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MBTA Housing District

250 Acres in Hamilton



Town Center District
Issues / Opportunities
• Retain Historic and Small 

Town Character.
• Create Economic 

Opportunities in “Soft” and 
Transitional Areas on 
Willow Street and Bay Rd.

• Create Residential Pockets.
• Manage Traffic Flow Better.
• Increase Parking Options.
• Improve Connectivity Both 

North/South & East/West.
• Enhance Safety at Critical 

Intersections.
• Link Patton Park with 

Downtown Community.



Goal: Build a Commercial/ 
Residential/Civic Town Center. 

• All the technical requirements 
regarding density, building 
setbacks, travel and turn lanes 
came first … with disappointing 
results.

• “Placemaking” is given priority, 
with the technical specialists 
contributing to, rather than 
controlling, the result to 
produce a more complete 
human environment and public 
realm.

If we know what we want, ….
why don’t we build it?

Before

After



A Citizen’s Guide to 
Form-Based Codes 
(FBCs)

A Citizen’s Guide to 
Form-Based Codes 
(FBCs)

Smart Growth / Smart Energy Toolkit



What are Form-Based Codes? 

• An effective land use tool for shaping 
pedestrian-scaled, mixed-use and small-town 
environments. 

• Often used with village-style development or 
neo-traditional planning.

• More concerned with the placement and form 
of buildings than their use.

• Represent an innovative response to undesirable 
urban sprawl.



What are the concepts behind FBCs?

• Based on a physical plan or shared vision for a 
specific place or community.

• Priority on designated form, more than use or 
density.

• Buildings shape public spaces using a planned 
district model.



What is different about FBCs?

• Use of diagrams and 
dimensions.

• Specify building massing, 
height, and relationship
to the street.

• Specify street & sidewalk 
widths.

• Offer predictability in 
development outcomes.

Source:  Ventura, Ca



What is an example of the difference?

Existing zoning is “Use-Based” 
with only a few dimensional 
standards like min. setbacks and 
max. height.

Form-based code gives greater 
design control, like building types, 
build-to lines, and façade buildout 
percentage.

Conventional Form-Based Codevs



What are the components of an FBC?

1. Regulating Plan

2. Public Space Standards

3. Building Form Standards

4. Other Standards (Optional: Block, 
Building Type, Architecture, 
Landscaping)

5. Administrative Mechanisms

6. Glossary/Terms/ Definitions



1. FBCs are prescriptive
 What you want rather than what you don’t want. 

2. FBCs encourage public participation
 Leads to better understanding of density.

3. FBCs enable incremental growth
 Less reliance on a master developer.

4. FBCs work well in established communities.
 Codify the community’s existing “DNA”. 

Why do FBCs make sense?



Why FBCs make sense (cont.)

5. FBCs are easier to understand

 More concise and organized for visual access.

6. FBCs are enforceable

 Based on regulatory compliance with stated 
design standards for public spaces.

7. FBCs streamline permitting

 Defining building forms and public infrastructure 
leads to as-of-right.



How do we create FBCs?

• Existing conditions analysis and inventory.

• Public visioning / workshops.

• Create regulating plan and zones.

• Develop town standards (streets, blocks, building 
placement, height, land use, etc.).

• Develop architectural standards (building or 
frontage typologies, etc.).

• Illustrate standards.



Myth #1: Because form-based codes 
streamline the approval process, 
they prevent citizen participation

• Reality: Form-based codes should always be drafted after an 
extensive public process in which a shared vision of the 
future physical and social character of the community has 
been developed so the code reflects what citizens want.

Nothing frustrates citizens, public officials and developers 
alike more than protracted conflicts over individual projects 
because a clear vision or set of rules for development was 
never articulated. Form-based codes are the best way to 
formulate that vision and institute a set of rules to make it a 
reality. 



Myth #2: Form-based codes mandate high 
densities that conflict with the 
desired community character

• Reality: Appropriate densities are determined in 
consultation with the community. It’s up to the community 
and those who have a stake in its future development to 
determine how restrictive they want the code to be. Form-
based codes are generally firm and predictable about basic 
urban form, but flexible about use, density, detail and 
design.



Myth #3: Form-based codes are too 
expensive

• Reality: Form-based codes require up-front expense to 
create a plan and code that is responsive to expressed 
needs. But the codes make the development process itself 
much more efficient, and the resulting mix of uses creates 
more taxable value than single-use development (the 
most common alternative). Many fiscal impact studies have 
shown that a mixed-use downtown creates far more 
taxable value on the same amount of land than a big-box 
store that is surrounded by parking. Also, the per unit 
infrastructure costs and the costs of servicing mixed-use 
developments are much lower. The long-term return to 
the community makes the form-based code a far more 
lucrative community investment.



Case Study: Littleton Common, Littleton, MA
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Town Center District Boundary

60-Acres

Questions?




