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A Tutorial on Transect Zones 
and Form-based Codes

Flagstaff City Council

First created June 2009; Updated February 2016

A transect is a cut or path through part of the 
environment showing a range of different habitats. 
Biologists and ecologists use transects to study the 
many symbiotic elements that contribute to 
habitats where certain plants and animals thrive.
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What is a Transect?
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From: Duany Plater-Zyberk and Co.

Most UrbanMost Rural

A Rural/Urban Transect

CHARACTER

An Overview of the Transect

Useful as an organizing tool or template within a Code

What is a Transect?
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Transects Vary from Place to Place

T1

Land approximating a wilderness; natural open space

COCONINO NATIONAL FOREST LANDS

NATURAL ZONE

T1

An Overview of the Transect
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T2

Sparsely settled land – open or cultivated; farm 
houses, agric. buildings, mini-ranches

West Ridge subdivision

RURAL ZONE

T2

An Overview of the Transect

T3

Low density residential areas adjacent to higher zones 
with mixed use. Walkable. Home occupations allowed.

FLAGSTAFF TOWNSITE, NORTH OF DOWNTOWN

SUB-URBAN ZONE

T3

An Overview of the Transect
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T4

Primarily residential urban fabric with some mixed use. 
Wide range of building types – single-, row houses, 
apartment buildings

PARTS OF SOUTHSIDE AND SUNNYSIDE

GENERAL URBAN ZONE

T4

An Overview of the Transect

T5

Higher density mixed-use buildings – Main Street retail, 
apartments; tight network of streets and blocks with 
wide sidewalks; buildings close to sidewalks

S. SAN FRANCISCO/BEAVER STR.

URBAN CENTER ZONE
T5

An Overview of the Transect
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T6

Highest density and height, greatest variety of uses, 
civic buildings of regional importance. Tight block 
system with street trees, wide sidewalks.

DOWNTOWN FLAGSTAFF

URBAN CORE ZONE

T6

An Overview of the Transect

A transect can be applied to almost everything ….
Lighting standards Building form

Parking standards Street standards

Landscape standards Civic/open space standards

and should

/\

Reminder: – Transects are based on 
CHARACTER,  not USE

An Overview of the Transect
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The Flagstaff
Transect

Use/Density

Management

Form

Conventional Zoning (Euclidean)

Conventional zoning regulates primarily by LAND USE, DENSITY & FAR, 
SETBACKS, and PARKING. It assumes that there should be an “appropriate” 
distance between almost all different use types. Form (the little box) is 
minimally addressed.

Conventional vs. Form-based Codes
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Use/Density
Management

Use

Conventional Zoning (Euclidean)Form‐Based Codes

FORM‐BASED CODES focus on the design details that will FORM the type of 
community that is envisioned. Therefore the land uses and densities become 
subject to the FORM of the desired outcome.

Conventional vs. Form-based Codes

Form

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. They are 
regulations, not mere guidelines, adopted into city or county law. 
Form-based codes offer a powerful alternative to conventional 
zoning.

Form-based codes address the relationship between building 
facades and the public realm, the form and mass of buildings in 
relation to one another, and the scale and types of streets and blocks. 
The regulations and standards in form-based codes are presented in 
both words and clearly drawn diagrams and other visuals. They are 
keyed to a regulating plan that designates the appropriate form and 
scale (and therefore, character) of development, rather than only 
distinctions in land-use types.

Definition from the Form Based Code Institute

What is a Form-based Code?
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Density, Use

Setbacks

FAR (floor area ratio)

Let’s visualize under conventional zoning

A One-block Parcel

Density, Use

Setbacks

Parking requirements

FAR (floor area ratio)

A One-block Parcel
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Setbacks

Parking requirements

Density, Use

Max. building height

FAR (floor area ratio)

A One-block Parcel

Max. building height

Specifies frequency of openings 
and surface articulation 

Parking area design

Design Guidelines typically are NOT regulatory, and only “encourage” a focus 
on better design

“ Guidelines are about upholstering a 
place – they do not dig deep enough to 
affect the structure of a community…” 
(Peter Katz)

A One-block Parcel - Design Guidelines

Materials and colors
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Street types

A One-block Parcel – Form-based Code

Street types

Build to lines

A One-block Parcel – Form-based Code
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Street types

Number of floors

Build to lines

A One-block Parcel – Form-based Code

Street types

Building types

Number of floors

Build to lines

A One-block Parcel – Form-based Code
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Street types

Building types

Number of floors

Build to lines

A One-block Parcel – Form-based Code

• Regulatory not advisory
• Drafted to implement a plan
• Achieve a community vision – based 

on good urbanism
• Building form and mass standards are 

consciously based on context -
place-based rules

• Easily understood code customized 
for the community

• May be applied using the Transect

Form-based Code Application
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The Flagstaff Transect & FBC

• Critical component of the 2011 ZC 
update

• 2007 TND ordinance was an FBC

• Implemented the community’s vision:
• 1987 – Growth Management Guide 2000
• 1995 - Flagstaff 2020 Vision for the 

Community
• Flagstaff RLUTP 2001
• Flagstaff Regional Plan 2030

Challenge - where to apply Flagstaff’s 
Form-based Code?

2828

Form-based Code Study Area

The result of a lengthy community process



15

Form-based Code Study Area

Flagstaff City Hall

High Country 
Conference Center

Understanding existing form and character to 
inform the Form-based Code
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Micro-scale analysis – July 7th

Micro-scale analysis – July 7th
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Understanding existing zoning and what it 
allows

What the Existing Zoning Allows
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What the Zoning Code allows
CC:

CC:

MR:

MR:

Design Charrette

Remarkable community participation – 420+

• Design Charrette – October 5-9th

• Summary Report

www.flagstaff.az.gov/zoningcode
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Illustrative Plan

Illustrative Plan
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Illustrative Plan – Localized Studies

W. Birch Ave. & N. Leroux Str.

N. Humphreys Str. & W. Columbus Ave.

E. Cherry Ave. & N. Leroux Str.

S. San Francisco Str. & E. Cottage Ave.

Guiding Principles
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Transect Zones – Would be Optional

Base Zoning ... OR ...

Flagstaff 
City Hall

High Country 
Conference Center



22

Regulating Plan

10-40.40 
Transect Zones

Flagstaff 
City Hall

High Country 
Conference Center

Sample Transect Zone: T4N.1
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Sample Transect Zone: T4N.1

Sample Transect Zone: T4N.1
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Building Types

Building Types
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Building Types

Frontage Types
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• Based on the SmartCode
• Become Division 10-30.80 (Traditional Neighborhood 

Community Plan)
• Greenfield developments and infill projects
• Incorporated into the Form-based Code standards in 

the Zoning Code 

What happened to the TND standards adopted in 
2007?

2007 TND Standards?

• Smart Growth
smartgrowth.org

• New Urbanism in general
cnu.org
tndtownpaper.com
transect.org

• Form Based Codes
formbasedcodes.org
smartcodecentral.com
transect.org

FBCs in Summary
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FBCs in Summary

• Regulatory not advisory

• Implement a transect-based Regulatory Plan

• Establish good urbanism that is place-based and a result 
of a design charrette

• Include ALL of the following elements:
• Building placement – build-to line/setback
• Building form – height/coverage
• Building type
• Encroachments and frontage types
• Parking standards
• Allowed uses

• An important tool to implement the community’s vision 
going back to GMG 2000 and Vision 2020 documents

Roger E. Eastman, AICP  
Comprehensive Planning and Code Administrator

(928) 213-2640   reastman@flagstaffaz.gov

Thank you

Questions?


