
Zoning Variance Fact Sheet for Bern Township, Pennsylvania 

What is a Variance? 

A variance is a formal request to deviate from the requirements of the Bern Township Zoning 

Ordinance. If granted, a variance allows property owners to use their land in a way that would 

otherwise not be permitted under current zoning regulations. 

Variances are considered and approved (or denied) by the Bern Township Zoning Hearing Board 

(ZHB). The ZHB is a quasi-judicial body acting independently of the governing body to ensure the fair 

administration of zoning rules. 

When is a Variance Needed? 

You may need a variance if your project does not comply with zoning rules, such as: 

• Building too close to property lines (setbacks) 

• Exceeding height limits 

• Construction on a lot that does not meet minimum size requirements 

• Placing structures in restricted areas 

• Other dimensional or use-related requirements 

Types of Variances: 

Dimensional Variance: 

Adjusts physical requirements (setbacks, height, % of lot coverage). 

This is the most common type of variance requested.  

Use Variance: 

This allows a use that is not permitted in a zoning district. 

A Use Variance is more difficult to obtain, and it is subject to a stricter review. 

Who makes the decisions? 

Bern Township’s Zoning Hearing Board (ZHB) is an independent body that: 

• Holds public hearings 

• Reviews evidence and testimony 

• Makes a legal determination based upon Pennsylvania law 

What’s the approval criteria? 

Under Pennsylvania law, the applicant must demonstrate all of the following: 

• Unique physical conditions exist on the property (e.g., irregular shape, steep slopes) 

• The property cannot reasonably be used in compliance with the ordinance 

• The hardship is not self-created 

• The variance will not alter the character of the neighborhood 

• The variance represents the minimum relief necessary 

• All criteria must be met for approval. 



What is the application process? 

Step 1: Submit a Building Application to the Township and also include: 

• Completed Variance Application Form 

• Filing fee 

• Site plan or survey 

• Supporting Documentation: 

o First, you must apply for a Zoning Permit,  

then the Zoning Officer will issue a Denial letter.  

(This letter should be included with your application.)  

Step 2: Review & Scheduling 

• Township staff reviews the application for completeness 

• A public hearing is scheduled before the Zoning Hearing Board 

Step 3: Public Notice 

• Neighboring property owners are notified 

• A notice is published in a local newspaper 

• A posting sign is placed on the property 

Step 4: Public Hearing is held 

What happens at the Zoning Hearing? 

• The applicant presents their case 

• Residents may provide comments 

• The Board may ask questions 

Step 5: Decision of the Zoning Hearing Board 

• The ZHB issues a written decision, usually within 45 days of the hearing 

• The decision may include conditions, if it is approved 

What is the Timeline? How long will all this take? 

The process generally takes from 4 to 8 weeks, depending on zoning hearing schedules and the 

completeness of your application. 

How much does the ZHB Hearing cost? 

• Residential Variance costs $1,800  

• Commercial Variances costs $2,000 

Important Considerations 

• Approval is not guaranteed 

• Each request is evaluated on its own merits 

• Strong documentation, and clearly stated justification, improves your chances 

• We highly recommend consulting with Township staff before applying  



Public Participation 

Residents are encouraged to attend hearings and provide input. Hearing dates, times, and agendas 

are available through the Township. 

Contact Information 

For questions about variances contact the Bern Township Office at 610-926-2267.  

The office is located at 1069 Old Bernville Rd, Reading, PA 1965 

Hours are Monday-Thursday 8:30-4:30, Friday 8:30-12:00. www.berntownship.org 
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