
A.

Accessory Dwelling 
Unit (ADU)

Affordable Housing

A structure contained within 
or separate from the main 
structure on a single-family or 
two-family lot that contains 
separate living quarters, 
including cooking, sleeping, 
and bathroom facilities. 
An ADU can be a separate 
structure, or attached as in a 
garage apartment or garden 
apartment which includes a 
separate entrance. ADUs can 
be a relatively inexpensive 
way to add dwelling units 
in existing neighborhoods 
without changing its character.

Housing that can be rented or 
purchased by people whose 
income levels are considered 
“extremely low,” “very low,” 
“low,” or “moderate.” The 
Federal office of Housing and 
Urban Development (HUD) 
determines these levels based 
on Philadelphia’s Area Median 
Income (AMI). A general 
definition of “affordable” is 
housing that costs 1/3 or less 
of the annual income for a 
household

There are public, private, and 
non-profit affordable housing 
providers. In Philadelphia, 
the Philadelphia Housing 
Authority (PHA) provides 
public affordable housing, 
developers such as Pennrose 
build private affordable 
housing, and community 
development corporations 
are one type of non-profit 
affordable housing developers.

B.

Block Captain By-Right 
Development

An individual elected by 
their block to help keep their 
block clean by organizing 
clean-ups during citywide 
clean-up events, organizing 
block for monthly Saturday 
clean-ups, and conducting 
other activities on their block. 
To find out if your block has a 
block captain, call the Streets 
Department’s Philadelphia 
More Beautiful Committee 
(PMBC): 215-685-3981.

A development or other use 
of land (e.g. commercial, 
residential, industrial, garden, 
etc.), that is permitted by 
the parcel’s zoning. By-right 
developments also comply 
with the other existing zoning 
requirements for a parcel, 
including: height and bulk 
of buildings, population 
density, parking requirements, 
the placement of signs, and 
character of the development. 
By-right developments do 
not need zoning variances 
and do not need to present 
to Registered Community 
Organizations.

C.

Civic Design Review 
(CDR)

Community 
Development 
Corporation (CDC)

Specific to Philadelphia, 
Civic Design Review is 
an opportunity for major 
development projects to 
be reviewed in a public 
meeting by an advisory board 
appointed by the mayor. The 
advisory board evaluates the 
project against consistent 
standards, and the public has 
the opportunity to comment.

A non-profit organization 
serving a specific 
neighborhood or 
neighborhoods. CDCs 
support improvements 
that benefit neighborhood 
residents, often focusing 
on serving lower-income 
areas. CDC can be involved 
in many areas including 
job and business creation, 
education, affordable housing 
development, neighborhood 
planning projects, providing 
services directly to residents, 
and more. Many CDCs have 
Boards of Directors comprised 
partly or completely of local 
residents. There are currently 
no legal requirements to be 
a Community Development 
Corporation.

C.

Community 
Development

Comprehensive 
Plan

Community development 
activities improve 
neighborhoods by identifying 
and addressing local needs. 
Such activities may support 
infrastructure, job and 
business creation, greenspace, 
community centers, housing 
repair or development, first-
time homeownership, services 
and more.

A plan developed by a city that 
provides recommendations 
to help manage future 
development and change, 
while preserving existing 
character and assets. A 
comprehensive plan does not 
call for any specific action 
or laws. Instead, it assesses 
the current conditions and 
provides a vision that can 
help dictate public policy 
in terms of transportation, 
utilities and services, land 
use, parks and open space, 
historic preservation, job and 
business growth, and housing. 
Philadelphia2035 (Phila2035) is 
Philadelphia’s comprehensive 
plan, also known as a 
“citywide vision.”





D.

Developer Development

A person or organization 
makes improvements 
to a parcel of land. An 
improvement could mean 
a new building or changes 
to an existing structure, or 
landscape improvements. 
A developer could be a 
homeowner, a nonprofit 
organization or a private 
development company.

The process of constructing of 
a new building, rehabilitating 
of an existing building, or 
improving land, to be sold, 
rented, or occupied by the 
developer.

D.

District Plan

District plans are more 
detailed than a comprehensive 
plan. The City is divided 
into smaller districts (in 
Philadelphia there are 18) to 
apply the recommendations 
of the comprehensive plan at 
the local level. District Plans 
identify opportunities for 
zoning changes, public facility 
improvements, and other 
infrastructure investments.

E.

Eminent Domain

The power of the government 
to acquire privately-owned 
property for public use by 
paying the property owner the 
market rate for their property.

F.

Floodplain

An area of low- lying land next 
to a body of water (river, creek, 
etc.) that is prone to flooding. 
The Federal Emergency 
Management Agency (FEMA) 
creates maps showing which 
areas of land are considered to 
be in a floodplain.



A set of laws that 
restrict and define the 
type of land uses that 
can occur on each 
parcel of land, and also 
determine the height 
and bulk of buildings, 
population density, 
parking requirements, 
placement of 
signs, character of 
development, and 
what properties can be 
used for.

An Individual 
who develops City, 
neighborhood, District, 
and other plans 
through analysis of 
data and identification 
of goals for the 
community or the 
project. 

Specific to 
Philadelphia, it is 
an opportunity for 
major development 
projects to be reviewed 
in a public meeting 
and evaluated by 
an advisory board 
appointed by the 
mayor.

A special zoning 
district where new 
developments and 
redevelopments 
must follow 
design guidelines, 
requirements and/or 
restrictions established 
by the City. For 
example, this includes 
historic preservation 
zones, or flood hazard 
zones, etc.

What is ... ? 

a. Real Estate Law

b. Zoning

c. Planning

d. Remapping

What is a ... ? 

a. Planner

b. Architect

c. Contractor 

d. Developer

What is a ... ? 

a. Zoning Review

b. Design Revision

c. Civic Design 

Review

d. Public Hearing

What is ... ? 

a. Zoning Overlay

b. Zoning Variance

c. Rezoned District

d. Special Purpose 

District

What is a ... ? 

a. Green District

b. Zoning District

c. School District

d. Historic District 

What is a ... ? 

a. Zoning Board

b. Census Bureau

c. Historic Society

d. Neighborhood 

Advisory Committee 

What is a ... ? 

a. Parking Garage

b. Garden Apartment

c. Duplex House

d. Accessory 

Dwelling Unit

What is a ... ? 

a. Development 

Corporation

b. Registered Com-

munity Org. (RCO)

c. Municipality 

A label given by 
the Philadelphia 
Historical Commission 
to a collection of 
historically significant 
buildings or sites, that 
are either in the same 
geographic area or the 
same type of assets. 

An organization that 
has a contract with the 
City’s Office of Housing 
and Community 
Development to 
do outreach for the 
City’s Foreclosure 
Prevention program, 
improve employment, 
educational, and youth 
opportunities, insure 
safety; and generally 
share resources with 
residents. 

A structure contained 
within or separate 
from the main 
structure on a single-
family or two-family 
lot..

An organization that 
meets certain criteria, 
may host public 
meetings to provide 
input on proposed 
development of local 
properties within their 
boundaries, and relays 
the community’s 
comments and voting 
results to the Zoning 
Board of Adjustment.

d. Historic District

d. Nhbrhd. Advsy. Comm.

d. Accessory Dwelling Unit

b. RCO

b. Zoning

a. Planner

c. Civic Design Review

a. Zoning Overlay



G.

Gentrification Greenspace

The process by which higher 
income households displace 
lower income residents of a 
neighborhood, changing the 
essential character and flavor 
of that neighborhood.

Parks, forests, gardens, and 
other wooded or grassy areas 
that allow city residents to 
do recreational activities and 
enjoy nature.

H.

Historic 
Preservation

Historic 
Designation

A field of endeavor that 
strives to protect communities 
through the adaptive reuse 
of historic spaces; preserve 
and empower cultural 
diversity through protecting 
sites of cultural significance; 
and advocates  for greater 
stewardship of historic places. 

A label given to specific 
properties by the Philadelphia 
Historical Commission, 
which places the property 
on the Philadelphia Register 
of Historic Places.  It means 
the Historical Commission 
recognizes that a property 
or resource is an important 
aspect of the City’s history. 
Properties on the Register of 
Historic Places are regulated 
by the Historical Commission, 
which means they review 
changes to that property that 
require a building permit 
or changes to the exterior 
appearance of the building. 
Note there is also a separate 
National Historic Place 
designation given by the 
National Park Service.

H.

(Philadelphia) 
Historic District

A label given by the 
Philadelphia Historical 
Commission to a collection 
of historically significant 
buildings or sites, that are 
either in the same geographic 
area or the same type of 
assets. An example of a 
geographic area is part of the 
Old City neighborhood. An 
example of the same type 
of assets is a set of streets 
in different parts of the City. 
Note there is also a separate 
National Historic District 
designation given by the 
National Parks Service. 

I.

Infrastructure

Public services and facilities 
including roads, bridges, 
utilities, public transit, sewer 
lines, communication lines. 
More broadly defined, the 
term can also include schools, 
libraries, fire and police 
stations, parks, and other 
public facilities.



When the base district 
zoning for an area is 
changed on the zoning 
map to reflect existing 
land uses, or future 
land uses preferred 
by the community. It 
is part of the district 
planning process and 
includes public input.

A panel appointed by 
the Mayor that hears 
requests for zoning 
variances and appeals 
of zoning violations. 

It is more detailed 
than a comprehensive 
plan (CP), and applies 
the recommendations 
of the CP at the local 
level. It also identifies 
opportunities for 
zoning changes, 
public facility 
improvements, and 
other infrastructure 
investments.

A non-profit 
organization serving a 
specific neighborhood 
or neighborhoods. 
It supports 
improvements that 
benefit neighborhood 
residents, often 
focusing on serving 
lower-income areas.

What is ... ? 

a. Data Mapping

b. Rezoning

c. Remapping

d. Gentrifying

What is a ... ? 

a. Board of Judges

b. Zoning Board of 

Adjustment (ZBA)

c. The Decision 

Maker Panel

What is a ... ? 

a. Master Plan

b. District Plan

c. Land-Use Plan

d. Infrastructure 

Plan

What is a ... ? 

a. Cmty. Development 

Corporation (CDC)

b. Cooperative

c. Registered Cmty. 

Organization (RCO) 

What is a ... ? 

a. Zoning Variance 

b. Zoning Overlay

c. Rezoned District

d. Special Purpose 

District

What is ... ? 

a. Public Housing

b. Market-Rate 

Housing

c. Affordable 

Housing 

What is a ... ? 

a. Sidewalks 

b. Eminent Domain

c. Public Realm

d. Green Public 

Space 

What is ... ? 

a. Confiscation

b. Eminent Domain

c. Foreclosure 

d. Appropriation

Permission to 
deviate from the 
zoning of a given 
parcel. Permission 
may be granted 
when the specific 
condition on the 
parcel of land would 
cause the property 
owner difficulty and 
“hardship” to follow 
the existing zoning. 

Housing that can be 
rented or purchased by 
people whose income 
levels are considered 
“extremely low,” 
“very low,” “low,” or 
“moderate.” 

Anything that is not 
a private building or 
property.

The power of the 
government to acquire 
privately-owned 
property for public use 
by paying the property 
owner the market rate 
for their property.

a. Zoning Variance

c. Affordable Housing

c. Public Realms

b. Eminent Domain

c. Remapping

b. ZBA

b. District Plan

a. CDC



L.

Land Bank Land Use

The acquisition of land tax-
delinquent vacant land by 
the City government for use 
or resale. Land banks have 
been used for development of 
low- and moderate-income 
housing, expansion of parks, 
and development of industrial 
and commercial centers. 
More generally, they are a 
tool governments can use to 
acquire private property that 
has been tax-delinquent and 
vacant for years and put it 
back into use.

How a parcel of land is 
used. Different kinds of 
land use include residential, 
commercial, industrial, 
transportation, recreational, 
parks, and schools. Zoning is 
what determines which land 
uses are permitted on each 
parcel in the city. 

M.

Market-Rate 
Housing

Master Plan

Housing for which the 
purchase price or monthly 
rent is not subsidized. Market-
rate is the amount (usually the 
highest amount) a landlord or 
seller can charge for housing 
that renters or buyers are 
willing to pay.

Some cities use “master 
plan” and “comprehensive 
plan” interchangeably. In 
Philadelphia, they mean 
different things. A Master 
Plan is a long- range plan 
for a specific area, facility, 
institution or amenity, such as 
the Philadelphia Trail Master 
Plan, which coordinates 
the construction of future 
bike and pedestrian trails 
across the entire city, or the 
Drexel University Campus 
Master Plan, which envisions 
and guides the growth of 
Drexel’s campus as well as 
transformations to their 
existing facilities.

N.

Neighborhood 
Advisory Committee 
(NAC)
An organization that has 
a contract with the City 
of Philadelphia’s Office of 
Housing and Community 
Development to improve 
employment opportunities, 
educational opportunities, 
safety, youth opportunities, 
do outreach for the City’s 
Foreclosure Prevention 
program; and generally 
share resources (especially 
those related to housing and 
utilities) with residents within 
an assigned geographic area. 
Organizations with a NAC 
contract are also required to 
have a volunteer advisory 
committee elected by and 
comprised of local residents. 
The committee is typically 
known at the Neighborhood 
Advisory Subcommittee (NAS).

P.

Planner Public Realm

Planners develop City, 
neighborhood, District, and 
other plans through analysis 
of data and identification of 
goals for the community or 
the project. Planners help the 
community and its various 
groups identify their goals 
and form a particular vision. 
Philadelphia City Planning 
Commission staff is comprised 
of professional planners 
who have studied planning’s 
principles and history, and are 
familiar with federal, state and 
local laws. They typically have 
a Bachelors or Masters degree 
in Urban Planning.

Anything that is not a private 
building or property. Includes 
public space as well as streets 
and sidewalks.



The process by 
which higher 
income households 
displace lower 
income residents 
of a neighborhood, 
changing the essential 
character and flavor of 
that neighborhood.

A parcel of land used 
for transportation, 
recreational activities, 
parks, schools, 
or residential, 
commercial, 
or industrial 
developmen. Zoning 
is what determines 
which of these uses 
are permitted on each 
parcel in the city. 

The acquisition of 
land tax-delinquent 
vacant land by the City 
government for use or 
resale.

Parks, forests, gardens, 
and other wooded or 
grassy areas that allow 
city residents to do 
recreational activities 
and enjoy nature.

What is ... ? 

a. Upzoning

b. Gentrification

c. Progress

d. Recession

What is ... ? 

a. Planning

b. Public Policy

c. Land Use

d. Zoning Ordinance

What is a ... ? 

a. Commons

b. Land Trust

c. Land Bank

d. Public Property

What is ... ? 

a. Greenspace

b. Public Realm

c. Nature Reserve

d. Urban Ecosystem

What is a ... ? 

a. Comprehensive 

Plan 

b. Community Plan

c. Master Plan

d. Disctrict Plan 

What is ... ? 

a. Urban Agriculture

b. Land Preservation

c. Upzoning

d. By-Right 

Development 

What is a ... ? 

a. Special Exception 

b. Special Use

c. Special District

d. Special Treatment 

What is ... ? 

a. Remapping

b. Spot Zoning

c. Zoning Overlay 

d. Zoning Revision

A plan developed by 
a city that provides 
recommendations 
to help manage 
future development 
and change, while 
preserving existing 
character and assets. 

A use of land that 
is permitted by the 
parcel’s zoning and 
that complies with 
its existing zoning 
requirements such 
as: height and bulk of 
buildings, population 
density, parking 
requirements, the 
placement of signs, 
and character of the 
development.  

A special use that 
is not permitted in 
the current zoning 
district and requires 
permission from 
the Zoning Board of 
Adjustment.

Changing the base 
district zoning of one 
parcel or only a few 
parcels.

d. Comprehensive Plan

d. By-Right Development

a. Special Exception

b. Spot Zoning (Rezoning)

b. Gentrification

c. Land Use

c. Land Bank

a. Greenspace



P.

Public Space

An area open to the public for 
use. Examples include plazas, 
town squares, parks, rec 
centers, marketplaces, public 
malls, piers, areas within 
public buildings, and lobbies.

Q.

Quality of Life

The degree to which people 
are able to function physically, 
emotionally and socially. 
Quality of life includes 
everything in neighborhood 
life that influences physical 
and mental health of its 
residents.

R.

Registered 
Community 
Organization (RCO)
Organizations that meet 
certain criteria may 
host public meetings to 
provide input on proposed 
development of local 
properties within their 
boundaries. The RCO then 
relays the community’s 
comments and voting results 
to the Zoning Board of 
Adjustment (ZBA). RCOs must 
register with the Planning 
Commission and follow 
certain requirements. When 
a variance is requested for 
a property, the Planning 
Commission notifies all RCOs 
for whom the property falls in 
their boundaries.

S.

Special Exception Spot Zoning 
(or “Rezoning”)

A “special exception” means 
a special use that is not 
permitted in the current 
zoning district and requires 
permission from the Zoning 
Board of Adjustment. For 
example, a Group Living 
Home use in a single-family 
rowhouse district would 
require a special exception. 
Property owners seeking 
special exceptions must 
meet with the Registered 
Community Organizations 
whose boundaries cover that 
property.

Changing the base district 
zoning of one parcel or only a 
few parcels. City Council must 
pass an ordinance to spot zone 
a parcel or parcels. A special 
circumstance like historical 
value, environmental 
importance, or scenic value 
could justify special zoning for 
a small area, but is generally 
discouraged.

Remapping

When the base district zoning 
for an area is changed on the 
zoning map to reflect existing 
land uses, or future land uses 
preferred by the community. 
Remapping can help to 
preserve neighborhoods 
and promote development 
around public transit stops. 
Remapping the zoning maps 
for each planning District in 
Philadelphia is part of the 
district planning process and 
includes public input.



Public services and 
facilities including 
roads, bridges, utilities, 
public transit, sewer 
lines, communication 
lines. More broadly 
defined, the term can 
also include schools, 
libraries, fire and 
police stations, parks, 
and other public 
facilities.

A long- range plan for 
a specific area, facility, 
institution or amenity. 
For example, the 
Philadelphia Trail
                         , which 
coordinates the 
construction of future 
bike and pedestrian 
trails across the entire 
city.

Its activities improve 
neighborhoods by 
identifying and 
addressing local needs. 
Such activities may 
support infrastructure, 
job and business 
creation, greenspace, 
community centers, 
housing repair or 
development, first-
time homeownership, 
services and more.

Housing for which 
the purchase price or 
monthly rent is not 
subsidized. A landlord 
or seller can charge 
a rate (usually the 
highest amount) for 
housing that renters 
or buyers are willing 
to pay.

What is ... ? 

a. Infrastructure

b. Gentrification

c. Remapping

d. Master Planning

What is a ... ? 

a. Landscape Plan

b. District Plan

c. Master Plan

d. Zoning Overlay

What is ... ? 

a. Mutual Aid

b. Community 

Development

c. Organizing

d. Land Use

What is ... ? 

a. Public Housing

b. Marke-Rate 

Housing

c. Affordable 

Housing

What is ... ? 

a. Greenspace 

b. Zoning

c. Discrimination

d. Quality of Life 

What is a ... ? 

a. Clear Zone

b. Brownfield

c. Historic 

Designation

d. Buffer Zone 

What is a ... ? 

a. Private Space 

b. Derelict Space

c. Greenspace

d. Public Space 

What is a ... ? 

a. Developer 

b. Planner

c. Contractor 

d. Entrepreneur

The degree to which 
people are able to 
function physically, 
emotionally and 
socially, including 
everything in 
neighborhood life that 
influences physical 
and mental health of 
its residents.

A label given by the 
Philadelphia Historical 
Commission to 
specific properties that 
are recognized as an 
important aspect of 
the City’s history.  

It include plazas, town 
squares, parks, rec 
centers, marketplaces, 
public malls, piers, 
areas within public 
buildings, and lobbies.

A person or 
organization makes 
improvements to a 
parcel of land. An 
improvement could 
mean a new building 
or changes to an 
existing structure, 
or landscape 
improvements.

d. Quality of Life

c. Historic Designation

d. Public Space

a. Developer

a. Infrastructure

c. Master Plan

c. Cmty. Development

b. Market-Rate Housing



Z.

Zoning

A set of laws that restrict 
and define the type of land 
uses (e.g. commercial, 
residential, industrial, etc.) 
and development that can 
occur on each parcel of land 
in Philadelphia. Zoning also 
determines the height and 
bulk of buildings, population 
density, parking requirements, 
the placement of signs, 
character of development, 
and what properties can be 
used for. Zoning typically 
divides an area into districts 
that groups compatible 
uses together and excludes 
incompatible uses, for 
example, separating industrial 
areas and residential areas. 
These districts are known as 
the “base district” or “zoning 
district” for each parcel and 
area. Each category of base 
district has a unique mapping 
symbol and color.

Z.

Zoning Overlay

A zoning overlay is a 
special zoning district 
where new developments 
and redevelopments must 
follow design guidelines, 
requirements and/or 
restrictions established by 
the City. These requirements 
are additional or stricter 
standards than the existing 
zoning for the district (aka 
“base zoning”). Examples 
include Historic Preservation 
Zones, flood hazard zones, or 
zones forbidding nightclubs. 
Zoning Overlays are created by 
an ordinance passed by City 
Council.

Zoning Board of 
Adjustment (ZBA)

A panel appointed by the 
Mayor that hears requests for 
zoning variances and appeals 
of zoning violations.

Zoning Variance

Permission to deviate from 
the zoning of a given parcel. 
The property owner must 
meet with the local Registered 
Community Organization(s) 
(RCOs) and attend a public 
hearing with the Zoning Board 
of Adjustment. A variance 
may be granted when the 
specific condition on the 
parcel of land would cause 
the property owner difficulty 
and “hardship” to follow the 
existing zoning. A variance 
may be granted, for example, 
to reduce yard or setback 
(from the street) requirements, 
or the number of parking or 
loading spaces.

This is a glossary of some of the more 
commonly-used jargon one encounters 
in the field of city planning. Use this 
reference as a guide to understanding 
the terminology you will encounter in 
this course and beyond in your role as 
a Citizen Planner.

PLANNING 
GLOSSARY

A
-
Z

GUESS 
THE 
WORD

Just like Joepardy, this is a quiz in 
which on person reads a definition of 
a planning related term and the other 
person should guess what the term is  
by phrasing it in the form of a “What 
is...” question. This makes the learning 
of the planning jargon more fun!

?



The process of 
constructing of a new 
building, rehabilitating 
of an existing building, 
or improving land, 
to be sold, rented, 
or occupied by the 
developer.

A field of endeavor 
that strives to protect 
communities through 
the adaptive reuse 
of historic spaces; 
preserve and empower 
cultural diversity 
through protecting 
sites of cultural 
significance; and 
advocates for greater 
stewardship of historic 
places. 

What is ... ? 

a. Zoning

b. Development

c. Public Realm

d. Gentrification

What is ... ? 

a. Infrastructure

b. Quality of Life

c. Land Use

d. Historic 

Preservation

What is a ... ? 

a. Land Bank 

b. Estuary

c. Floodplain

d. Bay 

What is a ... ? 

a. Block Captain 

b. Stakeholder

c. Planner

d. Neighbor 

An area of low- lying 
land next to a body 
of water (river, creek, 
etc.) that is prone 
to flooding. The 
Federal Emergency 
Management Agency 
(FEMA) creates maps 
showing which areas 
of land are considered 
to be in a                     .

An individual elected 
by their block to 
help keep their block 
clean by organizing 
clean-ups during 
citywide clean-up 
events, organizing 
block for monthly 
Saturday clean-ups, 
and conducting other 
activities on their 
block. 

c. Floodplain a. Block Captainb. Development d. Historic Preservation


