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TOWNSHIP OF LOWER MERION 
 

Civic Association Meeting 
 

Issue Briefing 
 
Topic:  Zoning Update 
 
Prepared by:  Christopher Leswing, Director, Building & Planning Department 
 
Date:  June 15, 2018 
 
 
I. Background:  

 
On Tuesday, June 19th the zoning consultants, DPZ will be presenting an overview of 
the zoning update underway to the local civic associations and residents. The purpose 
of the meeting is to update residents on the status of the zoning update, and to provide 
an opportunity for the public to ask questions and provide comments to the consultant 
team in a more informal setting.  
 
The Zoning Code is a dense read. Property owners and builders get confused, lawyers 
can’t agree and many items require the interpretation of the Zoning Officer. The 
Township is working to create a more user-friendly document with the help of DPZ. 

 
A zoning code regulates the use of land, placement of structures and the extent and 
character of development. Zoning is a local law enacted by the elected governing 
body of a municipality designed to protect public health, safety, and welfare and to 
guide growth.  
 
The Township retained consultants led by DPZ in 2017 to update the zoning code 
within an 18-month timeframe using the guiding principles of the Comprehensive 
Plan for the update. The comprehensive planning process confirmed a significant 
disconnect between many of the current zoning provisions and the built environment. 
The zoning code, enacted in 1927, has been amended numerous times to address 
changing community needs. The current code’s framework is based on Euclidian 
Zoning, which is primarily focused on a separation of uses, and it does not effectively 
address the fine grained, lot-by-lot growth challenges currently faced in established 
neighborhoods. The Comprehensive Plan affirmed the need for a new code to manage 
today’s challenges. 
 

II. Project Status:   
 
The zoning code update was divided into two initial phases: 1) Assessment & 
Analysis; and 2) Drafting New Zoning Regulations. The consultant team’s analysis of 
the existing zoning code was completed in September 2017. It involved a thorough 
review of Township planning documents, including the Comprehensive Plan, a 
survey of the existing land use pattern in comparison to the existing zoning, an 
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assessment of the commercial areas, and stakeholder interviews. The consultant team 
produced the following documents, which will be used to guide decisions when 
drafting new zoning code standards: 

 Stakeholder Interview Summary 
 Retail Market Analysis  
 Draft Synoptic Survey 

These documents are available for review at www.lowermerion.org/rezoning. 
 
The project is currently in Phase 2: Drafting New Zoning Regulations. The consultant 
team is preparing new standards for nearly every zoning district. A handful of 
recently enacted zoning districts, including the Bryn Mawr Village District, the 
Medical Center District (Lankenau), and the Bryn Mawr Medical Center District 
(Bryn Mawr Hospital) will be included as special districts in the new zoning code.  
 

III. Institutional Zoning:   
 
In February 2018 draft standards were provided for a newly proposed Civic 
(Institutional) District.  Institutions comprise over 13 percent of the land area of the 
Township. Institutions, such as schools, universities, churches, synagogues, museums 
and clubs are currently allowed in residential zoning districts by special exception 
requiring Zoning Hearing Board approval. Recent expansions into residential 
neighborhoods have increased tension between institutions and their residential 
neighbors. A key difference between the existing and proposed standards and 
processes is that many institutions will be regulated by an Institutional District. This 
will allow development within the boundaries of the district without the Special 
Exception process. However, expanding beyond the defined boundaries will require a 
zoning change. Details on the Institutional District standards will be refined over the 
summer and a revised draft will be presented in September.  
 

IV. Residential Zoning:   
 
In May 2018 draft residential standards were provided. The rezoning is intended to 
advance the recommendations of the Comprehensive Plan, including: to maintain the 
character of established residential neighborhoods, and to preserve and protect 
environmentally sensitive areas and historic resources.  The existing 10 categories of 
residential districts are consolidated and re-mapped into six new categories. The 
following list illustrates how most, but not necessarily all the residential properties 
will be rezoned: 
 
Low Density Residential  

 RAA remains alone as an independent category, to be called LDR 1  
 RA and R1 are grouped together into LDR 2 
 R2 and R3 are grouped together into LDR 3 
 R4 and R5 are grouped into LDR 4 

 
Medium Density Residential 

 R6 and R6A are grouped into MDR 1 
 R7 also remains a stand-alone and is renamed MDR 2 
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The consolidation of the zoning districts occurred where, based on the Synoptic 
Survey, the existing pattern (size and placement of houses) was nearly 
indistinguishable between districts. The consultant team will be refining the 
residential standards over the summer and an additional MDR district may be 
considered. 
 
Architectural controls have been included in the draft zoning code as a template to 
show the degree to which a municipality may desire to regulate architecture within 
districts. Architectural controls are proposed for Historic Districts and newly created 
Neighborhood Conservation Districts to ensure that new construction within these 
defined areas is compatible with the defining characteristics of the surrounding 
neighborhood.  
 
The working concept is that Neighborhood Conservation Districts will be a subset of 
residential zoning districts and: 

 Have mapped boundaries;  
 Be subject to architectural standards; and  
 Be subject to a staff architectural review by building permit.  

 
The boundaries of the Neighborhood Conservation Districts tentatively follow the 
areas identified in the 1990 PHPC Study of potential historic districts, and has been 
updated to include additional neighborhoods as a part of the Architectural Design 
Guideline project being completed concurrently by Frens & Frens. The Architectural 
Design Guidelines will be coordinated with DPZ’s work. 
 
The ability to establish architectural controls are also being reviewed with the 
Township Solicitor for compliance with the state enabling legislation, the 
Pennsylvania Municipalities Planning Code. 
 

V. Commercial Zoning:   
 
The commercial district standards are in the process of being completed. Illustrations 
and tables were provided in May for the proposed Village Center and Town Center 
Districts. While these are largely placeholders for now, it is important to note that the 
commercial zoning districts will be drafted to include design standards to promote 
traditional compact village patterns with low buildings and appropriate uses. 
 

VI. Next Steps: 
 

In September a final copy of the rough draft of the Zoning Code in its entirety will be 
presented to the Building & Planning Committee for their review and consideration.    
 

 


