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Land Use Research               
 With the state legislative session wrapping up, the Planning Commission staff was recently 
notified of a proposed amendment to House Bill 346 that could have potentially invalidated most 
Comprehensive Plans in the state and challenged the authority of citizen Planning Commissioners to 
use their judgement when regulating land use within their jurisdictions.

 Although the amendment has been withdrawn for now, the alarm was immediate in the 
planning community because of the wide reaching affect it could potentially have on growth manage-
ment at the local level. Here are some of the highlights of the proposed legislation:

 … regulations or ordinances governing land use and the development of property must 
contain only specific objective standards capable of ministerial application, and that specific 

standards be consistent with established judicial precedent in the Commonwealth.

 A community’s comprehensive plan should make available enough vacant land to accommo-
date development for no less than twenty (20) years into the future. The amount of vacant land needed 
shall be based on densities and intensities of development, and land absorption rates within the plan 

unit over the previous ten (10) years, to satisfy the needs of the community for industrial, commercial, 
residential, recreational and other urban or agricultural land uses for the plan period.”

 “vacant, developable land” shall not include property currently occupied by urban 
development; property owned by governmental, church, or charitable entities; floodways, undevelop-

able wetlands, or floodplains; open space within existing developed areas as required by land use 
regulations of the planning unit; or lands not suitable for urban development due to steep slopes or 

environmental contamination.

 Disregarding, for a moment, the challenge to the regulatory side, we analyzed the proposed 
requirement that jurisdictions make available sufficient vacant developable land for a twenty (20) year 
growth period, using the Georgetown Urban Service Area (USB) as a case study and here is what we 
found.

 Based on 15-year actual project data (not 10yr, since we have 15yr data available) in the 
City of Georgetown, we have calculated the following historic land absorption rates:

Commercial: 186 acres/15 years = 12.4 acres per year
Office: 31 acres/15 years = 2.06 acres per year

Industrial: 222 acres/15 years = 14.8 acres per year
Residential: 2257 acres/15 years = 150.46 acres per year

 The following is the amount of vacant developable land needed in the Georgetown USB to 
accommodate development for a future twenty (20) year period. 

Commercial: 12.4acres/yr. x 20 yrs. = 248 acres
Office: 2.06 acres/yr. x 20 yrs. = 41.2 acres

Industrial: 14.8 acres/yr. x 20 yrs. = 296 acres
Residential: 150.46 acres/yr. x 20 yrs. = 3009 acres

 The 2017 Comprehensive Plan Future Land Use Map identified the following vacant 
developable land in the current Georgetown USB. 

Commercial: 1,421.79 acres
Office: 237.87 acres

Industrial: 666.13 acres
Residential: 2,502.98 acres

 Based on the numbers, The Georgetown USB boundary would need to be expanded if these 
changes to state law were approved, in order to make available more developable Residential land. Or 
else, the more likely outcome would be to transition some of the land planned Commercial or 
Industrial to planned Residential uses. 
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