
Form-Based Codes for Small 
Towns:  Developing and 

Adopting a Form-Based Code 
System



• BS in Engineering Science from Montana State University

• U.S. Department of Interior in MT, ND; Civil Engineer in planning 
department of engineering company in Houston and Bedford, MA; 
ran for local Planning Board to assist community

• Entering 24th year working for Town of Littleton

• “Crossroads” 

Maren A. Toohill, AICP
Littleton Town Planner



FBC for Small Towns: 

•The Process

•The Drafting

•The Selling

•What Littleton has 
left to do

•Lessons Learned



The Process
1. Pick an Area

2. Community Vision

3. How will the vision be realized

practically speaking…..do you need a consultant??

4. Draft the code

5. Market the draft code

6. Update the draft code based on feedback

7. Build consensus

8. Contemplate Lessons Learned



1. Pick an Area &
2. Community Vision 

► Rely on the 
Foundational Planning 
Process: Build on the 
Master Plan, the detailed 
Area Plan, wherever the 
Community Vision is 
detailed. 

► Identify the place-
based community vision.



3. Identify how the vision 
will be realized and 
4. Draft the Code

• But where do I get funding for a 
Form Based Code Consultant??

• Oh, Look Grant Funds!!

• EEA Planning Assistance Grant, 
paired with Town Meeting 
Appropriation

►Practical: do we have 
the expertise in-house to 
write and “market” this 
Form Based Code or do 
we hire a consultant?

► For most small Towns 
– answer is clearly HIRE A 
CONSULTANT
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Littleton Common Form-Based Code

Existing Land Use

Commercial

Multi-Family 

Residential

High-Density 

Residential

Medium-Density 

Residential

Low-Density 

Residential

Forest

Pasture

Cropland

Institutional

IBM Lot
Town Limit

Mill Complex

End of 

Commercial 

Use

End of 

Commercial 

Use

Single- Family 

Homes

Single- Family 

Homes

Potential FBC District

Exact FBC 

District 

boundary line 

can be adjusted 

depending on 

existing land use 

and other criteria.
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Littleton Common Form-Based Code

“Soft Sites” deemed more likely for Redevelopment

Soft Sites 

Based on:

• Building 

Density

• Historic 

Buildings & 

Districts

• Building Age

• Underutilization

• Ownership

Renovation Sites

Appropriate for 

reuse through 

renovation

Soft Sites

Potential FBC District
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Learning from nearby village centers and building examples
Littleton Common Form-Based Code

West Acton

West Concord 

Concord Ayer

Concord West Acton
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Learning from other Form-based Code precedents
Littleton Common Form-Based Code

Higgin’s Beach,

Maine

Somerville,

Massachusetts

Ayer,

Massachusetts

Detroit Brush Park,

Michigan
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Researching the Farmhouse Type based on Littleton’s agrarian past
Littleton Common Form-Based Code

Learning from the farmhouse type as an inspiration for the FBC

Examples of mixed-use 

buildings that resemble 

farmhouses already in 

the Littleton Common
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Drafting the right scale, dimensions, and massing rules
Littleton Common Form-Based Code

Tim Love, Principal of Utile, sketching through 

the right scale and assemble rules of the 

farmhouse type during a workshop session.

vs

Initial ideas on the farmhouse type massing and assembly rules
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Conceptualizing building components and frontage types
Littleton Common Form-Based Code

Sketch of potential porch and frontage types and dimensional rules



5. Market the draft code 
and 
6. Update the draft code

► Goal is to draft regulations 
to increase the chances to 
achieve the desired 
outcome….the community 
vision
► Effectively implements the 
vision
► Creates zones according to 
character and density
► Talk about Form Based 
Code at every opportunity 



Questions?

Maren Toohill, AICP

Town Planner

978/540-2425 office

978/501-4143 cell

Mtoohill@littletonma.org

www.LittletonMA.org/planning-board

• Thank you!

mailto:Mtoohill@littletonma.org
http://www.littletonma.org/planning-board

