
 
 

 Item #06-6-13 
SACOG Board of  Directors Action 

June 8, 2006      
 
Recommendations for Next Steps with Model Regional Form-Based Codes Workbook 
  
Issue: Should SACOG budget for the development of a form-based codes regional workbook?  
     
Recommendation: The Land Use & Housing Committee recommends that the SACOG Board of Directors 
approve using $100,000 of the $205,000 Blueprint Implementation consultant budget for the FY 2006-07 year 
for further form-based code work as described below.  
 
Committee Action/Discussion:  Earlier this year, a consultant team was retained by SACOG to evaluate 
whether form-based codes (FBC) or some alternative methodology could assist local governments in removing 
obstacles to implement the Blueprint.  That team is nearing completion of its recommendations.  The team led 
by HDR, Inc., with Fischer Hall and Multari Crawford Associates, interviewed about 15 local government 
planning directors on the issues they face in getting higher density, mixed use and pedestrian-friendly 
development built.  They also explored whether FBCs would help in removing those barriers.   
 
Based on the interviews with planning directors and comments from the Planners Committee meetings in 
October and April, there is a clear interest in a regional FBC approach.  Planning directors stated that a 
workbook that provides step-by-step instructions would be the most useful to them.  The workbook would 
show the various things to consider in a FBC, and guidance on addressing universal issues such as parking, 
utilities and emergency vehicle access.  The workbook could show real-life examples in the region of how 
FBC would apply.  Individual jurisdictions could then apply these instructions to particular areas where they 
would like a FBC.  The workbook would instruct users when they could apply the workbook and when they 
would have to develop their own case-specific elements. 
 
The consultants summarized their findings and conclusions in the attached report.  $20,000 of these funds will 
be from the National Endowment of the Arts grant SACOG received towards this endeavor.  
 
Approved by: 
 
 
Mike McKeever 
Executive Director 
 
MM:GC:ts 
 
Attachment 
           
Key Staff: Kenneth Hough, Director of Community Planning & Operations, (916) 340-6229 
  Greg Chew, Associate Planner, (916) 340-6227 
 
S:\SACOG\BRDPCKTS\2006 Packets\June\13-Form based codes.doc  0600601      
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 “Total public safety” standards that recognize that a network of very wide streets 
intended to facilitate infrequent access by large trucks also has the unintended 
disadvantage of substantially increasing the driving speed of automobiles every day, 
with a substantially increased demonstrated danger to children and other pedestrians. 

 Storm water management standards and trash collection standards designed to work in 
urban neighborhood settings; 

 Other related engineering standards that recognize the benefits and requirements of 
compact urban neighborhoods.   

To undertake a critical reevaluation of existing standard with a view to adding such additional 
options on a city by city basis would be a daunting task.  But through a cooperative regional 
discussion of these issues – facilitated perhaps by SACOG – a broad consensus in this 
important area may be developed.  This could result in agreements such as: 

 Leaving existing suburban standards in place for suburban development areas;  

 Establishing “pre-approved” and “ready-to-adopt” standards for green field developments 
that provide the full array of components necessary to make the alternative standards 
function properly.  (e.g. narrower streets are only acceptable if they are closely spaced 
and interconnected to one anther to provide frequent access pathways.) 

 Defining distinct sets of standards for distinct development conditions, such as new 
growth areas following Smart Growth principles, existing downtowns, and TOD’s along 
transit corridors. 

Recommendation #4:  Develop the political consensus necessary to allocate sufficient 
resources to the preparation of these important documents. 
The first three recommendations, if done with the sort of broad outreach that was used for the 
Blueprint process, will require a substantial budget.  When viewed as a lever that has the 
potential to positively affect a $30 Billion transportation investment, it is reasonable to allocate a 
significant amount of time and capital to preparing the clear presentations and foundational 
form-based code workbook that will get the Blueprint implementation process moving. 

To summarize, we recommend that the “vision” be further focused and a common nomenclature 
developed to improve communication regarding development options.  When such further clarity 
has been achieved, the codes and public realm tools must be developed with sufficient 
interaction with those who will be tasked with actually implementing them, in order to improve 
the chances that they will be successfully applied to real world development projects. 
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Summary of Issues 
In interviewing representatives of a diverse array of SACOG communities, the common theme 
of the officials interviewed was understandably “what will this mean for our community?”  This 
general concern manifests itself as a series of questions, such as: 

 Will our elected officials and the electorate they serve support the more compact urban 
form identified in the Blueprint? 

 Will form-based codes be accepted by the development community? 

 Are form-based codes appropriate for every part of each jurisdiction, or can they be 
targeted to specific areas? 

 Will a form-based code make every community look like all the others? 

 How will we find the time and money to prepare new codes when we can hardly keep up 
with the day to day permit processing? 

 What if our residents don’t want density? 

This listing summarizes and organizes some of the key issues that were identified in the 
interviews as critical to the crafting and implementation of form-based codes, as well as their 
perceived usefulness. The recommendations above were drawn from an analysis of these 
topics and attitudes. 

1. Education/support/consultation 
The City of Sacramento’s Planning Academy educates neighborhoods. Its goal is to address 
NIMBYism, to try to get participation and support on planning efforts, and to turn people who are 
against development into supporters of planning.  These existing services are perceived as very 
helpful by planners in the area, who believe that a regional educational approach may be 
provided for developers and builders. 

Examples we heard of additional services or information that SACOG could offer include: 

 Examples of what smart growth isn’t. 

 Clear explanation of the difference between Blueprint, Smart Growth and form-based 
codes. 

 Form-based codes and Smart Growth success stories to show builders that they can do 
well by building in these ways. 

 Have SACOG come to public hearings to support councils who are considering approval 
of Smart Growth projects despite concerns from local NIMBYs. 

 Develop a SACOG Seal of Approval. 

 Consultation service - Smart Growth SWAT Team. 

 Provide visualization tools to small cities so that they can show citizens how higher 
density will look at the project level at the time that local area planning is underway.   

 More public education, since a lot of public opposition to Smart Growth is based on a 
lack of citizen understanding of Smart Growth’s potential benefits. 
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2. Common language/Communication 
 It is critical to establish a common vocabulary regarding development typologies, 

terminology, and code types in the region, to avoid confusion and miscommunication. 

3. Model codes for different development types  
 Need model codes for New Growth Areas, Corridors, and Downtowns.  Develop a matrix 

comparing the benefits of form-based codes in different contexts. 

 There is a concern that a form-based code is a one-size-fits-all solution that will 
homogenize development throughout the area. 

4. Implementation 
 Fix conventional zoning code, then overlay a form-based code on special planning 

districts or overlay zones. 

 One city’s current Zoning Code is considered to be entirely out of date and that city 
relies on design guidelines.  The current code does not address higher density mixed 
use development well, except through the Planned Development overlay zone. 

 One city prefers the idea of a locally developed code to a template. 

 Post-incorporation cities have focused on design review. 

5. Physical design/Review/Place 
 Design review becomes even more critical as density increases.  To support this, 

develop prototypical, regionally calibrated codes or guidelines that “amp up the design 
aspect”. 

 Community design program for neighborhoods. 

 One city feels that they need to define its look and feel.   

 People love the “atmosphere” of their city.  

 Specific plans might benefit from a design/code toolkit. 

6. Financing Form-based Codes 
 Need to identify funding sources or financing mechanisms that will allow communities to 

develop form-based codes in advance of development applications for entitlements on 
individual parcels.  

 State law provides for cost recovery if codes are part of specific plans. 

 Need for cost estimates for preparing codes 

7. Hybrid Codes 
 One city is interested in form-based coding for historic neighborhoods, to guide higher-

density mixed-use development, and to refill marginal commercial and industrial 
properties. 

 Citizens are not confident that a form-based code could handle existing developed areas 
and green-field development equally well, so they see a hybrid code as a likely future 
prospect for the community. 

 Do form-based codes end up being a hybrid with form-based direction in certain areas 
and use-based direction in other areas? 
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8. Density 
 How can higher densities be achieved without making traffic worse? 

 Blueprint has been tremendously successful about convincing citizens of the benefits of 
higher densities along corridors.   

 SACOG helps make the case that increasing density is not a bad thing: it helps 
redevelopment, bring jobs, energizes the community, and improves services. 

 Types of multi-family housing that are compatible with single family houses need to be 
defined. 

9. Use Questions 
 How do citizens accept form-based zoning when they think that in terms of use it will be 

a free for all?   

 What is the difference between mixed-use zoning plus design guidelines, versus a form-
based code? 

 In terms of urban redevelopment, defining what is to be preserved is as important as 
what should be built. 

 How do form-based codes address use-compatibility issues? For example, how could a 
form-based code prevent a school from being built next to an airport?   

10. Infrastructure 
 Are infrastructure issues (limits) addressed in a form-based code? 

 How do you determine infrastructure needs (water, sewer, etc.) in a form-based code 
when you don’t know the use?  (Environmental determinations look at range of 
possibilities.) 

 The typical builder horizon of 1-3 years doesn’t lend itself to complex and diverse project 
types with interrelated infrastructure improvements.   

 With respect to infill and redevelopment generally, the City has serious aging 
infrastructure issues.  Thus developing an urban infill or redevelopment site may require 
replacing existing water, sewer, and drainage lines. 

11. Transportation/Traffic issues 
 A Traffic Toolbox is needed:  Traffic policy language, best practice and defensible street 

standards, narrative about emergency response times, trash service standards, and 
pedestrian connectivity standards. 

 Provide tools for corridor plans and to tie it to transportation funding.  

 SACOG could be helpful in overseeing new traffic model. Sacramento region uses the 
SacMet model for all traffic studies.  Another version of SacMet is needed with a heavy 
dose of smart growth to not overstate traffic numbers and rectify mode-split 
assumptions.  

 One important unintended consequence of high traffic numbers in studies is more 
Federal money.   

 When attempting to increase density, how does one resolve traffic? (Transit systems.) 
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 The Blueprint has been tremendously successful about convincing citizens of the 
benefits of higher densities along corridors.  

 Communities need “Catalyst Projects” with strong traffic recommendations/context-
sensitive street designs. 

 New TOD’s with transit are welcome.   

 Beefing up the corridors is a good idea in some jurisdictions.  

 County transportation officials are concerned that the Blueprint will leave inadequate 
funds to solve local traffic congestion problems. 

12. Housing choices/diversity 
 The market wants 150 units of apartments at a time.  What the community wants is a 

finer mixture of community types, with at least three types per neighborhood. 

 Case Studies needed to show smaller number of mixed-use units (to be compatible with 
the market). 

13. CEQA reform  
 Form-based codes through clear development standards could help streamline the 

environmental review process.   

14. Fire/trash truck issues 
 Alternate fire access scenarios through new layouts for high density that don’t include 

dead ends could be developed by consultation between planners, public works officials 
and service providers.   

 Fire chiefs and materials recyclers could be better involved in design decisions and in 
education.    

 


