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Form Based Codes in New England

Background

• Communities are often small

• All zoning at municipal level (limited county gov’t)

• Zoning is often seen as a fiscal impact tool or sacred document

• Many communities operate under local town meeting

• Many communities do not have full-time planners

• Great local urbanism but zoning does not reflect NE

• Everything here takes longer to develop – even in good times



New England Rules:

The Challenges / Myths / Lessons

• New England towns can’t afford to do a Form-based code

• New Englanders are too suspicious of a fast charrette

• New England small towns won’t let outsiders lead their zoning

• Form-based codes are not allowed under my state enabling laws

• Form based codes work best in new developments and don’t work here

• We can’t throw out our traditional zoning

• Our current rules are fine . . . After all, we are getting good results



New England Challenges: The Myths

Political Challenges:
• There is a reactionary trend in our town that does not believe in change
• Our residents are suspicious of charrettes
• Form-based codes are not allowed under my state enabling laws

Addressing Design:
• We can’t get consensus over design
• We can’t give up our design review
• Our current rules are fine . . . After all, we are getting good results

Role of Consultants and RFPs:
• Our town won’t let outsiders lead these efforts

Financing:

• We can’t afford to do a Form-based code



Strategies

for 

Success





Remember:
FORM
FOLLOWS
REGULATIONS
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Form Based Codes in New England

19. Baths, Turkish
25. Boxing arena
28. Chinchillas, retail sales
41. Eleemosynary institutions
42. Embalming business
95. Physical culture institution
109.  Potato chip manufacturing
127.  Tombstones, retail sales
135.  Turkish Baths

Paul Crawford, AICP



The Form Based Code:
Where Regulation follows Form

Ferrell Madden Associates





SUCCESSFUL
CODES 
CONNECT TO 
POWER GRIDS



The Appliance and The Grid

“We know what the appliance is . . . .

- Christopher Alexander



The Appliance and The Grid

“We know what the appliance is . . . .

Now we need to find the plugs to connect it to the existing power grids.”

- Christopher Alexander



The Appliance and The Grid

• Villages, towns and cities
• Good designs
• High quality mixed use projects
• Transit-oriented development
• Smart growth
• New urbanism

• Town meeting
• Zoning Board
• Planning Board
• Conservation Commission
• Town Engineer
• Fire Chief
• State Regulators
• Etc. 

“We know what the appliance is . . . .

Now we need to find the plugs to connect it to the existing power grids.”

- Christopher Alexander



Politics and Design

• Charrettes can be customized

• Code projects can and must transcend the political spectrum

• State enabling laws rarely make it impossible to do what needs to be 
done

• The need for project-specific review can be locally calibrated

• More models are forming for FBCs in existing community fabric

• FBCs do cause responsible developers to select a community

• There is no substitute for local knowledge

• New finance strategies are emerging



Consultants, Proposals, and Finances

• Sources:
• Grants
• State funds
• Sustainable Communities / Fed Funds
• Local developers
• Local funding

• Models . . . The consultant role
• Designer for the planning phase
• Public meeting coordinator
• Stakeholder manager
• Code writer
• Advisor

• See model RFPs





PLAN FIRST:

THEN CODE



Form Based Codes in New England

Hamilton Canal District



Site:  Brownfield, TOD
adjacent to downtown

Size: Community of 100K, 16 sq miles

Project: New district development

Developed by: Master Developer & City

Type of code: Mandatory – Street Based

Project approval body: HCD Review Group for FBC
Historic Board for Arch. Review

Adopted: February 24, 2009

Build-out to date: First building under construction

Form Based Codes in New England

Hamilton Canal District



Charrette

⚫ Standard Charrette Phases:
• Research, Education, and Preparation

• Charrette

• Plan Implementation



• NCI Charrette
• At least four consecutive days
• Allowing for at least three design feedback loops
• Open process including all interested parties
• Creates a feasible product with minimal work

Form Based Codes in New England

Hamilton Canal District Charrette



Form Based Codes in New England

Hamilton Canal District Charrette

• Lowell Charrette
• Same preparation and implementation 

steps
• Four days of design and public 

participation spread over four months
• Feedback loops



Form Based Codes in New England

Hamilton Canal District Charrette

• Lowell Charrette
• Months of outreach before first session
• Early listening sessions
• Cross functional collaborative team
• Feasible outcome that is embedded in the code
• Design as the basis for the shared vision
• No opposition to FBC and universal political support for 

the plan





MEASURE

WHAT 

MATTERS



Conventional Zoning: Setbacks



















GET THE 

BASICS RIGHT



COTTAGE
APARTMENT 

BUILDING

BUILDING TYPES











UP FRONT 
EXPENSE =        
LONG-TERM 
SUCCESS



2011 
Driehaus 

Form-Based Codes 
Award

Winner

Form Based Code:
Livermore



From Mall to Neighborhood Main 

Street



Neighborhoods



Illustrate Specific Build Out to Get Consensus





Livermore Development Code: Hybrid Model

T3, T4 modified zones are established in the code . . . for now



Livermore Development Code: Hybrid Model

Transect Zones have their own development regulation section



Livermore Development Code

Room for expansion



Livermore Development Code

The rest of  the code is separate



Livermore Development Code

General development standards identify those that apply in transect 

zones and those that apply in non-transect zones



Livermore Development Code

For example . . . Frontage standards identifying porch, stoop, forecourt, 

shopfront and gallery apply in transect zones



Livermore Development Code

Building types established for transect zones



Livermore Development Code

Building types established for transect zones





GOOD CODES=

GREAT RESULTS



“It shortens the review time for projects and gives 
developers a better idea of what the city 
requires”

Mike Moore, City of Petaluma, CA

From: Form Based Codes Institute

The Form Based Code
What Do People Say About It?



“(Form Based Codes) will provide a consistency of 
how neighboring properties will be improved.”

Michael Arendt, Luther Burbank Savings Bank

From: Form Based Codes Institute

The Form Based Code
What Do People Say About It?



“The easiest way to facilitate . . . projects is for 
municipalities to conduct and complete the 
environmental review, establish the desired land 
use, proscribe design guidelines and expedite the 
application review.”

Frank Denney, Home Builders Assoc. of Northern CA

From: Form Based Codes Institute

The Form Based Code
What Do People Say About It?



“We can’t tell if the (form-based code) is a radical, 
green left-wing document or a developer-
friendly, market based right-wing one”

Jose Sanchez, Santa Rosa Press-Democrat

From: Form Based Codes Institute

The Form Based Code
What Do People Say About It?



The Form Based Code
Achieving Outcomes
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The Form Based Code

• A tool to achieve a desired outcome
• One of a number of tools
• One of the more integrated tools

• Benefits to the community
• Codes the outcome of a planning process
• Helps the community understand outcomes in physical form
• Facilitates high-value development in areas where feasible

• Benefits to property owners:
• Certainty on development options
• Development ideas tested in the planning process
• Confidence that neighbors will be held to same high standards






