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When selecting a new church site, the following 
elements should be considered in the evaluation of 
each piece of property.

1. Location
The property should be near the focal point of the 
community. The focal point is usually near major 
shopping areas or on the route to offices and/or 
shopping areas. Convenient access and prominent 
visibility are distinct advantages. A major street or 
thoroughfare is better than a controlled access freeway.

Public schools, banks, libraries, offices, and homes 
are good neighbors. Manufacturing, warehouses, 
railroads, airports, and fire stations are poor neighbors. 
Shopping areas provide excellent visibility but often 
have traffic congestion.

2. Size
Sufficient land must be secured for a church to carry out 
its ministries. Generally, an acre of usable land (43,560 
square feet) is required for each 100-125 persons in 
attendance (for single worship, single Sunday School 
program). This is sufficient to provide for the worship 
center, education buildings, landscaping (limited), 
and parking. A Christian school, day care, recreation 
ministry, etc. will require additional land.

3. Shape
A square or rectangular plot that is not excessively long 
and narrow is preferred to one that has an unusual 
shape. A site with a large amount of frontage (access 
to the street) is easier to develop. A very narrow site 
(150 feet or less) should be avoided.

4. Topography
A near level plot is the easiest to develop. Property that 
has a dramatic slope will complicate site development 
and increase site preparation cost. Flood plains should 
not be considered under any circumstances.

In some areas, testing should be done before the 
purchase of a particular tract to:

O Establish the suitability of the soil to support the 
kind of buildings to be constructed at all phases of 
the planned development.

O Discern the impact of soil porosity on site 
development.

O Reveal the depth of the water table.

5. Legal Restrictions
Code restrictions should be known before a location 
is purchased. Different areas in a single city may have 
dramatically different requirements. Codes may:

O Establish height restrictions that limit buildings to a 
single story or prevent erection of a steeple or tower.

O Limit the style of architecture or construction 
materials that may be used.

O Require a building setback that makes the property 
worthless as a church site.

O Require building materials and/or sprinkler systems 
that increase costs.

O Prohibit buildings over a certain size or that cover 
more than a certain percentage of the site.

O Require noise and sight barriers.

O Require approval by residents of the neighborhood 
for construction of each building.

O Require improvements (streets, utilities, sidewalks) 
before a building permit can be issued.

O Require extensive landscaping for development.

Deed restrictions should also be known. They may:

O Determine the style of architecture.

O Define materials that may be used.

O Define acceptable uses of the property.

O Establish land development criteria.

Easements should be known. They may:

O Divide the property into unusable parcels.

O Require placement of buildings in undesirable 
locations.

O Limit the buildable area and make the property 
worthless for development.

O Reveal future plans (such as roadway improvements) 
that will require donation of land and/or assessment 
of improvement fees.

It is important that a clear, legal title to the 
property be obtained. Deed restrictions and 
reversionary clauses should be avoided. Legal assistance 
is invaluable at the time of acquiring property.

Selecting A New Church Site



Church Architecture
Baptist General Convention of Texas • 333 N. Washington • Dallas, TX 75246 • 214.828.5125 • www.texasbaptists.org/architecture

 ©
 C

hu
rc

h 
A

rc
hi

te
ct

ur
e 

20
11

6. Utilities
Before a site is purchased, the church should make 
sure necessary utilities are available to the site. This 
includes defining the location of the electrical, gas, 
water, sewer, and telephone service and discerning 
that the capacity is adequate for the present and 
future needs of the congregation. Any costs involved 
in bringing utilities to the site should be considered a 
part of the cost of the land. 

7. Environmental Considerations
It is important that an environmental assessment study 
be done to verify prior uses of the site. The discovery 
of toxic wastes on a site can necessitate expensive and 
time consuming delays in development of the site. 
Extra caution is required on sites that have served as...

Gasoline stations/petroleum storage facilities

Warehouses/industrial storage areas

Laboratories/medical facilities

Automobile repair shops/dealerships

Restaurants

Electronic manufacturing plants

Smelter or plating company facilities

Other industries that use chemicals and solvents

In addition, churches should be careful to avoid land 
protected by Wetlands Legislation or land that is a 
restricted habitat for endangered species of plants 
or animals. Professional counsel is imperative when 
evaluating these factors.

8. Development Costs
The church should do a thorough study of all 
requirements for development of the land. Unexpected 
development costs could include:

Development impact fees

Platting/Replatting fees

Drainage impact fees

Unpaid taxes (and taxes until developed)

Special landscaping requirements

9. Future Development
Often churches relocate to undeveloped areas. Be 
sure to research and determine future plans for roads, 
drainage, adjacent development, zoning, etc., before 
you purchase. 

10. Tax Exemptions
Texas law requires that any land formerly classified as 
open-space land (normally agricultural land), when 
sold and no longer used for that purpose, is subject 
to taxes based on the difference between the market 
value and the open-space value for the past five 
years. A new amendment (Chapter 471) voids the 
five year “recapture” if the land is sold to a religious 
organization and if the land is converted to religious 
use within five years.

Texas law allows for incomplete improvements under 
active construction on a church owned property 
to be exempt from property taxes. A new statute 
(Chapter 458) defines an improvement as under 
construction if the church has engaged in architectural 
or engineering work, soil tests, land clearing, necessary 
site improvement, or if the church has conducted 
environmental or land use studies. The maximum of 
two years exemption for incomplete improvements is 
still in effect.

11.Conclusion
The purchase and development of land is far more 
complicated than in the past. To guarantee church 
resources are wisely invested, assistance from someone 
who knows the questions to ask is imperative.


