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The LUCHA Library
The Land Use Colonia Housing Action [LUCHA] initiative is a partnership of organizations and organized colonia residents to build 
leadership capacity, expand technical knowledge, change land use and development policy, and build relationships between colonia 
residents and local, state and federal authorities. The goal of the LUCHA initiative is to build power by supporting community 
organizing efforts, inform colonia leaders on key issues, and provide opportunities for engaged conversations with regional experts.

The LUCHA Library is part of the larger LUCHA initiative. The Library is a collection of community education resources that seeks to 
provide Rio Grande Valley residents with easy to understand technical information around key community issues. Developed with 
the members of LUPE and ARISE, the LUCHA Library is designed to support community organizing efforts in the region by 
empowering residents with information.
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Lands that are close to, or 
reverting back to, a wild 
or natural condition. It 
can also include lands 
unsuitable for settlement 
due to topography, 
hydrology or vegetation. 

Natural
Consists of sparsely settled 
area that are open/natural 
or being cultivated. You can 
often find agriculture in 
rural areas. Typical buildings 
include single-family 
homes, agricultural 
buildings, and camps. Retail 
activity is limited, and often 
in designated areas.

Rural
Primary housing is 
single-family detached with 
some attached or 
multifamily housing. 
Residential lot sizes 
commonly range between � 
and 2 acres, often providing 
each resident with their own 
green space or play area. 
Commercial or retail options 
are typically found along 
major roadways or 
concentrated nodes.  

Suburban
Typical housing includes 
single-family houses, row 
houses, and apartments. It 
is common for different 
types of housing to be 
found in the same area, and 
to be built fairly close 
together. Common single 
family lot sizes range from 
1/15 to 1/7 of an acre, 
providing less private green 
space. 

Urban
This area has the greatest 
density and commonly the 
tallest buildings. Downtown 
has the has the greatest 
variety of uses. The density 
and variety of uses found 
downtown encourages 
pedestrian and transit 
activity. Parks and public 
spaces are the primary form 
of green spaces and play 
areas. 

Downtown 
 Includes large scale civic, 
institutional, heavy industrial and 
conservation areas that do not fit 
easily with other contexts. In 
small concentrations, they may 
be found in other context areas.

Special Purpose

Planning is when government officials, 
residents, business leaders, educators, cultural 
community, religious leaders, and many 
others come together to create safe, healthy 
and desirable communities. Collectively 
identifying short-term and long-term needs, 
and developing strategies to address them.

When planning is done well it connects 
community strengths, challenges, and desires 
with current and future physical needs. 
Planning is meant to connect issues like 
housing, infrastructure, transportation, safety, 
culture and access to education, jobs and 
goods and services. It helps to connect 
different activities and spending so that our 
communities can grow in a smarter, stronger 
way. 

Your Community Why Does Place Matter?
The characteristics of any place, such as big lots with few homes or small lots with many homes close together, will 
often shape how you live. Rural places offer easy access to natural spaces, but limited access to retail or other public 
amenities. Urban places offer increased density and a mixture of residential and retail, which supports walkability and a 

reduced reliance on personal automobiles. However, places rarely stay the same. They may grow or shrink in 
population, their character or demographics may change, or they may 

physically change. Preparing, adapting, or initiating change is 
important for any community regardless of its type. This 

process is often called Planning.   

The above graphic was influenced by the work of 
Andrés Duany. 

Every community is a mixture of culture, people, and the characteristics unique to it. We often think about our communities 
as our neighbors, schools, or churches, but our communities are also places with physical characteristics that shape our lives. 
What kind of place do you live in? Do you live in a rural place, a suburban place, an urban center, or something in-between, 
and how does that place shape the way you live?

National/state parks

Agricultural

Single-family homes

Small apartment buildings

Large apartment buildings

Commercial

Industrial

Civic institutions

What is planning?

What does it do?

Nodes
A “node” is a term planners use to describe an 
area that attracts people and a range of 
activities. Examples of nodes include shopping 
centers, recreation centers, and central plazas. 
Each node usually has a distinctive character.

What kind of place do you live in?
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How does planning 
shape your community?

Depending on the locality, planning can happen collaboratively with government officials, 
residents, local businesses, religious institutions and others to create safe, healthy and 
desirable communities, collectively identifying short-term and long-term needs, and 
developing strategies to address them. In other contexts, developers and property owners 
have more power to decide what happens on their property and in neighborhoods than 
the local government.

STOP

STOP

Planning Affects Individual Properties

As we learned, places and communities can look and feel very different. Despite those 
differences, most communities are built using common elements. Learning and 
understanding these elements will help you better participate in future planning 
conversation, and understand how your community or neighborhood was built.

25’

Safety, particularly fire safety, has been a primary 
focus of planning. Many of the regulations 
affecting new construction were created to ensure 
that streets, buildings and public spaces are safe 
for their users. Examples of these regulations are 
building codes, setbacks, easements and 
subdivision standards were created to ensure safe 
communities (see diagram to the right).

Safety

Character

In the late 1800s, preventing the spread of disease was a 
primary objective for planning. Since then, planning 
continues to promote health through its various activities 
by separating manufacturing plants that may be harmful 
from residents’ homes, designing communities that 
promote physical activity, and developing regulations that 
address public health needs. [see housing].

Health

Allows another person or entity to travel or pass 
through your land. The most common type of 
right of ways are along roadways. If a local 
government wants to widen a road, they can 
purchase land in the right of way relatively easily. 

Right of Way

A property’s setback is the 
distance from the property 
line a building is allowed to be 
built or placed. Most 
commonly, a property will 
have a front, back, and side 
setback. The area not in the 
setback is known as the 
buildable area. 

Setback

Easement

Legally documenting or mapping a 
piece or tract of land is called 
plating. On any plat you should be 
able to find the boundary lines and 
location of an individual property, 
streets, easements, and other 
pertinent information. Plating is 
often done when someone 
subdividing a larger tract of land. 
This task is handled by the local 
jurisdiction.

Plat

Different places look and feel different from one 
another because of their history, culture and
environment. Preserving these qualities and promoting 
the unique look and feel of a place has become a key 
objective of planning, known as character. Planners and 
community members can identify what makes their 
place special and how it should be highlighted or 
protected. Examples of this include designating historic 
areas, prioritizing certain building styles, and preserving 
public spaces like parks and plazas.

A portion of a person’s 
property that can be used or 
entered into by non-property 
owners. Common examples 
of this are sidewalks, utility 
and drainage easements. The 
easement is owned by the 
property owner, but is also 
used by a local entity for 
infrastructure or public space.



Deepwood (Dallas, Texas)
Residents of the Deepwood neighborhood in Dallas, Texas protested the illegal 
dumping of over two million cubic yard of trash. The City of Dallas ignored this illegal 
landfill in a predominantly African American neighborhood for 25 years until 
residents sued the city in a landmark case Cox v. City of Dallas, Texas. 

Example Story  
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Elements of a Community
Despite those differences, most communities are built using common elements. 
Learning and understanding these elements will help you better participate in 
future planning conversations and understand how your community or 
neighborhood was built.

What is zoning?
Zoning is the legal tool to implement land use planning. Zoning 
typically guides or limits areas where certain activities or types of 
developments are allowed. 

Land Use
Zoning law that separates buildings used for different activities is called “land use zoning.” 

Let’s say you build a house... and someone opens up a waste disposal facility next door. Land use zoning can 
prevent this from happening (see example below from Dallas, Texas). 

Size and Shape of Buildings
Zoning law also controls the size and shape of buildings. Limiting the size and shape of buildings can prevent overcrowding, protect health 
and safety of residents as well as maintain each place’s unique character. 

Remember your house? Zoning can prevent a developer from building high rise condos next door.

Commercial is a broad term that covers most 
business activity. This can include both retail, 
service, or office uses. Most commercial activities 
blend well with residential, however business that 
use or collect potentially harmful chemicals may 
need to be separated from residential uses or take 
additional precautions.

Commercial

Residential is where people live, this is the most 
common land use in any community. 
Depending on where you live, residential 
neighborhoods can look very different. In rural 
areas, residential and agricultural uses may be 
combined. In suburban areas, residential 
neighborhoods may be separate from other 
uses. In urban areas, residential, retail, restaurant, 
and other uses may be mixed together on a 
block.

Residential

Industrial commonly refers to manufacturing, but 
it can also include businesses that process, or 
refine. These uses tend to be the least compatible 
with other uses and require their own section of a 
community. Industrial business can be loud, use 
harmful chemicals, release smoke or other 
emissions, or be the source of unpleasant odors. 

Industrial

The above graphic was influenced by the work of The Center for Urban Pedagogy’s “What is Zoning” Guidebook. 
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