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Abstract 
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Scott Wesley Grantham, MSCRP 

The University of Texas at Austin, 2008 

 

Supervisor:  Kent Butler 

 

This report is an exploration of theoretical and applied aspects of form-based 

coding.  First, it presents an in-depth look at conventional zoning, conditions surrounding 

its origins around the turn of the twentieth century, the system of legal precedents that 

supports zoning, the evolution of the zoning “toolkit”, and the scope of zoning policies 

which are prevalent today.  

Second, form-based codes are defined and differentiated from conventional codes 

as well as design guidelines.  The organizing principles on which FBCs are based are 

explained and the components of FBCs are described.  Issues and controversy 

surrounding FBCs are discussed. 

Third, diverse case studies from around the country are carried out in order to 

examine how form-based codes are developed and applied in various real-world contexts.  

Case studies are presented in two different tiers, primary and secondary. Primary case 

studies involve in-depth research, whereas secondary case studies receive a brief, 

overview-style treatment.  Primary case studies are: St. Lucie County, Florida and 
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Sarasota County, Florida.  Secondary case studies are: Leander, Texas; Peoria, Illinois; 

Montgomery, Alabama; Arlington County, Virginia; Hercules, California; and Miami, 

Florida. 

Fourth, conclusions are drawn from the research and point towards best practices 

in form-based coding.  The report concludes that form-based codes are not a cure-all, 

should be developed in the context of a visioning process, and should strike a balance in 

terms of regulation.  Additionally, market factors play a major role.  The high cost of 

coding is a major concern.  Furthermore, code writers should be prepared to educate the 

public as part of their profession. 
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CHAPTER 1- INTRODUCTION 

Plans for cities and counties are constantly being dreamed up, drafted, critiqued, 

praised, and protested.  Beautiful, well-thought out plans may be drawn up and merely sit 

on the shelf; conversely, municipalities, particularly ones with little growth, can get by 

for years without serious planning efforts.  Regardless of the beauty, practicality, or 

financial feasibility of a plan, it must have the proper zoning to turn it into reality.  I 

became interested in zoning because of its legality and its role in the nature of physical 

development.  Because there is some dissatisfaction with the range and type of 

development currently happening in the U.S., innovative people have developed and used 

a number of approaches that are alternatives to conventional zoning.  The most discussed 

alternative of the moment is the form-based code (FBC). 

In writing this professional report, I wanted to explore form-based codes from top 

to bottom, in both theoretical and applied realms.  Some of my research questions were 

defining: What are form-based codes and what makes them different from conventional 

codes?  What are the different types of form-based codes?  Additional research questions 

were oriented towards case studies: What approaches have been used for the development 

and implementation of form-based codes?  What are the biggest obstacles to making sure 

the code does what it is supposed to?   Lastly, are any there any particular factors which 

have led to the success or failure of form-based codes in locations throughout the U.S.? 

To begin the process of research, I searched out and read some quintessential texts 

about FBCs, such as “Designing Community” by David Walters and “Form-Based 

Codes” by Daniel Parolek.  Knowing that case studies would play prominently into the 

research, I created a list of form-based codes from around the country and taking notes 

about them.  As time passed, I assembled a large list.  Based on conversations with my 

advisors, I divided my case studies into two tiers, primary and secondary.  I put a lot of 

time and research into the primary case studies- reading large sections of the codes 
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themselves, checking for pertinent articles related to the case studies, and interviewing 

three professionals whose work was affected by the code.  In selecting these individuals, I 

used a “triangulation” strategy, seeking out people from three different realms: someone 

involved in developing the code, someone on staff involved in administering the code, 

and a developer in the area whose projects would be affected by the code.  I prepared for 

interviews by reading about the study areas and codes, and making notes about questions 

I wanted to ask and information that was unclear.  Relatively less research would go into 

the secondary case studies.  For these, I would skim the code itself, read description of 

the process and code, and interview someone involved in the creation of the code. 

I wanted to capture a wide swath of information, so I sought a diverse group of 

case studies.  Diversity was sought in terms of size of the municipality, the size of the 

study area, date of adoption, and regulatory type -for example, whether the code is 

mandatory, optional, or floating.  Location of municipality within the U.S. was also taken 

into account.  For primary case studies, I settled on codes developed for the Florida 

counties of St. Lucie and Sarasota.  These codes are virtually unique in their status as 

floating zones.  The codes bear some resemblance because they were developed by 

virtually the same team, and Sarasota’s code was a conscious imitation of St. Lucie’s.  

However, the codes also had some notable differences.  The two counties may appear 

close on a map, but those with an intimate knowledge of Florida immediately recognize 

the large geographic and demographic differences between them. The codes reflect the 

two areas’ different goals and visions.  The most significant difference is that the St. 

Lucie code was created for greenfield development, whereas the Sarasota code was 

written with infill development in mind. 

The structure of this report will be as follows.  Chapter 2 will present an in-depth 

look at conventional zoning, giving special attention to elements addressed by form-

based codes.  Chapter 3 will focus on form-based codes, including components, 

organizing principles, and the controversies surrounding these codes.  Chapters 4 and 5 
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will present case studies of form-based codes from around the country.  The six 

secondary case studies in Chapter 4 will receive a brief, overview-style treatment, 

whereas the two primary case studies in Chapter 5 will be more in-depth in nature.  

Chapter 6 will enumerate conclusions drawn from the research and will highlight best 

practices in form-based coding. 
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CHAPTER 2- CONVENTIONAL ZONING 

“Theoretically, the primary purpose of zoning is to segregate uses that are thought 
to be incompatible.  However, in practice zoning is used as a permitting system to 
prevent new development from harming existing residents or businesses.”  

    -Wikipedia entry, Zoning in the United States 
 

This chapter will present an in-depth look at conventional zoning, conditions 

surrounding its origins around the turn of the twentieth century, the system of legal 

precedents that supports zoning, the evolution of the zoning “toolkit”, and the scope of 

zoning policies which are prevalent today. The phrases “conventional zoning” and 

“Euclidean zoning” are used interchangeably in this report. 

HISTORICAL ROOTS OF ZONING 

Design standards and guidelines were present in various ancient and medieval 

societies.  Vitruvius’ Ten Books of Architecture included urban design principles and 

information on city layouts.  In the Middle East during the Byzantine Empire, Julian of 

Ascalon wrote a treatise on construction and design rules for expanding urban areas in 

Palestine; the treatise addressed “land use, views, relationships between different types of 

housing, drainage, and planting.” (Walters, 2007).  After London’s Great Fire of 1666, a 

legislative act for rebuilding the city defined street typologies with corresponding 

building types. 

America’s first design guidelines were the Laws of the Indies, codified in 1573 by 

King Phillip II.  These laws established a template for founding new settlements, a grid 

pattern of streets around a central plaza flanked by civic buildings.  The 1573 Laws were 

actually an update of an earlier, less comprehensive set of laws- the Royal Ordinances, 

which were sent from Spain to America in 1513. (Walters, 2007) 
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Figure 2.1: Spanish Colonial Architecture in Oaxaca 

In the 19th century, the renowned architect Frederick Law Olmsted designed 

beautiful suburban communities such as Riverside outside of Chicago, and established lot 

and building standards such as uniform setbacks.  These were applied by a developer to a 

set of properties, therefore they were part of a system of private regulation that took many 

forms.  Covenants, deed restrictions, and pattern books are examples of private 

restrictions that have increased predictability and filled in the gaps when land use 

controls were lacking.  Modern zoning would not emerge until the twentieth century.  It 

would not be a designer’s ideal, but a protection against negative uses- actual and 

perceived. 

EARLY U.S. ZONING 

Around 1900, cities such as Washington D.C. and Boston had already established 

basic ordinances limiting building heights to protect air and light quality.  Los Angeles 

passed an ordinance in 1909 dividing the city into commercial and residential districts.  

These laws were rooted in the concept of the municipal police power, which is 

guaranteed in the 5th and 14th amendments.  Jurisdictions are given police power to 
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make laws and policies that advance a community’s health, morals, safety, or general 

welfare (Burdette, 2004). 

New York’s 1916 zoning ordinance is often considered the first example of 

modern zoning. However, William Fischel points out that several other cities were poised 

to pass similar ordinances at the time (Fischel, 2001).  In 1916, New York was a rapidly 

changing place.  Its population had grown exponentially as European immigrants sought 

opportunities in America, many settling in their first port of call.  One of the major pull 

factors in this wave of immigration was the East Coast’s burgeoning industrial sector and 

the jobs it offered.  Unfortunately, this same industry generated noxious waste, polluting 

the surrounding air and water.   

As people of limited means poured into New York, the city’s tenement buildings 

became infamous for overcrowding, filth, sickness, and general lack of livability—

conditions which publicized by Jacob Riis’s documentary book “How the Other Half 

Lives.”  Some design features added to the tenements’ poor state.  The dumbbell 

tenements—so called because of their shape—all had a central airshaft which was 

intended to allow air circulation, but was in fact a major fire hazard (Tindall, 1992). 

Tenement Laws passed in 1867 and 1879 required fire escapes, out-facing windows, and 

toilets interior to the building.  In spite of these measures, poor conditions persisted and 

even more tenements were built, some of them close to more affluent areas, a cause of 

concern for these neighbors (Elliot, 2008). 

At the same time, early skyscrapers were constructed in New York, a way of 

dealing with the shortage of developable land.  Superstructures such as the Equitable 

Building took up entire city blocks and cast long shadows through the city. 
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Figure 2.2: The Equitable Building 

The taller buildings restricted airflow at a time when people saw fresh air as cure-

all for the stench and sickness of the city.  Finally, a new subway daily brought thousands 

of workers to Manhattan, which was transformed into a modern commercial center.  Fifth 

Avenue, the home of posh upscale shops had a new set of neighbors- manufacturing 

firms and garment sellers, lower class immigrant job sites and markets that threatened the 

social life and property values of Fifth Avenue (Burdette, 2004).  Something had to be 

done. 

Consequently, city leaders formed a commission headed by attorney Edward 

Bassett to draw up a zoning code.  The commission gave the ordinance a strong 

foundation in the police power by tying each section directly to an issue of public health, 

safety, or welfare (Burdette, 2004).  Thus, the ordinance stood up to all legal challenges 

of the day.  Significantly, property owners would not have to be compensated for loss of 

property value caused by zoning enacted for the purpose of protecting public health, 

safety, or welfare. 
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The ordinance divided New York into nine “Use Districts,” one dedicated to 

residential, two to business, four to retail, one to manufacturing, and one that allowed 

mixing of uses (Burdette, 2004).  Through an overlay district, building height was 

restricted based on a proportion of the street width.  Lot coverages were addressed in the 

form of minimum lot sizes and building envelopes for skyscrapers, requiring incremental 

setbacks with additional height to allow air and light to reach the street.  The New York 

ordinance regulated some aspects of form such as setbacks and density in order to 

improve light and airflow.  The ordinance also prohibited the adjacent placement of 

incompatible uses such as manufacturing and residential, reducing the effects of pollution 

of the industrial city. 

 

 

Figure 2.3:  Original New York Zoning Districts 

In general, the new zoning reduced risks for developers by limiting what could 

crop up nearby- an industrial plant in the neighborhood would effectively preclude 

anything else.  Moreover, zoning was a powerful tool for cities to regulate land use and a 

vehicle for them to prevent undesired uses altogether and exclude unwanted 

developments from upper class residential and commercial areas (Burdette, 2004).   

There was a clear hint of classism in this scheme.  Before the advent of zoning, 

racially restrictive covenant schemes had been the tools used to segregate whites from 
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minorities.  Essentially, minorities were restricted from purchasing property on the white 

side of town through a restriction on the deed.  For policy makers steeped in prejudice, 

the hidden charm of the new zoning was that it would allow class, and de facto racial 

segregation to be planned and enforced at the city level (Chused, 2004).  Although it was 

not often addressed directly the idea of excluding people of lesser means, whether they be 

African American or white, immigrant or native-born, would be present in many of the 

arguments and discussions about zoning in the years to come.  This is not to say that all 

early proponents of zoning were classist or racist.  Other motives grew out of the 

Progressive era and early environmental movements. 

Contemporary architects were slightly confused about how the new zoning would 

affect their craft.  In response to such questions, architect and illustrator Hugh Ferriss 

published a series of renderings called “The Metropolis of Tomorrow” to show them 

(Ferriss, 1929).  Ultimately, the zoning ordinance had a major impact on the New York 

skyline and required setbacks resulted in “ziggurat-style” skyscrapers. 

Pleased with the results of his efforts in New York, Bassett toured every state 

between 1917 and 1927 to spread ideas about zoning (Elliot, 2008).  Beyond Bassett’s 

national tour, word began to spread about new tools for land use control.  So it was that 

municipalities nationwide began adopting their own zoning codes.  By the end of 1916, 

eight cities had zoning codes.  Ten years later, 68 additional cities had some type of code, 

and between 1926 and 1936, 1246 more municipalities adopted a zoning ordinance 

(Fischel, 2001).  The legal challenges, however, were just beginning.   

EUCLID AND THE ENABLING ACTS 

Although New York originated modern zoning, the Cleveland suburb of Euclid, 

Ohio had its name immortalized in connection with it.  The right of municipalities to zone 

was questioned in the 1926 case of Euclid v. Ambler Realty Company.  Ambler Realty 

had purchased 68 acres of land, intending to develop it with industrial uses.  However, 
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Euclid zoned only 60% of the land as industrial, and zoned the other portions for 

apartment and duplex development.   Ambler Realty brought a case against the town, 

claiming the company had been deprived of property without due process of law.  In a 

controversial decision, the Supreme Court upheld Euclid’s right to use its police power to 

zone as a method of protecting public safety and welfare (Callies, 2004). 

From a legal standpoint, the ruling in Euclid was a definitive one.  State courts 

had previously been divided on the constitutionality of zoning (Fischel, 2004).  Although 

the Euclid ruling did not end zoning challenges, it meant that future challenges would be 

based on applicability of zoning to specific properties, not so-called facial challenges to 

the concept of zoning itself. 

In the 1920s, a time of rapid development and municipal reforms, the federal 

government addressed zoning issues by publishing the Standard State Zoning Enabling 

Act (SZEA).  The SZEA was not a legislative act at all.  Rather, it was a publication 

commissioned by Herbert Hoover, who was then the head of the U.S. Department of 

Commerce.  Hoover was interested in city planning topics, saw the new zoning as a 

progressive reform, and wished to pave the way for it. The commission produced the 

SZEA, the original template that each state used for its respective zoning enabling 

legislation.  It consists of a grant of power, definition of districts, and description of 

various procedures for administering zoning. 

The City Planning Enabling Act was a follow-up publication from the same 

source.  This one laid out the concepts of a planning commission.  Enigmatically, the 

document mentions a “master plan” as opposed to a “comprehensive plan” described in 

the SZEA. 

States took note and followed the SZEA template.  Every state now has its own 

zoning enabling legislation- the legal basis of zoning in the state.  Although several 

states’ enabling acts are still modeled on the SZEA, other states have updated their acts to 

enable specific planning tools such as Transfer of Development Rights (TDR) and the 
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creation of Tax Increment Financing (TIF) districts.  Virtually every major city in the 

U.S. now has a zoning code with the exception of Houston, which uses a complicated set 

of land use rules and deed restrictions to regulate (Lewyn, 2003). 

ZONING EVOLVES 

While the Euclid case has remained the guiding precedent behind American 

zoning, major shifts in American cities, and an increase in legal challenges and 

precedents, have necessitated a broadening in scope and new tools to compliment and 

amend the practice of conventional zoning.   

The first zoning ordinances were fairly simple legal documents which told 

property owners how they might use their property.  Development on a specific property 

was considered “as of right.”  Over time, zoning codes became more complex and a large 

amount of discretion was given to permitting authorities, such as the planning 

commission.  A general trend in U.S. zoning has been a move toward public land use 

management in which permission to develop may be considered a privilege and not 

necessarily a right (Callies, 2004).  This extreme can give local authorities a lot of control 

over development, but can also hurt development in the long run if the process becomes 

arduous and costly. 

Where property owners experienced friction against zoning codes, it was typically 

in cases of not being allowed to develop or change their property in their preferred way.  

For this reason, Richard Babcock wrote that “the name of the zoning game is change” 

(Callies, 2004).  The real question became what these changes would require: an 

amendment, which is a legislative action; or a special use permit or variance which are 

administrative actions.  An amendment is a rezoning of a parcel from one zoning 

classification to another.  When granting an amendment, the legislative body must take 

care not to act arbitrarily, in order to avoid accusations of spot zoning.  Spot zoning is 

essentially singling a parcel or area out for special privileges not granted to the parcels 
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around it.  If a court finds that spot zoning has occurred, the amendment is overturned, as 

in the 1949 case of Bartram v. Zoning Commission of City of Bridgeport (Callies, 2004).  

This legal precedent gave cities an added caution about treating similar and nearby 

parcels equally. 

The first zoning ordinances were only concerned with uses and basic form 

standards such as setbacks.  Cities soon discovered that other elements, such as parking, 

could be conveniently regulated in the context of zoning.  As road infrastructure and the 

general economy improved, Americans purchased more cars and relied on them for 

transportation, especially after World War II.  In a more car-oriented landscape, certain 

retail uses generated more traffic and parking necessity than others, leading to a nuisance-

type situation for the neighbors.  To address this issue, parking standards were created, 

which required a certain number of spaces based on the particular use.  These were not 

added to a zoning ordinance as separate districts, but rather as an entire chapter that could 

be cross referenced.  Sign controls, regulations of the size and placement of signs, were 

applied in the same manner (Elliot, 2008). 

Another development in zoning was the overlay district.  Flood-prone areas have 

always posed a challenge for engineers and builders.  Planners often advocate special 

regulations for parcels in the floodplain, such as increased rear setbacks and more intense 

building standards.  Rather than creating a whole new set of zoning categories, they used 

an overlay.  An overlay literally adds a layer of regulation to certain parcels without 

removing the base zoning regulations.  Once the concept of floodplain overlay was put to 

use, other types of overlays were developed.  A few examples are historic overlays, 

environmental overlays, and neighborhood overlays. 

In the 1960s, several cities enacted zoning ordinances designed to reinforce a 

different aesthetic.  In accordance with Modernist design ideas, they created “towers in 

the park,” large buildings surrounded by open space.  Again, New York led the way with 

its 1961 ordinance, modeled after buildings such as the Seagram Building (Walters, 
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2007).  These ordinances basically eliminated requirements for street walls as defining 

elements for streets and plazas.  In the late 1970s and 80s, requirements of this type were 

revived, partially in response to a movement stimulated by Jonathan Barnett’s book 

“Urban Design as Public Policy.”  Barnett had argued that urban design standards should 

be embedded in zoning (Barnett, 1974). 

From the 1980s onward, the courts have ruled certain land use regulations 

“takings” that require just compensation, putting cities’ permit requirements under the 

microscope to make sure they are fair to the property owners.  However, the rigorous 

Nollan/Dolan court standard means that these cases are not often litigated (Callies, 2004).  

Equal protection has also been raised as an issue for property owners which display signs, 

requiring all ordinances banning signage to be content-neutral (Callies, 2004). 

New zoning tools have emerged to deal with Euclidean zoning’s shortcomings 

including Planned Unit Developments (PUDs), performance zoning, form-based zoning, 

and hybrid zoning.   

PUDs first came about in America after World War II when development 

pressures were high and suburbanization occurred (NYS, 2005).  In the face of these 

pressures, PUDs loosened prescriptive standards and allowed for environmental 

protection and higher quality design.  By using a PUD, a developer could bypass 

customary rules and procedures associated with subdivision and zoning, and customize 

the regulations.  This method gives flexibility to the developer and the governing body 

with the idea that these parties will negotiate specific features of the development, such 

as public amenities, environmental impact mitigation, and roadway connections.   

Although the PUD process could result in positive elements of development, it 

was highly political and time consuming.  Performance zoning, also known as effects-

based planning gained popularity in the 1960s, took the negotiation element out, and 

replaced it with standards.  Performance zoning emphasizes the environmental impacts 

incurred by building on the site and places less emphasis on use.  Typical standards used 
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in performance zoning are minimum open space, maximum density, and maximum 

impervious cover.  Performance zoning often uses a point system whereby developers 

can choose from a set of options that mitigate the impact on the natural environment and 

benefit the community.  For example a developer might xeriscape, landscaping the 

property with native plants that require no additional watering.  One challenge of using 

performance zoning is that the point systems and standards are often complex and can 

have a steep learning curve for staff. 

Form-based codes were developed in their modern form in the 1980s and gained 

popularity in the late 1990s and 2000s.  FBCs focus on the form of the built environment 

as opposed to specific uses.  They are often described as prescriptive as opposed to the 

proscriptive, or prohibitive, mode of conventional zoning.  Beyond typical height and 

floor-to-area ratio regulations, FBCs include standards that address form, mass, and 

placement of buildings in relation to each other and the streetscape elements.  Unlike 

conventional codes, they extend beyond parcel lines to regulate sidewalk and streetscape 

elements.  In addition to descriptive writing, they usually include diagrams to illustrate 

what is being required.  

Hybrid zoning is the integration of performance standards or form-based elements 

into a conventional zoning code.  The goal of doing so is to achieve the best of both 

worlds, by regulating the form as well as the environmental impact and the use.  This 

approach gained momentum in the 1990s and 2000s as more jurisdictions learned about 

form-based zoning but still wanted to retain the basic structure of their ordinance. 

ZONING SCOPE AND CONTENT 

Although each city’s zoning code is different, the scope of conventional zoning 

includes regulation of the following: 
 

• Acceptable uses by district  
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• Intensity of use  

• Building heights 

• Amount of space structures may occupy (lot coverage) 

• Location of a building or buildings on the lot (setbacks) 

• Proportions of types of space on the lot (i.e. landscaped space, paved 

space) 

• Minimum parking that must be provided 
 

Acceptable uses can be expressed in the form of permitted uses, prohibited uses, 

and conditional uses, which require special permits.  Examples of permitted uses include 

open space, residential, agricultural, commercial, or industrial.  As described above, use 

classification can be extremely specific.  Some examples of prohibited uses in the 

Crestview neighborhood of Austin are salvage yards and recycling plants.   

Building envelope standards have been described as a regulatory “box” that 

buildings must fit within; these standards include height and setbacks.  Building heights 

are a fairly straightforward regulation.  Clarity is needed on the point of how the building 

height is measured.  It may be measured, for instance, from the ground level to the top of 

the parapet or the midpoint of the roof  

In conventional zoning, the amount of space structures may occupy is often 

expressed in floor area ratio (FAR).  FAR is a relationship between the lot area and the 

floor area of the building.  Because the latter measurement can be spread over several 

floors, a given FAR can be expressed in numerous ways and is not a predictive indicator 

of building form.  However, FAR is a good indicator of the intensity of use on a site. 
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Figure 2.4: Floor Area Ratio (FAR) 

Location of a building or buildings on the lot is regulated through minimum 

setbacks from the front, side, or rear lot line.  Proportions of types of space on the lot, 

such as impervious cover, are regulated in the name of environmental protection because 

of the demonstrated direct relationship between impervious cover, runoff, and water 

quality.  Minimum parking standards are matched with use, with the idea that different 

uses generate different levels of demand for transportation and parking. 

A system of variances, or exceptions, is necessary for any zoning code.  Every lot 

is different and the application of regulations across an entire community is bound to 

have problems.  Therefore, if a property owner can show that there is a hardship 

associated with compliance to a regulation, they are generally granted a variance.   

CRITIQUES OF EUCLIDEAN ZONING 

Critiques of Euclidean zoning have come from all over the spectrum, from 

planning luminaries such as Jane Jacobs; from property rights activists; and from 

countless ordinary people who have found flaws in the application of conventional 

zoning.  Form-based codes have been developed to address three notable barriers created 

by Euclidean zoning: difficulty in mixing uses, redevelopment, and making 
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improvements to the public realm.  Naturally, all of these are priorities for planners in 

creating a great urban fabric.  

The first barrier is against mixed use.  Conventional zoning separates uses, 

isolating them in different zones, assuming incompatibility of uses.  An important 

footnote is that the concept of pyramid zoning is often embedded within the conventional 

structure.  Pyramid zoning is the idea the “least intense” district is the most restrictive, 

allowing only a single use, and that as districts become more intense, they cumulatively 

add allowable uses.  It theoretically allows horizontal mixed use- different uses located 

side by side- but allowing uses doesn’t accommodate them or make them feasible.  For 

instance, it would be difficult for a person to maintain a residence in an industrial district. 

 

Table 2.1: Concept of Pyramid Zoning 

District Allowed Uses

R-1 Residential

O-1 Office, Residential

C-1 Commercial, Office, Residential

I-1 Industrial, Commercial, Office, Residential

 

Because the dividing lines between districts is often a large collector road, use 

separation all but forces people to rely on the auto to go anywhere- the store, the office, 

the doctor’s, school, or the gym.  Amusingly, even if people live quite close to a location, 

they feel compelled to drive.  This is not entirely their fault; connectivity between 

different use zones, for instance a residential neighborhood and a big box store, is often 

designed to be limited if not impossible.  Non-drivers are forced to rely on drivers to 

participate in society.  Once it is assumed that people will drive to destinations, distances 

become less significant to all concerned, increasing vehicle miles traveled and sprawl.   
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Another criticism is that it excludes certain populations by separating housing 

types.  Far from an accident, this policy has been deliberately used to reinforce racial and 

class segregation.  FBCs answer this challenge by allowing mixed use by-right. 

The second barrier is against redevelopment.  Cities are constantly changing, not 

static entities.  In this dynamic environment, property owners wish to change the use of 

their property for all types of reasons, perhaps because the current use has failed, because 

the neighborhood is changing, or because there is more market potential in another use.  

In the framework of Euclidean zoning, the property owner may have to go through a 

lengthy, complicated, and perhaps even controversial rezoning process.  This barrier is 

significant enough to stall or even prevent redevelopment, resulting in buildings or lots 

that lie fallow for long periods of time.  FBCs answer this challenge by allowing 

flexibility of use so that uses may change over time without any process of rezoning. 

The third barrier is against improvements to the public realm- the areas outside 

the boxes of individually owned parcels which include streets, medians, and the spaces 

between parcels.  Euclidean zoning is highly concerned with rules and regulations for 

individually-owned lots.  Public areas, especially streets, sidewalks, and parks tend to be 

governed by a different set of rules.  Indeed, rules for the street and sidewalk are often 

laid out in the subdivision code, not in the zoning code.  The street is treated as a realm 

for cars, and as such, is planned and designed by traffic engineers.  Local fire officials 

further reinforce the idea that the street needs to be extremely wide in order to get fire 

trucks through.  The net effect is that streets accommodate auto traffic very well, but are 

unfriendly to pedestrians, bikes, and other modes of transportation.  Unsafe conditions 

bleed over to sidewalks and road crossings.  FBCs answer this challenge by directly 

addressing the interface between public and private realms, and prescribing some 

elements for the public realm.   

One final point is that Euclidean zoning is fundamentally based on the idea of 

prohibiting uses and undesired building elements, rather than specifying desired types of 
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building.  Because of this concept, zoning has an odd relationship with planning.  Indeed, 

planners would much rather create great development rather than serving as policemen 

for bad development. 

 In sum, those who wish to create walkable, mixed-use communities within 

current zoning frameworks will find themselves legally obstructed at every turn.  

Conventional Euclidean zoning makes mixed use, redevelopment, and improvements to 

the public realm impractical if not impossible.  Conversely low density, single-use 

development is a well-known product and completely legal within conventional zoning 

frameworks.  Therefore, it is not a big surprise that this type of development continues to 

be carried out year after year. 
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CHAPTER 3 – FORM-BASED CODES 

Form-Based Code- “A method of regulating development to achieve a specific 
urban form. Form-based codes create a predictable public realm by controlling 
physical form primarily, with a lesser focus on land use, through city or county 
regulations.”  

     – from the Form-Based Codes Institute 
 

In this chapter form-based zoning codes will be defined and differentiated from 

conventional codes as well as design guidelines.  The organizing principles on which 

FBCs are based will be explained and the components of FBCs will be described.  Issues 

and controversy surrounding FBCs will be discussed.  

FORM-BASED CODE BASICS 

Form-based zoning codes focus on the form of the built environment as opposed 

to specific uses.  Significantly, FBCs are based on a plan for a city, a county, or 

community, and have the force of law as part of a zoning ordinance for a given area.  

They are often described as prescriptive as opposed to the proscriptive, or prohibitive, 

approach of conventional zoning.  Beyond typical height and FAR regulations, FBCs 

include standards that address form, mass, and placement of buildings in relation to each 

other and the streetscape.  They can also regulate elements of a site such as street walls 

and lighting.  Unlike conventional codes, they extend beyond parcel lines to regulate 

sidewalks and streetscapes.  In addition to descriptive writing, they usually include 

diagrams to illustrate what is being required.  

Emphasizing urban design, form-based codes are flexible in terms of uses and 

often allow mixed use as a default.  They allow uses to shift over time without 

bureaucratic steps such as rezoning.  If undertaken as part of a charrette and planning 

process, they give residents high levels of input and control over the physical form of 
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their communities (FBC Institute, 2008).  Because they include illustrations, many 

laypersons find form-based codes easier to understand than conventional codes. 

EMERGENCE OF CONTEMPORARY FORM-BASED CODES 

In the 1980s, a circle of planners and architects began to advocate walkable, 

mixed-use communities, with aspects of traditional design.  These professionals would 

eventually form the Congress for New Urbanism and promote this agenda all over the 

country.  One of the tools they would showcase would be the form-based code. 

Andres Duany and Elizabeth Plater-Zyberk are a husband and wife team who are 

principals of the consulting firm, Duany Plater-Zyberk (DPZ).  In the early 1980s they 

were working on a new development called Seaside in the Florida panhandle.  Although 

they had originally wanted to design the buildings in Seaside themselves, they found the 

task too large for their firm, and decided instead to put their design ideas into the 

development code.  The resulting development code for Seaside was one of the first 

modern form-based codes and is often spoken of as the first (Parolek, 2008). 

In the years that followed, DPZ and other planning-design professionals such as 

Geoffrey Ferrell, Victor Dover, and Joseph Kohl continued to develop the FBC model, 

which was part of a larger process beginning with a charrette, drawing up a plan, and 

creating a code (Duany, 2001).  This process was tried out in places across the country, 

from Mecklenburg, North Carolina to Hercules, California.  Each experience was 

different, and members of the collective attempted to learn from each other’s successes as 

well as their mistakes. 

In 2003 DPZ repackaged the FBC by publishing “SmartCode,” a planning 

template including zoning, subdivision regulations, and architectural controls, among 

other things (SmartCode Central).  SmartCode can be custom-tailored to fit diverse towns 

and cities across America. 
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As of this writing, the form-based code remains a tool of great interest for 

municipalities nationwide.  Although not every FBC has achieved great results, word 

continues to spread about the success stories--cities and counties that have used FBCs to 

create communities with a sense of place. 

ORGANIZING PRINCIPLES 

Andres Duany first developed the transect as a way of describing the transition 

from a rural to urban landscape.  Although various FBC organizing principles are used, 

the transect remains the most common (Parolek, 2008).  The transect is comprised of a 

series of zones called T-zones, which run from T1, the most rural, to T6, the most urban.  

In addition, the transect includes a Special District (SD) for areas with specialized 

purposes, such as heavy industry, universities, or entertainment districts.  Users of the 

transect are quick to point out that the T-zones are not always the same.  They differ 

based on the municipalities or regions to which they are applied.  For instance, a T3 in 

Miami will appear very different from a T3 in Taos, New Mexico and the two will be 

regulated differently as well.  Some areas have been classified with less than six T-zones.  

Others have been given subcategories within one or more T-zones, thus expanding the 

classification system.  The transect is used both as a metric for existing development as 

well as a framework for regulation.  DPZ and its devotees are outspoken advocates of the 

transect, regarding the world through transect lenses, and sometimes excluding ideas that 

don’t fit readily into the model. 
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Figure 3.1: The Rural to Urban Transect 

Building-types are a second organizing principle.  Plans and codes which follow 

this principle use a list of building types (i.e. townhouses, detached single family houses, 

live-work units) and allocate them to different districts on the regulating plan.  These 

types of codes have been used in smaller project areas. 

Street-types are a third organizing principle.  These codes establish a hierarchy of 

street types and prescribe building form and placement based on these.  In addition, 

street-type codes can use section drawings for each type to define quantities and widths 

of travel lanes, bike lanes, sidewalk clear zones, planters, and street furniture. 
 

ELEMENTS AND REGULATORY TYPES 
 

Following is a list of elements typical of FBCs: 
 

• Regulating plan  

• Public space standards  

• Building form standards 

• Administration 

• Glossary 
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• Architectural standards (optional element) 
 

The regulating plan assigns the code standards to specific locations on a map, 

analogous to a conventional zoning map.  Public space standards are specifications for 

elements in the public realm, including streetscapes and civic spaces. Public space 

standards may emphasize interfaces between public and private realms.  Building form 

standards are regulations for placement, features, and uses of buildings.  Building form 

standards may include parking standards and placement and specific building typologies. 

Administration is an outline for development application and review, spelling out 

how this process will occur.  The glossary consists of definitions of all technical terms 

contained in the code.  The code may also include sections on standards for blocks, 

architecture, green building, and landscape (Parolek, 2008).  Although FBCs can be 

organized in different ways, the majority contain these basic elements. 

There are three regulatory types of FBCs: mandatory codes, optional or parallel 

codes, and floating zone codes.  Mandatory codes are required to be followed by 

developers in a given area.  Optional or parallel codes are offered as an option, 

sometimes with incentives given to developers who choose them.  Floating zone codes 

have all the regulations of other codes, but they are not tied to specific land areas through 

a regulating plan.  

ISSUES AND CONTROVERSY  

Controversies surrounding FBCs include the idea that they are too restrictive from 

a design perspective, that they are too restrictive from a property rights standpoint, that 

their substance derives more from New Urbanist designers than from common citizens, 

and that the charrette-plan-code process is so expensive that it prohibits implementation 

by all communities except the extremely wealthy, and that their administration will 

exceed staff time and expertise. 
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A common critique of FBCs is that they trespass into the realm of the architect 

and designer and, some would say, reduce the potential for creativity and diversity in 

building types.  Interestingly, architects such as Andres Duany are the very ones who 

introduced the world to FBCs with the design of Seaside.  Mark Walters reluctantly 

points out that many outspoken architects who are critics of FBCs are not producers of 

quality work, and are most likely just looking for a soapbox to promote themselves 

(Walters, 2007).  In fact, many FBCs do not even include architectural standards, leaving 

a lot of design freedom.   

Additionally, Walters concedes that not all buildings should have FBCs applied to 

them.  This could lead to a homogenous landscape.  Civic and historical buildings, even 

artistic ones such as the Bilbao Guggenheim, can be real standouts.  The position of such 

a building in a well-ordered streetscape is a landmark and a sublime sense of place. 

Similarly, property rights advocates often argue that they don’t want any 

additional restrictions on the use of their property.  All zoning represents restrictions on 

the use of property, but there is an implicit social contract involved.  Zoning is supposed 

to ensure health, safety, and welfare, and also improve predictability for the area, 

basically a euphemism for protection of property values.  From this perspective, FBCs 

simply exchange a few of the rules for a few others.  Under an FBC property owners give 

up some flexibility in terms of form to gain flexibility in terms of use. 

Some designers have pointed out that many New Urbanist deliverables look 

similar and have accused New Urbanist practitioners of “leading the witness.” These 

critics suggest that New Urbanists deceive people during the charrette planning process 

into thinking that they came up design ideas for their community, when, in reality, the 

designs come from the designers and look very similar every time.  Although such a 

deception is theoretically possible, consulting firms still have to compete with each other; 

a city that chooses a firm with a portfolio of identical plans and codes will get what it has 

coming: a facsimile from the portfolio.  In all seriousness, planners and designers have an 
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ethical standard to hold up in this regard.  They must not pay lip service to the 

participatory process, and are obligated to take public input seriously and incorporate it 

into the plans and codes. 

Perhaps the most valid concern raised about FBCs is the high cost of creating 

them.  It takes significant resources for an effective charrette-plan-code process, 

regardless of the number or credentials of consultants involved.  High costs in terms of 

time and money, can ultimately be prohibitive for all but the wealthiest cities.  Creating 

ways for the process to happen in lower-income areas should be one of the top concerns 

for conscientious code writers. 

Finally, many cities are concerned at the outset by the administrative differences 

between conventional codes and FBCs.  They are worried that their staff will not be able 

to handle the new codes because of time constraints and expertise.  All changes are 

difficult at first; yet there is nothing fundamentally more difficult in administering an 

FBC.  Rather than examining uses, staff will be concerned with form standards and have 

a compliance checklist, which they will go over. Ken Groves, planning director for the 

City of Montgomery, Alabama, touts his city’s FBC for its efficiency of administration as 

compared with the old conventional code.  Since the adoption of the code, staff has 

apparently saved time on administration, and no additional staff have been hired (Groves, 

2008). 
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CHAPTER 4 – SECONDARY CASE STUDIES 

 

In order to capture a wide swath of information about FBCs, a diverse group of 

areas are chosen as case studies.  Diversity is sought in terms of size of the municipality, 

the size of the applicable area, date of adoption, and regulatory type -for example, 

whether the code is mandatory, optional, or floating.  Location of municipality within the 

U.S. is also taken into account.  There are dozens of places in Florida and California that 

have adopted FBCs, so at least one is selected from each.  Likewise, effort is made to 

choose some FBCs outside Florida and California.  A few FBCs are standouts and their 

unique qualities make them interesting.  For instance Arlington, Virginia’s FBC is based 

around a corridor.  Leander, TX is literally close to home and it was possible to speak 

with staff in person. 

 

Table 4.1: Secondary Case Studies 

 

LEANDER, TEXAS 

  Recognizing great opportunities for Transit-Oriented Development 

(TOD) around its future transit stop on the Capital Metro Red Line, several influential 

people from the north Austin region decided to explore options for alternative 

Municipality Municipality 
Size 

Implementation Area Reg. Type Date 
Adopted 

Miami, FL Large city Entire city Mandatory Pending 
Hercules, CA Small town Town center Mandatory 2001 
Leander, TX Small town TOD Sector Mandatory 2005 
Montgomery, 
AL 

Medium city Downtown Mandatory 2006 

Arlington Co., 
VA 

Suburban- DC Columbia Pike corridor Parallel 2003 

Peoria, IL  Medium city Downtown (and 4 
vision areas)  

Mandatory 2002 
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development styles.  The ultimate result was an adaptation of the SmartCode which was 

adopted September 22, 2005 and was among the recipients of the first round of Driehaus 

Form-Based Code awards. 

The genesis of the Leander SmartCode was a trip to Washington D.C., organized 

by Representative Mike Krusee, Scott Polikov of Gateway Planning Group, and Lee 

Walker of Capital Metro (Parolek, 2008).  Attendees of this trip included political leaders 

from Leander and the surrounding region, the Gateway Planning Group, Capital Metro 

staff, and community advocates of various stripes.  Attendees met with Andres Duany, 

and toured New Urbanist developments in Arlington and Kentlands and returned from the 

trip inspired to create some form of New Urbanist pocket in Leander.  The applicable 

area would be 2000 acres adjacent to Old Town, almost all of which was owned by seven 

landowners. 

Around this time, TXP, a member of the consultant team was hired to conduct a 

fiscal impact analysis.  Funding for this study was split 50-50 between the City of 

Leander and Capital Metro.  Ultimately, the findings of this study would be a major 

argument in the debate over FBCs in Leander. 

Gateway Planning Group and Placemakers were hired to run a charrette and adapt 

the SmartCode to the context of Leander.  I spoke with Pix Howell, former staff member 

of Gateway Planning Group, and currently the Urban Design Officer (UDO) for Leander.  

According to Howell, the seven-day charrette did not fully educate participants about 

FBCs, nor were participants completely open with their opinions of the designs and plans 

presented.  In Howell’s opinion, this communication breakdown was a function of the 

charrette process itself, not based on any oversight of the team that ran the charrette.  

Moreover, the charrette was only the prelude of a concerted effort to convince the seven 

major landowners that a form of SmartCode would benefit them and not be detrimental.  

After the charrette, a draft of the adapted SmartCode was circulated to the seven 

major landowners and city officials.  Over the next four months, Gateway negotiated with 
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the landowners, and developed various iterations of the code.  Howell told me that the 

landowners had pushed for infinite flexibility, wishing to have their cake and eat it too.  

Gateway was to quick to point out, however, that the code had a lot of flexibility beyond 

conventional codes, including the ability to phase.  The consultants even demonstrated 

how a compact Target store could be built in the space of 2 blocks. Approximately 30% 

of the code was eventually modified in some form or fashion.  One example of a change 

was that of Conventional Designation which could be given to landowners with very 

steep terrain where SmartCode levels of connectivity would have been impossible. 

Adoption of the code proceeded in a three-step process.  Some additional land 

was annexed, a TOD regulating plan was presented as a comprehensive plan amendment, 

and the SmartCode was proposed to replace the existing code in applicable area as a 

unified land development code. To administer the new code, Leander created positions 

for an Urban Design Officer (UDO), Consolidated Review Committee (CRC), and TIF 

Board.   

Although only a short amount of time had passed since the code was adopted in 

2005, I was interested to know if any development had occurred in the study area.  I was 

also curious about the day-to-day activities of administration at this early stage.  Howell 

informed me on these points.  “Nothing’s been built yet.  No one really wants to be the 

first.”  Howell emphasized the importance of the market in the initiation of a new style of 

development. “It’s more expensive to develop under the SmartCode.  There are no comps 

for appraisers to look at,” referring to the fact that there are no other implemented 

SmartCodes in central Texas.  “Greenfield developers must hold a property for a few 

years before they can break even.”  Howell points to the recent national banking 

boondoggle as one stalling agent for development projects.  Nevertheless, there are a few 

people waiting to start projects and Howell has done some hard thinking about strategies 

to subsidize development. 
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As Urban Design Officer, Howell describes himself as “a lone ranger,” and hinted 

that his duties could be comfortably done by three senior planners.  Some of his duties 

are: checking compliance of submitted plans with the PUD, working on a checklist for 

developers, meeting with citizens about all kinds of topics, advising in the ongoing battle 

about depressing the lanes of Highway 183, putting out fires, and identifying cross-

easements that need agreement.  Due to this workload, he hasn’t had time to do important 

things like designating primary and secondary streets.  He also considers finishing the 

developer checklist a priority.   

The fact that Howell seems completely overwhelmed by his job and that true 

development hasn’t even begun in the TOD is a major concern.  Howell said that 

administration of an FBC is 5-6 times as staff-intensive as a conventional code.  “Every 

time you modify a use, add a sign, or change landscaping- all that must come through 

administrative approval.”  

Howell predicted that there would one day be a full urban design office, fully 

staffed with planners, architects, and engineers.  He seemed inured to his current position, 

pointing out that there is always lag time between development and an increased tax-base 

which can be used to finance such support positions. 

Optimistic about the future of Leander’s TOD, Howell called it “a real 

opportunity to grow.”  He conceded the critics’ point the Leander market isn’t ready for 

dense, higher-cost development, quickly pointing out that “hybrid” development can 

occur now on the edges and that the market tends to change quickly.  

PEORIA, ILLINOIS 

In 2002, the city of Peoria hired DPZ to run a charrette and create a plan for the 

city.  The resulting Heart of Peoria Vision Plan (HOP) was adopted in 2003.  Although 

the plan was enthusiastically received, it failed to generate significant results in the 

following four years.  Acknowledging the gap between its vision and reality, the Peoria 
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City Council set up a commission to jump start redevelopment in line with the original 

vision. 

In fall 2005, the commission sponsored a series of form-based code workshops 

and contracted a consulting team of Ferrell Madden and Associates and Code Studio to 

work with city staff to codify the Heart of Peoria plan.  In May of 2006, the city and 

consulting team held a week-long charrette called Studio Heart of Peoria, intending to 

build upon the original HOP.  The charrette involved approximately 500 people, 

representing several stakeholder groups.  Regardless of their superficial diversity, 

participants were able to reach a consensus on desired changes for their community. 

Geoffrey Ferrell was one of the key players in the code development process.  

When I spoke with Ferrell, my burning question was why the original plan had failed; 

was there a missing piece, something the original plan had failed to address?  “It’s not 

really fair to call it a hole,” Ferrell related, “DPZ’s plan was kind of like a helicopter at 

30,000 feet.  It looked at certain areas, said they needed to be studied and addressed with 

more precision and that’s what [our team] did in the second go round.” 

Ferrell complemented the recommendations in the original Heart of Peoria Plan, 

and explained that the new team’s work would have been much more difficult without the 

previous effort.  According to Ferrell, Andres Duany had had strong disagreements with 

the public works department and traffic engineers.  Staff were relieved to find the new 

team was easier to work with.  The main issue with the original HOP was that it did not 

include an implementation component.  Existing rules and regulations were major 

obstacles to development, therefore changes were needed for the code itself.   

To implement the vision generated in the charrette, city staff and consultants 

decided to create an overlay encompassing most of the city to which general rules would 

be applied.  Additionally, four specific vision areas would be designated as form districts 

and be regulated purely by form-based code.  These form districts were the Warehouse 
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District, Prospect Road, West Main, and Sheridan Triangle.  The FBC would be a street-

based code, emphasizing the way buildings interface with the public realm. 

I asked Ferrell how the team tailored its approach to the various form districts.  

The Warehouse District had been a port for grain and liquor distribution and was home to 

incredible sturdy and historic buildings; the team wanted to encourage adaptive reuse in 

this area, and didn’t use a very precise plan.  Prospect Road had been a kind of a main 

street, but its buildings were a distant 150 feet apart; the team’s solution was to create a 

boulevard.  West Main was literally across the street from Bradley University, and had 

the potential to be a college main street; the team dealt primarily with traffic issues in this 

area.  Sheridan was a classic 5-point intersection that had been center of its 

neighborhood; for this the team created a very precise urban design plan.  Although some 

of the concepts had come from the original HOP, several had not been generated until the 

second round.  Ingeniously, there is also an option to add more form districts in the 

future.   

Deliverables of the process included a unified development code, zoning for the 

central city that is a hybrid of conventional and form-based codes, and the form districts 

written into a traditional code update.  This integration of form into a traditional code 

update is not a common practice; rather, FBCs are usually implemented through special 

overlays.  Ferrell favors the technique used in Peoria and suggests that it be used other 

cities.  “[The team] put graphics into a rewrite of existing code.  Dealing with form 

directly gets to the heart of the matter.  Physical form is the most fundamental thing; use 

is secondary.  The best thing you can do is to go one step beyond what we did and 

completely rewrite the code (Ferrell, 2008).”  Ferrell mentioned Denver as an example of 

a place that had imitated the Peoria model. 

The code has not yet produced great test cases of development.  According to 

Ferrell, Peoria is the opposite of Columbia Pike; market demand is significantly less.  
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Frustratingly, there has been some development outside form districts, but not much is 

happening inside the four unique districts.  

MONTGOMERY, ALABAMA 

Montgomery, Alabama is a historic Southern city, once elegant in a way that 

recalls Charleston or Savannah.  Unfortunately, economic hard times, conventional 

zoning, and urban renewal wreaked havoc on this mid-size city.  Several city leaders 

imagined a revitalization centered around the downtown. Montgomery used the 

SmartCode to implement this vision in a 2-stage process.  The first stage was an optional 

SmartCode overlay encompassing the entire city, calibrated by Chad Emerson and 

adopted by the city in fall of 2005.  The second stage was a mandatory code for 

downtown only prepared by Dover Kohl and Associates and adopted in May of 2007. 

Through the whole process, Ken Groves, planning director for the City of 

Montgomery has been a tireless promoter of FBCs and has spearheaded many of the steps 

necessary for their development and adoption.  Originally, when Groves advocated for 

FBCs, he encountered major opposition from the development community.  A turning 

point came when a developer requested approval for a large development that would 

require FBC zoning.  In order to get these rules applied to his own project, the developer 

became a major proponent of FBCs (Groves, CNU, 2008).  This was only the beginning 

of what Groves refers to as “three years of preparation and charrette work,” a process 

which was absolutely necessary for educating the public, crafting a vision, and co-opting 

critical elements. 

Montgomery’s first SmartCode was optional in order to allow the first round of 

developments through and to allow residents, city staff, and developers time to adjust to 

the idea.  This seems to have worked well and Groves remarked on developers’ 

preference for the optional code.  “Since the adoption of the SmartCode, every major 

development submitted to the city has used the SmartCode in lieu of conventional 
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zoning.”  Many of these developments occurred east of town in the form of TNDs. 

However, Groves and other revitalization advocates in Montgomery knew that the 

optional code would not be sufficient to reshape the city. 

The next step would be to develop a mandatory SmartCode overlay for the 

downtown.  The previous optional overlay would stay in effect for the rest of the city, but 

properties in the downtown would be required to adhere to the new code.  Dover Kohl 

and Associates prepared the code and made several customizations specifically for the 

city of Montgomery.   

The code they produced is impressive in its scope- it has elements covering 

transportation analysis, financial strategies, and overall implementation.  It is packed with 

ideas on how to spur positive development in Montgomery.  The code was adopted in full 

along with a transect map of the downtown.  I was curious to see how the implementation 

was going one year later.  Recognizing that a year is not much time in the life of plans, 

codes, and cities, I asked Groves in very general terms what positive things had happened 

in that year.  He described a few different elements: 
 

1. A major hotel currently under construction in the downtown.  Originally, the 

developers had submitted plans for a “suburban style” hotel, but the city was 

able to use the new code as a basis to request and ultimately receive changes 

2. Three impressive residential developments 

3. A complete makeover for Court Square, turning a formerly congested, car-

oriented intersection into a pedestrian-friendly plaza where cars share space 

with other modes of transportation 

 

Groves had described the hotel project in his presentation at CNU.  The city’s 

ability to push through changes is seen as a major victory, a tipping point even.  I was 

particularly interested in the progress of the Court Square and Dexter Avenue makeovers, 
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since these are public elements with the potential to trigger private investment and even a 

renaissance.  Groves described Court Square as an urban plaza.  Although it the square 

still functions as a five way-intersection, five traffic signals were removed and special 

paving material was added to slow traffic and create a more comfortable space.  Although 

traffic engineers were highly skeptical of these plans, Groves describes the finished 

product as highly functional, moving both traffic and pedestrians through the square. A 

new State house is in the works that will further increase the square’s importance in 

Montgomery.  Dexter Avenue is still in the conceptual design stage.  Additions will 

include a park that will showcase Alabama’s history, and a pedestrian-only segment 

memorializing the Civil Rights march from Selma to Montgomery.  Discussions with the 

Historic Commission are part of the process. 

At the CNU conference, Groves quipped that, despite fears that the new code 

would be difficult to administer, it actually saved his staff time.  “It’s really easy to check 

SmartCode stuff using the metrics that are part of the code.  Demonstrating compliance is 

a pretty fast process, about 20-30 minutes.”  This approval takes place in the context of a 

Consolidated Review Committee (CRC) meeting.  The committee includes two planning 

commission representatives, a fire department representative, and a representative of the 

mayor, and meets in Grove’s conference room.  Minor adjustments, such as the block 

perimeter for a new development, can be made by the CRC and handled administratively.  

If the committee runs into a major deviation, it’s referred to the Zoning Board of 

Adjustment.  To date, the CRC has not had to refer any plans.  

Additional planners have not been hired for the changeover to the SmartCode.  

Although the code calls for the appointment of a downtown development coordinator, 

this step has not been taken.  Groves explains that the mayor’s executive assistant, the 

chamber of commerce, and himself do the job.  Groves maintains that the system is 

working fine as it stands, although he has more work to do because of it.  His wish list at 
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the moment consists of a lead person to handle staff and an in-house urban design studio.  

The city has used consultants in the past for graphic design needs. 

Groves is a consummate champion of the SmartCode.  “I haven’t heard any valid 

criticisms so far.  Most are founded in fear about property rights and the like. Lots of 

accusations have referenced things that aren’t even in the code. Once people go in and 

see it and touch it, their fears often disappear.”  

ARLINGTON COUNTY, VIRGINIA 

Arlington County, Virginia, a suburban region outside of Washington, D.C., 

adopted an FBC in an effort to revitalize the Columbia Pike corridor, which was in a state 

of decline at that time.  Unlike most of the case studies, this FBC is an optional code; in 

other words, developers have a choice of following it.  If developers choose to follow the 

FBC, they receive an expedited approval process.  Furthermore, they are eligible for 

county subsidies if they develop in a revitalization district.  The FBC uses simple 

graphics to prescribe guidelines for height, siting, and building elements.  The code 

includes the same features as mandatory codes including regulating plans, required 

building lines, parking setbacks, building envelope standards, architectural standards, and 

streetscape standards. 

Most of the case study areas are towns, cities, or edge areas where development 

seems to be headed.  Columbia Pike, on the other hand, is a major highway corridor.  As 

in Peoria, Geoffrey Ferrell was one of the key players in formulating the Columbia Pike 

Corridor plan.  Ferrell explained that Columbia Pike is solely under the jurisdiction of 

Arlington County.  In this suburban region outside of D.C., there are no municipalities 

and the county government is analogous to what a city government would be. 

Although I had read that Columbia Pike was in a poor state before the process 

took place, and I was curious about the gory details.  Ferrell described the area as “a 3.5 

mile grayfield.”  A view from the air would have revealed lots of asphalt and parking 
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lots.  Although the pike had been there for a long time, it had been relatively unchanged 

for thirty to forty years.  The eastern center had had a traditional town center-main street, 

which had devolved into “a 5-lane traffic sewer.”  One of the few bright spots was that 

the area’s cultural diversity helped support a thriving economy of ethnic restaurants just 

off the main corridor (Ferrell, 2008). 

Another notable situation was the poor state of the administrative process.  

According to Ferrell, it was an adversarial environment between the county and 

developers.  Developers knew they would have to compromise, so if they wanted ten 

stories, they would ask for twenty. 

Arlington decided to take action to improve the corridor.  Staff set about staging 

meetings—over 200 in total—and creating a vision plan.  The county planning 

department and the initially thought they could create a New Urbanist-type code by 

themselves, but ultimately hired a team of Dover Kohl and Ferrell Madden Associates to 

create an FBC from their plan.  At this stage, the plan was somewhat vague, and had a 

few contradictions (Ferrell, 2008).  In addition, the county didn’t have the proper tools to 

implement its plan.  

The consultants made it their first task to bring the plan into focus through a 

major charrette.  To educate the public, they showed code examples next to images of 

neighborhoods shaped by the codes.  Through the process, the team worked hand in hand 

with transit staff.  They held discussions about intersections and lanes. laid plans that 

would interface with transit, and reached an agreement about where rail would run in 

relation to the right-of-way.   

The Columbia Pike Form-Based Code is noteworthy for several reasons.  

According to Ferrell, the code is indeed optional, but using the original site plan approval 

process involves taking the plans before the public and is such an arduous process that 

most developers choose the FBC (Ferrell, 2008).  The code was made optional because 

that mode eased legal constraints related to provisions in the code and ultimately made it 
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easier to adopt.  Another interesting element in the code is the possibility for businesses 

loosely considered “part of the public good” to receive incentives from the county. 

Columbia Pike is widely considered one of the more successful FBCs in terms of 

getting development to happen.  To what would Ferrell attribute its success?  Ferrell 

began by describing the code as well-written, clear and understandable; architects have 

reported that it is simple to use.  However, the bottom line was Arlington’s economy, a 

real case of pent-up demand, that had been held back by existing regulations (Ferrell, 

2008).  All the market needed to really perform was some kind of valve, and that was 

provided by the FBC. 

HERCULES, CALIFORNIA  

Located just north of San Francisco, Hercules was one of the first towns in 

California to adopt an FBC.  Many other small towns and suburbs would eventually 

follow its lead.  The Hercules code was prepared by Dover Kohl and adopted in 2001.  

The code contains a hierarchy of street types, a short section on façade elements, a 

section on architectural regulations, and an allowed and conditional use table for the 

various areas of Hercules.  

No one is better qualified to tell the story of Hercules than Steve Lawton, Director 

of Community Development for the city.  As a tech-sector worker living in Hercules in 

the late 1990s, Lawton observed a tide of suburban-style development that seemed to be 

engulfing the area.  He approached some city officials and asked them to do something 

about it.  They replied by asking him to join the planning commission, and he accepted, 

thus beginning his lateral move into the planning profession.  Eventually, as head of the 

planning commission, he was in a position to push for some real changes.  He requested 

that the city hire Dover Kohl to prepare an FBC.  After making his case to other city 

officials, the city moved forward. 
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The end product was an FBC, adopted as a zoning overlay in 2001.  The overlay 

zone comprised 400 acres in the center of town.  The Hercules FBC is a street-type code.  

Lawton argues that the overlay format of the code makes it difficult to administer, not to 

mention difficult for developers to adhere to.  Instead of replacing the old zoning, the 

overlay adds an additional layer to the code; developers and administrators must go 

through the regular development process in addition to the FBC.  One fundamental issue 

is that it is often unclear which code supercedes which.  “This makes it really difficult to 

interpret sometimes.”  Lawton hinted that city staff are not completely content with the 

code, perhaps for these reasons.   

According to Lawton, residents really bought into the idea of the code and still 

support it.  He added, however, that development doesn’t seem to be happening fast 

enough for many people.  Ongoing development in Hercules includes work on a new 

town center district and redevelopment of a large park and ride facility.  There have been 

major conflicts over the code with the fire district, which nearly sued the city over it.  

Fortunately, some compromises were reached with the fire marshal and legal challenges 

have abated for the time being. 

MIAMI, FLORIDA 

By far the largest American city to undertake form-based zoning is Miami, 

Florida.  In 2005, the city began an ambitious comprehensive plan called Miami 21.  The 

city’s website states that the plan is a response to smart growth concepts (Miami 21).  

Form-based codes will be included as part of the plan in order to implement its goals.  

Significantly, the new FBC will completely replace Miami’s current Euclidean code.  The 

website lists some compelling points to justify the new FBC including predictability for 

citizens and developers, increased efficiency and the streamlining of public processes, 

and monetary savings from a simpler process.  Duany Plater-Zyberk (DPZ) has been 

hired to develop the code and will also serve as the lead consultant for the plan.  
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Economic development, transportation, parks and public realm, and capital improvement 

projects will also be included in Miami 21.   

To break the immense task into chunks, the city has been divided into quadrants.  

The east quadrant was coded first because it was the most susceptible to development 

pressures.  As of July 2008, DPZ’s work on the east quadrant is complete, although the 

city still has some negotiations to wrap up (Khoury, 2008).  DPZ has moved on to the 

north quadrant where the character is very different—it includes some of the poorer areas 

of the city. 

I spoke with Marina Khoury, DPZ’s lead consultant for the Miami 21 project, and 

asked her about the plan’s origins, components, and the administrative aspects which will 

take effect when the plan is adopted.  Miami is incredibly large and diverse and has seen 

the literal rise of towers, high rises, and property values in certain districts. 

Khoury explained that Miami has conflicting stakeholder interests.  Many 

developers, architects, and attorneys benefited from the original zoning and permitting 

process and are therefore resistant to changes.  Others are in favor of reforms that will 

shape the built environment and reduce municipal red tape.  In drafting Miami 21, DPZ is 

aware of these varied interests and attempts to balance them in a very complicated 

equation, realizing that there are also quality of life issues for the general populace, and 

that they will never be able to please everyone. Another related lesson, according to 

Khoury, is that some decisions simply must be made politically. 

Several interesting techniques have already been used in Miami.  DPZ used its 

signature approach to break the east quadrant down into transect zones and then created 

subcategories for each transect called Restricted (R), Limited (L), and Open, roughly 

describing the area’s use restrictiveness.   They also distilled city’s use categories to 

create a simplified list that would still account for all uses.  They then created a matrix for 

all transects, specifying whether a given use is allowed in a given district by right, 

through an administrative process, or through a public hearing.  Theoretically, this matrix 
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reflects a lot of the charrette work that DPZ has done, balancing stakeholder viewpoints.  

The system gives the city some discretion over what can or cannot be built. 

 

 

Figure 4.1: Detail from Miami 21 Use Table 

DPZ has worked largely within the framework of Miami’s existing 

comprehensive plan.  For instance, permitted densities are written into the comprehensive 

plan, and have not been modified.  According to Khoury, densities in T5 and T6 are so 

high that they may not even be achievable.  They were purposely set this high to 

encourage the building boom of the past decade.  In response, DPZ has attempted to cap 

height near single-family homes and limit floor plate size to minimize the dwarfing 

effects of block-length buildings.  They have also set up a public benefit system for 

developers who wish to build high rises in T6 zones. 

For the public benefits program, an economic consultant calculated the 

established values that would be used.  A developer can get bonus height entitlements for 
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providing workforce housing, creating parks, providing waterfront access to parks, 

historic preservation, or Leadership in Energy and Environmental Design (LEED) rating 

of a building (Parolek, 2008). 

 As the coding process moves forward, there may be issues and controversy with 

the code.  According to Khoury, one major issue with code implementation will be 

nonconforming uses.  Some uses and structures are nonconforming under the existing 

code and others will be rendered nonconforming by the new code.   Under the plan, 

nonconforming uses can last twenty years, and Khoury predicts this will be a “messy 

time period.” 

On the topic of administration, Khoury maintains that the process has already 

been streamlined.  Under the new code, many cases get to use by-right permitting, and 

the Khoury describes applications for additional uses, exceptions, wavers and variances 

as straightforward.  

In taking on this very public process in a huge and diverse city, DPZ has opened 

itself up to rotten fruit throwing.  Khoury left me with some parting words of wisdom, 

“Any city that takes on a project like this, should budget a lot for education, and make 

every effort to get people on board.”  
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CHAPTER 5 – PRIMARY CASE STUDIES 

The codes of St. Lucie and Sarasota are chosen as primary case studies because 

they are virtually unique in their status as floating zones.  The St. Lucie code was 

developed for greenfield development, whereas the Sarasota code was written with infill 

development in mind. 

Table 5.1: Primary Case Studies 

 

ST. LUCIE COUNTY, FLORIDA 

Table 5.2: St. Lucie County by the Numbers  

Population Countywide (Apr. 2007 est.) 271,961  
Municipalities:  Fort Pierce, Port St. Lucie, St. 

Lucie Village 
Average Home Price (3/07):  $224,000 
Area 572 square miles 
Population (2000)  192,695 
Population (2007)  271,961 
Labor Force (Jun. 2007)  119,349 
Unemployment Rate (2007 Year End Avg.)  5.6% 
Average Wage Rate (July 2007)  $33,840 
Median Age (2005) 42 
Education: % High School Graduate 
or Higher Age 25+ (2005) 

83% 

(Demographics)  

 

St. Lucie County is situated on the eastern coast of Florida about halfway up the 

state and far removed from population centers such as Miami.  In spite of its remoteness, 

St. Lucie experienced significant growth in the post-World War II years along with the 

Municipality Municipality 
Size 

Implementation 
Area 

Reg. Type Date 
Adopted 

St. Lucie Co., 
FL 

Outside small 
town 

Area beyond the 
urban fringe 

Floating 
Zone 

2004 

Sarasota Co., 
FL 

Outside small 
town 

Unincorporated areas Floating 
Zone 

2007 
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rest of the state.  Port St. Lucie in the southern part of the county was one of many 

locations in which a developer subdivided and sold off thousands of low-priced tracts in 

the 1950s (Spikowski, 2008).  Fort Pierce, the county’s other municipality is located in 

the northern portion. 

Fort Pierce was once nestled on all sides by active citrus groves, which produced 

delicious Indian River grapefruits.  In the 1970s and 80s, several diseases such as the 

Citrus Canker struck the groves hard, either killing the trees or rendering their crops 

unmarketable (Spikowski, 2008).  Some growers tried to sell their land in an effort to get 

off what they saw as a sinking ship; others are still holding out for cures and strategies 

which could make the groves viable once again.   

At the same time, development pressures and investment money were drifting up 

from West Palm Beach.  Residents at the edge of Fort Pierce eyed their neighbors 

nervously, fearing that the old citrus groves would fall prey to the same type of 

development that existed in Port St. Lucie or Broward County.  These residents lobbied 

the county commissioners to do something to prevent this outcome. 

The county commission called on the Treasure Coast Regional Planning Council 

(TCRPC).  Florida law mandates regional planning councils, quasi-governmental 

organizations that address issues that are beyond the scope of localities. Certain 

thresholds, such as developments of 1,000 acres at a time, require the involvement of the 

regional planning council (Gianniotes, 2008).  TCRPC serves a four-county region in 

eastern Florida, and is exceptional in the fact that it has an in-house design studio.  At the 

behest of the St. Lucie County Commission, TCRPC held a series of community 

charrettes in 2004, and devised an ingenious master plan document called Towns, 

Villages, and Countryside (TVC).  I spoke with Anthea Gianniotes, Town Planner and 

Urban Designer with TCRPC, about her role in the process.   

Gianniotes, described a “perfect storm” of events that led to the planning process; 

recounting citizen fears of sprawl-development, and also praised the strong leadership of 
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commissioner Coward for his role in moving the process forward.  TCRPC held a week-

long charrette which was a completely open session.  People were free to come in at any 

time that the designers were working to get involved in the process.  One of the early 

sentiments expressed by participants was that they didn’t want to loosen the belt of the 

urban services boundary.  This idea seems logical when all new development is regarded 

as negative and expanding the boundary equates to allowing it.  Of course, developers 

could still build beyond the boundary and use well water or onsite septic disposal.  The 

area beyond the boundary was zoned one unit per acre, a regulation which permitted 

almost no development.  How would residents get better development without expanding 

the boundary or upping the permitted density? 

The solution was to cluster development in some way.  In the course of the 

charrette, other ideas, such as Transfer of Development Rights (TDR), flowed from the 

initial one.  The consulting team included experts such an economist from Gibbs 

Planning, who crunched numbers to discover what would be a good mix of housing 

types, and how many dwelling units would be needed to support neighborhood retail- 

corner stores. 

Drawing on input gathered during the charrette process, the TCRPC created the 

TVC master plan.  The plan emphasized preservation of agricultural lands and limited 

development.  According to the plan, development beyond the urban services boundary 

must be concentrated in new towns or villages, which should be surrounded by open 

space or agricultural land.  Community residents loved the plan because it seemed to 

guarantee a better development style in the area.  Citrus growers disliked the plan 

because it was out of the ordinary and might slow down or add risk to the process of 

being bought out for new development.  Interestingly, some self-selection has occurred in 

the past few years- people who believed in the concept of traditional neighborhood 

development (TND) bought up properties in the area and those who did not buy into it 

sold out (Spikowski, 2008). 
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Figure 5.1: St. Lucie County, Graphic Summary of Executive Master Plan 

Public interest generated by the charrette also resulted in a number of changes 

including the firing of the planning director (Gianniotes, 2008).  By all accounts, the 

charrette was a remarkable success. TCRPC built upon this success by holding over one 

hundred public meetings in the following months with the intention of educating the 

public on the concepts of the plan and what it would mean for residents. 

 Once the plan was complete, St. Lucie wisely took steps to implement it.  

Desiring to see real results, the county budgeted one million dollars for the 

implementation process, and called on TCRPC again.  TCRPC chose Dover Kohl and 

Associates, William Spikowski to develop the code for TVC.  Supportive residents stayed 

involved through the implementation phase.  They wanted to keep the code strict and 

their biggest concern was that the plan would get watered down in the code portion. 



47 
 

When this phase was complete, two products were brought for a vote before the 

County Commission- a land development code, containing a FBC, and comprehensive 

plan amendment.  These pieces are intended to work in tandem, one supporting the other; 

when not singled out, they are referred to as the TVC for the remainder of the report. 

 

 

Figure 5.2: Example from St. Lucie County Land Development Code 

Both products were adopted in the same night—May 30, 2006, however, this was 

far from the end of the story.  Under Florida law, any citizen has the right to challenge 

such legislation, a huge amount of power for an individual.  In the case of St. Lucie, 

citizens challenged both new elements, therefore, although they were adopted, there was 

a significant delay before they went into full effect (Wood, 2008).  

The TVC operates on a few basic principles.  It delineates the county’s urban 

services boundary and a 28-square mile area outside of the boundary.  Most regulations 

are based on a property’s size and its location inside or outside the boundary.   

Unlike most FBCs, the TVC was adopted without a regulating plan that ties 

regulations to specific land areas, and is therefore considered a “floating zone” code.  

Instead of a regulating plan, the code provides clear standards for the development of 

towns and villages, including minimum open space, connectivity, and neighborhood 
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requirements that emphasize neighborhood centers, human scale, and walkability.  The 

main differences between towns and villages are the proportions of developed area to 

open space—towns are allowed 75/25 and villages 60/40, and the idea that towns need at 

least two distinct neighborhoods whereas villages need only one.  A developer must 

submit a regulating plan for the town or village that identifies transect zones and assigns 

allowable street types and lot types in accordance with standards in the code.  The 

regulating plan must be approved by the Board of County Commissioners through a 

rezoning process.   

The open space requirements are dealt with in an ingenious way.  The code sets 

up a mechanism for Transfer of Development Rights (TDR), in which landowners can 

transfer development rights for a section of property to a location inside the urban 

services boundary.  This transfer attempts to cover the opportunity cost of not developing 

part of the land and designating it as open space.    

Now that plan and code are complete, things still need to move forward.  I spoke 

with Kara Wood, from St. Lucie County’s Growth Management Department.  Wood’s 

title is TVC Manager and she was referred to me as the best person at the county level to 

answer my questions.  Wood has been in the position for about a year and took the job 

because she believes in the TVC and wants it to succeed. 

Wood explained the mechanics of the land development code, which contains the 

FBC; and the comprehensive plan amendment, often referred to as the TVC element.  

Ideally, these two are supposed to work together as pieces of a larger whole.  Although 

the land development code was adopted in 2006, St. Lucie County has been dealing with 

some contentious issues over the comprehensive plan amendment and is still resolving 

those as of this writing.  Specifically, some landowner’s complaints about the TVC 

element turned into three separate lawsuits, including a takings suit.  Wood predicts that 

these legal delays will be resolved in a matter of months. 
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Because the county has one piece functioning without the other, Wood had to 

create an interim plan to shepherd through projects seeking approval.  Wood rewrote the 

land development code, essentially pulling apart two pieces that were intended to go 

together, and created one that was self-contained.  This interim process has worked well 

enough to be used for two site plans, both planned country subdivisions.  It is possible 

that one will be incorporated into the other to create a village (Wood, 2008). 

In spite of Wood’s effective interim measure, planners and some developers 

eagerly await the passage of the comprehensive plan amendment.  Wood told me that 

there are two known projects waiting for approval of the TVC to apply for permits, and 

perhaps others waiting in the wings. 

I was curious about the permitting process under the TVC.  Wood explained:  

“Let’s say a developer walks in to my office and tells me he has 500 acres and wants to 

do a village.  There are three main reviewing agencies that will be involved: engineering, 

which is concerned with road placement and amount of right of way; environmental 

resources, which is concerned with environmental impacts and mitigation; and growth 

management which in this case is concerned with the urban design of the project and 

whether it meets the form standards set out.”  

These people will assemble as a committee with Wood presiding to discuss 

specific cases.  This assembly may one day be called a Consolidated Review Committee 

(CRC), however, it has yet to be formalized.  When the CRC is finished with the case, it 

will be turned over to several other agencies for cursory actions such as labeling.  

Another administrative note is that development review fees have recently been 

increased.  

There have been several obstacles to implementing the code.  Concurrency has 

been a major issue.  According to Florida statutes, minimum roadway standards must be 

met before development can occur.  The study area in this case has very few usable 

roadways.  According to Wood, a major hurdle for the county is leveraging the 
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development community to cover at least part of the infrastructure costs for the area.  She 

identified this as an area that needs work, especially in light of the fluctuating market—

developers are generally willing to contribute in boom times, but it can be a deal-breaker 

in hard times.  Spikowski agreed, county had no serious long range plan, planning 

comprehensively you can make developers pay fair share; in hot housing market, they 

were more willing to pay, they just don’t have the cash now; plan had been to create 

development district- now they might resist this and take them to court. 

Another concern is that the minimum threshold of constructing a town or village 

will be financially insurmountable for many developers.  However, there are developers 

who take on huge and costly projects as their bread and butter.  Gianniotes mentioned a 

few of the developers poised to do huge projects in the area- Lennar Homes and Kolter.  

How did these developers feel about the TVC?  According to Gianniotes, they fully 

supported the plan and code.  Most likely, part of the reason for this was that the TVC 

threshold keeps out lesser competitors. 

In my conversation with Bill Spikowski, he was generally positive about the 

entire process, but expressed some frustration about the timing of the TVC code 

adoption.  After all, the TVC was designed to harness development pressures and channel 

them toward a more compact style of development.  In the early 2000s, the market was 

expanding rapidly and the pressure was there.  However, in 2008, with the subprime 

lending crisis and other factors, the market has contracted severely.  Spikowski mused 

that it would have been great to have the TVC in place in the early 2000s- a time it was 

designed for, and doubts there will be any development in the study area in the next 

couple of years until the market rebounds. 

Officials in Sarasota County were extremely impressed by the TVC and 

eventually used much of the same consulting team for preparation of its own code. 
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SARASOTA COUNTY, FLORIDA 

Table 5.3: Sarasota County by the Numbers  

Population Countywide (2005 est.) 366,256 
Municipalities:  Sarasota, Northport, Venice, 

Longboat Key 
Average Home Price (3/07):  $224,000 
Area 725 square miles (572 sq mi 

land, 154 sq mi water) 
Population (2000)  325,957 
Median Household Income $41,957 
Median Age (2000) 50 

(U.S. Census, 2000)  

Sarasota County lies directly opposite St. Lucie on Florida’s western coast. I 

spoke with William Spikowski about the two study areas and his involvement in the 

Sarasota process.  The two study areas have stark differences.  St. Lucie is middle to 

lower-middle class and Sarasota is relatively wealthy.  St. Lucie is thought of as remote 

and somewhat rural; Sarasota is known as a center of arts and culture (Spikowski, 2008).   

Since the 1970s, Sarasota has had some of the strictest growth management 

policies in the state, such as stalwart urban growth boundaries, and has never hesitated to 

take a firm hand with developers.  One disadvantage to this approach was that a lot of 

growth went to the next county, resulting in traffic impacts for Sarasota, as people 

commuted in for work.  Planners realized what had happened in the 1990s, but changing 

the pattern is no small task, especially while the political environment remains generally 

anti-growth (Spikowski, 2008). 

The movement for something different gained momentum with the passage of the 

Sarasota 2050 regional plan in the early 2000s.  Whereas the county is largely suburban, 

the plan includes goals of higher densities and mixed use.  The first attempt to implement 

the plan was a floating zone code with some form-based elements; it was ultimately 

unsuccessful.  Developers said the code was too rigid in the application of form-based 

rules to challenging infill sites (Parolek, 2008).  The first code also involved lots of 
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administrative safeguards, such as a requirement for going before the Planning 

Commission three times.  Spikowski was brought in to mediate and he pronounced the 

code too difficult to use. 

Sarasota specifically asked for a code that looked like St. Lucie’s, despite the fact 

that Sarasota’s target areas were infill sites as opposed to St. Lucie’s greenfield areas.  

One challenge became adapting the TVC to an urban/suburban area.  Sarasota also 

attempted to “learn from St. Lucie’s mistakes,” avoiding the controversy that can arise 

from simultaneous adoption of a plan and code, by undertaking only one at a time. 

Sarasota chose the same consulting team that had worked in St. Lucie—Dover 

Kohl and William Spikowski.  Sarasota prioritized revitalization of urban areas and 

wanted to facilitate redevelopment of grayfields such as mobile home parks and old 

malls.  To avoid pitfalls of the last code, the consulting team struck a balance in terms of 

strictness of rules. They found the best approach was combination of imposing tough 

rules and softening old rules.  This was effective at sites such as old malls which were 

tough to redevelop because they were along highways which meant a lot of regulations 

(Spikowski, 2008).  

The team produced the Form-Based Code for Mixed-Use Infill.  Central to the 

Sarasota code is a new form-based zoning classification called Planned Mixed Use Infill 

(PMI).  New large developments are eligible for this classification if they include 

elements of traditional neighborhood design such as interconnected, pedestrian-friendly 

streets, compact development style, and diversity of building types.  Like the TVC, the 

Sarasota code lacks a regulating plan, and requires developers to produce one for 

proposed developments.  Also like TVC, the Sarasota code lays the groundwork for 

future growth nodes and steers this type of development towards a smart growth model.  

Interestingly, the applicable areas in Sarasota include redevelopment corridors- 

commercial properties along certain major roads which can also receive the PMI 

classification.  The code was adopted in August of 2007. 
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Figure 5.3: Sarasota Sample Plan for Infill Development 

I spoke with Matt Lewis, the Long Range Planning Manager at Sarasota County 

about the current status.  As of this writing, the code is in full effect and is flexible 

enough to apply to many situations.  I asked Matt to walk me through the steps of getting 

a project approved under the code.  They are as follows: 
 

1. Schedule a charrette-planning meeting with the planning department to 

identify stakeholders. 

2. Choose a planning team from a list of pre-approved firms. 
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3. Hold a charrette with the help of the planning team and staff.  Regulating 

plan is created during the charrette. 

4. The normal rezoning process is in effect from here on.  Various 

departments sign off that the project is code-compliant and buildable.  

These departments include transportation, utilities, health, and planning.  

5. Go before Planning Commission. 

6. Go before the County Commission.  

 

Comparing the old process with the new, Lewis describes the new process as 

starting from scratch, whereas the old process involved a developer arriving with plans of 

his proposal without consulting anyone.   

Lewis was candid about the status quo in Sarasota and the obstacles to achieving 

the aims of the code.  Apparently, the code is popular among residents, developers, and 

officials, alike.  He pointed out that FBCs are reinforced by an urban fabric and are 

tougher in a suburban one.  For instance connectivity standards make more sense if you 

have something meaningful to connect to.  Lewis also agreed that concurrency is a 

significant obstacle to implementation and likened the code to “a shiny new Porsche 

without an engine” because of the concurrency issue. “The code is in effect, but as with 

any regulation, it has to be consistent with others.  Concurrency standards are written to 

Euclidean standards, assuming things will always be this way. In areas where the code is 

designed to work, this is definitely an issue.”  These are the same set of infrastructure and 

congestion-based laws that are impeding implementation in St. Lucie.  

According to Lewis, Sarasota doesn’t have the infrastructure to satisfy current 

concurrency standards.  He is not alone in pointing to concurrency as a fundamental 

problem.  And yet it will not be an easy task to change this.  Concurrency is a thoroughly 

entrenched system in Florida and been used for generations of people in Florida as a way 

to prohibit unwanted development (Lewis, 2008).  And yet increased gas prices are 
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pushing in the direction of increased density, and, thanks in part to the Sarasota planning 

department, the political winds may be changing.  Lewis recommends that the 

comprehensive plan be amended to allow for multi-modal concurrency, essentially an 

adjustment to the way concurrency is measured. 

Lewis commented that requiring the charrette adds tremendous costs to property 

development and therefore discourages rather than promotes infill.  However, Spikowski 

suggested that Sarasota-based developers have “deep pockets,” so this requirement may 

not make much difference to them.  To find out, I spoke with Paul Blacketter, a 

representative from Benderson, a large development firm.  Blacketter and some of his 

colleagues were actively involved in the charrette; they came away with a solid 

understanding of the new PMI zoning category. 

Blacketter brought up many of the same issues that Spikowski and Lewis had.  He 

pointed out that Sarasota’s comprehensive plan doesn’t allow the same density that the 

FBC does.  He also identified the concurrency system as an obstacle for development in 

Sarasota.  “Concurrency was and is the biggest hurdle here.  It’s really a focus on roads 

and not development...That approach is simply asinine.” 

I was curious to hear Blacketter’s take on the code.  Overall, he was quite 

positive.  He described the code as clear and understandable, and specifically mentioned 

the visual elements.  We agreed that the charrette process adds a large cost to a project, 

and Blacketter informed me that many of his colleagues have panned the code for this 

reason.  He estimated the code’s approval rating among developers as 50/50.  Blacketter, 

on the other hand, sees the charrettes as good tradeoff.  “I’d prefer to work with the 

neighborhoods before [project approval] rather than afterward.” 

Although Blacketter recognizes many obstacles for development in Sarasota, 

including the need for alternative forms of transit, he is optimistic about the future.  He 

predicts that the political climate will change and that concurrency standards will be 

converted to accommodate denser development. 
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One of the main reasons that Sarasota and St. Lucie were chosen is because they 

address greenfield development, and because their approach is considered innovative.  I 

asked Spikowski whether he thought either approach should be imitated in other places.  

Although he is generally positive about both codes, his response to the question was 

qualified.  “Both are pretty customized to their situations.  I wouldn’t want to see people 

copy TVC for deep rural areas.  If they did, the percentages [of developed land to open 

space] should change.  The 60/40 percentages are adapted to fringe of fast-growing area.”  

Spikowski recommended the Sarasota code model for grayfield development, 

saying it was “applicable and adaptable,” to those situations. 
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CHAPTER 6 – CONCLUSIONS 

“If you don't know where you are going, you will wind up somewhere else.” 

         – Yogi Berra 
 

This chapter will present conclusions drawn from general research and the case 

studies.  This report began with a heavy dose of investigative journalism.  The goal was 

to research places which had gone through the process of creating a form-based code and 

attempt to find common threads which contributed to their success or failure.  I have 

drawn seven conclusions along these lines. 
 

1. The FBC is not a cure-all for problems in a municipality, even all of those 

stemming from conventional codes. 

2. An FBC should be developed in the context of a visioning process so that the 

code can respond directly to that vision. 

3. An FBC should strike a balance between too much regulation and too little.  Test 

cases should be prepared. 

4. The high cost of an effective FBC is a major concern.  More resources should be 

available for less affluent communities interested in developing FBCs.  

5. The role of market demand in whether and how quickly development occurs 

cannot be underestimated.  

6. Charrettes tend to have positive effects, whether or not they result in FBCs.  

7. Professional code writers should be prepared to educate the public as part of their 

job. 

NOT A CURE-ALL  

The danger of the FBC is that it will be treated as a silver bullet, a stand-alone 

device that can be used to solve all problems for a municipality.  The history of planning 

is replete with examples of models that were over-hyped or misapplied—Le Corbusier’s 

Tower in the Park and Urban Renewal come to mind—the lesson here is that planners 
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should be wary of using broad brush strokes or trying to use the same set of tools 

everywhere.  

As described in chapter one, FBCs are designed to address three shortcomings of 

conventional codes: mixing of uses, redevelopment, and improvements to the public 

realm.  Two caveats should be made about these.  First, these shortcomings can and are 

addressed in other ways.  For instance, mixed use does not have to be allowed by right; 

rezoning or special permits can be used instead.  Second, FBCs aren’t necessarily 

successful at addressing these issues.  Creating street standards is only one aspect of 

improving the public realm in a blighted area.  A critical mass of residential and 

commercial uses is also needed in order to create eyes on the street.  

VISIONING PROCESS 

A municipality that expresses interest in doing an FBC before a visioning process 

involving all key stakeholders is putting the cart-before-the-horse.  The problem with a 

community having no vision, unclear vision, or conflicting vision is that they will 

undoubtedly end up “somewhere else,” as Yogi Berra suggests.  As mentioned in chapter 

one, a major problem with Euclidean zoning is that it does not involve visioning or 

community participation in a meaningful way; the focus is on the level of the individual 

parcel rather than the neighborhood, district, or municipality.  In order to give residents a 

voice in the planning and zoning process, build trust between government officials, 

planners, and the public, and marshal real support for policies and the development that 

responds to them, a participatory process is recommended. 

STRIKE A BALANCE 

An FBC should strike a balance between too much regulation and too little.  If a 

code regulates too much, developers may select away from the applicable area.  This 

happened in Sarasota when the county was pursuing a strict growth management policy, 
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resulting in a lot of growth in the adjacent county.  On the other hand, if a code is too soft 

and regulates too little, it could lead to undesired, sprawl-type development.   

 To avoid the ambiguities of Euclidean zoning, plans should be 

implemented with a code that addresses priorities head-on.  In other words, a code should 

either be prescriptive to achieve a physical result, or regulate directly in order to achieve 

a specific goal. An FBC could also have unintended consequences for the built 

environment.  To prevent this outcome, designs should be tested on real parcels to ensure 

that the code works in the real world beyond the drafting table. 

HIGH COSTS 

 It takes a substantial amount money to create an effective FBC, whether it 

be a completely individualized code prepared by a top industry firm such as Dover Kohl 

or a SmartCode calibration carried out by a group of competent planners.  Costs include 

facilities; time, charged at an hourly rate; and expenses for staff and consultants.  If 

consultants see that a project is under-allocated, many will not get involved in the first 

place.  An under-allocated process can result in an incomplete plan-code package; a 

situation in which there are unresolved issues between staff, consultants, and the public; 

or a plan-code package which does not function how it was intended to.    

 To address this equity issue, more resources should be made available for 

less affluent communities interested in FBCs or alternatives to conventional zoning.  One 

example of this is the Center for Planning Excellence’s (CPEX) efforts to produce a 

model code for Louisiana communities devastated by Hurricane Katrina.  These are some 

of the poorest communities in the United States, but there is no reason why they 

shouldn’t have the opportunity to use the latest tools to implement their vision.  This 

funding could come from state or federal levels. 
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IMPORTANCE OF THE MARKET 

In the interviews I conducted, I typically asked a kicker question, phrased, “In 

your opinion, what made the difference between success and failure for this code?”  

Answers inevitably involved market demand.  Code writers, staff, and developers alike 

pointed to the market as the driving force beyond whether a code would be successful or 

not.  The Columbia Pike Corridor plan was successful because of the pent-up demand 

that existed there.  Sarasota and St. Lucie are waiting on a market rebound in order to see 

real development occur.  At this moment, form-based codes require a situation where 

market demand is high in order to succeed, because many players still regard them as 

risky, and because they sometimes require more investment from developers on the front 

end. 

POWER OF CHARRETTES 

The power of assembling stakeholders in a room to discuss the future of the 

community can scarcely be underestimated.  If people converse, prioritize, formulate a 

vision, and take steps to implement, the end product may or may not be an FBC.  Some 

have said that there has been too much emphasis on the code and that the charrette is the 

true key to success.  It so happens that users of the charrette tool are often purveyors of 

the form-based code as well.  

MISSION: EDUCATION 

Finally, old-wives-tale misconceptions about FBCs are still rampant.  When it 

comes to development flexibility, property owners often want to have their cake and eat it 

too.  Municipalities are sometimes slow to learn the very basic principles on which FBCs 

are based.  Some architects and designers believe that FBCs specify style and will rob 

them of their creative freedoms.  Anyone entering the field as a planner, administrator, or 

consultant should take seriously the notion that civic and design professionals need to be 

educated before informed conversations can truly begin.  
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THE FUTURE OF FORM-BASED CODES 

FBCs are powerful tools with capability to reshape communities according to the 

vision of residents.  Few policy decisions have proven as effective as getting stakeholders 

together for a charrette, producing a plan from their work, and then creating an FBC from 

the approved plan.  Municipalities of all types and sizes have demonstrated that this can 

work in diverse environments and a community need not be large or small to achieve 

results. 

Do FBCs represent a coming sea change for municipal land use policy, or are they 

a momentary fad, destined to be left behind for the next big thing?  Will they, as Donald 

Elliot predicts, become incorporated into conventional zoning?  Evidence seems to be 

that municipalities like the idea of form controls for certain areas, but are extremely 

reluctant to let go of their old Euclidian use controls.  Therefore, form-based elements 

serve as a Hegelian antithesis to the thesis presented by conventional zoning.  The most 

likely scenario in years to come is that these two will be combined in some way to form a 

synthesis.  In conclusion, planners should be open to using the FBC as part of their 

toolkit, be aware of the context and reasons for its application, and mindful of the results 

so they can learn from mistakes and further refine existing knowledge about best 

practices for FBCs. 
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