Laramie Code Audit

About Zoning Code
Zoning codes are a set of locally-controlled rules that shape how a community grows
and develops over time.

What are zoning codes,
and why do they matter?

Like blueprints for a neighborhood, zoning
codes dictate what an individual may use a
given lot for, what size and shape of building
they may build there, how far the building must
be from other buildings and the street, how
much parking to provide, and even how much
landscaping the owner must install.
Because zoning codes are written and enforced
entirely on the local level, they are expected
to shift over time as the community’s needs
change.
Good zoning codes should work to help a
community’s vision and plans become a reality
over time. For example, when a community’s
plans call for more of a certain type of housing
in a specific neighborhood, zoning codes should
clearly guide and encourage future development
to reflect the community’s goals in that area.

How can zoning codes be
a barrier to housing choice
and affordability?

For example, while it’s reasonable to require
new buildings to provide new parking spaces
in neighborhoods where there is not sufficient
parking already available, setting your parking
requirements even just a little too high can make
it impossible or unaffordable to build many
kinds of homes—especially some of the more
compact, affordable homes that are needed in
Laramie.
Codes require a careful balance, and plenty of
modifications over time, to get it right.
This document outlines the findings from a
zoning code audit of the R-2, R-3 and DC zone
districts. The purpose was to identify any barriers
within the code that may be inhibiting more
affordable housing choices from being built in
Laramie.

Unfortunately, zoning codes can be complex,
and are often out of line with a community’s
plans and goals. While good codes should
make a community’s plans become reality,
poorly aligned codes (or outdated codes) can
actively prevent a community’s goals from being
reached.
Zoning codes are complicated, and while an
individual rule laid out in the code might seem
in line with the community’s goals and plans
at first glance, a deeper analysis might reveal
several ways in which it actively hinders the
community’s progress on housing goals.
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What are some “red flags”
in Laramie’s code?

In Laramie, a list of “red flags” in the zoning
code has been slowly growing for a number of
years. While City Staff has worked to address
a number of these issues, many have required
a deeper analysis to address more fully. These
include:

High parking and low buildings: In the
downtown core, a combination of high parking
requirements and low maximum building
height requirements limits the size of building
to only very small apartment buildings, forcing
construction cost and rents to be too high for
most existing locals to afford.

What is a code audit?

Excessive minimum lot size per building
requirements: The existing minimum lot size
per building standards make it illegal to build
multiple structures on an exceedingly large
number of lots in almost every area of town,
requiring a lengthy, expensive, and unnecessary
variance process for many project types on a
smaller lot, even though the zone may allow the
density.

No mention of Accessory Dwelling Units:
Laramie is home to many—technically nonpermitted— Accessory Dwelling Units (ADUs),
also known as carriage homes. While these types
of homes present many benefits and are a highly
desired housing type in Laramie, the code’s lack
of guidance has caused many otherwise good
ADU projects to either get rejected or fly under
the radar without proper permitting.

In order to test the performance of local zoning
codes, the Thrive Laramie process included
a full audit of three key zone districts found
in the greater downtown area: zones R-2, R-3
and DC. This audit sought to determine if the
regulations for these zones actually allow for the
housing types and price points called for in the
community’s plans and goals. This multi-step
code audit follows the process that a builder or
developer would go through when attempting
to build new housing.
First, a handful of desired housing types are
chosen for each zone, along with a
hypothetical “opportunity site” lot. Each
housing type is then carried through a mock
development proposal, where the code is
analyzed and tested to see what barriers it
would present. Finally, a proforma financial
analysis is performed to calculate how much it
would cost to build each housing type in the
scenario, and how much each would cost to rent
or purchase under the existing code.
This allows any potential changes to the code
to be quantified, allowing the actual impacts
to affordability to be measured. The mock
development proposal process is then repeated
with different code parameters until the project
is more closely aligned with the community’s
housing goals—including form, feasibility, and
price point.
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DC ZONE DISTRICT
Key findings in the DC zone district:
Residential parking restrictions drive up prices. Though parking is not required for commercial
uses in the DC zone, residential parking requirements still exist. They can be discounted by 50% 75% due to proximity to public parking, but despite these allowances parking still comprise roughly
25% of the site analyzed.
The more parking required per unit, the fewer units a developer can build. This requires a developer
to charge more for rent to make up the difference. For example, if no parking was required for
residential in the DC zone district then it would be feasible to build rental housing affordable for a
person making $36,000. Below represents the cost of a parking space compared to rentable space.
No Spaces/Unit
1.5 Spaces/Unit

Income Required to Afford Rent: $36,000

Income Required to Afford Rent: $47,000
0.5 Spaces/Unit
2.5 Spaces/Unit

Income Required to Afford Rent: $39,000

Income Required to Afford Rent: $51,000
1 Spaces/Unit
Income Required to Afford Rent: $43,000

Maximum building height requirements also drive up prices. Currently the code requires that
buildings can be no taller than the tallest building on the block or 12 feet taller than the tallest
building on the opposite side of the block, whichever is less. This restriction impacts the number of
units on a site, making affordable housing prices infeasible. These restrictions can cause sites to be
left stagnant or developed only for the community’s highest earners.
Maximum allowable units impact housing cost. Due to the parking requirements and height
restrictions, in order to afford housing in this zone on the site analyzed, an individual would need to
make at least $78,000 a year, or 120% of the area median income for single person households.

How the DC zone district affects current lots in Laramie today: This section includes
findings for DC zone district based upon existing lots and proposed code changes to enable
affordable development.

About the lot:

SITE ASSUMPTIONS
Location
Lot Size (sf)
Lot Cost
Existing Use
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420 S. 2nd Street
9,360
$143,000
Public Parking

The lot studied in the DC, or downtown district, is
located on 420 S. 2nd Street at the corner of 2nd
and Custer Streets.

Laramie Housing Strategy

WHY IS PARKING AN ISSUE TO AFFORDABLE HOUSING?
PARKING
COMPETES
WITH
LEASABLE
SPACE. The
more parking
required, the
fewer units
a developer
can build. This
requires a
developer to
charge more
for rent to
make up for
the difference.

No Spaces/Unit
Income Required to Afford Rent: $36,000
0.5 Spaces/Unit
Income Required to Afford Rent: $39,000
1 Spaces/Unit
Income Required to Afford Rent: $43,000
1.5 Spaces/Unit
Income Required to Afford Rent: $47,000
2.5 Spaces/Unit
Income Required to Afford Rent: $51,000

ARE ACCESSORY DWELLING UNITS AN AFFORDABLE HOUSING
OPTION?

Accessory Dwelling Units (ADUs) are an affordable housing option that can also reduce
mortgage costs for homeowners, however, the Laramie Development Code currently
does not expressly permit them.
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