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Selecting Site for Restaurants
At some point during the site selection, it would be critical to know if the restaurant 
renovation work can be done as-of-right, or requires lengthy design reviews such as 
zoning appeal. This article is developed as a check list to facilitate the owner’s review 
process of the zoning and building code information relevant during the site selection.  

Restaurant, bar, tea or coffee shops 
are wonderful components in the cit-
ies and towns that activates the com-
munity and creates friendly street 
scape. At the same time, it may bring 
adversary impacts, such as parking is-
sue, or trash on the street. Therefore, 
city or town zoning regulations de-
scribe rules and often require public 
hearings or the review of neighbor-
hood associations to gauge and mit-
igate the impacts. In situations such 
regulation requires public hearings 
or association reviews, it may be still 
hard to judge how difficult it would 
be to get the building approval for a 
certain lease space based off the zon-
ing regulation. But, in may cases, it is 
possible to find out or at least deduce 
what the requirements are based on 
the zoning regulations and informs 
the owner or design team to make 
site selection decisions. Both zoning 
regulations and zoning maps can be 
easily found by web search and they 
are open to public. In lucky situations, 
it may simply say the proposed use 
- restaurant - is a permitted use as 
of right. Below is the details of items 
that are often checked during the site 
selection as due diligence service.

Allowed use
The main components of zoning regu-
lations or ordinances is zone, density, 

and the traffic. And the allowed use 
depends on the Zone or District that 
the property belongs to. So the first 
step is to locate the zone information. 
It can be found on zoning maps, the 
city assessor’s reports or other GIS 
web sites (Figure 1). It is a good prac-
tice to check them all for any potential 
discrepancy. Once the zone or district 
is identified, find the Allowed Use (or 
Permitted Use) tables within zoning 
regulations. Quite commonly, those 
permitted uses are described in the 
form of table. (Figure 2) 

Off-street parking and Loading
In the zoning codes, the traffic regula-
tion plays a big role in both urban and 
suburban area. Often it becomes a 
single source of rejection by Authority 
Having Jurisdiction or the community. 
While there are many issues related to 
this topic such as traffic jams, lack of 
parking space for customers, pick up 
delivery service, or pedestrian safe-
ties, in most of cases, it boils down to 
the number of parking space available 
to customers. In some occasions, such 
as near the intersection, loading also 
becomes a contentious issue. It would 
help the discussions moving forward 
if you know how often and when the 
delivery should happen to run your 
restaurant.

Figure 1. ZONING MAP EXAMPLE The online map 
(http://maps.bostonredevelopmentauthority.org) 
of Boston Planning and Development Agency pro-
vides zoning information organized and consolidat-
ed. However, it is still wise to double check with the 
PDF map and assessor’s report. The map shown 
here indicates LI-2, which is Light Industrial. See the 
project example 1 in the following pages. 

Figure 2. TABLE OF ALLOW USE EXAMPLE This is a 
screen shot edited from the online Boston Zoning 
Regulations (https://library.municode.com). A 
stands for Allowed Use in this case.  
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Restaurant vs Take out
In some cities and towns, it is a 
common practice to broadly apply 
the definition of Take out or Fast 
food uses. As the result, not only 
big fast food franchises such as 
McDonald, but also small coffee 
shops maybe categorized as fast 
food establishment. In the zoning 
code, the definitions often include 
“off-premise consumption”, or 
“prepared before customer orders”. 
As fast food establishments tends 
to bring a large amount traffics and 
to use disposable utensils often 
littered around the premise, and 
it become a huge burden to the 
community, or at least is perceived 
as some nuisance. Therefore any 
proposed restaurant in that catego-
ry will likely be scrutinized through 
public hearing process unless reject-
ed out right. While coffee shops, for 
instance, prepares coffee “before 
customer orders”, it operate its 
business very differently from those 
franchise establishments in reality. 
Therefore, when the building per-
mit application is put together, the 
difference should be emphasized 
so that the proposed use is catego-
rized into one of the permitted use 
in the areas. And the difference in 
this case often requires the ad-
justment on the menu so that the 
pre-made items become secondary 

or even tertiary items served in the 
establishment. In any cases, the 
proposed use on zoning regulation 
varies and it would be worth read-
ing the definitions of those Uses in 
the regulation.

Just to expand the checking list 
beyond the zoning regulations, the 
following is the list of items that 
may have a big impact on the proj-
ect and may help further screening 
out the potential properties.  

Plumbing fixtures 
Plumbing fixture installations comes 
with a hefty price tag and it limits 
number of seats. It is described 
in International Plumbing Code 
on the table - Minimum Number 
of Required Plumbing Fixture. In 
Massachusetts, the equivalent table 
is found at 248 CMR, Chapter 10.10, 
also available online. For small cafe,  
restaurants with occupant load less 
than 20 and gross floor area less 
than 2,000SF, a single accessible toi-
let meets the fixture requirements 
in Massachusetts.   

Ventilation Hood
In multi story existing properties, 
Hood installations may not be 
feasible as it is likely that the duct 
should travel through the space 
above and reach the roof. Recircu-

Zoning map shows the zones or districts 
of the property. Almost every town offers 
on-line zoning maps.

Zoning regulation describes allowed use 
usually in the table format. 

Zoning regulation describes required 
number of off-street parking per seats or 
floor area.

Zoning regulation further describes re-
quired number of loading dock. It may not 
be required for small restaurants.

By checking the zoning regulation items 
above, the length of permit process would 
be determined: As-of-Right 30 day plan 
review or Zoning Board Appeal (ZBA) or 
other designer reviews. ZBA often requires 
6 month additional time depending on 
Towns, or Cities.

While not regulated under zoning codes, 
these are big ticket items good to be con-
sidered early on.

ZONE OF PROPERTY

ALLOWED USE

OFF-STREET PARKING

LOADING DOCK 

DETERMINE PERMIT PROCESS

EXITS, HOOD, TOILET

 continued from previous page
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lating -or ductless- hood can be used 
but they are limited to the use of elec-
trical cooking equipment. 

Number of Exits
Two exits are required when the occu-
pant load including the staffs are equal 
to or greater than 50. Egress travel 
distance over 75feet also requires two 
exits regardless of occupant load. In 
other words, one exit will satisfy the 
egress requirements for restaurant, tea 
shop with occupant load less than 50.  

Accessibility
In Massachusetts, when the value of 
work is over $100,000 or 30% of the 
property value, the entire project 
should meet accessibility requirements. 
Providing accessible routes such as 
elevator, ramp on exterior not only in-
crease project cost, but also often con-
flicts with the local design review board 
regulations. Therefore, the properties 
with accessible routes from street has a 
huge advantage.

In the following page is a short list of 
items mentioned above that we often 
use for ourselves during the site visit. 
The list will get longer once the site is 
narrowed down but for the mean time, 
the items on the list would be suffi-
cient to sort things out and would even 
inform the design team to prepare the 
design service proposals. 

 continued from previous page

EXAMPLE 1
Venue   Coffee and light lunch
Property Size 1,200 SF
Zone  Light Industrial* (LI-2)
Use  Restaurant - Allowed Use
Parking  3 (or 0.15 per seat) required 
Loading  Not required 
Zoning Appeal No 

The existing 1 story property was located within the 
existing corporate campus with sufficient off-street 
parking spaces. As it was a single story structure, the 
new hood installation was no challenge. 

EXAMPLE 2
Venue   Boutique cake and coffee
Property Size 1,400 SF
Zone  General Business (B-3-65)
  Restricted Parking
  Back Bay Architectural Comm.
Use  Restaurant - Conditional
Parking  2 (or1 per 900SF) required 
Loading  Not required 
Zoning Board Appeal Required

The project had to seek approval through Zoning 
Board Appeal process due to its non compliant Use, 
and lack of required parking space. The ZBA process 
was spearheaded by an attorney whose expertise 
helped facilitate the process. The property provides 
accessible route through back door from the service 
access road. The existing space was an apparel retail 
and its floor level was below street level. This existing 
conditions triggered the requirement of environmen-
tal test and report. Seeking timely design approvals 
on all exterior items including small mechanical 
louvres from Back Bay Architectural Commission was 
challenging.

*Light Industrial zone in many cities are perhaps the most flexible zone. Many of multi 
family and public storage developments took place in this zone in Boston Area. 
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YES NO

YES NO YES NO

YES NO

Basement Ground Floor Others _________

Female Toilets Male Toilet Male Urinal Mop Sink

YES NO

YES NO

YES NO

1. Zone         ______________________

2. Proposed Use Per Zoning  ______________________

3. Allowed Use per Zoning   

4. Number of Parking required   ________      Existing parking   ________ 

5. Loading dock requirement        Existing Loading dock

6. Floor location

7. Accessible Entry

8. Existing Hood  

9. Existing Toilet Fixture Counts                              ____                     ____                          ____     

10. Number of Exits  __________

10. Space underneath (i.e. basement)
Basement, for instance, facilitate plumbing installation 
for the ground level tenant improvement. 

Address

Restaurant Property Check List


