
Back to the Future
A Beginner’s Guide to Form-based Codes

DO YOU LIKE THE WAY YOUR NEIGHBORHOOD — AND CITY — 

IS CHANGING? ‘Zoning’, an approach to the use of land and

buildings invented in the 1920s, underlies many of the problems we

face today, including the frequent clashes between neighborhoods

and commercial developments. Scores of US cities have decided to

put the quality of their neighborhood first, and the ‘use’ to which

buildings are put, second. It’s back to the way things always used to

be before zoning came along. Nowadays it’s called ‘Form’-Based

Codes. Become an instant expert with this user-friendly Q&A…. 

What…?

First things first: What goals
should we set (before we start
changing our land use codes)?

q Deliver liv able, healthy, sus tain -
able neigh bor hoods.

q Engage cit i zens in the plan ning
pro cess.

q Reduce infra struc ture costs per
capita.

q Develop codes that are com pre -
hen si ble to every one (not just
tech no crats).

q Encour age respon si ble infill as well 
as sub ur ban devel op ment.

q Facil i tate walkable neigh bor hoods
and improve tran sit options.

q Har mo nize pri vate build ing deci -
sions with the re-cre ation of an
attrac tive ‘pub lic realm’.

q Coor di nate plan ning and admin is -
tra tion effec tively and effi ciently.

q Rec og nize demo graphic, soci etal,
eco nomic and envi ron men tal real -
i ties.

What does ‘form-based’ mean?

It refers to the ‘form’ or appearance of

buildings, and the way they relate to

the ‘public realm’ - the street, the

streetscape, parking arrangements,

and the neighborhood around them.

What are ‘codes’ for?

Form-based codes regulate the

placement of buildings in relation to

their environment; whereas ‘Zoning’

concentrates on separating the uses to

which buildings are put.

Why…?

Why do some cities prefer
‘form’-based codes to ‘zoning’
codes?

q They state what you want instead
of what you don’t want, and help
achieve a more pre dict able result
by con trol ling the ele ments most
impor tant for cre at ing a high-qual -
ity envi ron ment.

q They encour age pub lic par tic i pa -
tion, allow ing cit i zens to see what
will hap pen and where.

q They encour age prop erty own ers
to do good things (by using pic -
tures), instead of tell ing them
what they can’t do (using math e -
mat i cal for mu lae).

q They are eas ier to under stand and
use than con ven tional zon ing doc -
u ments because they are shorter,
more con cise, and orga nized for
visual access and read abil ity.

q They elim i nate the need for design 
guide lines (which are dif fi cult to
apply con sis tently, offer too much

room for sub jec tive inter pre ta tion, 
and are dif fi cult to enforce).

q They seek to har mo nize pri vate
build ing deci sions with the pub lic
realm and the neigh bor hood.

q They work well in estab lished
com mu ni ties to define and cod ify
a neigh bor hood’s “DNA.” Sim i lar
build ing types are eas ily rep li cated, 
pro mot ing infill com pat i ble with
sur round ing structures. 

q They encour age mixed uses, pri -
mar ily in com mer cial/retail areas,
in the man ner of tra di tional neigh -
bor hoods.

q They reg u late devel op ment at the
indi vid ual build ing or lot level,
which encour ages inde pend ent
devel op ment by mul ti ple prop erty
own ers (less need for mega-pro jects).

q They require less over sight by
review bod ies, which fos ters a less
polit i cized plan ning pro cess that
can deliver huge sav ings in time
and money, and which reduces
risk and stress for every one.

q They are more effec tively enforced 
than design guide lines because
their pur pose is to shape a high
qual ity pub lic realm – a pre sumed
pub lic good that pro motes healthy, 
civic inter ac tion. Com pli ance is
enforced not on the basis of aes -
thet ics but because fail ure to com -
ply dimin ishes the pub lic good
being sought.

Who…?

Who benefits from form-based
codes? Everyone! 

q Neigh bor hoods: More input; nicer
com mer cial streets; more liv able
com mu ni ties; less uncer tainty. 

q Chil dren: More walkable neigh -
bor hoods.



q Devel op ers: More pre dict abil ity;
quicker; more flex i bil ity in use of
build ings; more effi cient use of
land.

q Pub lic Offi cials: Sim pler codes; far 
fewer ‘vari ances/‘spe cial excep -
tions’; less paper work, more pro -
duc tiv ity.

q City: Lower infra struc ture costs;
more sales/prop erty taxes; more
effi cient use of tax-dol lars.

q Archi tects: More design flex i bil ity.

Who makes it happen? 
q The City, work ing with which ever

orga ni za tion(s) the Mayor and
Coun cil con sider appro pri ate. 
Plan ners should be involved. 
Admin is tra tors should be
involved. Cit i zens and devel op ers
should be involved.  

q An out side com pany with expe ri -
ence in intro duc ing form-based
codes should def i nitely be
involved.

Who should be in charge of
administering the new codes
when they’re in place?

q That’s for the City to decide.    
q INCOG cur rently admin is ters

Tulsa’s codes, as it does for many
other munic i pal i ties. (Some, like
Bro ken Arrow and Owasso, man age
their own).

q Tulsa’s Urban Devel op ment Dept. 
facil i tates and devel ops neigh bor -
hood plans with res i dents.

q Some think the City should be
mas ter of its own des tiny.  What
do you think?

Who else uses form-based codes?

To name but a few: Albuquerque,

NM; Alexandria, VA.; Arlington, Va.; 

Baltimore County; Baton Rouge, LA;

Bluffton, SC; Boston, MA.; Chicago,

IL; Columbus, OH; Duluth, MN;

Farmers Branch, TX; Fort Wright,

KY; Grand Rapids, MI; Gulfport, MS;

Hercules, CA; Ketchum, ID; Jackson,

MA; Lake Worth, FL; Louisville,

Jefferson County, KY; Massachusetts

(State Law Chapter 40R, passed by

legislature July, 2004); Miami, FL;

Nashville, TN; New Jersey; Peoria, IL; 

Rio Rancho, NM; San Diego, CA; San 

Francisco, CA; Slidell, LA; Sonoma,

CA; South Knoxville, TN; Syracuse,

NY; Tacoma, WA; Towson, MD;

Ukiah, CA; Ventura County, CA;

Vienna, VA….

Who’s going to foot the bill?
q Devel op ment of the Com pre hen -

sive Plan is to be funded by the
City and County ($0.5m. each, we
hear).

q The Com pre hen sive Plan should
eval u ate land use ordi nances and
form-based codes at a stra te gic
level.

q The new codes will lead to infra -
struc ture cost-sav ings and more
sales tax income – which both
ben e fit tax-pay ers.

q Some Tulsa neigh bor hoods have
already pro duced their own Com -
pre hen sive Plan updates
(Brookside, the Pearl, Brady
Heights) facil i tated by the City’s
Urban Devel op ment team.

Where…?

Where do form-based codes
work best? 

Everywhere: the codes address the

whole range of environments, from

rural and suburban to historic

neighborhoods, to the inner-city and

Downtown.

Where can I read some
examples of form-based codes?

q www.formbasedcodes.org 
Check the ‘Re sources’ page.  Sev -
eral cit ies’ codes can be down -
loaded. 

q www.dpz.com.  
Click on ‘Smartcode’.  It’s 229
pages, 50MB – and a lot more
read able than the Zon ing code.

How…?

How should Tulsa approach
form-based codes?

q Along side the City’s update to its
‘Com pre hen sive Plan’.

q As an inte gral part of the City’s
eco nomic devel op ment strat egy.

q Along side the Mayor’s new,
‘Work ing In Neigh bor hoods’
(WIN) ini tia tive.

q Along side an eval u a tion of Tulsa’s 
plan ning and admin is tra tive struc -
ture.

q Informed by an eval u a tion of ‘les -
sons learned’ by bench mark cit ies
which have intro duced form-based 
codes.

How do we manage the
transition from zoning to
form-based codes? 

q An area at a time (a dis trict, a
neigh bor hood, as ‘pi lots’) or all at
once. 

q An over night tran si tion, or run -
ning both ‘in par al lel’ for a brief
period.

q Eval u ate the les sons from bench -
mark cit ies.  Be guided by expe ri -
enced con sul tants.  Then decide.

How do we know form-based
codes will work any better than
zoning?

There is now a sufficient body of

evidence from many cities showing

that they do work.

There is plenty of evidence that

‘Zoning’ works against the interests of

every city, large and small.

When…?

When can the City start moving 
on this?

In late 2006 (we hear) the City will

appoint a planning consultancy to

work on an update of the

‘Comprehensive Plan’. 

How about employing a consultancy

with experience of form-based codes?

Learn more at 
tulsanow.org 
Discuss your

favorite Tulsa topic on our Public 
Forum and sign up for our on-line 
newlsetter. Get involved, now.


