A friendly guide from one Christian professional to another




INTRODUCTION: WHY THIS MATTERS

Finding a home for your school is one of the most exciting — and challenging — steps
in your journey. Whether you’re starting a new Classical Christian school or expanding
to accommodate growth, you’ll eventually face one small phrase that can have an

outsized impact on your plans: Conditional Use Permit, often shortened to CUP.

At first glance, it might seem like a bit of bureaucratic red tape — but understanding
how CUPs work can save your school months of frustration and thousands of dollars.
More importantly, it can help you move forward with peace of mind, knowing that your

facility fully supports your mission.

This short guide is written from one Christian professional to another — to help your
board and leadership team understand what a CUP is, why it matters, and how to

navigate the process with wisdom and grace.

WHAT IS A CONDITIONAL USE PERMIT?

A Conditional Use Permit (CUP) is special permission granted by a city or county that
allows a property to be used for something not automatically permitted under its

current zoning category.

For example, a property zoned for office or commercial use might not automatically
allow a school to operate there. But through the CUP process, the city may allow it —
with certain conditions designed to ensure that the new use fits the surrounding

neighborhood.

In plain terms: A CUP is the local government’s way of saying, “We’ll allow your

school here, as long as you meet these specific conditions.”

It’s a balancing act — protecting neighborhood character while allowing organizations

like yours to serve the community.
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HOW DO | KNOW IF A CUP IS NEEDED?

Determining whether a CUP is needed depends on local zoning regulations and the
specific property you’re considering. Here’s a clear, step-by-step approach tailored

for a Classical Christian school:

1. Check the Zoning of the Property

e Every city or county divides land into zones (residential, commercial, industrial,
etc.).
Find out the zoning designation for the property you’re considering — usually
available through the city’s planning department or online GIS maps.
Look at the zoning code or ordinance to see what uses are permitted by right and
which uses are conditional.

o Schools often fall under “conditional” in zones that allow offices, retail, or

residential uses.

2. Identify the Intended Use
e Clearly define your school’s use:
o Full-time K-12 classroom instruction?
o After-school programs or summer camps?

o Administrative offices on-site?

e Any use thatis not automatically allowed in that zone will likely require a CUP.

3. Consult the Local Planning Department
o Contact the city or county planning office early. Ask: “Does this property require a
Conditional Use Permit for a private K-12 school?”
e Planning staff can review your proposed use and zoning designation and give a

preliminary answer.

It is wise to obtain a letter or email from the city or county planning office confirming

the use is a legal use that requires a CUP if you have had a verbal confirmation.
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4. Consider Special Circumstances
o Size of the school, number of students, or any on-site activities (cafeteria, gym,
playground) can influence whether a CUP is required.
e Even properties in church zones may need a CUP if enrollment or building

modifications exceed certain limits.

5. Legal Protections vs. Local Approval
o Federal law (RLUIPA) protects faith-based institutions from unfair treatment, but
it doesn’t replace the CUP process.
e A CUP ensures your school operates legally and avoids conflicts with neighbors

or local authorities.

In short: A CUP is needed whenever your school’s intended use isn’t automatically

allowed under the property’s zoning. The surest way to know is to check the zoning

code and confirm with the planning department before signing any lease or purchase

agreement.
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WHY SCHOOLS NEED ONE

Most Classical Christian schools don’t fit neatly into a zoning box. They often grow out

of church facilities, office buildings, or even light industrial spaces. Because these
properties weren’t originally intended for educational use, cities usually require a
CUP to review key issues such as:
o Traffic and parking — How will pick-up and drop-off work?
Noise and hours of operation — When will the school be active?
Safety and emergency access — Can fire and medical services reach the site
easily?
Building occupancy — How many students can safely be in the space?

Neighborhood impact — How will the school affect nearby homes or businesses?

The CUP process allows the city to address these topics while giving your school the

chance to demonstrate that you’ll be a thoughtful and responsible neighbor.

THE CUP PROCESS: STEP BY STEP

While every city is different, most follow a similar sequence. Here’s what to expect:

o Pre-Application Meeting — Meet informally with the city’s planning staff. They’ll
confirm whether a CUP is required and outline what they’ll need from you.
Formal Application — Submit an application that includes a written description,
site and floor plans, studies (if required), and fees.
Public Notice and Hearing — The city will notify nearby property owners and
schedule a hearing where neighbors may attend to express support or concerns.
Decision and Conditions — If approved, the city issues the CUP with a list of
conditions — such as limiting enrollment or setting hours of operation.
Implementation and Compliance — Once approved, you must operate within
those conditions. CUPs run with the land, so a new location will require a new

permit.
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COMMON CHALLENGES (AND HOW TO OVERCOME THEM)

Traffic Concerns: Address early with a professional traffic study and a clear on-
site plan.

Neighbor Objections: Host an open house or send a courteous letter to
introduce your school and mission.

Timeline Pressures: CUP approvals can take several months — build in extra
time.

Faith-Based Use Misunderstandings: RLUIPA ensures fair treatment, but not

exemption from the process.

WORKING WITH THE CITY, AND KEEPING YOUR MISSION IN VIEW

Most planning staff and city leaders aren’t opposed to your mission; they’re simply
tasked with protecting the public interest. Approach them with respect, honesty, and

patience.
* Betransparent about your plans, enrollment, and growth.

e Emphasize how your school contributes to the community.

o Listen carefully to concerns and offer solutions rather than arguments.
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WHEN TO GET PROFESSIONAL HELP

Sometimes, the wisest move is to bring in experienced help. CUPs can touch on legal,
technical, and financial areas that go beyond what most school leaders handle daily.
¢ Aland use attorney familiar with faith-based organizations.
o Areal estate advisor who understands both school needs and zoning realities.

o Acivil engineer or traffic consultant for studies required by the city.

HOW MUCH DOES IT COST TO GET A CUP?

The cost of obtaining a Conditional Use Permit (CUP) in the United States can vary

significantly depending on the local jurisdiction, such as the city or county where the

property is located. On average, the fees typically range from $100 to $1,500 or more,

depending on factors like:

1.Location: Larger cities or counties tend to have higher fees than smaller ones. For
example, in major metropolitan areas like Los Angeles, New York, or San
Francisco, the fee might be on the higher end of the scale.

2.Type of Project: The nature of the use you are applying for can also influence the
cost. A simple application for a minor use might cost less, while an application for
a more complex use or zoning variance could cost more.

3.Application Process: Some jurisdictions may charge additional fees for public
hearings, environmental reviews, or other processes that are part of the CUP
approval process.

4.Public Notification: In some cases, there may be a fee to cover the cost of
notifying the public about your application (mailings, signage, etc.).

5.Consultation Fees: If the jurisdiction requires a consultation with a planning
expert, urban designer, or environmental consultant, that can add additional

costs to your permit application.

VERUS PRAEDIUM A MINISTRY TO CLASSICAL CHRISTIAN SCHOOLS




Typical Fee Ranges
o Small cities/towns: $100 to $500
e Medium-sized cities: $500 to $1,000
 Large cities/metropolitan areas: $1,000 to $2,000+

For a more precise figure, you would need to check with the local zoning or planning

department in the area where you intend to apply for the CUP. They should have

detailed fee schedules and other requirements available.
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HOW MUCH DOES IT COST TO HIRE A PROFESSIONAL TO SHEPHERD
THE CUP PROCESS?

Hiring a professional to help shepherd the Conditional Use Permit (CUP) process can
add additional costs, and the price typically depends on factors like the complexity of
the project, the experience of the professional, and the geographic location. Here’s a

breakdown of typical costs:

TYPES OF PROFESSIONALS YOU MIGHT HIRE:
1. Land Use Attorney: A land use lawyer specializes in zoning laws, CUPs, and the
legal aspects of development.
e Cost: $150 to $500 per hour
o Estimated Total: For a standard CUP application, legal fees could range from
$2,000 to $10,000 or more, depending on the complexity of the case and the

number of hours required.

2. Land Use Planner: A professional planner or consultant helps navigate zoning
codes, prepare the application, and sometimes even manage community outreach.
e Cost: $100 to $300 per hour

e Estimated Total: For a typical CUP application, fees could range from $2,000 to

$7,500, depending on the project scope and location.

3. Architect/Urban Designer: For projects that require design or architectural input
(e.g., modifications to an existing building), an architect or urban designer might be
needed.

e Cost: $75 to $250 per hour

e Estimated Total: Costs can range from $1,500 to $6,000, depending on the project

size and complexity.
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4. Public Relations/Community Outreach Consultant: /f the CUP application might
face community opposition or requires significant public outreach (e.g., for
controversial projects), you might hire a PR firm or consultant to manage the process.
e Cost: $100 to $350 per hour
« Estimated Total: $2,000 to $10,000+, depending on the level of outreach required.

Flat-Rate Packages
Some professionals or firms might offer a flat fee for guiding you through the CUP
process, which could range anywhere from $2,000 to $15,000 depending on the

project's complexity, public involvement, and any necessary legal steps.

Factors Affecting Cost:
e Project Complexity: A straightforward application for a small business will cost
far less than a controversial or large-scale development proposal.
e Local Jurisdiction: Complex or high-demand areas (like large cities) may have
professionals with higher rates.
e Community Involvement: If the application involves significant community
engagement, neighborhood meetings, or even potential opposition, expect to pay

more for a consultant who can handle these aspects.

In Summary:

Low-end Estimate: $2,000-$5,000 for simpler projects.

Mid-range Estimate: $5,000-$12,000 for moderately complex projects with

some community involvement or technical requirements.
High-end Estimate: $10,000-$20,000+ for large, complex projects or those

requiring extensive legal work, community outreach, or design expertise.

For a more accurate estimate, you’d likely need to contact professionals in the area

where you're applying for the CUP.
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A WORD OF ENCOURAGEMENT

The CUP process can seem daunting, but you are not the first Classical Christian

school to walk this path — and you won’t be the last. With patience, prayer, and wise

counsel, your school can navigate it successfully.

Every step — every meeting, every hearing — is an opportunity to demonstrate faith,
integrity, and perseverance. In the end, the reward is more than a permit; it’s a lasting

home where your students can grow in wisdom, virtue, and truth.

ABOUT THE VPA

Verus Praedium Advisors, LLC is a real estate advisory firm serving Classical Christian
schools. We help schools find, secure, and steward properties that align with their
mission — so they can focus on what matters most: forming hearts and minds for

Christ.

Ken Rhinehart, President/CEO

Verus Praedium Advisors, LLC

“Real estate investment management for Kingdom impact”
www.VPAClassical.com

626-922-2256

Disclaimer
This guide is provided for general informational purposes only. It reflects insights and experience drawn from work with
Classical Christian schools and other reliable sources. While every effort has been made to ensure accuracy, it should not

be considered legal, financial, or real estate advice.

Each school’s situation is unique, and laws, lease terms, and local requirements may vary. Readers are encouraged to seek

guidance from qualified legal, financial, and real estate professionals before making any decisions based on this material.
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http://www.vpaclassical.com/

CONDITIONAL USE PERMIT (CUP) CHECKLIST

STEP 1: IDENTIFY THE PROPERTY

Property address:

Zoning designation (from city/county GIS or planning department):

STEP 2: CONFIRM INTENDED USE
I:lFull-time K-12 instruction
I:lAfter—school or enrichment programs

I:lAdministrative offices

|:|Other:

Note: Any use not automatically allowed in the zone may require a CUP.

STEP 3: REVIEW LOCAL ZONING CODE

|:|Check '‘Permitted Uses' in this zoning district

I:lCheck 'Conditional Uses' in this zoning district

I:lDoes school use appear under conditional uses? I:lYes I:lNo

STEP 4: CONTACT PLANNING DEPARTMENT

DSchedule a pre-application meeting

I:lAsk: “Does this property require a Conditional Use Permit for a private school?”
I:lAsk about additional requirements (traffic study, parking, occupancy limits, special

building standards)

STEP 5: CONSIDER PROPERTY FEATURES

I:l Number of students exceeds typical limits?
I:l Playground, gym, or cafeteria on site?
I:lTraffic, noise, or parking concerns likely?

I:lAny building modifications planned?

Any of these may affect CUP approval or conditions.




STEP 6: EVALUATE TIMING & PLANNING

I:l How long does the CUP process typically take in this jurisdiction?
I:lAre there public hearings or neighborhood notifications? I:lYes I:lNo

|:|Can your school schedule accommodate potential delays?

STEP 7: PROFESSIONAL ASSISTANCE

[ ]Land use attorney consulted? [ JYes [ ]No
I:lRealestate advisor consulted? I:lYes I:lNo
I:lEngineer/traffic study consultant consulted? I:lYes I:lNo

Quick Tip: Even if your school is faith-based, do not assume a CUP is optional. A CUP

ensures legal compliance and protects your school’s long-term operation.




