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While the substantive provisions of CodeNEXT are 
topics du jour, code structure is equally important.

You might think of it as assembling an automobile. 
While its accessories may personalize it, its chassis is 
its critical and indispensable foundation.
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Three years ago, our CodeNEXT consultants offered the city 
council a choice of three zoning approaches – 1) brisk 
sweep, 2) deep clean or 3) complete makeover.  

It was like selecting from X (mild), XX (spicy) or XXX (hot) at 
the Texas Chili Parlor.  The council chose “spicy plus”. 

The city council essentially asked for an “extensive code 
reorganization and rewrite” with “blended use and form-
based zoning districts” and “significant graphics.”

Only consistency and performance were to remain the same 
and not be altered in all three approaches.

So did we get what we ordered?
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CodeNEXT is not, as promised, succinctly written!

In fact, it is three times as wordy as most other big city 
codes, and its administrative chapter is fourfold fatter.

In other words, CodeNEXT suffers from verbal obesity. 

And several chapters have not even yet been delivered.

The first rule in code drafting is to “keep it short and 
simple,” the KISS principle!
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CodeNEXT is not, as promised, well reorganized! 

In fact, it is inconsistent with normal code structure. 

A well-organized development code, like a good book, 
should have a definable Beginning, Middle and End.   

•the Beginning should set forth development review rules in 
sequential order (subdivision, zoning, site plan); (yellow)

•the Middle, infrastructure or facility adequacy requirements 
(streets, parks, utilities, drainage, etc.) (blue) and

•the End, administrative procedures and terminology (processing, 
permitting, enforcement, definitions, etc.). (green)

Here, for example, are the codes for Chicago, Memphis 
and Arlington VA, - three codes my former firm drafted.
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….  and for Denver, Raleigh, Portland and Pittsburgh.
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….  and Albuquerque, Sacramento, Buffalo and Miami.  

The latter two codes, which are form-based, located their 
definitions up front to introduce new vocabularies.



7

… and Tulsa, Cincinnati and finally CodeNEXT.

Of all these codes, CodeNEXT is the only one to not follow 
the sequence of development and to scatter administrative 
and infrastructure provisions throughout the code.
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CodeNEXT is not, as promised, streamlined!  

In fact, it’s provisions are scattered and duplicative. 

It is also very difficult to differentiate the new from old.

For example, the Hill Country roadway ordinance was 
incorporated CodeNEXT essentially unchanged.  

By removing unnecessary provisions, adding graphics 
and doing more wordsmithing, it can be cut almost half.  

As could be the rest of the CodeNEXT document!
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CodeNEXT is not, as promised, well illustrated! 

In fact, except for its form districts, it is visual desert.

Here are several examples from the Arlington code that 
show the variety of available graphic techniques and how 
“a picture can be worth a 1,000 words.”

The Arlington code includes its Columbia Pike form-
based code and several small area regulatory plans, 
including Crystal City and Clarendon, and is considered 
one of the nation’s more innovative and progressive.
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CodeNEXT is not, as promised, a blended hybrid code!

In fact, it is actually two distinctly different codes pasted 
together - one use-based and one form-based. 

And to make things even more complicated, about one-fourth 
of Austin will apparently continue to be regulated by the 
current code making the future administration of land use a 
bureaucratic nightmare for everyone involved.  

We will witness the “perfect zoning storm!”  
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Another example of CodeNEXT’s increased complexity is 
the prescriptiveness of its form-based coding districts.

While it takes only one page for use-based requirements, it 
takes six or seven pages for each form-based district.
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CodeNEXT is not, as promised, simplified!  

In fact, it is much more complex then the current code.

For example, it introduces a much more confusing two-
part district naming or nomenclature system!   
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As mentioned at the outset, consistency and performance 
were to remain the same in all three CodeNEXT approaches.

So it was disconcerting to see CodeNEXT targeting density 
increases in urban neighborhoods rather than in centers and 
corridors as would be consistent with Imagine Austin. 

And it was also disconcerting to see CodeNEXT essentially 
doing away with compatibility standards, which have been the 
city's main use of performance standards since 1985.

Both of these major action changes seem to be in direct 
conflict with council desires as set forth in Approach 2.5. 

Thank You!  


