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There are a number of key differences between the Conventional and Form
zoning.1  These include the focus and context of development, how changes to and mixing of land 
uses are addressed, how building design and placement are dealt with and the actual approach to 
writing the regulations. 
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Conventional Zoning focuses on use
public realm. The Public Realm is a municipality's most defining characteristic and is defined by the 
streets, buildings and public spaces and how they effectively work togeth
liveable places.�

Conventional zoning

Key Points:  
·  Focus on current use without considering 

potential future uses of a building or site
·  Districts are based on a single use

residential, commercial, office)
what can be built 

·  Focus on what is not permitted
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1 For additional information, see Smart Growth Bulletin 7.
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There are a number of key differences between the Conventional and Form-based approach to 

These include the focus and context of development, how changes to and mixing of land 
uses are addressed, how building design and placement are dealt with and the actual approach to 
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oning focuses on use while Form-based Zoning focuses on the physical form of the 
The Public Realm is a municipality's most defining characteristic and is defined by the 

streets, buildings and public spaces and how they effectively work together to create vibrant, 

Conventional zoning  Form- based zoning

without considering 
potential future uses of a building or site 

a single use (i.e. 
residential, commercial, office) which defines 

Focus on what is not permitted 

Key Points:  
·  Focus on form of the urban environment 

and design, and long-term quality of public 
realm 

·  The facing street corridor and zone 
determine the building type that can be 
built 

·  Regulations focus on how buildings relate 
to street and to each other

 

 

For additional information, see Smart Growth Bulletin 7. 

��������	
���
������	
������
�����������
��
�����
� 	��
���
���
���	��	
����
�����	�
����
����	�����
���������� 	��

�����������	�����������������������
�������������� 
���	�����
���
�	
�������
���	
����	�
	�	��
��������
������
�� �

���
�����������	���
����	�
��	
����������	��	
����
� �
���������
�������������������	��
�����������	�����
 �	
������
������	�������	����
��
��
�	
�
��
���
���
��������� ���������
	
�������	��	
������
������� 
����
��
�

October 29, 2009 

Technical Bulletin 1                       

��
������	�� �
based approach to 

These include the focus and context of development, how changes to and mixing of land 
uses are addressed, how building design and placement are dealt with and the actual approach to 

focuses on the physical form of the 
The Public Realm is a municipality's most defining characteristic and is defined by the 

er to create vibrant, 

based zoning  

Focus on form of the urban environment 
term quality of public 

The facing street corridor and zone 
determine the building type that can be 

ions focus on how buildings relate 
to street and to each other 
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Conventional Zoning focuses on the development 
anything adjacent to it, while Form
development on it relates to other 

Conventional zoning

Key Points:  
·  Development regulations do not consider 

adjacent streets, buildings or civic spaces
·  Adjacent streets, buildings and civic spaces 

lack coordination 
·  Less assurance for residents 

neighbourhood will look like at build out
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Conventional Zoning focuses on the development internal to lot with minimal consideration for 
hile Form-based Zoning considers the context of the lot and how 

development on it relates to other development around the lot. 

Conventional zoning  Form- based zoning

Development regulations do not consider 
adjacent streets, buildings or civic spaces 
Adjacent streets, buildings and civic spaces 

Less assurance for residents as to what their 
neighbourhood will look like at build out 

Key Points:  
·  Development regulations focus on adjacent 

streets, buildings and civic spaces
·  Coordinates buildings, streets and civic 

spaces  
·  Achieves a more predictable public realm, 

so residents will know what their 
neighbourhood will look like at build out
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lot with minimal consideration for 
the context of the lot and how 

based zoning  

Development regulations focus on adjacent 
streets, buildings and civic spaces 
Coordinates buildings, streets and civic 

Achieves a more predictable public realm, 
ll know what their 

neighbourhood will look like at build out 
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 Land use changes (i.e. from Residential to Commercial)
Conventional Zoning, while with Form
middle of the block.  

Conventional z

Key Points:  
·  Does not consider enclosure (ratio of the 

building height to space in front of building), 
which is used to create a comfortable and 
pedestrian scale environment

·  Buildings are not coordinated
street (i.e. height, mass, design), 
compromising the streetscape
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Land use changes (i.e. from Residential to Commercial) occur at the street centre with 
Zoning, while with Form-based Zoning land use changes occur behind the lot in the 

Conventional z oning Form- based zoning

Does not consider enclosure (ratio of the 
building height to space in front of building), 

used to create a comfortable and 
pedestrian scale environment 
Buildings are not coordinated across the 
street (i.e. height, mass, design), 

streetscape 

Key Points:  
·  Consistent streetscape, with buildings types 

coordinated across the street
·  Considers enclosure, with buildings framing 

the street to create a comfortable and 
pedestrian scale environment
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at the street centre with 
oning land use changes occur behind the lot in the 

based zoning  

ent streetscape, with buildings types 
coordinated across the street 
Considers enclosure, with buildings framing 
the street to create a comfortable and 
pedestrian scale environment 
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Conventional Zoning segregates different uses through districts, while Form
encourages a mix of compatible 

Conventional zoning

Key Points:  
·  Uses (i.e. commercial and residential) are 

segregated by area, combining them in a 
single building or block is challenging

·  Encourages shops, parks and amenities 
be located at some distance from
areas, requiring people to drive more

·  Difficult to change uses in
requires a redistricting 
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Picture sources: 
Big box : Glatting Jackson 
Safeway/mixed use:  www.thesledgehammer.wordpress.com
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Conventional Zoning segregates different uses through districts, while Form-based Zoning 
compatible uses.   

Conventional zoning  Form- based zoning

Uses (i.e. commercial and residential) are 
combining them in a 

single building or block is challenging 
hops, parks and amenities to 

be located at some distance from residential 
, requiring people to drive more 

in buildings, 

Key Points:  
·  Compatible uses (eg. commercial and residential) 

are combined in buildings and within neighbourhoods
·  Creates opportunities where s

amenities are close to home, and can be accessed 
by walking or cycling 

·  Flexibility to change uses 
require a redistricting 

 
        

Safeway/mixed use:  www.thesledgehammer.wordpress.com 
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based Zoning 

based zoning  

commercial and residential) 
in buildings and within neighbourhoods 

Creates opportunities where shops, parks and other 
amenities are close to home, and can be accessed 

in buildings, does not 
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Conventional Zoning uses minimum front setbacks to determine the distance between the fr
property line and building, whil

Conventional zoning

Key Points:  
·  Actual building setbacks can vary greatly, 

leading to an inconsistent 
buildings far back from the street

·  Minimum front setbacks tend to be larger 
than Build-to Lines, and b
require more land 

·  Utilities are placed in the large right
which becomes front yard 
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Conventional Zoning uses minimum front setbacks to determine the distance between the fr
property line and building, while Form-based Zoning uses a Build-to Line  

Conventional zoning  Form- based zoning

etbacks can vary greatly, 
leading to an inconsistent streetscape with 
buildings far back from the street 

tend to be larger 
to Lines, and buildings may 

the large right-of-way, 
yard of homes 

Key Points:  
·  Build-to Line must be consistent within each 

blockface, to create a consistent streetscape
·   Generally smaller than minimum front 

setbacks, to ensure buildings embrace the 
street and create a comfortable pedestrian 
realm 

·  To facilitate Build-to Line and buildings 
integrating with streetscape
placed under the road for smaller right
way 
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Conventional Zoning uses minimum front setbacks to determine the distance between the front 

based zoning  

to Line must be consistent within each 
reate a consistent streetscape 

minimum front 
setbacks, to ensure buildings embrace the 

a comfortable pedestrian 

and buildings 
integrating with streetscape, utilities are 

for smaller right-of-
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Conventional Zoning regulations are
incorporate a large number of graphics to illustrate the regulations.

Conventional zoning

Key Points:
·  More complicated, harder to ‘see’ what 

regulations would look like
·  Relevant information often contained in 

several different sections of the code
·  Regulation document tends to be lengthy
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regulations are primarily text based while Form-based Zoning 
incorporate a large number of graphics to illustrate the regulations. 

Conventional zoning  Form- based zoning

Key Points: 
, harder to ‘see’ what 

regulations would look like 
Relevant information often contained in 
several different sections of the code 

Regulation document tends to be lengthy 

Key Points:  
·  Less complicated, and easier to 

understand  
·  Graphics present information

and consolidated manner 
easier to understand and ‘see’ what they 
would look like 

·  Regulation document tends to be shorter in 
length 
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based Zoning regulations 

based zoning  

Less complicated, and easier to 

Graphics present information more concise 
and consolidated manner making them 
easier to understand and ‘see’ what they 

Regulation document tends to be shorter in 
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Conventional Zoning tends to use abstract concepts, while Form
concrete concepts. 

Conventional zoning

Key points 
·  More complex concepts , eg. Floor Area Ratio 

or lot width mix, to determine building sizes 
scale of development are often used

·  Height is measured in meters which limits 
design options like storey height or roof design.
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Conventional Zoning tends to use abstract concepts, while Form-based Zoning relies more on 

Conventional zoning  Form- based zoning

More complex concepts , eg. Floor Area Ratio 
to determine building sizes and 

are often used 
Height is measured in meters which limits 
design options like storey height or roof design. 

Key points 
·  Bulk and building envelope regulated by BTL, 

rear and side setbacks, frontage requirements 
and height 

·  Concrete concepts like facades and building 
types are used to describe development

·  Height is measured in storeys to allow more 
flexibility in design of storey heig
design. 
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based Zoning relies more on 

based zoning  

building envelope regulated by BTL, 
rear and side setbacks, frontage requirements 

Concrete concepts like facades and building 
types are used to describe development 
Height is measured in storeys to allow more 

of storey height or roof 


