
What is a Form-based Code?

Marcy McInelly, AIA, Urbsworks, Inc.
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Outline

What is an FBC? 

Frequently Asked Questions 

Common FBC Myths 

Best Practices 
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What is a Form-based Code (FBC)?
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How is it different 
from a conventional 
code?
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Conventional zoning 
regulations
Conventional zoning was developed to 
protect property values by separating 
incompatible uses in a particular area 
or district.  This separation was typically 
accomplished by creating single or 
limited use zones, which segregated 
different land uses, such as residential 
and commercial.  Development with 
spatially separate land uses became 
the norm.  This separation of uses, 
along with the automobile becoming 
the preeminent transportation mode, 
created the character of suburban 
communities we have today.  Many 
zoning ordinances originated during the 
‘50s and ‘60s, and although virtually all 
have been amended since then, most 
retain the principles of segregating land 
uses and neglecting all transportation 
modes except the automobile.  Examples 
include commercial zones, which 
prohibit residential uses, or development 
regulations that have detailed automobile 
parking standards but no on-site 
circulation requirements for pedestrians.  

Because the original purpose of zoning 
was to prevent incompatible uses 

Conventional zoning vs. form-based code

moving into the neighborhood, zoning 
regulations are often reactive, focusing 
on what is not allowed.  These standards 
and design requirements are usually 
applied generically throughout the entire 
community.  This preoccupation with 
separating incompatible uses often bears 
no relationship to the real transportation 
or land use issues in the community.  

A second important characteristic 
of conventional zoning is the use of 
numerical parameters to regulate 
development form.  These include fl oor 
area ratios (FARs), dwelling units per 
acre, building heights and setbacks, and 
parking ratios.  These indirectly affect 
development form, but not in a manner 
that is easily visualized or predictable.  
Zoning regulations are often applied in 
a one-size-fi ts-all manner, without any 
specifi c planning or thought about what 
the community wants development 
character to be.  Although the resulting 
development may be “compatible” in 
terms of density, for example, it can often 
be incompatible with the context of the 
surrounding neighborhood.  

CONVENTIONAL ZONING VS. 
FORM BASED CODES

CONVENTIONAL ZONING HAS 
RESULTED IN THE SEPARATION 
OF USES AND HAS CREATED 
AUTOMOBILE-DEPEND(NT 
ENVIRONMENTS.

AN EXAMPLE OF A MIXED-USE 
NEIGHBORHOOD, WHERE 
SINGLE-FAMILY, MULTIFAMILY, 
AND COMMERCIAL USES ARE 
ALL WITHIN EASY WALKING 
DISTANCE OF EACH OTHER.

conventional vs. form-based

WHAT IS A FORM-BASED CODE?

Form-Based Code Handbook

SACOG-08-016

                                         August  21, 2008

1415 L Street
Suite 300
Sacramento, CA 
95814

tel: 916.321.9000
fax: 916.321.9551
www.sacog.org

Sacramento Area 
Council of 
Governments



How is it different 
from a conventional 
code?

Conventional Zoning Form-Based Code

Often applied universally throughout a jurisdiction Created for a specific planning area

Reactive, focusing on preventing bad things from 
happening

Purposeful, “pro-active” and focused on 
implementation of community planning goals and 
objectives

Focus is on land use Connects urban form and land use

Development standards inadvertently or intentionally 
discourage compact, mixed-use, and pedestrian-
friendly development

Primary focus is on achieving compact, mixed-use, 
and pedestrian-friendly development

Text-based presentation Liberal use of graphics to define key concepts and 
requirements

a quick comparison...
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Frequently Asked Questions

Why would we want to use one? 

Are they being used and are they effective? 

Is it just a new fad? 
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Why would we want to 
use one?
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✓ By focusing on what the 
community wants, it 
promotes the vision 

✓ Is easier to understand  

✓ Is easier to administer 

✓ Regulations are tailored to fit a 
specific place 

✓ Gets everyone on the same 
page  

✓ Gets to yes more quickly
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Are they being used 
and are they effective?

From FBC Institute: 

✓ Since 1981, 400 FBCs have 
been prepared 

✓ Of those, more than 250 have 
been adopted 

✓ 80% of FBC adoptions have 
taken place since 2000

 W
oo

dl
an

d 
D

ist
ric

t H
yb

rid
 F

or
m

-B
as

ed
 C

od
e 

  |
  T

ec
hn

ic
al

 Te
am

 K
ic

ko
ff 

M
ee

tin
g 

12
 Ja

nu
ar

y 
20

15
 | 

 C
ity

 o
f L

ac
ey

 W
A 

SC
J A

lli
an

ce
  |

  U
rb

sw
or

ks
 In

c 
 | 

 C
om

m
un

ity
 A

tt
rib

ut
es

 In
c 

 | 
 B

ai
nb

rid
ge

 W
oo

dl
an

d 
D

ist
ric

t H
yb

rid
 F

or
m

-B
as

ed
 C

od
e 

  |
  T

ec
hn

ic
al

 Te
am

 K
ic

ko
ff 

M
ee

tin
g 

12
 Ja

nu
ar

y 
20

15
 | 

 C
ity

 o
f L

ac
ey

 W
A 

SC
J A

lli
an

ce
  |

  U
rb

sw
or

ks
 In

c 
 | 

 C
om

m
un

ity
 A

tt
rib

ut
es

 In
c 

 | 
 B

ai
nb

rid
ge



Is it just a new fad?

✓ FBCs shift emphasis of 
regulations from use 

✓ Represent a return to urban 
form as community identity 

✓ Buildings and streets are 
built to last and adapt over 
time 

✓ Emulates traditional or 
historically successful 
planning for cities and towns

Picture your favorite main street postcard view here  W
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Common FBC Myths

Not instead of land use 

Not just about building style 
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Not instead of land use
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WHAT IS A FORM-BASED CODE?

3. Emphasize site design and 
building form over density and use 
regulations.  Form-based codes pay 
more attention to the buildings, which 
will last many years, instead of the 
uses, which change over time.

4. Encourage a mix of uses and 
housing types to reduce the need to 
travel as part of one’s daily routine. 

SITE DESIGN AND BUILDING FORM

FORM-BASED CODES EMPHASIZE 
BUILDING DESIGN RATHER THAN USE.

MIX OF USES AND HOUSING TYPES

FORM-BASED CODES BOTH ENCOURAGE AND ENABLE 
A BROAD MIX OF USES AND HOUSING TYPES WITHIN 
A PLANNING AREA.

mix of uses and 
housing types

site design and building form

SE
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Not instead of land use
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ILLUSTRATION OF A NEW COMMUNITY PLANForm-based code elements
Consistent with the notion that one size 
does not fi t all, the application of form-
based code techniques will also vary 
from one situation to another.  However, 
they will typically include a regulating 
plan, requirements and guidelines, and 
supporting provisions.

Regulating plan
Public involvement and creation of a 
clear vision provides the foundation for 
a form-based code.  The regulating plan 
translates this vision into a plan and map 
of the regulated area designating the 
locations, which are to embody specifi c 
physical characteristics.  This plan is 
often very detailed and considers specifi c 
design treatments for small subareas or 
individual blocks.  A regulating plan map 
will show where different design standards 
apply, providing the link between the 
community vision and the form-based 
code elements that will help implement it.   

Form-based code in practice
REGULATING PLAN

THE REGULATING PLAN TRANSLATES THE 
COMMUNITY’S DESIGN VISION INTO A GRAPHIC 
PLAN. THIS EXAMPLE, TAKEN FROM THE SMART 
CODE (V. 6.5) ILLUSTRATES WHERE DIFFERENT 
DEVELOPMENT TYPES AND INTENSITIES SHOULD 
OCCUR WITHIN A GIVEN PLANNING AREA.

WHAT IS A FORM-BASED CODE?

D
UA

N
Y 

PL
AT

ER
-Z

YB
ER

K 
AN

D
 C

OM
PA

N
Y

27SACRAMENTO AREA COUNCIL OF GOVERNMENTS   FORM-BASED CODE HANDBOOK21 AUGUST 2008

WHAT IS A FORM-BASED CODE?

LOT OCCUPATION
a. Lot Area not applicable not applicable 5,000 s.f. min. 1,400 s.f.  - 20,000 s.f. 1,200 s.f. - 40,000 s.f. 5,000 sf. min

40,000 s.f. max.
5,000  sf. min.
40,000 s.f. max.

5,000 sf. min.
100,000 s.f.max

5,000 sf. min. 5,000 sf. min. 5,000 s.f. min. 5,000 s.f. min. as per abutting zone as per abutting zone

b. Lot Width not applicable not applicable 50 ft. min. 16 ft. min / 50 ft. min. 15 ft. min / 50 ft. min. 50 ft. min. 50 ft. min. 50 ft. min. 100 ft. min. 100 ft. min. 50 ft. min. 50 ft. min. as per abutting zone as per abutting zone
c. Lot Coverage not applicable not applicable 50% max 60% max 80% max 80% max 80% max 80% max 80% max 80% max 80% max 90% max as per abutting zone as per abutting zone
d. Floor Lot Ratio (FLR) not applicable not applicable not applicable not applicable not applicable 5 8 6 a.12  or  b.22 30 not applicable not applicable as per abutting zone as per abutting zone
e. Frontage at front setback not applicable not applicable not applicable 50% min. 60% min. 70% min. 70% min. 70% min. 70% min. 70% min. 0% min. None as per abutting zone as per abutting zone
f. Open Space Requirements not applicable not applicable 25% lot area min. 15% lot area min. 10% lot area min. 10% lot area min. 10% lot area min. 10% lot area min. 10% lot area min. 10% lot area min. 5% lot area min. 5% lot area min. as per abutting zone as per abutting zone
g. Density not applicable not applicable 18 du/acre max. 36 du/acre max. 65 du/acre max. 150 du /acre * 150 du /acre * 150 du /acre * 150 du /acre * 150 du /acre * 9 du/acre max. None as per abutting zone as per abutting zone

BUILDING SETBACK 
a. Principal Front not applicable not applicable 20 ft. min. 10 ft.min. 10 ft. min. 10 ft. min. 10 ft. min. 10 ft. min. 10 ft. min. 10 ft. min. 10 ft. min. 10 ft. min. As per abutting zone As per abutting zone
b. Secondary Front not applicable not applicable 10 ft. min. 10 ft. min. 10 ft. min. 10 ft. min. 10 ft. min. 10 ft. min. 10 ft. min. 10 ft. min. 10 ft. min. 5 ft. min. as per abutting zone as per abutting zone
c. Side not applicable not applicable   5 ft. min.  0 ft. min. / 5 ft. min. 0 ft. min.   0 ft. min.   0 ft. min.   0 ft. min. 0 ft. min. 0 ft. min. 0 ft. min. 0 ft. min. as per abutting zone as per abutting zone
d. Rear not applicable not applicable 20 ft. min. 20 ft. min. 0 ft. min.   0 ft. min.   0 ft. min.   0 ft. min. 0 ft. min. 0 ft. min. 0 ft. min. 0 ft. min. as per abutting zone as per abutting zone

OUTBUILDING SETBACK 
a. Principal Front not applicable not applicable 20 ft. min. (T3 L, O) 30 ft. min. not applicable not applicable not applicable not applicable not applicable not applicable not applicable not applicable as per abutting zone as per abutting zone
b. Secondary Front not applicable not applicable 10 ft. min. 10 ft. min. not applicable not applicable not applicable not applicable not applicable not applicable not applicable not applicable as per abutting zone as per abutting zone
c. Side not applicable not applicable   5 ft. min. 0 ft. min. / 5 ft. min. not applicable not applicable not applicable not applicable not applicable not applicable not applicable not applicable as per abutting zone as per abutting zone
d. Rear not applicable not applicable   5 ft. min. 5 ft. min. not applicable not applicable not applicable not applicable not applicable not applicable not applicable not applicable as per abutting zone as per abutting zone

PRIVATE FRONTAGES
a. Common Lawn not applicable not applicable permitted permitted prohibited prohibited prohibited prohibited prohibited prohibited prohibited prohibited as per abutting zone as per abutting zone
b. Porch & Fence not applicable not applicable permitted permitted prohibited prohibited prohibited prohibited prohibited prohibited prohibited prohibited as per abutting zone as per abutting zone
c. Terrace or L.C. not applicable not applicable prohibited permitted prohibited prohibited prohibited prohibited prohibited prohibited permitted permitted as per abutting zone as per abutting zone
d. Forecourt not applicable not applicable prohibited permitted permitted permitted permitted permitted permitted permitted permitted permitted as per abutting zone as per abutting zone
e. Stoop not applicable not applicable prohibited permitted permitted permitted permitted permitted permitted permitted permitted permitted as per abutting zone as per abutting zone
f. Shopfront & Awning not applicable not applicable prohibited permitted  (T4 L, O) permitted permitted permitted permitted permitted permitted permitted permitted as per abutting zone as per abutting zone
g. Gallery not applicable not applicable prohibited prohibited permitted permitted permitted permitted permitted permitted permitted permitted as per abutting zone as per abutting zone
h. Arcade not applicable not applicable prohibited prohibited permitted permitted permitted permitted permitted permitted permitted permitted as per abutting zone as per abutting zone

BUILDING HEIGHT (stories)
a. Principal Building not applicable not applicable 2 max. 3 max. 2 min.

5 max.
2  min.
8  max.

  2 min.
12 max.

  2 min.
24 max.

  2 min.
36 max.

  2 min. 
48 max.

none
8 max.

none 
8 max.

as per abutting zone as per abutting zone

b. Outbuilding not applicable not applicable 2 max. 2 max. not applicable not applicable not applicable not applicable not applicable not applicable not applicable not applicable as per abutting zone as per abutting zone
c. Benefit Height
   Abutting T6, T5 & T4 only

not applicable not applicable not applicable not applicable not applicable 4 max. 8 max. 24 max. 24 max. unlimited 2 max. non applicable as per abutting zone as per abutting zone

PUBLIC FRONTAGES
a. HW & RR permitted permitted permitted prohibited prohibited prohibited prohibited prohibited prohibited prohibited prohibited prohibited as per abutting zone as per abutting zone
b. BV prohibited prohibited permitted permitted permitted permitted permitted permitted permitted permitted permitted permitted as per abutting zone as per abutting zone
c. SR prohibited prohibited permitted permitted prohibited permitted permitted permitted permitted permitted permitted permitted as per abutting zone as per abutting zone
d. RS prohibited prohibited permitted permitted prohibited permitted permitted permitted permitted permitted permitted permitted as per abutting zone as per abutting zone
e. SS & AV prohibited prohibited prohibited prohibited permitted permitted permitted permitted permitted permitted permitted permitted as per abutting zone as per abutting zone
f. CS & AV prohibited prohibited prohibited prohibited permitted permitted permitted permitted permitted permitted permitted permitted as per abutting zone as per abutting zone
g. Rear Lane permitted permitted permitted permitted prohibited prohibited prohibited prohibited prohibited prohibited prohibited prohibited as per abutting zone as per abutting zone
h. Rear Alley prohibited permitted permitted permitted permitted permitted permitted permitted permitted permitted permitted permitted as per abutting zone as per abutting zone
i.  Path permitted permitted permitted permitted prohibited prohibited prohibited prohibited prohibited prohibited prohibited prohibited as per abutting zone as per abutting zone
j.  Passage prohibited permitted permitted permitted permitted permitted permitted permitted permitted permitted permitted permitted as per abutting zone as per abutting zone
k. Bicycle Trail permitted permitted permitted prohibited prohibited prohibited prohibited prohibited prohibited prohibited prohibited prohibited as per abutting zone as per abutting zone
l.  Bicycle Lane permitted permitted permitted permitted prohibited prohibited prohibited prohibited prohibited prohibited prohibited prohibited as per abutting zone as per abutting zone
l.  Bicycle Route permitted permitted permitted permitted permitted permitted permitted permitted permitted permitted permitted permitted as per abutting zone as per abutting zone

R U R A L l l l l l l l l l l l l l l l l l l l l l l l l l l l l l l l l l l l U R B A N

NATURAL ZONE  RURAL ZONE  SUB-URBAN ZONE GENERAL URBAN ZONE URBAN CENTER ZONE URBAN CORE ZONES WORK PLACE  INDUSTRIAL CIVIC INSTITUTIONAL CIVIC SPACE

T6-8 D1 D2T6-12 T6-24 T6-36 T6-48 CI CST2 T3 T4 T5T1

development standards are “keyed” into the regulating plan

Requirements and guidelines 
Support for the regulating plan is provided 
by requirements and guidelines that 
articulate the details of the planning 
concepts in the regulating plan.  Although 
the organization will vary somewhat 
from plan to plan, requirements and 
guidelines typically fall into the following 
fi ve categories:

10 ft. min. 10 
n. 10 ft. min. 10 ft. min. 10 ft

ft. min.  0 ft. min.   0 ft. min. 0 ft. min. 0 ft. m
0 ft. min.  0 ft. min.   0 ft. min.  0 ft. min. 0 ft. min. 0 ft. m

. min. not applicable not applicable not applicable not applicable not applicable not app
min. not applicable not applicable not applicable not applicable not applicable not appli
in. / 5 ft. min. not applicable not applicable not applicable not applicable not applicable not applic
n. not applicable not applicable not applicable not applicable not applicable not applica

d prohibited prohibited prohibited prohibited prohibited prohibited
prohibited prohibited prohibited prohibited prohibited prohibited
prohibited prohibited prohibited prohibited prohibited prohibited
permitted permitted permitted permitted permitted
permitted permitted permitted permitted

4 L, O) permitted permitted permi
permitted 

DEVELOPMENT STANDARDS TABLE

SPECIFIC DESIGN STANDARDS ARE “KEYED” 

INTO THE REGULATING PLAN (SHOWN 

BENEATH THE PLAN AND SECTION VIEWS OF 

THAT ZONE). MIAMI 21 DRAFT FORM-BASED 

CODE.

PLAN VIEW

SECTION VIEW
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✓ Regulating Plan (similar to 
a zoning code) 

✓ Development Standards, 
usually in a table 



Not just about building style
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P R E A M B L E

design the public realm



Best Practices

Plan for the area first; have a goal 

Make it a priority 

Bring public works and planning staff together 

Ensure that the right people are involved 

Integrate the new FBC with the current code 
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Plan for the area first

✓ Have a vision for the area 

✓ Have a goals, objectives and 
actions 

✓ A Strategic Plan
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July 25, 2013
STRATEGIC PLAN

City of Lacey

 W
oo

dl
an

d 
D

ist
ric

t H
yb

rid
 F

or
m

-B
as

ed
 C

od
e 

  |
  T

ec
hn

ic
al

 Te
am

 K
ic

ko
ff 

M
ee

tin
g 

12
 Ja

nu
ar

y 
20

15
 | 

 C
ity

 o
f L

ac
ey

 W
A 

SC
J A

lli
an

ce
  |

  U
rb

sw
or

ks
 In

c 
 | 

 C
om

m
un

ity
 A

tt
rib

ut
es

 In
c 

 | 
 B

ai
nb

rid
ge



Bring public works 
and planning staff 
together
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✓ Use form-based codes to 
transform the public realm
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GREAT STREETS WORKSHOP    |    TRANSPORTATION SYSTEM PLAN FOR LONGVIEW / KELSO    |    PARAMETRIX / URBSWORKS    |    OCTOBER 2011

GREAT STREETS WORKSHOP    |    TRANSPORTATION SYSTEM PLAN FOR LONGVIEW / KELSO    |    PARAMETRIX / URBSWORKS    |    OCTOBER 2011

GREAT STREETS WORKSHOP    |    TRANSPORTATION SYSTEM PLAN FOR LONGVIEW / KELSO    |    PARAMETRIX / URBSWORKS    |    OCTOBER 2011

GREAT STREETS WORKSHOP    |    TRANSPORTATION SYSTEM PLAN FOR LONGVIEW / KELSO    |    PARAMETRIX / URBSWORKS    |    OCTOBER 2011

Franklin Boulevard, Eugene, Oregon
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Ensure that the right 
people are involved

✓ Public 

✓ Development community 

✓ Administrative staff 
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Make it a priority
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Integrate the new FBC 
with the current code
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FBC IMPLEMENTATION OPTIONS FORM-BASED CODES MAY BE MANDATORY, OPTIONAL, OR MAY BE CREATED AS “FLOATING” ZONES.

FBC implementation options
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It’s about getting to 
yes as quickly as 
possible
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Resources

Sacramento Area Council of Government (SACOG) Form-Based Code Handbook 
http://www.sacog.org/projects/form-based-codes.cfm 

Form Based Code Institute (FBCI) 
http://formbasedcodes.org

Form-Based Code Handbook

SACOG-08-016

                                         August  21, 2008

1415 L Street
Suite 300
Sacramento, CA 
95814

tel: 916.321.9000
fax: 916.321.9551
www.sacog.org

Sacramento Area 
Council of 
Governments
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http://formbasedcodes.org


Questions?

Thank you
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Stakeholder Assessment Questions

Table Discussion 

• How would you define short term success? 

• How would you define long term success? 

Written comments 

• What do you consider to be the most controversial or 
difficult aspect of this project? 

 

 W
oo

dl
an

d 
D

ist
ric

t H
yb

rid
 F

or
m

-B
as

ed
 C

od
e 

  |
  T

ec
hn

ic
al

 Te
am

 K
ic

ko
ff 

M
ee

tin
g 

12
 Ja

nu
ar

y 
20

15
 | 

 C
ity

 o
f L

ac
ey

 W
A 

SC
J A

lli
an

ce
  |

  U
rb

sw
or

ks
 In

c 
 | 

 C
om

m
un

ity
 A

tt
rib

ut
es

 In
c 

 | 
 B

ai
nb

rid
ge


