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What is Form-Based Zoning?

Form-based zoning places primary 

emphasis on regulating the physical form 

of the built environment rather than the 

use of land.  This creates urban forms in 

which buildings shape public spaces into 

a series of “outdoor rooms.”   



An Outdoor Room

series of “outdoor rooms.”   



What is Form-Based Zoning?
Form-based zoning  is also a  process that 

actively involves the community and 

stakeholders in reaching a shared 

understanding about how a place should look 

and feel. 



Emphasis on regulation by use, within 

limited-use or single-use zoning districts

The Trouble with Conventional Zoning





Emphasis on regulation by use, within 

limited-use or single-use zoning districts

Urban form and design are accidental by-

products of zoning rules

Results are unpredictable 

The Trouble with Conventional Zoning





The Results of Conventional Zoning

Dispersed uses without distinct centers

No coherent built form or “sense of place”

Separation of uses and daily activities

Excessive land consumption

Streets cater to cars rather than people

Cost-effective transit is impossible

Limited choice in housing supply

Fear of density



Why

Form-based Zoning?



Single-Use Monoculture  vs.



Mixed-Use Complete Community



Ignores surroundings  vs.



Builds on context



Disjointed - shapeless spaces vs.



Cohesive:  buildings shape public space



Follows no discernible plan vs.



Closely tied to a plan
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Foundational Principles
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How Form-Based Zoning Differs 

from Conventional Zoning

Regulates the “public realm” rather than just 
individual lots

Mixed uses create vibrant places

Walkable and transit-friendly

Variety of housing types in each zone

Building form and type are more important 
than land use



More Form-Based Zoning 

Differences

Heavy reliance on graphics

Buildings are designed to enclose and shape 
outdoor rooms (streets, squares, greens)

Creates a “there” there

Emphasis on urban form vs. architecture

Form-based provisions are legally enforceable 
(not just advisory “design guidelines”)



Form-Based Zoning Standards

Focus on the relationship of buildings to the 
street and to each another

Parking located behind buildings and on-street 
to avoid “dead spaces” along the street



Form-Based Zoning Standards

Street standards are integrated with building 
standards 

Build-to lines/zones replace setbacks to 
enclose streets

Building frontage types shape public spaces



Form-Based Zoning Standards

Build-to Line



Form-Based Zoning Standards

Frontage  Types



Moving Toward a Form-Based Code 

from Conventional Zoning

Adding form-based standards to a 

conventional code (e.g. build-to line)

“Nesting” form-based districts within a 

conventional code

Detailed design-based form-based code for an 

area (or a city)



Preparing a Form-Based Code

1. Existing conditions analysis and inventory

2. Public visioning/charrette

3. Method for mapping the community 

(regulating plan vs. zoning map)



The Transect….
System for categorizing and understanding 

the various components of a region, from the 

most rural to the most urban.

Each  zone represents a different level of 

intensity ; all involve mixed uses. 

. 

. 



Source: James Wassell

URBAN-RURAL TRANSECT





Form-Based Zoning Examples
Town Center (TC) Zone

• Buildings of up to five stories 

accommodate a mixture of 

land uses 

• Ground-floor retail with 

offices and residential above

• Street frontages are 

pedestrian-oriented, and 

defined by building facades 

along the sidewalk

• Intended for the most urban 

conditions within the City



Form-Based Zoning Examples 
Neighborhood Residential (NR) Zone

• Allows a variety of 

residential building types and 

lot sizes

• Includes  detached one- and 

two-story single-family homes, 

duplexes, and multi-family 

housing

• Allows small-scale 

businesses



Preparing a Form-Based Code

1. Existing conditions analysis and inventory

2. Public visioning/charrette

3. Method for mapping the district 

4. Standards for streets, blocks, building 

placement, height,  generalized land uses

5. Optional: architectural standards





BLOCK AND SUBDIVISION STANDARDS



Case Study: Saratoga Springs, NY

Adoption of  Form-based zoning in May 2004 for specific 

portions of  the City.

First upstate NY community to adopt and implement form 

based zoning



• Upstate community of  26,000

• Home of  Skidmore College

• Vibrant downtown 

• Strong historic preservation and open space 

movement

• City is geographically large (has urban, suburban 

and rural areas)

• A resort community for over 150 years

• Summer race track and performing arts center

Case Study: Saratoga Springs



• 50 years of  planning

• Comprehensive Plans in 1948, 1960, 1976, 

1987,1999 and  2001

• Strong zoning ordinances since 1960s 

• Major revisions in 1971, 1990, 1999 and 2004

• Good history of  periodic review and update of  

ordinance

• Lots of  local expertise

Case Study: Saratoga Springs



City of  Saratoga Springs



Form-based Zoning was a logical next step
• In 1880 the downtown was 3 times as dense as it is now

• Started with growing dissatisfaction with  conventional zoning

• Strong open space effort has shut down sprawl

• Development pressure forced inward

• Many areas near downtown needed infill and revitalization

• Vibrant downtown needed close-by residential/commercial 

mixed uses

• Form-based zoning was compatible with historic preservation 

efforts

• FBZ made sense after years of  voluntary design guidelines and 

ineffective  incentives

City of  Saratoga Springs



Why Form-based Zoning?
• Wanted true mixed use neighborhoods (residential and 

commercial)

• Wanted new development to look and function like traditional 

neighborhoods that already exist in Saratoga

• Wanted to be clear about development expectations – lots of  

graphics

City of  Saratoga Springs



Optional approaches considered:
• Prepare a parallel transect ordinance and offer it as an option with 

incentives

∙ Rejected because it would not mandate change

• Adopt a complete new form-based ordinance to fully replace 

existing zoning

∙ Rejected as too costly and too radical

• Adopt form-based zoning for areas of  the City where the 

development action should be

∙ Accepted because it fit the budget and was less radical

City of  Saratoga Springs



Special Development Areas

Replaced seven zoning districts with three new 

districts:

T- 4 Urban Neighborhood

T- 5 Neighborhood Center

T- 6 Urban Core (downtown)

New site development standards - written and 

graphic - bring clarity to development process

Made Form-Based Zoning fit the community



City of  Saratoga Springs







Made Form Based Zoning fit the Community

• Only a few key mandates

∙ Buildings must be close to street

∙ Buildings must occupy most of  the lot frontage

∙ Height must be at least two real stories

•Did not do a detailed regulating plan (viewed as too controlling)



Saratoga’s Initial Experience

Initial  Public Reactions

• Confusion

∙ “What the @*%# are you talking about?”

• Skepticism

∙ “Who is going to build that?  Who will want to 

live in that?” 

∙ “Too much power given to the Planning Board”

∙ “It is going to encourage too much growth”



Sample Projects

Franklin Square (Phase I, II, III, & IV)

• Site was vacant rail bed and parking 

area.

• Most parking in basement or portion 

of  first floor.

• All commercial use on first floor –

residential above.

• Lot of  balconies

• Prices range of  $250,000 to $1 M for 

units.



Sample Projects

Adirondack Trust Company

• 27,000 sq. ft. liner building for 2 

story public parking lot.

• First floor incubator retail space 

(reduced rents).

• Bank will use upper floors

• Bank has long supported 

downtown projects 

• Could have moved these offices 

to suburban location.



Sample Projects

Park Plaza 

• 42 residential condo units 

•21,000 sq. ft. of  condo commercial space on part of  the 

first and second floor 

•75 parking spaces in basement and rear of  first floor. 



Sample Projects

The Mill Townhouses

• 17 townhouses opposite old mill – brownfield site.

• New public alley in rear to service units. 



Sample Projects

Hampton Inn – 124 Rooms

• Adjoins  new 64-unit condo  with

• 25,000 sf  commercial space

• 2 levels of  parking for hotel and condos



Sample Project: Before/After

SARATOGA SPRINGS, NEW YORK



Sample Project: Before/After

SARATOGA SPRINGS, NEW YORK



Saratoga’s Experience

Most are happy with the results

• Development has been attracted to these zones

∙ Under form-based zoning, the City approved 15 major 

projects - $200+ million – 1,000,000 sq. ft.

∙ More projects are still in the pipeline

• Development approvals are quicker



A Form-Based Code for Northampton?
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Form-Based Code for Northampton?



Form-Based Code for Northampton?



Resources

Form-Based Codes Institute

www.formbasedcodes.org

Congress for the New Urbanism

www.cnu.org

Northampton Design Forum  (Notre Dame 
Report)

www.northamptondesignforum.org

http://www.formbasedcodes.org/
http://www.cnu.org/
http://www.northamptondesignforum.org/

