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Great at what it wants to prevent

But not at what it intends to make



At their core, Codes:

• Allow the use of property

• Provide standards for planning and design of development

• Provide procedures for review, approval, administration

Zoning Codes Decoded



• Emphasis on regulation by use

• Disconnect between land use, urban form and design

• Exceptions become the rule

Conventional Zoning

95.  Physical culture institution
109. Potato chip  manufacturing
127. Tombstones, retail sales
135. Turkish bath

19. Baths, Turkish
25. Boxing arena
28. Chinchillas, retail sales
41. Eleemosynary institutions
42. Embalming business



Light Industrial zoningResidential zoning



Street independent of its context Street is part of the context

Conventional     vs. Vision-Based



Conventional     vs. Vision-Based

Open space only as quantity Open space scaled to its place



Relationship to street 
not considered

Streetscape is shaped 
intentionally

Conventional     vs. Vision-Based



Example of how F.A.R. doesn’t help with form
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FAR = 1.0 FAR = 1.0 FAR = 1.0



FAR = 0.37

The Products of Conventional Zoning

FAR = 0.48

FAR = 0.37 FAR = 0.90



Incompatibility

But within height limit



Conventional

Zoning

Vision-Based

Zoning



Parallel Code: Compliance is always voluntary
•  Supplements, but does not replace any aspects of the previous code
•  May correspond to existing zoning, or span existing zoning with an overlay zone
• Adopted as an optional “overlay zone”
• Use of this code is encouraged by density bonuses
• Additional incentive: a streamlined approval process

Floating Code
• 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

Mandatory form-based code:
•  Compliance is never voluntary
•  Replaces many or all aspects of the previous code
•  May replace existing zoning  or may span existing zoning districts with an overlay zone

TYPES  OF  CODES



2004

Form-Based Codes become a legally viable  zoning technique

AB 1268 

THE PEOPLE OF THE STATE OF CALIFORNIA DO ENACT AS FOLLOWS: 

SECTION 1. Section 65302.4 is added to the Government Code, to read: 

65302.4. The text and diagrams in the land use element that address the location and 
extent of land uses, and the zoning ordinances that implement these provisions, may 
also express community intentions regarding urban form and design. These 
expressions may differentiate neighborhoods, districts, and corridors, provide for a 
mixture of land uses and housing types within each, and provide specific measures 
for regulating relationships between buildings, and between buildings and outdoor 
public areas, including streets. 

VISION-BASED  CODES IN  CALIFORNIA





Rules: Building form as important as land use regulation

Emphasis: Mixed-use and mixed housing types

Public Realm: Greater attention to streetscape, design, role of buildings

Standards: Intentionally based on existing / desired context (placemaking)

Public Process: Design-focused / informed by exstg conditions analysis

Vision-Based Code Principles



Conventional Zoning: Generic Results



Zoning

Conventional Vision-Based



Zoning

Conventional Vision-Based



Placemaking Components into Standards

BUILDING TYPES

FRONTAGE

STREETSCAPE

SIGNAGE

LAND  USE



WHAT’S  THE  VISION?



RANGE  OF  INTENDED  CHARACTER



Composite Change 
over Planning 

Horizon

Zoning Map





VISION-BASED  STANDARDS



LEVEL  OF  REGULATION







STREETSCAPE  STANDARDS

• Block Size
< 500 ft

• Safe streets

• Lined by     
positive uses 
not just 
landscaping



FRONTAGE  STANDARDS



Porch Stoop Forecourt

Less Urban Types

Front yard

Gallery ArcadeShopfront

More Urban Types



Building Type: Courtyard

Variety of Frontages:

•Frontyard

•Stoop

•Shopfront

Front yard Stoop Shopfront

Flexibility





THE RANGE OF BUILDING TYPES

BUILDING  STANDARDS

20 to 40

200 +
50 to 100

< 20

Block-scale

House-scale



125 80

BUILDING SIZE AND MASSING

275 145



BUILDING SIZE AND MASSING

265 250 165

245



30 ft max height



Building Size and Massing
c. Moule & Polyzoides Architects and Urbanists

3

5

4
2 to 3

4

2 to 3

c. Moule & Polyzoides Architects and 
Urbanists





SIGNAGE  STANDARDS







PROCESSING AND FLEXIBILITY





 Work with local owners, developers and architects to:

• determine if vision is fully enabled

• test the limits of the code

 Identify adjustments or issues to address

 Discuss needed adjustments with community

 Finalize Code for Adoption by City Council

TESTING  THE  CODE



TESTING  THE  CODE: 2  EXAMPLES









C
alaveras Street

G
lenn Avenue
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