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Executive Summary 
 
The lack of a clear definition of compatibility in the Weld County land use code makes it very difficult 
for Commissioners and staff to apply land use code requirements fairly and consistently. The need for 
or goal of compatibility with surrounding land uses is identified in the Weld County code, but the code 
does not define compatibility of land uses or provide guidance for how Commissioners and staff should 
analyze compatibility of adjacent land uses in their decision-making.  

Weld County is right to identify land use compatibility as important. Requiring compatibility is a way to 
respect the property rights of land owners. It offers them predictability regarding future land 
development in neighboring areas and minimizes the adverse effects that may result.  

Useful definitions of land use compatibility and adverse effects exist. Our research shows that other 
jurisdictions have defined compatibility and adverse effects more clearly. They offer useful examples for 
Weld County.  

Land use planners use these definitions in relative impact analyses. The analyses help land use planners 
determine which types of land uses will be allowed in each zone or in neighboring areas. Relative impact 
analyses often consider relative intensity of various types of impacts (such as scale, emissions, traffic, 
population on site, hours of operation, visual impact) in assessing compatibility of two land uses. When 
there are large disparities in impacts, compatibility is unlikely. 

Two approaches to relative impact analyses are common: 

1. Planners classify land uses according to their type of use and impacts, and then designate which 
types of uses will be allowed in each zone district. 

2. Planners develop a “compatibility matrix” that specifies which types of uses will be allowed next 
to other types of uses. 

In considering revisions to Chapter 23 of the Weld County Code, the Board of County Commissioners 
has an opportunity to bring greater clarity and fairness to land use decisions by:  

1. Defining compatibility, adverse impacts, and factors to consider in assessing the impacts of 
various land uses, and  

2. Including a compatibility matrix to guide land use decisions and increase the predictability of 
future land development for land owners. 
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Introduction 
 
The requirement for compatibility among land uses is the foundation of every land use code 
in every jurisdiction, in both the United States and other countries. With few exceptions, 
government land use decisions are designed to allow only those neighboring land uses that 
are determined to be “compatible.”  
 
Why is compatibility so important? Requiring compatibility is a way to respect the property 
rights of land owners and to offer predictability in future land use development.  For most 
people and businesses, their investment in property is among the largest that they will make, 
and, therefore, knowing with high degree of certainty what types of land uses could be 
imposed in neighboring areas is critical to sound decision-making.  A requirement for 
compatibility of neighboring uses assures land owners that the risk of “adverse effects” due 
to future development is minimal.   
 
The need for compatibility among uses is acknowledged in the Weld County Code. In Weld County, two 
of the criteria that an Applicant for a Use by Special Review Permit (USR) must meet are 
found in Section 23-2-230: 
 

B.3 That the USES which would be permitted will be compatible with the existing surrounding 
land USES 
 
B.4 That the USES which would be permitted will be compatible with the future DEVELOPMENT of 
the surrounding area as permitted by the existing zone and with future DEVELOPMENT as 
projected by Chapter 22 of this Code and any other applicable code provisions or ordinances in 
effect, or the adopted MASTER PLANS of affected municipalities. 
 

Similarly, in neighboring Larimer County, compatibility is addressed in Section 4.5.3 of their 
code: 
 

A. The proposed use will be compatible with existing and allowed uses in the surrounding area 
and be in harmony with the neighborhood;  
 
D. The proposed use will not result in a substantial adverse impact on property in the vicinity of 
the subject property; 

 
The same words and phrases can be found throughout Colorado’s Counties, Cities, and Towns.   
 

What is land use compatibility? 
 
Despite the recognition in the code that compatibility is important, Weld County decision makers and 
planning staff are often unable to respond clearly to questions about what land use compatibility is.  The 
lack of a clear definition of compatibility in the Weld County Code leaves leaders and staff without a 
common working definition and results in vague and inconsistent application of the requirements. 
Establishing a clear definition of land use compatibility in Chapter 23 of the Code is important for 
promoting fairness and consistency in land use decisions.  

https://library.municode.com/co/weld_county/codes/charter_and_county_code?nodeId=CH22COPL


3 
 

 
Dictionaries offer a place to start in defining compatibility: 
 
Oxford English Dictionary 

Compatibility--A state in which two things are able to exist or occur together without problems or 
conflict. 

 
Merriam Webster Dictionary 

Compatible--capable of existing together in harmony 
 
How do these general definitions of compatibility apply in the specific case of land use? We investigated 
definitions of land use compatibility that have been adopted by other jurisdictions and could be helpful 
to Weld County as it revises Chapter 23 of the Weld County Code. We found several potentially useful 
definitions:  
 
Austin, TX 

Compatible: “A development, building and/or land use that is designed to be able to exist or occur 
without conflict with its surroundings in terms of its uses, scale, height, massing and location on its 
site.” 
 

Source:  
http://www.austintexas.gov/sites/default/files/files/Planning/CodeNEXT/061214_ALDC_Present
ation_Codetalk_Compatibility_Opticos_Final_sm.pdf  Accessed 5/5/2019. 

 
Ontario, Canada 

Land use compatibility is “a recognized factor and principle of good land use planning, whereby 
land uses which are known or expected to cause environmental problems for one another, when in 
proximity, are deemed incompatible and are protected from one another by separation and/or 
other means.” 

 
Compatible land use is “an existing or committed land use or activity that can co-exist with a 
neighboring use/activity or uses/activities, without either creating or experiencing 1 or more off-
site 'adverse effect(s)'.” 
 
Adverse effect means one or more of: 
 

i.      impairment of the quality of the natural environment for any use that can be made of it, 
ii.     injury or damage to property or to plant or animal life, 
iii.    harm or material discomfort to any person, 
iv.    an adverse effect on the health of any person, 
v.     impairment of the safety of any person, 
vi.    rendering any property or plant or animal life unfit for use by man, 
vii.   loss of enjoyment of normal use of property, and 
viii.  interference with the normal conduct of business. 

 
Source:  https://www.ontario.ca/page/d-1-3-land-use-compatibility-definitions, Accessed on 
5/5/2019.  

http://www.austintexas.gov/sites/default/files/files/Planning/CodeNEXT/061214_ALDC_Presentation_Codetalk_Compatibility_Opticos_Final_sm.pdf
http://www.austintexas.gov/sites/default/files/files/Planning/CodeNEXT/061214_ALDC_Presentation_Codetalk_Compatibility_Opticos_Final_sm.pdf
https://www.ontario.ca/page/d-1-3-land-use-compatibility-definitions
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Florida 

Compatibility is “a condition in which land uses or conditions can coexist in relative proximity to 
each other in a stable fashion over time such that no use or condition is unduly negatively impacted 
directly or indirectly by another use or condition.” 

 
Source:  https://floridaldrs.com/tag/compatibility/  Accessed on 5/7/2019 

 
What causes land uses to be incompatible? 
 
The definitions of land use compatibility above are still very general. It is clear that to operationalize 
them, land use planners must consider what would make nearby land uses compatible or incompatible. 

In some ways, land use compatibility is similar in nature to Supreme Court Justice Potter Stewart’s 1964 
thoughts on obscenity:  We know it when we see it. For most of us, a child care center and an adult 
entertainment business would not be compatible. And, probably, an organic farm and a sewage 
treatment plant would not be compatible. We could provide numerous examples of uses that would be 
deemed by most people to be incompatible. In general, these combinations of land uses would exhibit 
one or more of the adverse impacts listed above in Ontario, Canada’s definitions. Relying on agreement 
about compatibility because “we know it when we see it,” however, is not likely to lead to clear 
decisions and compatible land uses in all instances.  

Every land use, whether it is agricultural, residential, commercial, or industrial has impacts. Our 
investigation found that the approach taken by many jurisdictions is to consider the relative intensity of 
various types of impacts when considering whether nearby land uses will be compatible. Although the 
list of impacts considered varies somewhat among jurisdictions, the following are the most-often listed 
relative impacts: 

1. Scale—How much area is used?  How many and how high are the buildings?  Are buildings 
closely spaced (massing) or separated by open space?    

2. Emissions—Noise, dust, odor, vibration, lighting, heat, electrical interference, etc.  If there is 
a significant difference in intensity or amount among the uses, incompatibility is certain. 

3. Traffic—One impact that’s common to many uses is type and amount of traffic and the 
resulting congestion.  However, there is a wide range, from hundreds of trucks per day to 
only a few cars per day.  A large disparity implies incompatibility. 

4. Population on site—Commercial and industrial uses usually have more people present, than 
low density residential, for example, while high density residential populace may approach 
that of commercial. 

5. Hours of operation—Low intensity uses such a residential generally have much more 
restricted activities than higher intensity uses such as industrial. 

6. Visual impact—This may include not only the appearance of any structures (e.g. upscale 
residences vs. Quonset hut type industrial buildings), but also the effect of outdoor storage 
as well as the expected maintenance level (fully landscaped vs. unmaintained, unirrigated 
space, trash accumulation, etc.)   

https://floridaldrs.com/tag/compatibility/
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Generally, if one or more large disparities in impacts between two land uses is present, it is likely that 
these land uses are incompatible. It is occasionally possible to reduce a disparity in impacts through 
mitigation to make the two land uses compatible. If more limited disparities in impacts exist, then a 
“feathering” effect may be achieved by allowing a gradual increase/decrease in relative impacts.  For 
example, rural, low density homesites may be next to developed single family, one-story homes, which 
may be next to higher-density dwellings, which may be next to multi-story housing complexes, which 
may be next to high-rise housing complexes. Typically, this feathering is accomplished through zoning 
these transitional regions to accommodate the evolution of land uses in the area. By resisting attempts 
to mix uses, jurisdictions can most effectively provide predictability to property owners. 

How can the relative impacts of adjacent or nearby land uses by assessed? 
 
Our research determined that land use planners take one of two approaches to analyzing relative 
impacts of land uses. The first method involves classifying land uses according to the type of use and 
the impacts, and then designating which types of uses will be allowed in each zone based on their 
impacts. The City of Atlanta, Georgia took this approach and created a compatibility matrix showing 
which land uses are allowed in each zone district 
(https://www.atlantaga.gov/government/departments/city-planning/office-of-zoning-
development/zoning/2016-comprehensive-development-plan-cdp, accessed on 5/8/2019): 

 

Summary key to zoning classifications 
R-1, R-2, R-3, R-4:  Various Single family residential 

https://www.atlantaga.gov/government/departments/city-planning/office-of-zoning-development/zoning/2016-comprehensive-development-plan-cdp
https://www.atlantaga.gov/government/departments/city-planning/office-of-zoning-development/zoning/2016-comprehensive-development-plan-cdp
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R-5: Duplex 
RG-Any, MR-Any:  Various multi-family residential 
O-1:  Office 
LW: Live Work 
NC: Neighborhood commercial 
C-Any:  Various commercial 
MRC-Any: Mixed commercial and residential 
I-Any:  Industrial 
PD-Any:  Various planned development 

 

Of course, the requirements of a city such as Atlanta are different than those of a County, but similar 
principles apply to accomplish compatibility.   The relative intensity and type of use determines how 
compatible the use would be in each zone district.   

The second method of analyzing relative impacts of land uses involves developing a “compatibility 
matrix” that specifies which types of uses will be allowed next to other types of uses. Prince William 
County in Maryland took this approach and produced the compatibility matrix below 
(http://www.pwcgov.org/government/dept/planning/Documents/Land_Use_Compatibility_Matrix.pdf, 
accessed on 5/8/2019): 

  

 

http://www.pwcgov.org/government/dept/planning/Documents/Land_Use_Compatibility_Matrix.pdf
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The most detailed analysis of relative land use impacts that our investigation found is in the San Diego 
County Zoning and Use Regulation 
(https://www.sandiegocounty.gov/content/dam/sdc/pds/zoning/z2000.pdf, accessed on 5/8/2019).  
Although the population of San Diego County, California is far larger than the population of Weld 
County, the two counties have some important similarities, including their geographic area, which is 
over 4,200 square miles of land.  In San Diego County, 5,000 farmers make their living on 250,000 acres. 
Of course, the high population corridor along the Pacific Ocean results in different zoning requirements. 
Still, the approach of San Diego County is illustrative in its thoroughness.  Below is an example of two of 
San Diego County’s zone classifications, as well as the comparison of the evolution of uses which are 
allowed, subject to each level of permitting. While the detail included in the San Diego County Zoning 
and Use Regulations may seem extreme, it leaves little ambiguity and maximizes predictability for land 
owners.  
 
 

 

https://www.sandiegocounty.gov/content/dam/sdc/pds/zoning/z2000.pdf
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This level of detail is provided for each zone district, and then is summarized in the County’s 
compatibility matrix, an excerpt of which is shown below: 
 
 

San Diego County Compatibility Matrix and Regulations 
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Key to Use Regulations: 
RS, RD, RM, etc. include various residential uses 
C30-C46 include various Commercial uses 
M50-M58 include various industrial and mixed uses 
 
 

Conclusion 
 
Defining land use compatibility clearly and analyzing the relative impacts of different land uses in order 
to specify what land uses are compatible with each other or allowed in a zone district are important 
steps toward fair and consistent land use decisions.   

State of Florida materials point out that “if a regulation uses the concept of compatibility, it needs to be 
sufficiently clear that a person to which it applies reasonably knows what the regulation requires and 
the decision maker applying the regulation does not act in an arbitrary manner.” (Source:  
https://floridaldrs.com/tag/compatibility/  Accessed on 5/7/2019.) Defining land use compatibility not 
only minimizes adverse impacts of land use decisions and supports predictability and sound decision-
making by current and future land owners, it also provides land use decision makers with the guidance 
they need to avoid arbitrary decisions that are likely to be challenged in court. 
 
In considering revisions to Chapter 23 of the Weld County Code, the Board of County Commissioners has 
an opportunity to bring greater clarity and fairness to land use decisions and to protect County staff 
from making arbitrary decisions by:  

1. Defining compatibility, adverse impacts, and factors to consider in assessing the impacts of 
various land uses, and  

2. Including a compatibility matrix to guide land use decisions and increase the predictability of 
future land development for land owners. 

The examples provided in this paper offer a starting point for developing the definitions and analyses 
that are needed.  

https://floridaldrs.com/tag/compatibility/
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