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Form-Based Codes 301

Preparing a
Form-Based Code

Paul Crawford, FAICP, CNU
Crawford Multari & Clark Associates

Planning vs. Coding

A Comp Plan update should address urban design by:
• Defining “urban design boundaries” in addition to 

land use distinctions
• Describing the existing physical conditions and 

desired future conditions of each distinct place
• Describing City policy expectations for the desired 

character and quality of development in general, and 
in each sub-area

Planning vs. Coding

A Zoning Code update should address urban design by:
• Working out the details of urban design based on the 

policies and mapping in the General Plan
• Providing standards for development that will 

implement desired future physical conditions in each 
sub-area

• Configuring code standards and the development 
review process to make it easy for applicants to do 
what the City wants



2

Form-Based Code Concepts

• Rules for building form as important as land use 
regulation

• Emphasis on mixed-use and mixed housing types
• Greater attention to streetscape and design of 

public realm; and the role of individual buildings 
in shaping the public realm

• Standards for building form and mass consciously 
based on context and/or desired changes

• Design-focused public participation process and 
existing conditions analysis

Form-Based Code Standards

• FBCs include most conventional code standards 
• Regulating Plan and zones maps intensity, form 

and character rather than simply land use
• Build-to lines may replace setbacks
• Frontage type requirements shape public realm
• Building type requirements relate buildings to the 

street and one another 
• Street standards considered or revised when 

defining urban standards

Preparing a Form-Based Code

1. Existing conditions analysis and inventory
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Preparing a Form-Based Code

1. Existing conditions analysis and inventory

Preparing a Form-Based Code

1. Existing conditions analysis and inventory
2. Public visioning/charrette
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Preparing a Form-Based Code

1. Existing conditions analysis and inventory
2. Public visioning/charrette
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Preparing a Form-Based Code

1. Existing conditions analysis and inventory
2. Public visioning/charrette
3. Regulating Plan and zones

NATURAL RURAL

The Rural/Urban Transect
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WEST SHAW URBAN DESIGN WORKSHOP – FRESNO, MAY 2005

West Shaw Mixed-Use Activity Center

Demonstration Project Boundaries

WEST SHAW URBAN DESIGN WORKSHOP – FRESNO, MAY 2005

West Shaw Mixed-Use Activity Center

Existing General Plan Land Use Designations

WEST SHAW URBAN DESIGN WORKSHOP – FRESNO, MAY 2005

Conceptual Sketch Plans – Neighborhoods, Districts, Corridors
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WEST SHAW URBAN DESIGN WORKSHOP – FRESNO, MAY 2005

Conceptual Sketch Plans – Neighborhoods, Districts, Corridors

WEST SHAW URBAN DESIGN WORKSHOP – FRESNO, MAY 2005

Conceptual Sketch Plans – Neighborhoods, Districts, Corridors

WEST SHAW URBAN DESIGN WORKSHOP – FRESNO, MAY 2005

Draft Regulating Plan and zones – Alternative 1
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WEST SHAW URBAN DESIGN WORKSHOP – FRESNO, MAY 2005

Draft Regulating Plan and zones – Preferred Alternative

WEST SHAW URBAN DESIGN WORKSHOP – FRESNO, MAY 2005

Form-Based Zoning Prototypes
Town Center (TC) Zone

Town Center (TC). The TC zone is 
applied to areas intended for the most 
urban conditions within the City outside 
of the Downtown.  Buildings of up to 
four stories may accommodate a 
mixture of land uses emphasizing 
ground-floor retail with offices and 
residential above.  Lodging, restaurant, 
entertainment, and civic uses are also 
encouraged.  Street frontages throughout 
this zone are pedestrian-oriented, and 
defined by building facades at the back 
of the sidewalk, with all off-street 
parking provided in structures or located 
away from street frontages, behind 
buildings.

WEST SHAW URBAN DESIGN WORKSHOP – FRESNO, MAY 2005

Form-Based Zoning Prototypes
Neighborhood Center (NC) Zone

Neighborhood Center (NC).  The NC 
zone is intended to establish a 
neighborhood focus that is distinguished 
by small-scale commercial and mixed-
use buildings, together with courtyard 
housing and other residential buildings 
at higher densities than in the NG zone.  
Building heights are up to three stories.  
This zone will accommodate a variety 
of activities and services within easy 
walking distance from homes, 
supporting daily convenience shopping 
and personal service needs, and also 
providing opportunities for public 
gathering and social contact.
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WEST SHAW URBAN DESIGN WORKSHOP – FRESNO, MAY 2005

Form-Based Zoning Prototypes
Corridor (COR) Zone

Corridor (COR). The COR zone is 
applied to major transportation corridors 
and their bordering properties.  This 
zone is intended to accommodate 
regional transportation needs, and 
provide connections between 
neighborhood centers, town centers, and 
the greater community, in balance with 
the objective of defining pedestrian-
oriented, mixed-use places.  The COR 
zone also provides transitional areas 
between high traffic volume streets and 
single-family neighborhoods.  Buildings 
of up to three stories accommodate 
offices, live/work, and upper-floor 
residential with appropriate noise 
protection.

WEST SHAW URBAN DESIGN WORKSHOP – FRESNO, MAY 2005

Form-Based Zoning Prototypes
Neighborhood General (NG) Zone

Neighborhood General (NG). The NG 
zone provides for a variety of residential 
building types and lot sizes, including 
detached one- and two-story single-
family homes, duplexes, triplexes and 
fourplexes, sideyard housing, and 
bungalow courts, as well as parks.

WEST SHAW URBAN DESIGN WORKSHOP – FRESNO, MAY 2005

Form-Based Zoning Prototypes
Neighborhood Edge (NE) Zone

Neighborhood Edge (NE). The NE 
zone provides for detached, larger one 
and two-story single-family homes on 
larger lots, as well as parks.
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Overall Urban Design Plan
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Draft Regulating Plan and Zones
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T1

T2

T3

T4

T5

T6

SD

Preparing a Form-Based Code

1. Existing conditions analysis and inventory
2. Public visioning/charrette
3. Regulating Plan and zones
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Preparing a Form-Based Code

1. Existing conditions analysis and inventory
2. Public visioning/charrette
3. Regulating Plan and zones
4. Develop urban standards (streets, blocks, 

building placement, height, land uses, etc.)
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BLOCK AND SUBDIVISION STANDARDS
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The Trouble with Land Uses

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 bath

Land Use Standards

Philosophical positions:
• Certain land uses and activities will always 

be inherently incompatible, will conflict with, 
and interfere with one another and, therefore, 
must be physically separated.

• Any land use or activity can harmoniously 
co-exist with another if their sites and 
buildings are properly designed.

Defining Land Use Types

Alternative approaches to defining and 
regulating uses:

• Exhaustively list the universe of 
possibilities

• List generic use types with exceptions
• Just let go
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Defining Land Use Types

Categories of Use:
• Agriculture, resource, open space
• Industry, manufacturing, processing, warehousing
• Lodging
• Recreation, education, public assembly
• Residential
• Retail trade
• Services – Business/professional, general
• Transportation, communications, infrastructure

Regulating Land Use –
Simplify, Consider Performance

General Retail, except
• Operating between 9 pm and 7 am
• With alcoholic beverage sales
• With drive-through facilities
• Selling used merchandise
• With floor area over 50,000 sq.ft.
• With on-site production of items sold
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Preparing a Form-Based Code

1. Existing conditions analysis and inventory
2. Public visioning/charrette
3. Regulating Plan and zones
4. Develop urban standards (streets, blocks, 

building placement, height, land uses, etc.)

Preparing a Form-Based Code

1. Existing conditions analysis and inventory
2. Public visioning/charrette
3. Regulating Plan and zones
4. Develop urban standards (streets, blocks, 

building placement, height, land uses, etc.)
5. Develop architectural standards (building 

or frontage typologies, etc.)
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Building Typology
• Single Dwelling
• Accessory Unit, Carriage House
• Duplex, Triplex, Fourplex
• Mansion Apartment
• Bungalow Court
• Rowhouse/Townhouse
• Sideyard Housing
• Live/Work
• Courtyard Housing
• Stacked Flats
• Commercial Building
• Flex/Mixed Use Building

City of San Buenaventura DOWNTOWN SPECIFIC PLAN Moule & Polyzoides
Architects and Urbanists

Lane Housing

Bungalow Court

Townhouse

Eightplex/Mansion

Sideyard Housing

Quadruplex

Duplex

Single-Family

200+150 ft125 ft100 ft75 ft50 ft

Lot Width at Street FrontageBuilding Type

Urban General 1 (UG-1)



24

City of San Buenaventura DOWNTOWN SPECIFIC PLAN Moule & Polyzoides
Architects and Urbanists

Blended Types

Mixed-Use/Flex 
Building

Stacked Flats

Courtyard Housing –
3-1/2-stories

Courtyard Housing –
2-1/2-stories

Courtyard Housing –
2-story

Live/Work 
(Flex/Flex)

200+150 ft125 ft100 ft75 ft50 ft

Lot Width at StreetBuilding Type

Urban General 1 (UG-1)

City of San Buenaventura DOWNTOWN SPECIFIC PLAN Moule & Polyzoides
Architects and Urbanists

Lane Housing

Bungalow Court

Side Street 
Only

Side Street 
Only

Side Street 
Only

Townhouse

Eightplex/Mansion

Side Street 
Only

Side Street 
Only

Sideyard Housing

Quadruplex

Duplex

Single-Family

200+150 ft125 ft100 ft75 ft50 ft

Lot Width at Street FrontageBuilding Type

Urban Core (UC)

City of San Buenaventura DOWNTOWN SPECIFIC PLAN Moule & Polyzoides
Architects and Urbanists

Blended Types

Mixed Use/Flex 
Building

As Blended 
Type Only

As Blended 
Type Only

As Blended 
Type Only

As Blended 
Type Only

Stacked Flats

Courtyard Housing –
3-1/2-stories

Courtyard Housing –
2-1/2-stories

Courtyard Housing –
2-story

Live/Work 
(Flex/Flex)

200+150 ft125 ft100 ft75 ft50 ft

Lot Width at StreetBuilding Type

Urban Core (UC)
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Preparing a Form-Based Code

1. Existing conditions analysis and inventory
2. Public visioning/charrette
3. Regulating Plan and zones
4. Develop urban standards (streets, blocks, 

building placement, height, land uses, etc.)
5. Develop architectural standards (building 

or frontage typologies, etc.)

Preparing a Form-Based Code

1. Existing conditions analysis and inventory
2. Public visioning/charrette
3. Regulating Plan and zones
4. Develop urban standards (streets, blocks, 

building placement, height, land uses, etc.)
5. Develop architectural standards (building 

or frontage typologies, etc.)
6. Allocate and illustrate standards
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The “Splice”

Resources

www.formbasedcodes.org



New Partners for Smart Growth Conference: 2006
Form-Based Codes 301

January 28, 2006

Daniel Parolek, Opticos Design, Inc. 1

©2006 Opticos Design.

Application of Form-Based Codes: New Partners for Smart Growth Conference
Opticos Design, Inc. 

©2006 Opticos Design.

Application of Form-Based Codes: New Partners for Smart Growth Conference
Opticos Design, Inc.

Sierra Gold Rush
Grass Valley, CA City-Wide Form-Based Code

With Crawford Multari Clark & Associates
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Initial Application of the Transect
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DistrictsCorridors Unique Char.

Macro-Scale
Building a “Kit of Parts” for Good Urbanism

Neighborhoods
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Application of Form-Based Codes: New Partners for Smart Growth Conference
Opticos Design, Inc. 

Neighborhoods, Corridors, & Districts
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Application of Form-Based Codes: New Partners for Smart Growth Conference
Opticos Design, Inc.

BuildingLot  & Block

Micro-Scale
Details Matter!!       Taking a Sampling

Street
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The Regulating Plan:Sample Neighborhood & Zones

Neighborhood Center

Neighborhood Center-Flex

Neighborhood General-Transitional

Neighborhood General-Traditional

Parks and Opens Space

Institutional
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Neighborhood General-Transitional (NG-3)
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Well-designed density
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That’s Medium Density Housing!
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Code Pages for Neighborhood Center
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A New Life for a Dinosaur

Forest Acres, South Carolina
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The Regulating Plan
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Frontage/Street-based Code
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Fun with administration
Central Hercules Plan-Form Based Code

Hercules, CA
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www.formbasedcodes.org


