
This presentation is intended to provide an overview of the proposed FBC– describing 
the separate components and how they are intended to work together. 

The focus is on the Purpose of the Form Based Code, the Regulating Plan, and the 
Form Districts.
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When creating zoning regulations to guide new development, people often have
places like this in mind…
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However after everything is said and done, we often find we got a place like this 
instead…

Why? Because our local regulations aren’t focused on the things we really care about 
the most and that are fundamental to how people use and experience the new 
development.

Things like where’s the front door, can I see what’s going on inside (or outside), scale, 
diversity, mixed uses, proximity of destinations, connectivity, and location of the 
parking.
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THE number one complaint we consistently get about development in Burlington is 
that it is unpredictable. We hear all the time: “Just tell me what you want (green 
lights), or don’t want (red lights), but don’t say maybe (yellow lights)!”

Zoning regulations can’t be both highly flexible and highly predicable all at the same 
time. Our current regulations have many areas of great flexibility and discretion which 
means the outcome can be highly uncertain. We also “over-process” (lots of 
unnecessary hoops, Boards and criteria) development because of this uncertainly and 
a lack of confidence that we will get a good result.

Unpredictability is a really bad thing for:
• Applicants who are investing thousands - often hundreds of thousands - of dollars 

just to go through the process. Many just choose to do nothing.
• Neighbors who are not clear about what could happen next door or in their 

neighborhood and fearful of any proposed change
• The City who is trying to encourage certain types of development in some places 

and not in others to meet the evolving needs of our community
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We aren’t trying to create something new – a new community or downtown center. 
We love what we have and are trying to ensure that we maintain and expand upon an 
existing pattern of development and the general intent behind the existing 
regulations. But we also understand that there are limited opportunities to do 
something a little more, a little different where the historic pattern has already been 
disrupted or never really established itself.

We are focused on those aspects or elements of new development that we 
experience the most, and that play the most significant role in how we experience a 
place as a pedestrian. And we focus on how the physical form that development 
takes effects how we perceive and experience it.

Finally, we recognize that we can’t, and in fact shouldn’t even try to, control every 
aspect of new development. We have to allow for a certain degree of flexibility in 
how new development happens within the prescribed standards. Every site and every 
project has its own unique challenges and opportunities, and by providing for a 
greater degree of flexibility we can also be assured of greater variation of design and 
form which is also an important community goal.
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Form Based Code’s (FBC) are highly adaptable. Depending on the community’s 
objective, FBC’s can be equally well-suited to preserve in-place a historic 
neighborhood, completely transform a suburban strip, or facilitate incremental 
change within an already developed downtown.

It is critical that the purpose behind the use of a form-based tool is clear so that the 
outcome meets the expectations. This is why a community-based planning process 
typically precedes the creation of any form-based regulations.
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Fundamentally our development and use of a FBC is about:
• Implementing the vision for the downtown and waterfront adopted in planBTV: 

Downtown and Waterfront
• and in so doing, facilitating opportunities to realize new infill and taking advantage 

of opportunities to develop under-developed sites
• Finally it’s about modernizing the regulations and the process. We’ve been trying 

to use a more form based approach in our zoning code since we first adopted 
Design Review in 1973. Today we are completing this task with modern tools.
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This is the Purpose Statement that was endorsed by the City Council and will be 
incorporated into the draft FBC…
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The Regulating Plan is the same as a Zoning Map that is used in defining WHERE
development of certain types can occur based on the delineation of the Form 
Districts.

As we get to the discussion of the individual Form Districts themselves this will have 
more meaning…
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The extent of the proposed Regulating Plan is limited to the approximate extent of 
the planBTV: Downtown and Waterfront Plan study area (on the left). In order to 
maintain continuity across a street or among similar areas the boundary extends 
beyond the study area in some places.

The boundaries of the proposed Form Districts are VERY similar to the current zoning 
districts in this part of the city (on the right – dashed lines).
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The Regulating Plan also includes two additional maps that modify specific
requirements of the Form Districts. Again, this will have more meaning when we get 
to the discussion of the individual Form Districts themselves…

The first map illustrates areas where special height limits apply  - providing variation 
(taller or shorter) from what is generally specified in a Form District in order to 
address specific objectives in specific places.
• “A” and “B” are consistent with similar provisions in the current CDO;
• “C” allows taller buildings in the core of the downtown; and,
• “D” allows a building to grow taller (relative to Lake Street) as it moves up the 

embankment to Batter Park Ext. in order to create a 1-story presence on the west 
side.
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The other map illustrates areas where Shopfront Frontage Types are required - to 
activate the streetscape to support retail and hospitality uses for a richer pedestrian 
experience. This will have more meaning when we get to the discussion of the 
individual Frontage Types themselves…
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The Form Based Code is grounded in, a series of “Form Districts.” Form Districts are 
similar to zoning districts which divide a community (or part of a community) into 
areas of common development characteristics.

These Form Districts serve as the foundation for all other development standards by 
defining where on a lot development may be located and its intensity, the building 
types and heights that are permitted, and permitted and conditionally permitted 
uses.

The Form District concept design is organized along a transect that describes 
development from the most to least urban places within a community following the 
organizational structure found in the Smart Code originally developed by Duany
Plater-Zyberk & Company in the 1980’s.
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The purpose and intent behind each Form District is first described and illustrated 
with examples of development that exists or could be anticipated. 

The boundaries for FD6 are the same as for “Downtown” zoning district as illustrated 
on the map where the deepest red represents FD6. This is the area of the city where 
we expect to see the largest buildings, greatest variety of uses and activities, and 
most urban amenities.
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Dimensional standards are compared to current zoning where applicable…the numbers shown in 
parentheses are currently allowed as a discretionary bonus.

FYI…the following are not specifically found in the current zoning although many have origins in the 
design review criteria:
• Frontage Buildout and Streetscreens: In the absence of a Building Facade along any part of a 

Frontage Line, a Streetscreen shall be built on the same plane as the Facade. A Streetscreen shall 
be between 3.5 and 8 feet in height and may be no longer than 20 feet or 20% of the Frontage, 
whichever is less.

• Block Perimeter: The perimeter of a block is regulated in order to facilitate the street grid and 
prevent the closing of streets and assembly of blocks. This is very important for pedestrian 
connectivity and traffic circulation.

• Ground Floor Entries: The distance between entries is very important to supporting pedestrian 
activity.

• Vertical Offsets: Meaningful offsets (at least 4’) in the vertical plane (front to back) of a Building 
Façade are important to providing relief, variability and visual interest to the Façade.

• Massing Differentiation: Differentiating the massing of very large buildings into two or more 
masses is important to providing variability and visual interest along the face of a block while 
enabling larger floor plates within the building itself fro greater efficiency and functionality.

Important changes from the current CDO:
• Height and density bonuses have been eliminated – all development happens as-of-right with no 

need to seek a discretionary bonus.
• Principal View Corridor setback have been eliminated – currently this requires a very large and 

awkward setback of 25% of the Right-Of-Way width (15-25’) at 45’ or 55’. 

Discussion points
• Instead of a view corridor setback, should we instead require a horizontal offset above “X” story in 

order to ensure a break in the facade?
• Should there be an exception to the Frontage Buildout requirement for things like outdoor seating?
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As mentioned previously, the Regulating Plan also includes a map that illustrates
areas where special height limits apply  - providing variation (taller or shorter) from 
what is generally specified in a Form District in order to address specific objectives in 
specific places.

“B” and “C” specifically allow for a change in the maximum height within FD6:
• “B” is consistent with a similar provision in the current CDO that requires a lower

height for buildings on the Church Street Marketplace; and,
• “C” allows for taller buildings in the Urban Renewal District where the historic 

scale has already been largely disrupted and on the highest point of land within 
the core of the downtown where it will least affect viewscapes.
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Certain types of encroachments are allowed within a required setback.

The FBC also specifies allowed encroachments over the Public ROW which is 
something new…this would allow them through the issuance of a zoning permit 
rather than require an additional process of review and approval by the City Council. 

Encroachments onto (on or underground) the Public ROW would still require 
additional DPW review and Council approval.
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The purpose and intent behind each Form District is first described and illustrated 
with examples of development that exists or could be anticipated. 

The boundaries for FD5-Downtown Center are similar as for the “Downtown 
Transition,” “Downtown Waterfront,” part of the “Battery Street Transition” zoning 
districts and the RH-High Density Overlay. FD5-Downtown Center is represented on 
the map as the lighter red area surrounding the darker red of FD6. The dashed lines 
represent the current zoning district boundaries.
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Dimensional standards are compared to current zoning where applicable…the 
numbers shown in parentheses are only allowed as a discretionary bonus.

This is very similar to FD6, but with shorter buildings and a required rear setback.

Important changes from the current CDO:
• Height and density bonuses have been eliminated – all development happens as-

of-right with no need to seek a discretionary bonus.
• Principal View Corridor setback have been eliminated – currently this requires a 

very large and awkward setback of 25% of the Right-Of-Way width (15-25’) at 45’ 
or 55’. 

Discussion points
• Should we require a horizontal offset above “X” story?
• Should we require a transition setback in height from an adjacent FD with a lower 

height? - currently a 15’ setback. “Within 20’ of a Form District boundary with a 
lower maximum building height, buildings shall not be more than a Story taller 
than the maximum permitted height of buildings in the Adjacent Form District.”
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None of these standards are specifically found in the current zoning although many
have origins in the design review criteria.

Same as FD6 but with a Frontage Buildout of 80%
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As mentioned previously, the Regulating Plan also include a map that illustrates areas 
where special height limits apply  - providing variation (taller or shorter) from what is 
generally specified in a Form District in order to address specific objectives in specific 
places.

“A” and “D” specifically allow for a change in the maximum height within FD5:
• “A” is consistent with similar provisions in the current CDO that allows for taller

buildings along the south side of Main St for better consistency in scale with FD6 
across the street; and,

• “D” allows a building to grow taller (relative to Lake Street) as it moves up the 
embankment to the east in order to create a 1-story presence on the Battery Park 
Extension.
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Same as for FD6…
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The purpose and intent behind the Form District is first described and illustrated… 

The boundaries for FD5-AI are shown here in purple and includes the “Battery Street 
Transition,” a small portion of Residential – Medium Density (BHA property), the 
Enterprise – Light Manufacturing” and RCO-R/G (Perkins Pier) zoning districts. 
Starting at Maple and running south to Howard, it also includes Perkins Pier.

Discussion points
• Should this include Perkins Pier or should it be FD5?
• Given concerns re: housing in the South End generally and need for further 

discussion, should the Battery Street Transition and Residential – Medium Density 
district areas be FD5?

• Should this extend all the way to Howard or end at Marble Ave?
• Western boundary with Railyard remains uncertain until completion of the Railyard

Enterprise Study
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Dimensional standards are compared to current zoning where applicable…the 
numbers shown in parentheses are only allowed as a discretionary bonus.

Discussion points
• Should we require a transition setback in height from an adjacent FD with a lower 

height? - currently a 25’ setback. “Within 20’ of a Form District boundary with a 
lower maximum building height, buildings shall not be more than a Story taller 
than the maximum permitted height of buildings in the Adjacent Form District.”

• Should lot coverage be reduced in order to require additional stormwater 
management?
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None of these standards are specifically found in the current zoning although many
have origins in the design review criteria.

Discussion points
• Given concerns re: housing in the South End generally and need for further 

discussion, should any Building Types that enable residential use (Work/Live and 
Mixed Use) be allowed?
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Same as for FD6 and FD5…
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The purpose and intent behind the Form District is described and illustrated…

The boundaries for FD5-PT are the same as for the “Downtown Waterfront – Public 
Trust” zoning district. 
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Dimensional standards are compared to current zoning where applicable…the 
numbers shown in parentheses are only allowed as a discretionary bonus.

Less intense than FD5 DC - shorter buildings and no block perimeter limit. Edgeyards
are permitted. Lakeshore also treated as a required Frontage.

Discussion points –
• Currently there are no offsets and entrance standards – should there be?
• 100% lot coverage along lakeshore – should it be less?
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Same as for FD6 and FD5…
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The purpose and intent behind the Form District is described and illustrated… 

The boundaries for FD4 are the same as for the “Residential – High Density” zoning 
district but stops at/near study area boundary
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Dimensional standards are compared to current zoning where applicable…the 
numbers shown in parentheses are only allowed as a discretionary bonus.

Least intense – only FD with density and lot width limits. Edgeyards are permitted. 
Sideyard lots, and Duplexes, Rowhouses and Mixed Use buildings allow no sideyard
setback because their form requires them to be on a side lot line. Mixed Use 
buildings allowed only at corners.
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No ROW encroachment allowed
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The purpose and intent behind the Form District is described and illustrated… 

The boundaries for SD fall within areas currently zoned RCO-R/G where the 
wastewater plant is and E-LM where the railyard is. This district accommodates 
specialized development types, building forms,  and activities that do not otherwise 
fit within Form Districts.

Discussion point –
• Eastern boundary of Railyard remains uncertain until completion of the Railyard

Enterprise Study
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Dimensional standards are compared to current zoning where applicable…

Because of the specialized nature of the activities within this district, development is 
not constrained by form standards.

Intended to be highly flexible given the very specific and limited functions of the sites.
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No ROW encroachment are allowed

Because of the specialized nature of the activities within this district, development is 
not constrained to the prescribed Building Types and Frontage Types.
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A comparison of the parking loading and service standards for each FD from FD4 
through FD6. Many of these are found in the current Design Review standards (Art 6) 
or Parking requirements (Art 8) of the CDO.

Importance to distinguish:
• Parking Areas vs Parking Lots – surface parking distinguished by use with the later 

term being a distinct use
• Garages vs Parking Structures – structured parking distinguished by use  with the 

later term being a distinct use

Discussion Points:
• Parking allowed in the 2nd lot layer in FD4
• No on-site parking required except in FD4 and FD5-AI
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