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The Form-Based Codes Institute 
defines Form-Based Codes as follows: 
Form-based codes foster predictable built results and a high-
quality public realm by using physical form (rather than 
separation of uses) as the organizing principle for the code. These 
codes are adopted into city or county law as regulations, not mere 
guidelines. Form-based codes are an alternative to conventional 
zoning.

The most important aspect of this definition in terms of 
differentiating FBCs from Euclidean zoning is that the intended 
physical form or desired place replaces use as the organizing 
principle, or framework, for the overall code. So instead of a 
zone being labeled “single-family residential,” it might be called 
“traditional neighborhood,” and instead of a zone being called 
“commercial”, it might be called “neighborhood main street.” 
The terms “neighborhood” and “main street” tie back into the 
intended physical form or place, both of which may include a mix 
of uses and different building types that create a vibrant walkable 
urbanism. The urban-to-rural Transect, which categorizes 
a spectrum of urban to rural contexts in six Transect zones 
(from the most urban T6 to the most rural T1), is a prominent 
organizing principle within Form-Based Code practice. The 
second important aspect of this definition is that FBCs replace 
zoning and are not merely design guidelines. 

Organizing Principle: The Rural-to-Urban Transect
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3-Step Process for Creating a 
Form-Based Code:

There are three important steps in 
the process of creating a Form-Based 
Code: Documentation, Visioning, 
and Assembling. The two scales of 
Documentation are the macro-scale, 
which establishes a framework of existing 
neighborhoods, districts, and corridors, 
and the micro-scale, which documents 
blocks, lots, building placement, frontage 
types and other small scale elements that 
add to the character and quality of the 
built environment. The Visioning phase 
engages the community and allows them 
to participate in the creation of a detailed 
design vision that the Form-Based Code 
will implement. The Assembling phase is 
the process of compiling the code content 
into a usable format and structure and 
plugging it into the existing zoning code 
if it is not going to completely replace it.
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Why are Form-Based Codes Needed?
The current zoning system is broken: It has produced auto-dependent development 
patterns that have compromised community character, our nation’s  health and the 
environment leaving communities searching for tools to address these issues. FBCs 
are an alternative to Euclidian Zoning that focus on the creation, revitalization, and 

preservation of vibrant, walkable urban places. 

As Elizabeth Plater-Zyberk states in Form-Based Codes, “as Global Society 
swings into action to reduce carbon emissions, the data ever more clearly 
points to the need to reduce dependence on vehicular mobility and to re-

make the built environment as transit- and pedestrian-friendly places of 
dense economic and social interaction. Only the Form-Based Code can 

ensure such an urbanism.” Even developers are supporting this push 
for zoning reform: at the 2009 New Partners for Smart Growth Con-
ference in Albuquerque, developer Rob Dixon presented his “Top 
20 Ways to Make a Green, Smart City,” and “replace your Euclidean 
zoning with Form-Based Codes” was number two on his list. 

For a more detailed description of FBCs see "Form-Based Codes," 
by Parolek or go to the Form-Based Code Institutes's web site at 
www.formbasedcodes.org. The SmartCode is a model, Transect-
Based, Form-Based Code.
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Optional Components 
Supplementary components that are not 
mandatory for an effective code, but that can 
give further clarity to the intended type of 
place. The more of these components that you 
can include in your code, the more predictable 
the implementation will be. This list includes :

Building Type Standards

Architectural Standards

Sustainability Standards (such as 
stormwater, alternative energy,  
greywater, etc.)

Landscape Standards 

Green Building Standards

Signage Standards

Essential Components 
Form-Based Code Components that have proven necessary to an 
effective FBC: 

Regulating Plan (which replaces the zoning map)  

Building Form Standards

Thoroughfare Standards

Civic Space Standards

Frontage Type Standards

Subdivision Standards

Administration
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The Building Form component defines and regulates the intended physical form including 
building form, building height, general land use, parking, encroachments, allowed frontages.

The Civic Space component ensures that a full menu of public spaces are included in the 
Code and that the scale and design approach is calibrated for the location of these spaces.

5.01.090 Building Types

5-16 Livermore Development Code

Five attached townhouses designed with a single simple plane. 
Elevated covered stoops provide a secondary rhythm along the 
street.

Four attached townhouses designed with a simple massing with 
a continuous porch. The dormers and slight plane shift in the 
end units help to break down the overall massing.

Three attached townhouses designed with a simple massing. 
Individual porches and gable ends on the end units provide the 
secondary rhythm.

5.01.090 Townhouse

General Note:  the drawings and photos below are illustrative.

A. Description

The Townhouse building type consists of structures that 
contain three or more dwelling units placed side by side.  
A small side or rear yard is provided for each unit as 
private open space. This building type provides a higher-
density, fee-simple unit in a more urban form.

Administrative Draft: 10.23.09

5-12 Sycamore Crossing IPDP
Opticos Design, Inc.

Chapter 5: Architectural Styles

Spanish Revival Style

5-12

Arched storefronts with balcony above, ac-
cented by small corner tower

Simple, rectilinear form with ground floor 
loggia and shallow, upper floor balconies

Storefront accented with aw-
nings and simple chimney

Large, asymmetrical building surrounding a semi-en-
closed courtyard walled along the street edge

Courtyard building with low-pitched gable ends facing the street

Typical Characteristics

Massing

Picturesque compositions of simple 

rectilinear forms of varying heights, with 

low-pitched roof forms 

Larger buildings often use these forms to 
form enclosed or semi-enclosed courtyards

Facade Composition

Balanced, asymmetrical facade composi-
tion accented by chimneys, balconies, and 
towers.

The proportion of openings to wall is small 
in keeping with the appearance of masonry 
construction.

Smooth, hand trowelled stucco walls

Roof Form

Multi-level, low-pitched, gabled or hipped 
roof forms clad with red clay barrel tiles

Shallow eaves with a stucco profile or open 
eaves with decorative rafters or brackets

Windows

Vertically proportioned casements, french 
casements, or fixed

Punched, recessed openings for doors and 
windows with stucco or cast stone sill

Elaborated with window grilles, small 
metal balconies and awnings

Doors

Arched openings typical for principle 
doors or beneath porch roofs

Elaborate stucco, cast stone, or stone de-
tailing at primary entrances

Elements

Chimneys, often with elaborate tops and 
small, tiled roofs

Upper floor cantilevered balconies

Ground floor loggias and arcades

Well-detailed pergolas and trellises

Tiled fountains in courtyards or paseos

Regulating Plan1

2

4

Streets comprise a large percentage of public space within most cities, therefore the details 
and dimensional parameters of the Thoroughfare component is a critical element of a FBC.

Frontages create an appropriate transition from the private to the public realm. This compo-
nent typically includes porches, terraces, forecourts, stoops, shopfronts, galleries and arcades.

3

5

7.01.050 Thoroughfare Types

7-6 Livermore Development Code

Edges

Drainage Collection Type Curb and gutter

Planter Type 5' continuous, min.

Lighting Type Low, pedestrian 

oriented lighting

Walkway Type 5' sidewalk, min.

Intersection

Curb Radius 15' max. (bulb-outs 

recommended)

Miscellaneous Requirements

Transformations to existing streets shall match the 

designations set forth in the General Plan.

E

F

7.01.050  Neighborhood Street Planter Strip

Application

Movement Type Slow

Anticipated Design Speed 20 mph

Pedestrian Crossing Bulb-outs encouraged 

to decrease pedestrian 

crossing time.

Transect Zones T4N-O

T4N

T3N

Overall Widths

Right-of-Way (ROW) 56-60'

Face-of-Curb to Face-of-Curb 36'

Lanes

Traffic Lanes 2 @ 10' (2-way travel)

Bicycle Lanes None

Parking Lanes 2 @ 8' parallel

Medians None

A

B

C

D

C

B

A

CD FC

B

A

CD DEF E

Neighborhood Street II

7.01.060Thoroughfare Types

7-7
Livermore Development Code

7.01.060 Neighborhood Main Street

Application

Movement Type Slow

Anticipated Design Speed 20 mph

Pedestrian Crossing Bulb-outs encouraged 

to decrease pedestrian 

crossing time.

Transect Zones T4MS

T4MS-O

Overall Widths

Right-of-Way (ROW) 60'

Face-of-Curb to Face-of-Curb 36'

Lanes

Traffic Lanes 2 @ 10' (2-way travel)

Bicycle Lanes None

Parking Lanes 2 @ 8' parallel

Medians None

A

B

C

D

Edges

Drainage Collection Type Curb and gutter

Planter Type 4' x 4' tree grate, min.

Lighting Type Low, pedestrian oriented 

lighting

Walkway Type 12' sidewalk,
1 Where gallery frontage is used, street trees are not 

required or allowed.

Intersection

Curb Radius 15' max. (bulb-outs 

recommended)

Distance Between 

Intersections

400' max.

Miscellaneous Requirements

Transformations to existing streets shall match the 

designations set forth in the General Plan.

E

F

N eighborhood Street IB

A

C

B

A

CD D

F

EE

F
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Chapter 3: Civic Space Standards

Stormwater Quality Standards

Description

Stormwater management will be regulated to meet high standards for water quality and 
improve the overall environmental sustainability of the Hercules Bayfront. Stormwater 
quality treatment systems will be provided through urban approaches and best manage-
ment practices (BMP) such as flow-through planters, bio-retention basins, vegetated 
swales, water-quality basin, and filterra and vortex units to the extent possible. A wide 
variety of vegetation can be utilized to achieve a range of visual effects. Typically storm-
water will be treated at the edges of the project area and located in focused, smaller areas 
that allow for more efficient maintenance and monitoring. 

To the extent possible, water-quality treatment will follow all guidelines and standards as 
required by Contra Costa County, described in the Stormwater C.3 Guidebook. Reference 
to urban standards for other communities should also be consulted including, The Storm-
water Guidelines for Green, Dense Redevelopment, produced for the City of Emeryville 
(Adopted 12/06/2005).

 Typical Characteristics

General Character

Urban approaches and techniques

Located at edges of project area

Wide variety of vegetation

Smaller, efficient locations

Standards

As described in Stormwater C.3 Guidebook

Typical Uses

Improve water quality

Reduce quantity of urban runoff

Enhancement and protection of natural 

environment and resources

Varied and attractive streetscapes


