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ITEM#: 6 

DATE: 09-04-24 

 
COMMISSION ACTION FORM 

 
SUBJECT: TEXT AMENDMENT TO ARTICLE 11 AND THE ALLOWABLE USES IN 

THE “O-SFC” (SINGLE FAMILY CONSERVATION OVERLAY DISTRICT) 
TO ALLOW SOCIAL SERVICE PROVIDERS WITH A SPECIAL USE 
PERMIT 

 
BACKGROUND: 
 
At the meeting on July 9, 2024, City Council received a request from Matt Mitchell, 
Founder and Board Member of the Ames Romero House (see Attachment A – Request 
to Council). The request is to have the City Council initiate a zoning text amendment to 
the “O-SFC” (Single Family Conservation Overlay District) to facilitate allowing, by Special 
Use Permit, establishment of new Social Service uses that are currently not permitted 
within the Overlay. This request is principally for the purpose of expanding/relocating the 
current 709 Clark Avenue Romero House to a second property at 702 Clark Avenue. 
 
Ames Romero House has been operating as a non-profit organization at 709 Clark 
Avenue since September 2020. In 2021 there was correspondence with staff about use 
of the single-family home at 709 Clark and its limitations of use related to the rental code 
and household living for a single-family dwelling. At that time, the use was not defined as 
a “Social Service Provider” based upon staff’s understanding of the activities and nature 
of the use for overnight stays.  
 
Based upon recent conservations with the Romero House representatives and a review 
of their onsite activities, the use aligns with the description of a “Social Service Provider” 
more than a “Household Living” use. The operator of the Romero House now describes 
the operations of their existing site and desired expansion to 702 Clark as resulting in five 
men living at 709 Clark and to have hospitality services for public use at the planned 702 
Clark Avenue site. 
 
The Romero House self-describes offering hospitality services to those who seek 
assistance in Ames. The services include daytime hospitality through the provision of 
food, a shower, winter clothes, and laundry facilities between the hours of 1:00 pm and 
4:00 pm, Monday through Friday, and from 10:30 am to 4:00 pm on Sundays. They have, 
in the past, also had religious services or larger gatherings at 709 Clark, which is not 
proposed to occur in the future. Note this proposed zoning text amendment does not 
address the individual operations of a facility, only a future Special Use Permit 
would address these types of operational details. If the text amendment is not 
approved, the 709 Clark Avenue site will be required to conform to zoning and 
rental code requirements of a household use. 
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Upon review of the Romero House’s current activities and their planned use of 702 Clark, 
staff indicated that their operations were not typical household living use, including the 
definition of a “Family” for occupancy limits, and that they would be classified as a “Social 
Service Provider,” which is not permitted in the O-SFC. This prompted the request by the 
Romero House for a zoning text amendment to allow “Social Service Providers” as a use 
in the O-SFC, through the approval of a Special Use Permit by the Zoning Board of 
Adjustment (ZBA). 
 
Single Family Conservation Overlay District (O-SFC) 
 
It is important to note that the O-SFC was established in the 1990s in response to the 
erosion of the neighborhood’s one- and two-family housing, primarily through multi-family 
conversions and other uses, such as social service providers. The O-SFC includes the 
properties, as shown on Attachment B – Single Family Conservation Overlay District (O-
SFC). This includes the area between 7th Street and 11th Street, and between Duff Avenue 
and Grand Avenue. The residential and religious institution area between 5th Street and 
6th Street and Clark Avenue and Grand is in the O-SFC. Residential lots that abut the east 
side of Duff Avenue between E. 9th Street and 10th Street, as well as the properties at 924 
Duff Avenue and 111 E. 9th Street are also in the Overlay area.  
 
The purpose statement of the Overlay, which provides an overview of intent for the area, 
is quoted below and the full regulations are attached. The intent is to limit intensification 
of uses in the area and for design compatibility with traditional homes. 
 

(1) Purpose. The Single-Family Conservation Overlay (O-SFC) Zone is intended to 

conserve the existing single-family residential character of areas identified as O-SFC 

adjacent to the downtown. The O-SFC is intended to protect single-family neighborhoods 

while guiding the transition to higher density and compatibility with the surrounding uses 

where intensification is permitted. The O-SFC is meant to help maintain the general quality 

and appearance of the neighborhoods; promote a more cohesive look to the neighborhoods; 

recognize the neighborhood characteristics as a major part of the City's identity and positive 

image; promote local design qualities; stabilize and improve property values; reduce 

conflicts between new construction and existing homes; and allow a limited amount of 

increased housing densities.  

 
Zoning Limitations of Existing O-SFC 
 
Although the area has a base zone of Residential Medium (RM) reflecting its general 
density of buildings, the O-SFC restricts uses and applies design requirements in support 
of primarily one- and two-family homes. Existing social service providers in this area, such 
as YSS, are considered “legal nonconforming uses” because they were established prior 
to the current zoning limitations. 
 
  



3 
 

The Zoning Ordinance limitation of use for “Social Service Providers” is the O-SFC, which 
currently allows only the following types of uses:  
 

• Dwelling – Single Family.  

• Dwelling – Two Family. 

• Bed & Breakfast Establishment; and, 

• Vacation Lodging (Essentially AirBnB rental properties). 
 
Apartment dwellings are permitted upon a determination by the City Council that certain 
standards have been satisfied for the design and the unit count is within limits established 
for the overall neighborhood.  
 
At this time, staff is aware of two YSS operated social service facilities in the 
neighborhood per the YSS website. These existing facilities are considered 
nonconforming uses as they predate the current restrictions. There are other 
nontraditional residential uses that are operated as rental properties or group living uses 
that are not social service providers.  
 
Social Service Provider 
 
A “Social Service Provider” is a broad category of use and defined in the Municipal Code, 
as follows:  

 

“Table 29.501(4)-5 Institutional Use Categories of the Municipal Code: 

 

Social Service Provider uses (SSPs) are primarily engaged in providing on-site counseling, 

meals, or shelter beds for free or significantly below market rates. Uses that provide food on-

site as an Accessory Use are not included if the service is provided fewer than 3 days a week. 

For example, a church that provides a free or low-cost meal once a week would not be 

classified as an SSP use.” 

 

Currently in the City, the concept of a Social Service Provider is allowed in a limited 
number of residential areas of the City. It is a “permitted use” in the regular (RM) 
Residential Medium Density Zone. Note that the O-SFC Overlay overrides the base 
zoning allowance, and in (RH) Residential High Density. It is also permitted with the South 
Lincon Mixed Use Special Purpose Zoning District. 
 
The (FS-RM) Suburban Residential Medium Density Floating Zone allows “Social Service 
Providers” through the approval of a Special Use Permit by the Zoning Board of 
Adjustment. 
 
“Social Service Providers” are permitted, only if pre-existing, in (RL) Residential Low 
Density, and the (UCRM) Urban Core Residential Medium Density. These zones are the 
most like the O-SFC limitations.  
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Proposed Zoning Text Amendment 
 
The Romero House was authorized by Council to request a zoning text amendment to 
establish a social service use by Special Use Permit within the O-SFC. The proposed text 
amendment language is simple in terms of modifying the list of permitted uses to allow 
Social Service Provider by Special Use Permit. No other standards or criteria for the 
Special Use Permit are proposed with the change. See Attachment F. 
 
A Special Use Permit is a process that allows for case-by-case consideration of a unique 
use or site to determine if a proposed use is permissible. This differs from a “by-right” or 
permitted use category where no discretion applies to the consideration of the use. 
 
Before a Special Use Permit can be approved, the Zoning Board of Adjustment (ZBA) 
shall establish that the general standards, and residential zone (in this case), have been 
satisfied (see Attachment H – Special Use Permit Requirements and Criteria). The 
Board’s action shall be based on stated findings of fact related to the criteria.  
 
The benefit of a Special Use Permit is a disclosure of operations and configuration of a 
site for a use to determine within the boundaries of the criteria if the use is compatible. 
The Special Use Permit alone does not preclude uses or create separation requirements. 
Consideration of the area can relate to the general conditions of the area for the proposed 
use, but the overall review will be focused on the specific site that is the subject application 
before the ZBA. 
 
Although not included with the proposal, some Special Uses do include additional criteria 
that are applied to a project, in addition to the general criteria. These types of uses are 
part of Article XIII of the Zoning Ordinance and can include design requirements or other 
site requirements. At the time the request was initiated, staff identified that concentration 
or separation criteria could be considered for a use of this type. However, doing so would 
likely limit the 702 Clark site that is the Romero House’s interest from consideration since 
it abuts an existing Social Service Provider use of Youth and Shelter Services (YSS).  
 
Ames Plan 2040 
 
For the City of Ames, the decision to create, change, or delete zoning district standards 
or the mapped areas of the city are reviewed within the context of the comprehensive 
plan (Ames Plan 2040) and the general standard of the public interest. Plan 2040 
addresses multiple policy issues related to change and growth within the community, 
including housing needs and neighborhood character. The Plan includes general 
principles/goals that are then refined by policies/objectives. Zoning decisions, such as the 
proposed text amendment, are considered more detailed implementation steps of the 
concepts of the comprehensive plan.  
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Staff believes the most relevant components of Ames Plan 2040 to the proposed change 
are the Growth and Land Use Element and the Neighborhoods, Housing, and Sub-Areas 
Element with the Land Use designation as having the most specific applicability to 
changes to O-SFC. None these Elements include specific language regarding social 
service uses directly. 
 
Growth and Land Use Element includes the principle of G6 of Planning for Equity with 
consideration of diverse needs and to include diverse opinions within the process of 
review. The Land Use principle of LU2 for Compatibility and Flexibility that applies to the 
issue of changing uses within established areas. The Housing, Neighborhood, SubArea 
Element includes principles H1 Housing Choice related to housing needs and attainability 
while the principle H2 Neighborhood Quality focuses on consideration of maintaining 
neighborhood character of the building quality.  
 
In addition to general principles, Plan 2040 utilizes Land Use designations to refine 
issues pertinent to different geographies of the city. In this case the O-SFC zoning 
overlay area is primarily designated   “Residential Neighborhood 1 (RN-1: Traditional), 
with the exception of the southwest corner of the area for properties with the designation 
of “Core” between 6th Street and 7th Street and west of Clark Avenue (see Attachment C 
– Ames Plan 2040 Future Land Use).   
 
Residential Neighborhood 1 (RN-1: Traditional) Land Use Designation 
(See Attachment D) 
 
The “RN-1: Traditional” designation includes “RM” and “O-SFC” as applicable existing 
zoning categories, among others, for this land use designation. 
 
Most development occurred in the late 19th and first-half of the 20th century. Development 
is largely, but not exclusively, residential. 
 
The areas designated as RN-1, include diverse housing within the same time periods and 
street context. Areas of both larger detached single-family housing, small single-family 
housing, and a mix of two-family residential, and small apartment buildings with single-
family homes are also found in areas with the RN-1 designation. 
 
Other features include: 
 

• There are generally small sites and lots, with a fine scale of detail and development 
patterns. 

• Connected traditional grid street with sidewalk continuity often with alleys. 

• Pedestrian rather than automobile orientation and scale. Garage access off alleys 
from street. 

• Transit access in some dense areas. 

• Later 20th century development not always compatible in design with original 
development styles and patterns. 
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Goals:  
 
Residential neighborhood conservation is the primary goal of areas designated as RN-1, 
including: 
 

• Building quality of older homes. 

• Reinvestment in and improvements to property. 

• Affordable housing opportunities. 

• Ownership housing opportunities. 

• Infrastructure quality, including street trees. 

• Maintain existing residential densities. Current density ranges from three to eight 
units per acre. Future development should not exceed eight units/acre. 

 
Staff believes that Plan 2040 emphasizes maintaining neighborhood qualities and to 
balance this interest when considering proposed changes, such as the proposed new use 
allowance. Overall social service uses are allowed within the City in other zoning districts 
and the consideration at hand is if the O-SFC should become an additional area where 
such a use could be sited. Plan 2040 does not directly address this issue and 
consideration of its general policies are needed as part the review of the proposal.  
 
Notification: 
 
As a zoning text amendment of general applicability, there is no direct property owner 
notice requirement prior to review of the amendment. City staff has notified the Old Town 
Neighborhood Association Board of the proposed amendment. A Board member sent 
questions to staff about the nature of the request/use, standards for the use, and the mix 
of other uses existing in the area related to concentration and separation of non-
residential uses.  Although no written correspondence has been delivered to staff at this 
time, staff believes there are interested parties from the neighborhood regarding this 
proposal.  
 
If the text amendment is approved, a future Special Use Permit application will have notice 
prior to a ZBA public hearing sent to all property owners within 200 feet and a posted sign 
on site. 
 
ALTERNATIVES:  
 

1. Recommend that City Council amend Article 11 and the Allowable Uses in the “O-
SFC” (Single Family Conservation Overlay District) to allow Social Service 
Providers with a Special Use Permit. 
 

2. Recommend modification of the zoning text amendment language and for City 
Council to approve an amendment to allow for Social Service Provider Uses within 
the O-SFC. 
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3. Recommend that City Council deny the proposed zoning text amendment to the 
O-SFC.  

 
PLANNING AND HOUSING DEPARTMENT RECOMMENDATION: 
 
The Single Family Conservation Overlay District (O-SFC) was first established in the 
1990’s to limit other types of uses, such as apartment buildings and social service 
providers from concentrating in the area where single family homes were first constructed 
north of downtown Ames. This was in addition to the establishment of the Old Town 
Historic District in the late 1980’s and included a much larger area than the local historic 
district. 
 
Amending the zoning regulations to allow “Social Service Providers” as a use in the O-
SFC, through approval of a Special Use Permit, would not apply exclusively to the 
Romero House property. It would also apply to other Social Service Providers that are 
currently located in the O-SFC, or may choose to locate on any other property, within the 
O-SFC, in the future. It would also then allow for potential changes to the existing facilities 
in the neighborhood. 
 
It is not unprecedented that “Social Service Providers” are allowed in a zoning district 
through the approval of a Special Use Permit (SUP). There is one residential zone (FS-
RM) and four commercial zones (HOC, PRC, DSC, S-SMD, and CSC) that also allow the 
use through approval of a SUP by the Zoning Board of Adjustment (ZBA). These uses 
vary in nature and intensity and are generally subject to heightened review process 
because of the unique elements of each proposal. Some uses operate more in the 
character of a residential use while others operate as more of commercial/transient type 
of use that is not always compatible with residential settings.  
 
Staff believes the that the first consideration for this request is if in general the use could 
be compatible within the existing neighborhood conditions since it applies to one specific 
area of the City and the concept of a social service use is already allowed within other 
zoning districts. Secondly, the consideration of the permitting process with a SUP takes 
the proposed use to a site-specific evaluation process.  
 
The SUP approval process provides the neighborhood with an opportunity for input at a 
formal public hearing of the ZBA about the operation of the use. The ZBA must follow the 
general and residential standards, and their decision to grant approval of a SUP shall be 
based upon stated findings of fact. 
 
The O-SFC covers a large area of approximately 6 x 4 street blocks and it has a very 
diverse mix of uses and transitions to other neighborhoods. In many ways it is unique 
within the City. Overall staff believes that there continues to be concerns about the O-
SFC neighborhood’s mix of uses and their relationship to the intended traditional 
residential character, both in use and in its aesthetics, compared to many neighborhoods 
within the City.  
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Plan 2040 generally addresses the issues of neighborhood conservation while 
considering potential change to an area and how it could impact a neighborhood. The 
proposal allows for a case-by-case review of a SUP, which staff believes addresses the 
interest of compatibility and that there are likely sites that could reasonably accommodate 
a proposed social service use without materially impacting the character of the area. 
Although no concentration or separation requirement is proposed, generally sites on the 
periphery adjacent to other commercial areas or on sites along major roadways would be 
the most likely candidate sites for a SUP of this type. The design elements of the 
neighborhood are unlikely to be impacted by consideration of the Social Service Provider 
use as those standards are applied to all buildings regardless of use.  
 
Therefore, the Planning and Housing Department recommends Alternative 1.  
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Attachment A 

Request to Council 
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Attachment B 
Single Family Conservation Overlay Zoning District (O-SFC) 
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Attachment C 
Ames Plan 2040 – Future Land Use 
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Attachment D 
Residential Neighborhood 1 (RN-1: Traditional) 
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Attachment E 
“Core” Land Use Designation  
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Attachment F 
Proposed Zoning Text Amendment 

 
Section 29.1101. “O-SFC” Single Family Conservation Overlay District 

 
(4) Permitted Uses.  

(a) Subject to the Building/Zoning Permit requirements of Section 29.1501, land, 

buildings, and structures may be used for the following purposes in an O-SFC Zone 

without City Council approval, in accordance with standards and regulations of the 

Base Zone:  

(i) Dwelling – Single-Family  

(ii) Dwelling – Two-Family  

(iii) Bed & Breakfast Establishment (See Section 29.1302)  

(iv) Vacation Lodging  

(v) Social Service Provider (Special Use Permit approved by the Zoning 

Board of Adjustment is required. 
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Attachment G 
(O-SFC) Single Family Conservation Overlay District Requirements 
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Attachment G 
(O-SFC) Single Family Conservation Overlay District Requirements - Continued 
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Attachment G 
(O-SFC) Single Family Conservation Overlay District Requirements - Continued 
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Attachment H 
Special Use Permit Requirements and Criteria 
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Attachment H 
Special Use Permit Requirements and Criteria - Continued 
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 Attachment H 
Special Use Permit Requirements and Criteria – Continued 

 

 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
  


