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Executive Summary 

Unlike conventional zoning codes, a form-based code encourages a mix of uses and building types 
while emphasizing the form and function of public and private realms.  Form-based codes are 
concerned with the character of the public realm, specifically how public realm character is affected 
by the development of private property.  They document desired relationships and establish expected 
outcomes for building types, block and street patterns, street standards, and public spaces.  This type 
of code does not regulate architectural styles, but instead governs building massing, streetscapes, 
and parking locations, thereby promoting the development and/or redevelopment of the neighborhood 
fabric.  Municipalities benefit from the predictable development environment created by form-based 
codes that allows for preservation of unique community characteristics and facilitates appropriate 
growth and change. 

The strongest legal basis for form-based codes is the zoning police power that allows the public to 
envision, design, and control development of the public realm.  Form-based codes empower 
municipalities to do this through the use of public thoroughfare (street) regulating plans and public 
space plans ("official maps" of predictable rights-of-way).  While many municipalities simply map land 
use zoning districts and hand over decisions about future streets, plazas, and parks to developers, 
form-based codes provide a mechanism to exercise greater control over these public realm assets. 

Because form-based codes create and/or preserve desirable community forms, many municipalities 
are interested in adopting such codes.  The Mobility and Community Form Initiative, sponsored by the 
New Jersey Department of Transportation (NJDOT), began an effort in 2008 to develop form-based 
codes in several municipalities across the state of New Jersey, including Mount Holly (Burlington 
County), Edison (Middlesex County), North Arlington (Bergen County), Dover (Morris County), and 
Hammonton (Atlantic County).  Form-based codes are important to NJDOT because they merge 
design specifications for land development with transportation elements in order to attain the desired 
built environment.  While a few communities in the region have already adopted form-based codes 
(Haddonfield, NJ; Woolwich Township, NJ; and Woodbury City, NJ), the process of writing and 
adopting a form-based code in the Township of Mount Holly is intended to serve as a demonstration 
for other municipalities. 

This report focuses on the development of Mount Holly’s form-based code and on lessons learned 
throughout the process that can be applied to other municipalities as they pursue development and 
adoption of their own form-based codes.
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CHAPTER 1 

Introduction 

Why Mount Holly? 

Mount Holly Township, originally founded in 1688 as Northampton, is the county seat of Burlington 
County, New Jersey and home to over 10,000 people in just under three square miles.  Historically an 
important regional center in the county, Mount Holly seeks to strengthen that position through public 
and private investment in its core downtown area facilitated by a new form-based zoning code.   

The existing zoning is outdated, and the regulations do not allow development to occur in a manner 
that fosters a desirable community character.  Through the development of a new zoning code, Mount 
Holly seeks to implement the land use goals of the Township Master Plan (2000) and the goals and 
objectives of the Mount Holly Township Strategic Revitalization Plan (2008). 

This study includes only selected areas within the township in order to concentrate resources within 
areas where they will have the greatest impact.  The initial study area, proposed by staff at the 
Municipal Land Use Center of The College of New Jersey and based largely on discussions with local 
municipal officials, focused on Mount Holly’s downtown, which already has a unique sense of place.  
Part of the form-based code district is co-extensive with the historic preservation district, where New 
Jersey’s Municipal Land Use Law (MLUL) encourages specific building form and architectural 
detailing standards.  The standards allow a municipality to evaluate "appropriateness" in building 
alterations and infill construction.  Much of the study area was publicly owned, either by the 
municipality or county, neither of which were not adverse to the form-based code concept.  
Furthermore, it is adjacent to the County Administrative and Court Complex and has been designated 
as an Urban Enterprise Zone (UEZ) and a Main Street New Jersey community. 

However, after initial investigation, the study area for the new form-based code was expanded to 
better represent a larger segment of the community.  The final study area is a legally supportable 
place to implement such a design code and includes the downtown, the municipal complex, the 
Creekside Redevelopment Area, and two portions of the township that serve as gateways to the 
community but are in need of redevelopment: the intersection of Washington and King streets with 
Madison Avenue and the intersection of Mill and Branch streets.  By including all these areas, Mount 
Holly will ensure that future development complements the character of the community and that 
eventually welcoming gateways will be developed that exemplify the assets of the township. 
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Figure 1: Study area 

 

S o u r c e :  M o u n t  H o l l y  F o r m - B a s e d  C o d e ,  1 2 / 0 6 / 2 0 1 0  d r a f t  

 

The form-based zoning code project was led by consultants Group Melvin Design and Hurley-Franks 
Associates in conjunction with DVRPC staff.  The project also included a Municipal Project Team with 
members from Burlington County, NJDOT, The Municipal Land Use Center, and local Mount Holly 
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Township representatives and planning professionals.  A Mount Holly resident was also included on 
the Municipal Project Team.  See Appendix B for the names of those on the Municipal Project Team. 

Why a Form-Based Code? 

Form-based codes aim to improve the public realm by setting standards for the built environment 
rather than merely regulating land uses.  The primary motivation for changing the zoning code in 
Mount Holly was the fact that the current zoning does not reflect the community’s vision, nor does it 
reflect many of the desirable characteristics that are currently on the ground.  Protecting the 
community character to ensure that future development adds value is the primary goal of the new 
form-based code.  

In some cases, the type of development allowed by the existing zoning code is not desirable to the 
community.  For instance, the majority of properties on Garden Street are built to the public right-of-
way with little to no private frontage space.  This frontage type is preferred by the community, yet the 
current zoning code requires minimum setbacks and breaks with the existing character of Garden 
Street.  

Similarly, current zoning regulations along Pine Street require a minimum front setback and allow for 
parking to be located in the front of buildings, neither of which are characteristics of existing 
properties.  Recently, these regulations resulted in new homes being built along Pine Street with large 
front setbacks and residential parking along the street edge, disrupting the neighborhood character.   

Figure 2: Community character preferred by residents 

 
 
S o u r c e :  D V R P C ,  2 0 0 9  
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Figure 3: Setbacks required by existing zoning 

 

S o u r c e :  D V R P C ,  2 0 0 9  

 

Mount Holly chose to develop a form-based code over a more conventional zoning code to achieve 
the following specific objectives: 

1. Create an active mixed-use, walkable downtown that is able to support a variety of housing 
types; day, night, and weekend commercial uses; government services and active public 
spaces 

2. Build upon the existing transportation infrastructure to promote a highly connected, multi-
modal system 

3. Enhance Mount Holly’s gateways and unique features 

4. Preserve the character of Mount Holly 

5. Create appropriate transitions to outlying neighborhoods 

6. Foster positive economic development. 

Another benefit of the new form-based code is that it reduces the length and cost of the variance 
process created by the existing zoning code, streamlining the development process in the most active 
commercial segment of Mount Holly.  The ease of use and predictability of outcomes associated with 
implementation of a form-based code frequently attracts developers and encourages current business 
owners and residents to improve their properties as the process is considerably more direct, less 
cumbersome, and less costly.  Replacing the existing conventional zoning code entirely within the 
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study area will accomplish this more efficiently than a revision of the existing code or the development 
of an overlay district. 

Furthermore, much of the study area is within the Rancocas Creek floodplain.  After discussions with 
the Department of Environmental Protection, it was determined that where this occurs, state and local 
floodplain regulations will override the form-based code.  In order to help developers and local 
officials determine the highest and best uses of properties constrained by environmental regulations, 
the form-based code provides a list of appropriate development strategies in the floodplain. 
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CHAPTER 2 

Process 

Figure 4: Process Overview 

 

S o u r c e :  D V R P C ,  2 0 1 0  

Understanding the Existing Environment 

A comprehensive literature review was the first step in understanding the community context within 
Mount Holly.  The township’s previous studies, reports, and plans were examined and the regional 
context was established through a review of master plans from neighboring municipalities and the 
long-range plans of Burlington County, DVRPC, and other regional planning agencies.  GIS data and 
maps were analyzed to determine if there were scheduled Transportation Improvement Projects or 
environmentally sensitive areas.  This review enabled the consultant team to identify future plans that 
will affect growth and development in Mount Holly as well as establish the township’s role in the 
region. 
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Next, the existing conditions within the built environment were assessed through two primary 
methods, a walking tour and a synoptic survey (documentation of the physical characteristics of the 
study area).  The walking tour revealed the variety of land uses, building types, site designs, and 
characteristics present in the study area.  Observations of community character elements ranged 
from features such as building height and setback to trees, lawns, and parking accommodations.  
Informal interviews with community stakeholders during the walking tour provided an opportunity for 
the project team to learn what kinds of urban form are preferred and where change is desired. 

During the synoptic survey, the project team studied streets throughout the study area that exemplify 
characteristics common in Mount Holly.  Observations and measurements were recorded that 
detailed both public and private frontages.  Typical data collected for public frontages included right-
of-way width, number of moving and parking lanes, width of sidewalk, and tree planting patterns.  
Data collected for private frontages included the amount of window glazing, building height, lot 
coverage, setbacks, and land use.  This survey allowed the consultant team to identify the range of 
characteristics and street types in the study area.  The synoptic survey sheet was developed to help 
the team record and organize the information collected.   
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Figure 5: Synoptic survey sheet 

 

S o u r c e :  G r o u p  M e l v i n  D e s i g n ,  2 0 1 0  
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Visioning for the Future 

An effective visioning process allows community members to identify the characteristics that they love 
about their neighborhood and what they would like to see change in the future.  In Mount Holly, the 
visioning process began with a one-day listening session in which the project team individually 
interviewed township staff, public officials, business owners, and community activists.  Informal 
discussions were held with local residents, business owners, and other stakeholders at the local 
coffee shop, “The Daily Grind.”  People offered opinions about the current zoning code, ideas for 
improvement in the study area, and their views on the many design elements that comprise Mount 
Holly’s urban fabric, such as parking, fences, alleyways, housing types, and land uses.  The 
information gathered allowed the project team to understand the local “flavor” and citizens’ collective 
vision for the township.  The single biggest complaint about the current zoning ordinance is that it 
discourages or prohibits people from doing good things with their property unless they are willing to 
go through the tedious, burdensome, and expensive process of getting use and bulk variances. 

Based on information gathered during the walking tour and discussions with stakeholders, the project 
team developed six principles below to guide the form-based code project: 

1. Preserve the existing character of the downtown and adjacent residential neighborhoods 

2. Support opportunities for desirable economic development 

3. Provide clear graphics to accompany code language, allowing users to visualize specific 
regulations 

4. Decrease the frequency of variances needed for common urban design features 

5. Encourage vibrancy along High Street with mixed-use development 

6. Enhance Mount Holly’s gateways and unique features, such as Rancocas Creek. 

A community visioning workshop open to the public was then held at the local library.  Attendees 
were educated about form-based codes and the ongoing project in Mount Holly, including the 
visioning principles and proposed transect zones (see Chapter 3), and then asked to provide input.  
Participants broke into small groups, viewed photos of typical development scenarios (single-family 
homes, industrial buildings, downtown main streets, arterial commercial strips, public gathering 
spaces, etc.), and were asked to detail their “likes” and “dislikes” in relation to the photos. 

A second community meeting was held that detailed the difference between each transect zone and 
explained the specific code elements for each area.  This event gave residents and other local 
stakeholders an opportunity to gain clarification on the form-based code, ask questions about the 
specific regulations, and suggest changes to the draft code elements. 

Mount Holly officials were included at each step in the process through representation on the 
Municipal Project Team, presentations to Council and Planning Board meetings, inclusion in the 
stakeholder interview proceedings, and a small group meeting toward the close of the project. 
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CHAPTER 3 

Form-Based Code 

Transects 

Nine transects, or areas that exemplify a particular built environment in Mount Holly, were identified 
by the project team.  The standards for each transect were developed in response to the prevailing 
urban landscape character of the public realm and private land uses in each.  The standards serve to 
either protect the existing character, to evolve and grow the character, or to change the character of 
the area through future development.   

Four of the nine total transects consist largely of stable residential areas and feature items such as 
sidewalks and tree lawns that were considered to be desirable by public participants.  The goal for 
these areas is to protect the existing environment and, as such, the standards set by the form-based 
code are designed to maintain the building type, massing, and character already present in these 
areas. 

Two other transects cover areas that exhibit development patterns and building frontages desirable to 
the downtown core, but also include parcels that are vacant, underutilized, or otherwise available for 
infill development.  The goal of evolving and growing is appropriate for these areas since new 
development is desired by the community.  Furthermore, workshop participants envisioned changes 
to form in this area, such as taller building heights, so the code reflects the opportunity for future 
evolution of the neighborhood character in these transects. 

The final three transects include areas that serve as gateways to Mount Holly, but are currently 
underutilized and where redevelopment is most likely to occur.  These areas currently do not 
contribute to the character and vibrancy of the Mount Holly community, so the goal for the future is to 
encourage change. 

See Appendix A for an example of a transect district plan.  



 

1 6  F o r m - B a s e d  C o d e s :  L e s s o n s  L e a r n e d  f r o m  a  M o u n t  H o l l y ,  N J  C a s e  S t u d y  

Figure 6: Plan showing transects and street segments 

 

S o u r c e :  M o u n t  H o l l y  F o r m - B a s e d  C o d e ,  1 2 / 0 6 / 2 0 1 0  d r a f t  

 

Street Segments 

Mount Holly’s form-based code integrates street types and frontage types through the Street 
Regulating Plan.  Seven unique frontage types – Downtown, Collector, Special, Broad, Local, Small, 
and Riverfront Path (shown in Figure 6) – were identified based on existing public rights-of-way, 
desired widths, road hierarchies, building scales, and pedestrian amenities.  Guidelines for the 
frontage types regulate building façade forms and the pedestrian realm in relation to the public streets 
upon which they front.  This parameter is integral to creating the appropriate nexus between the 
public and private realms within a street or block.  The uniform application of the frontage type 
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guidelines allows the vision for the area to be realized over time despite incremental development 
and changing architectural styles and materials. 

Figure 7: Example of a typical pedestrian realm within a frontage type 

 

S o u r c e :  M o u n t  H o l l y  F o r m - B a s e d  C o d e ,  1 2 / 0 6 / 2 0 1 0  d r a f t  
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In Mount Holly, like in many other municipalities, some public rights-of-way are not uniform in width.  
To address this, each frontage type contains one or more street types.  Each street type provides 
detailed, dimensioned cross-section diagrams that adhere to the purpose and definition of each 
frontage type. 

Figure 8: Example of a street type 
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Mount Holly’s form-based code includes 14 street types as well as two different alley types and one 
riverfront path category.  Alleys and paths were separated from the other local street types because 
of differing goals for these streets.  For example, while a cross-section of an alley may be very similar 
to that of a small local street, the type of development supported by the alley is very different. 

Building Types 

Another common element detailed for each transect in Mount Holly’s form-based code is building 
type.  The 13 building types, which range from single-family dwellings and office buildings to live/work 
units, govern building function, disposition on the lot, and configuration, including frontage and height.  
Each building type is addressed individually in the form-based code.  Building types may contain one 
or more uses and are required to incorporate certain design forms and functional elements meant to 
encourage high-quality design and construction while meeting modern occupancy standards.  Each 
transect zone allows specified building types and regulates their location, while the frontage types 
regulate how each building type relates to the public right-of-way upon which it fronts. 
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Figure 9: Building type example (stackable townhouse) 
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Uses 

When addressed through form-based zoning, uses are permitted or prohibited by transect zone.  For 
easy reference, Mount Holly indicates whether a use is permitted, conditionally permitted, or 
prohibited in a given transect zone in chart format.  Prohibited uses include those prohibited in all 
transects and listed in the form-based code as well as any uses not expressly permitted. 

Figure 10: Excerpt from permitted uses chart 

 

S o u r c e :  M o u n t  H o l l y  F o r m - B a s e d  C o d e ,  d r a f t  d a t e d  1 2 / 0 6 / 2 0 1 0  
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Implementation 

Like most form-based codes, Mount Holly’s code looks very different than a conventional zoning 
code.  Many of the regulations and design standards are presented in graphic format, which 
ultimately increases ease of use by developers, local officials, and stakeholders.  However, the new 
code structure did require education for users on how to interpret the variety of regulations and 
restrictions placed on each individual property.  In Mount Holly, a variety of education and outreach 
efforts were included in the project scope. 

Multiple community presentations offered general facts about form-based codes as well as 
information about Mount Holly’s specific regulations and how to use the new code.  Two 
presentations were made to the Township Council and Township Planning Board, one during the 
creation of the code and one upon code completion.  Mount Holly’s code enforcement officials were 
included in discussions about the code throughout the process and were educated on how to use the 
form-based code once the final draft was complete.  Effective communication between the project 
team and local stakeholders throughout the process was critical to the future success of the new 
form-based code. 

Mount Holly’s form-based code applies to the development of new structures, additions to existing 
structures, and exterior renovations of existing structures.  Figure 11 illustrates how a property owner 
would determine the applicable land use, building type, development standards, and design 
standards for their property if located within the form-based code area. 

Figure 11: User instructions 
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The General Design Standards apply to the entire form-based code area, regardless of transect, 
frontage, and building type. 
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CHAPTER 4 

Lessons Learned 

Every community is unique and presents its own opportunities and challenges.  However, there are 
similarities that allow for application of the lessons learned by Mount Holly during the development of 
their form-based code to other municipalities. 

1. Consult the Master Plan and Relevant Local Documents 

The Master Plan of a community is one of the most valuable tools used to determine the focus for a 
form-based code.  The Master Plan details opportunities within the municipality and identifies 
characteristics that the local community would like to preserve in addition to identifying the challenges 
and areas where improvement is needed.  Other local documents that discuss plans for future 
redevelopment, historic features, environmentally sensitive areas, etc. can also provide critical 
information for the form-based code. 

2. Facilitate the Community’s Vision 

Having a clear understanding of a community’s vision is the foundation of a successful form-based 
code.  Much more so than conventional zoning codes, form-based codes aim to create or preserve a 
distinct community character and the interaction between public and private space.  Furthermore, the 
character of the community may change slightly throughout the municipality.  Involvement of key local 
stakeholders from the beginning of the project can help to preserve these small nuances. 

To successfully facilitate the community’s vision, it is imperative that community members have their 
say.  Consultants must listen without presuming that they understand the problem or know the 
answer.  Many times, local residents, business owners, and municipal officials know what the issues 
are but may not be able to communicate them directly.  In Mount Holly, the consultant team was 
exceptionally good at this, explaining that locals knew the town better than anyone else and that they 
were there to learn. 

Understanding the vision of the community will also help the project team determine whether a new 
form-based code will replace current zoning entirely, become an update to existing zoning, or create 
a zoning overlay district.  The disparities between the current zoning and the community’s vision led 
Mount Holly officials to decide to replace their current zoning code within the study area with the new 
form-based code. 
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3.  Walk Everywhere 

A successful project team will walk everywhere in the study area, with as many sets of eyes as 
possible.  In Mount Holly, the consultant team organized sidewalk and backyard tours to get locals 
familiar with areas they see every day but do not observe.  This was a helpful public education and 
bonding experience between the locals and the consultants that not only built confidence in the 
consultants, but later enabled them to say, “Remember when we did this or saw that?” 

4. Stay Focused on Project Purpose and Scope 

A continual focus on the community’s vision allowed the Mount Holly project team to retain the work 
scope’s integrity and purpose throughout the process and ensured that the finished product placed 
the identified opportunities within reach.  Without a strict focus on the purpose and scope of the code, 
the project could easily have grown to a proportion where its usefulness was lessened. 

Early agreement on the purpose and scope of the project was critical.  This gave the project team the 
ability to focus the work plan and stay on schedule with the project.  It also provided rationale for 
maintaining the boundaries of the study area even when some stakeholders wanted the project 
expanded to include the entire township.  Not all community input directly relates to a specific project, 
nor can one project accommodate all requests.  Maintaining the purpose and scope of the project 
allowed for a quality product to be developed within a limited budget. 

5. Be Flexible When Creating the Code’s Definitions 

While creating the Mount Holly form-based code, the project team found it necessary to deviate from 
the standards commonly accepted by planners when identifying the transect zones.  Within the 
planning community, the use of transects is widespread and frequently utilized to provide a common 
understanding of a given intensity of development within a landscape.  However, the end users of a 
form-based code may not be well versed in typical transect language; therefore, using this 
terminology could result in confusion. 

In Mount Holly, the bulk of the form-based code area falls into one of two traditional transect types, 
yet the variety of characteristics and the community’s vision necessitated the development of more 
individual transects.  The project team’s flexibility allowed for the creation of nine transects, rather 
than the traditional two, which will preserve the neighborhood nuances unique to Mount Holly. 

Moreover, each transect zone was given a generic letter for ease of use and clarity, yet the word 
“transect” was included to help elevate this concept among code users.  

6. Design for the Market 

Fortunately for Mount Holly, the consultant team had real estate development experience and 
included a real estate market analyst who communicated volumetric needs (building widths, depths, 
heights, etc.) for a variety of building uses that were either for sale or rent in the study area.  The 
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market analysis helped educate the public and the design consultants on realistic building 
opportunities while tempering the expectations of overzealous individuals. 

For example, the historic storefront pattern in Mount Holly is narrow and deep because that layout 
suited 19th and early 20th century merchants who kept their clients in the front of the store and their 
stock on site in the rear.  Clients did not browse; merchants fetched items for them.  Today, clients 
like to browse and merchants manage stock differently.  At least one-half of the deep, narrow ground 
floors are wasted.  The consultants helped Mount Holly fashion the form-based code to comport to 
real estate demands. 

7. Educate the Public and Municipal Officials 

Form-based codes are a relatively new concept, especially in the Delaware Valley region.  Therefore, 
educating the public about form-based codes and their implementation is a necessary step to ensure 
understanding and acceptance at the local level.  In Mount Holly, formal adoption of the form-based 
code has been hindered because of a lack of understanding among local officials regarding how to 
implement it.  The Municipal Land Use Center at The College of New Jersey has partnered with the 
New Jersey Department of Transportation to provide technical assistance and education support to 
municipalities undertaking form-based code projects. 
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A – 1  

Transect DTC (Downtown Core) 

 

S o u r c e :  M o u n t  H o l l y  F o r m - B a s e d  C o d e ,  1 2 / 0 6 / 2 0 1 0  d r a f t  



 

A – 2  F o r m - B a s e d  C o d e s :  L e s s o n s  L e a r n e d  f r o m  a  M o u n t  H o l l y ,  N J  C a s e  S t u d y  

 

S o u r c e :  M o u n t  H o l l y  F o r m - B a s e d  C o d e ,  1 2 / 0 6 / 2 0 1 0  d r a f t  

 



 

A – 3  

 

S o u r c e :  M o u n t  H o l l y  F o r m - B a s e d  C o d e ,  1 2 / 0 6 / 2 0 1 0  d r a f t  

 



 

A – 4  F o r m - B a s e d  C o d e s :  L e s s o n s  L e a r n e d  f r o m  a  M o u n t  H o l l y ,  N J  C a s e  S t u d y  

 

S o u r c e :  M o u n t  H o l l y  F o r m - B a s e d  C o d e ,  1 2 / 0 6 / 2 0 1 0  d r a f t  
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B – 1  

Municipal Project Team 

Kathy Hoffman, Mount Holly Township 

Kevin Mizikar, Mount Holly Township 

Josh Brown, Mount Holly Township 

Bill Beetle, Municipal Land Use Center, The College of New Jersey 

Carmen Valetin, Municipal Land Use Center, The College of New Jersey 

Paul Cohn, New Jersey Department of Transportation 

Monica Etz, New Jersey Department of Transportation 

Karin Morris, Delaware Valley Regional Planning Commission 

Kelly Rossiter, Delaware Valley Regional Planning Commission 

Ed Fox, Burlington County 

Bob Melvin, Group Melvin Design 

Martha Cross, Group Melvin Design 

Jennifer Hurley, Hurley-Franks & Associates 

Angie Dixon, HFA Hurley-Franks & Associates 

Regan Young, Mount Holly Township resident  
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