
Online Zoning Map 
 

 

Project Summary 

 

The City of Gulf Shores is required to maintain a map showing the current zoning of property 

within the City corporate limits.  In early 2005, the City’s Community Development Department 

started a project to modernize the City’s zoning map by creating a zoning data shapefile from the 

County’s existing parcel shapefile.  The purpose of this project was to allow more frequent 

updates to the paper maps on display in the department and also create an electronic copy of the 

official zoning map available on the City’s web site in an Adobe PDF format to give the public 

quick access to the zoning information citywide.  This map is soon to be published at a 1:24,000 

scale on an oversized 36” x 72” plot size.  This is the closest scale possible to show the City 

Limits and Police Jurisdiction on a single plot.  Plotting at a larger scale and splitting the map 

onto multiple pages was rejected because of the politically unfavorable perception of splitting the 

City into two portions; the “old” traditional portion of Gulf Shores from the newly annexed areas 

on the Fort Morgan Peninsula and for its inconvenience.   The limits on scale for the official map 

creates the need for an alternate way of viewing zoning data of smaller sections of the City at 

more readable scales.  An online web mapping solution would provide a flexible alternative way 

to view this data. 

 

 

 
A small portion of the Zoning Map shown 

at its default printed scale of 1:24,000 

 

 

Project Background 

 

The Community Development Department (CDD) manages and enforces of the Zoning 

Ordinance, first adopted in 1982 and updated frequently since.  The zoning map is used daily by 



the department for communication with the developers, local officials, city employees, and 

public for the evaluation of proposed subdivisions and commercial and residential site plans.  It 

outlines and defines the various zoning districts so that those using it can refer to the sections of 

the Zoning Ordinance that contain the regulations that apply to the properties underlying the 

district.   

 

Before the mid 1990’s, a local surveying company had to cut and reduce existing paper tax 

parcel maps so that they could be pasted together to create an overall basemap of the City.  Hand 

drawn boundaries of the zoning districts were sketched on a clear sheet that was overlaid over 

the reduced parcel maps.  Changes to the boundaries or zoning labels were done by hand, and 

when the parcels beneath them were subdivided, it would require the entire base map creation 

process to be repeated from new county parcel maps carefully being reduced to the exact same 

size so that they would match the clear overlay.   

 

In the mid 1990’s Baldwin County undertook a project to update their parcel maps with GIS 

based software.  They provided the City an ESRI shapefile with parcel boundaries and data that 

the County updated and could provide copies to the Cities once or twice a year.  The City 

partnered with the South Alabama Regional Planning Commission (SARPC) to use the data to 

create a new Zoning Map.   As a regional planning commission, SARPC had a grant to create 

and update zoning and planning maps for the Counties and Cities within their region.  SARPC 

did not have the ability to update the parcels as new subdivisions took place, so they sketched 

rough outline polygons over the existing parcel shapefile to represent the zoning districts.  The 

districts were not created from directly from the parcels and often district boundaries were 

approximated for new subdivisions until periodic updates were obtained from the County.  The 

rough approximations were not apparent at the scale that the zoning map was printed.  Although 

not ideal, the maps created served the needs of the Department for nearly a decade.   

 

In early 2005, CDD staff met with GIS staff from the County and provided a copy of the current 

SARPC zoning map marked up with updates and agreed to procedures for providing information 

on annexations and newly rezoned properties.  Since the project would be a part time endeavor 

for the County staff, it was anticipated that the initial map creation would take six months and 

that updated maps could be provided quarterly or perhaps monthly if needed.  During the 

development period the City experienced a number of large zoning changes, including creating 

fifteen additional zoning districts for a recently annexed area.  Meanwhile, the County 

experienced a significant amount of staff turnover.  Despite a number of meetings with the 

changing County staff, they were not able to make a number of changes to the appearance of the 

map that would help make it easier to understand by the public.  The County’s staff, while 

experienced in the use of GIS software, does not have the cartographic knowledge that is 

apparent in SARPC’s staff.   

 

As a result, the City chose to bring the maintenance of the Zoning Map in-house.  The bulk of 

the data work needed to create a zoning map was completed successfully by the County’s GIS 

staff.  The appearance of SARPC’s map was imported into this data by using a layer file created 

from their map file.  The remainder of the corrections needed, the ongoing updates, and the 

revisions to the appearance of the map have been accomplished by the Community Development 

Department and Information Systems staff with a small investment in time.  The resulting City 



created Zoning map is soon to be published in an Adobe PDF format City Zoning Map available 

on the web site. 

 

 

Proposed Online Web Mapping Solution 

 

To prepare an alternate way of viewing zoning data of smaller sections of the City at more 

readable scales, a demonstration online zoning map will be prepared.   I recommend using an 

open standards web mapping client.  An open standards client uses free publicly available 

standards to display map on a web site.  Using open standards offers us the advantage of being 

able to develop a mapping solution using royalty free standard methods that can be ported to a 

number of different websites.  We can take advantage of other freely available data available by 

open standards to implement our solution and enhance it in the future.  The standards we will use 

have been developed by the Open Geospatial Consortium (OGC), founded in 1994 to set the 

standards to allow geographic systems to interoperate. 

 

There are two major types of OGC server standards; the Web Map Server (WMS) and Web 

Feature Server (WFS).  A WMS produces a picture of our data styled as we wish and allows the 

user to set the area of interest and scale.  A Web Feature Server (WFS) on the other hand, returns 

actual feature data in Extensible Markup Language (XML) format which can be displayed or 

saved to be manipulated later.  The key difference is that actual data is transmitted via WFS.  

Since the purpose of this web site is to allow clearer custom views of the zoning data with 

limited querying capability, I recommend using a Web Mapping Server as the basis for this 

application.  It is possible for a site to support both standards, so we may consider in the future 

adding WFS transactional capabilities to allow users to post data back us in other areas of the 

City’s web site. 

 

 

Data Sets Needed   

 

The data sets needed to create the online zoning map: 

 

• Baldwin County Parcel Data – a set of polygon data outlining the extent of individual 

parcels and containing data on their location, ownership, improvements, and value kept 

for tax purposes.  The City’s GIS consultant provides monthly updates of this data from 

the County.  This data is available in the City’s enterprise ESRI geodatabase and can be 

exported to a shapefile if needed. 

 

• City of Gulf Shores Zoning Data – a set of polygons created from a combination of 

SARPC and the Baldwin County parcel data created over the past few years and cleaned 

up by City personnel over the last year.  The only data kept in these parcels are the 

zoning district and the case number of the rezoing or annexation which created the zone 

(only available for very recent changes).  This data is currently in an ERSI shapefile until 

it is imported into the City’s geodatabase. 

 



A copy of these two layers will be modified so that the parcel data from the county only contains 

the County’s unique parcel identification number (PPIN), a more commonly used parcel ID 

number (PID), street address number (where available) and street name (where available).  The 

PPIN is the only identification that is sure to match the County’s online parcel data web site 

since the PID number can change due to mapping requirements and physical street number and 

name data are not always available for a parcel. (Since the County’s revenue department 

maintains the data, tax billing address data is more likely to be updated and correct than physical 

address data that is assigned by a number of separate City and County agencies.) 

 

Since there are well over 20,000 parcels and zoning polygons, a smaller portion of the City may 

be used for the demonstration.   

 

 

Recommendations 

 

The Information Systems Division will be making recommendations for changes to the City’s 

website in the near future.  The online zoning map is part of our recommendation to provide GIS 

information targeted to the each department’s section of the City’s website rather than the 

traditional single GIS web site that has all of the various layers that the City publishes on one 

screen and the users have to choose the layer(s) they wish to display.   Other department’s web 

pages developed in the future may be able to present their department’s City GIS data overlaid 

onto more familiar mapping interfaces that they have worked with in the past such as Google 

Earth and Yahoo! Maps. 
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