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To carry out
a physical plan

for a place

Purpose of a
form-based code:

START WITH:
• an elegant urban design plan

CREATE:
• An easily understood code, 

customized for the community’s 
idiosyncratic review process

Form-based code:

• Regulating plan

• Building form 
standards

• Public space 
standards

Conventional code:

• Zoning districts.

• Variances

• Subdivision regulations

• Sign regulations

WHEN DOES CODE-WRITING BEGIN?

• Sometimes months or even years 
after completion of the physical plan

• But ideally it begins while the plan is 
still being prepared
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THE BAD NEWS:

To reform the existing code, 
SOMEONE has to thoroughly 
understand the existing 
regulatory scheme…

Types of links between
form-based codes
and conventional codes:

1.Mandatory form-based code

2. Optional (parallel) form-based code

3. Floating-zone form-based code
(Planned Development /

Planned Unit Development)

1.  Mandatory codes:

• Compliance is never voluntary!

• Replaces many aspects of the previous code

• May replace existing zoning, or may span 
existing zoning districts

Downtown Sarasota (FL)

Downtown Sarasota (FL) Downtown Sarasota (FL)
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Downtown Sarasota (FL)

1.  Mandatory codes:

GENERALLY THE BEST TYPE OF CODE,
but it requires:

• A clear sense of urban design direction

• Thorough mapping so that the right 
standards apply in the right places

• Strong political will!

• (can be applied to a subset of jurisdiction)

2.  Optional (parallel) codes:

• Compliance is always voluntary

• Supplements, but does not replace any 
aspects of the previous code

• May replace existing zoning or span 
existing zoning districts

Columbia Pike, Arlington (VA)

• Adopted as a optional (parallel) 
“overlay zone”

• Use of this code is encouraged by 
density bonuses

• Additional incentive: a streamlined 
approval process

Columbia Pike, Arlington (VA)
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2.  Optional (parallel) codes:

RELATIVELY UNCOMMON,
but may be useful in these situations:

• Weak political will…

• Gridlocked approval process (…anything 
would be better than this!)

• Unnecessarily strict regulations
that can be waived as a strong incentive
to use the optional code

3.  Floating-zone codes:

• Compliance is usually voluntary

• Supplements, but does not replace any 
aspects of the previous code

• Always replaces existing zoning,                    
but only on request of the landowner AND
with consent of elected officials

Sarasota 
2050

Planned Mixed-Use Infill (PMI)

example site key principles
A densely interconnected street 

network, dispersing traffic and 
providing convenient routes for 
pedestrians and bicyclists.

High-quality public spaces, with all 
building facades having windows and 
doors facing tree-lined streets, plazas, 
squares, and neighborhood parks.

Compact development, creating a walkable
urban environment and conserving land 
and energy through reduced automobile 
usage and advanced techniques such as 
stormwater infiltration.

Diversity not homogeneity, with a variety of 
building types, street types, open 
spaces, and land uses providing for 
people of all ages and every form of 
mobility.

Resilient and sustainable
neighborhoods, adaptable over time 
to improved public transit and to 
changing economic conditions.
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proposed 
regulating 
plan

Regulating Plan

transect zones

Core

transect zones

General

transect zones

Edge

transect zones

Preserve

menu of street types

Movement type: free
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menu of street types

Movement type: slow

menu of street types

Movement type: slow

menu of street types

Movement type: slow

menu of street types

Movement type: yield

Liner Building

menu of lot types

Mixed-Use

menu of lot types

6 of 8



Apartment Building

menu of lot types

Courtyard Building

menu of lot types

House

menu of lot types menu of lot types

permitted uses
3.  Floating-zone codes:

FAIRLY COMMON; may be useful in these situations:

• A specific urban design plan hasn’t been 
created for the area to be coded

• Areas requiring this code share common 
characteristics but have too many variations 
for a single code to apply without adjustments

• Weak political will (this is the easiest type of 
code to persuade elected officials to adopt)
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Mandatory code:

Downtown Sarasota, Sarasota, FL:
www.sarasotagov.com/Planning/DowntownCode/DowntownCodeHP.html

Columbia Pike, Arlington, VA:
www.arlingtonva.us/Departments/CPHD/forums/columbia/current/CPHDF
orumsColumbiaCurrentCurrentStatus.aspx#

Optional (parallel) code:

Floating-zone code:
Sarasota County, FL:

www.spikowski.com/Sarasota.htm

These slides:
www.spikowski.com/AustinNU202.pdf
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