • Location of buildings, required setbacks, parking and loading areas;
   • Location and names of public roads providing access to the site;
   • Location and ownership of all adjacent property;
   • Layout and design of all proposed rights of way, easements, etc.;
   • Location, dimensions, and design, of all proposed signs;
   • Location, height, direction of illumination, for all proposed outdoor

lights;
   • Landscape plan;
   • Contours with elevations of proposed finish grades;
   • Location of any proposed outside storage areas;
   • Erosion control plans;
   • Copies of any other applicable permits; and
   • Certification/seal of design professional.

If a plan meets the submittal requirements contained in the zoning
ordinance, a detailed review of the development requirements should
commence.  If a plan fails to meet any of the submittal requirements, the
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deficiencies should be conveyed in writing to the owner/developer/engineer.
There should be no further review until all of the submittal requirements
are met.

Development Standards
Indiana Code identifies a number of development requirements that may
be included in the review of a development plan.  It is very important that
these requirements be “objective;” a project clearly meets the requirement
or it does not.  These standards must be clearly identified within the zoning
ordinance.  Often a zoning ordinance will have a development standards
section with titles like “parking standards,” “driveway standards,” or
“landscape standards.”

The process of review simply involves comparing what is proposed on the
site plan to what is required by the standards prescribed in the zoning
ordinance.  It’s easiest to go through the standards section checking each
off after confirming the site plan meets or exceeds them.  All dimensions
and calculations should be verified and may include

   •   Yards and setbacks
   •   Parking spaces and aisles
   •   Loading dock standards
   •   Building height and lot coverage
   •   Density
   •   Size, spacing, and location of landscaping
   •  Sign size
   •   Driveway surfaces, locations and width
   •   Utility easement locations and dimensions
   •   Storm water pipes, culverts, and detention facilities
   •   Sidewalk and bicycle path locations and width

If a site plan fails to meet any of the development standards, the deficiencies
should be conveyed in writing to the owner/developer/engineer.  Occasionally,
it may be necessary for the owner to secure a variance from one or more of
the development standards.

Comprehensive Plan
Indiana Code states that the plan commission shall review a site plan to
determine if it is consistent with the comprehensive plan.  Further the
Code states that the plan commission may impose conditions on the approval
of a site plan if the conditions are reasonably necessary to satisfy the
development standards specified in the zoning ordinance.  The approval of a
site plan may also be conditioned on the establishment of a bond or written
assurance that guarantees the timely completion of proposed public
improvements.

The plan commission should review the development plan against the
comprehensive plan paying particular attention to language in the plan
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related to land use and community and transportation facilities.  It is
appropriate at this time in the review process to ask questions about how
the use is consistent with the community’s comprehensive plan.  It is
important to identify proposed public investments that may impact the site
plan (road expansion, park development, sewer line extensions, etc).  It
may also be appropriate to consider other items that may not be specified in
the zoning ordinance, but are critical to obtaining development that best
meets the needs of the community.  These items may include, but are not
limited to:

• Adequacy of buffers between incompatible uses
• The best location of parking areas relative to the circulation system
• Minimizing the impact to existing natural features
• Accommodating non-vehicular transportation
• Ensuring connectivity between developments

It is also appropriate to consider other adopted community plans.  These
may include neighborhood plans, overlay or corridor plans, capital
improvement plans, downtown revitalization plans, etc.  Often such plans
will help the plan commission determine appropriate conditions of approval
or other steps needed to approve the site plan.  Any imposed conditions
must be reasonable and supported by findings that relate to adopted
ordinances and plans.

Documenting the Review
The results of the review should be adequately documented.  The type and
extent of the documentation is generally dependent on the complexity of the
site plan.

Site plan review for a single family home may be documented simply through
the issuance of an improvement location permit or a zoning permit.  If
denied, a simple letter identifying the basis for denial is sufficient.  Site
plan review for a more complex project is best documented with marked up
plans, copies of correspondence, findings, improvement location permits
and/or certificates of compliance.

In addition to written correspondence between the plan commission staff
and the owner, it is helpful to include a “red-line” or marked up copy of the
site plan that graphically explains the comments provided in the written
correspondence.  Being as thorough and detailed as possible in both the red-
line plans and the written correspondence helps to avoid misunderstandings
and unnecessary delays in the review of the site plan.  It’s important to
note that a development plan may have multiple reviews by the staff and
various departments before it actually is reviewed by the plan commission.
Each review should be documented.

The plan commission (or plan commission staff) should include within the
written correspondence findings of fact that link their comments or
conditions back to specific sections of the zoning ordinance or adopted plans.

Plan commissioners should
visit developments that
have completed
construction to see if the site
functions as had been
envisioned.  The information
gained from such visits can
aid the planning commission
in future site plan reviews
and in making amendments
to the comprehensive plan
or zoning ordinance
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These findings should be made part of the official record of each site plan
review.  Findings help clarify what the Plan Commission is used as a basis
for its comments or conditions and help defend against any legal challenges
to their decisions.

Once the plan commission is satisfied that the site plan review is complete
and approved, a written approval should be provided to the owner.  Often
this approval is in the form of an improvement location permit or zoning
permit.  This permit should clearly state what has been approved, make
reference to the approved site plan (with the date of the plans), and include
any conditions of approval.

Some communities utilize a second permit referred to as a certificate of
compliance or occupancy permit.  This second permit is issued upon
demonstration that all conditions of development plan approval have been
met and that all construction has been completed.  Upon issuance of this
second permit the site plan review process may be considered complete and
the file can be placed in permanent storage.
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