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● Format: Presentation then Q+A
● During Q+A, raise your hand via Teams
● Feel free to ask questions in the chat as they come to you

Logistics
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A collection of twenty planning and zoning
strategies for housing production in New 
Hampshire communities.
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6
https://nhhousingtoolbox.org/

https://nhhousingtoolbox.org/
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● Part of the RHNA process
● Funded through ARPA
● Led by a subcommittee of staff from RPCs and NH 

Housing; facilitated by OPD staff
● Consultant team: 

Background

Outwith Studio 
(planning content and 

visual identity)

Bocoup 
(web design and 

development)

https://nhhousingtoolbox.org/

https://nhhousingtoolbox.org/
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● What is the tool?
● How can it help your community?
● How has it been used elsewhere?
● What does implementation look like?
● Where can you learn more?

The toolbox tries to answer these questions
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● People working in and around local government
● Local government staff, Planning Board members, 

Select Board members, legislative body members, 
local advocates, etc.

● Save time on up-front research

Audience
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● What is it?
● How can it help?
● Getting Started
● Considerations

Structure of each tool

● Resources
● Issues Addressed
● Related Tools
● State Law
● Case Studies
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● Housing Options
● Housing Costs
● Affordable Housing
● Sustainable Housing
● Multigenerational
● Infrastructure
● Redevelopment

Sorting Tools by Issues Addressed



FORM-BASED CODES
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Form-Based Codes
● Zoning rules that start with building 

types and design elements that 
community wants, and then allows 
those types and elements in certain 
areas

● Often used in Downtown or Village 
areas to complement historic 
character

● Can reduce zoning complexity for 
everyone, speed up housing 
production, and minimize 
unintended built outcomes
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How can it help?

Traditional 
Zoning

Form-Based 
Codes

Building Type and Form

Rules and Standards
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Traditional Development
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Rules-Driven “McMain Street” Development
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Form-Driven Development
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How can it help?
● Encourage alternative housing types like duplexes and small 

multifamily buildings
● Increase certainty about what is allowed where, and, for 

developers, reduce design and permitting uncertainty
● Regulate the infill, expansion, and redevelopment of downtowns 

and village areas.
● Continue historic development patterns and reflect the character of 

an existing community.
● Encourage mixed-use development and opportunities for small 

businesses.
● Create more useful and enjoyable public spaces, especially streets.
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Getting started with implementation
1. Connect to existing Master Plan goals/ongoing Master Plan process
2. Community engagement to establish determine where an FBC might be 

useful and specific design and development goals the community has
3. Inventory existing buildings, look for model buildings/design elements, 

catalog conditions the code is responding to.
4. Develop standards for buildings, public spaces, and public-private 

thresholds. Work with an architect to identify parameters that the FBC 
will be explicit about.

5. Draft legislation defining the FBC district, the standards new 
development, and any review/permitting processes. The form of the 
legislation can vary greatly on the community’s existing code and needs.
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Considerations
● Implementing an FBC may require some education on how to use FBC (especially for 

planners/developers familiar with the traditional zoning techniques).
● Align any historicism to contemporary building practices/market conditions/goals for 

sustainability/accessibility.
● FBCs can take many forms: special district, overlay district, alternative development 

incentive, complete code overhaul, “form-based lite.” Adapt the principles to meet your 
needs and mesh with your existing code.

● Standards/guidelines for architectural style and landscape can be included if desired.
● Clear graphics are key!
● Think about sub-districts / “transects.”
● Consider what permitting regime works best.
● Consider working with a consultant.



TOOLBOX 
CASE STUDIES
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Burlington, VT
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Burlington, VT
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Burlington, VT
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Littleton, MA
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Littleton, MA
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Littleton, MA
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Littleton, MA
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Littleton, MA
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Littleton, MA
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Keene, NH
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Keene, NH



NH FORM-BASED CODES
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Just outside of the medieval walled city of Plasencia, 
Spain



Dover, New Hampshire

⮚ First community in the State to 
adopt a FBC in 2009

⮚ Master Plan previously adopted in 
2007 laid the groundwork and set 
the stage.

⮚ Promotes infill and flexible uses for 
the downtown

⮚ Several redevelopment projects 
under the new code including the 
new Orpheum Apartments Building, 
a five-story, mixed-use property with 
130 residential units

⮚ Community Development Director 
reported support from downtown 
property owners, much infill and 
mixed-use redevelopment, and 
emphasized the importance of 
conditional use permit process



Lancaster, New Hampshire

⮚ Small North Woods town with population of 3,218
⮚ Mixed use downtown with well-preserved, three-story, 19th Century mercantile buildings
⮚ Adopted a form-based code in 2014 after a PlanNH design charrette, much public outreach, and  many public meetings.
⮚ Town Planner reports that the regulations have made it easier to re-purpose mixed use buildings in the downtown



• Creation of a new, character-based Village District Zone for the four existing villages in town, Sutton 
Mills, North Sutton, South Sutton, and Blaisdell Lake, which will allow a mix of uses and housing 
options for new development and the re-use of existing buildings.

• Draft a new, character-based Cluster Development Ordinance that will allow a variety of housing 
options.

• Create a Planned Unit Development (PUD) District on Kearsarge Valley Road that will permit 
construction of a new village with a mixture of uses and housing options.

The Town of Sutton was awarded funds through the InvestNH program to update or draft new language 
for three items:

Can a form-based code work in a small rural community?

Case Study in Progress, Sutton New Hampshire

Sutton is a small town in the central part of the State with a population just under 2000.  It has four distinct 
villages and many historic farms.  Like many other small rural towns in New Hampshire, its population 
peaked in the early 1800s, and many years of population decline followed.  Its population bottomed out in 
1960 at 487 residents.  Since then, it has experienced brisk population growth and has grappled with ways 
to preserve its character.



What Do 
Small 
Towns 
Want?



What Do 
Small 
Towns in 
New 
Hampshire 
Need?

⮚ Housing costs have far outpaced wage growth in recent years in the 
State

⮚ Many small towns only allow single family homes on large lots, and 
have adopted other regulations that limit growth

⮚ New Hampshire is rapidly aging and has the second oldest state 
population after Maine

⮚ The number of working-age households between the ages of 25 and 
64 declined in New Hampshire over the past decade, while the 
number of jobs increased.

⮚ The number of families with children likewise declined between 2010 
and 2020

⮚ The median home price in NH rose by 50% between 2019 and 2022



Sutton Central School was built in 1953 and 
has served multiple grades for the Town 
since that time. There has been decline, 
however, in student population in recent 
years. In 2021, enrollment was at 81—a 20 
% drop just since 2017.  This decline is 
directly related to the increasing age of 
residents in town. The median age was 43 in 
Sutton in 2000 and it had risen to almost 50 
in 2020. Overall, between 2010 and 2020, 
the total population increased by about 7.7 
%, while the over-65 age cohort grew by 
64.3 % and the school-age population 
declined in the same time period. 

Demographic Trends Impacting
School Enrollment



Existing Development in Sutton Mills



Character-Based Zoning for Sutton 
Mills

How It Can Help

⮚ Encourage construction of alternative housing types like 
duplexes and small multifamily buildings, which are often 
missing in smaller communities with little affordable 
housing. 

⮚ Increase property owners’ certainty about what is 
allowed on their land, and, for developers, reduce design 
and permitting uncertainty—potentially lowering costs for 
homebuyers and renters. 

⮚ Help regulate the infill, expansion, and redevelopment of 
downtowns and village areas. 

⮚ Help to continue historic development patterns and 
reflect the character of an existing built environment. 

⮚ Encourage mixed-use development and opportunities for 
small businesses. 

⮚ Create more useful and enjoyable public spaces, 
especially streets.

Many towns in New Hampshire have zone districts for villages, but few have character-based zoning. Also known as form-based codes, character 
based-zoning focuses more on design and layout of the public and private built environment and less on land use and density. From the NH Housing 
Toolbox, here is how it can help and how to get started:

Visit https://www.nhhousingtoolbox.org/ for more information

Getting Started
⮚ Recognize and promote an FBC’s impact on common master 

plan goals, such as increased housing options, economic 
development in downtowns and village centers, historic 
preservation, and more.  

⮚Hold a public visioning process to determine where an FBC 
might be useful and the community’s long-term goals for that 
area, including specific design goals as well as broader goals 
that a FBC may be helpful in achieving. 

⮚ Inventory the existing built environment in your target FBC 
areas. Determine if any existing buildings in the area could 
serve as a model for the FBC’s standards. Catalog different 
built conditions to which the code should respond. 

⮚Develop standards for buildings and public spaces for new 
development. Work with an architect to help define the 
parameters for these new standards. 

⮚Draft legislation defining the area for the FBC, the standards 
new development must meet, and any processes related to 
development in the FBC area. The form of this legislation will 
vary greatly depending on the needs and conditions of each 
community. 

https://www.nhhousingtoolbox.org/


Start an inventory of property 
characteristics of the existing 
built environment to establish 
reasonable standards for new 
construction



Soils and Other Development 
Constraints



Community Well and Septic Systems

⮚ NHDES administrative rules govern design, construction, 
operation and maintenance.

⮚ Section Env-Dw 305 regulates small wells with production 
less than  57,600 gpd per day.

⮚ Section Env-Dw 302 regulates larger wells.
⮚ Community septic systems require a groundwater discharge 

permit under Section Env-Wq 402.

CASE STUDY

Blodgett Landing, Newbury, NH 
Blodgett Landing is on the shores of Lake Sunapee in Newbury, New 
Hampshire. It is a census-designated community with a population of 152 in 
2020. It has many older camps, which have gradually been converted to 
year-round use. By 2009, the community’s fifty-year-old wastewater treatment 
facility had begun to fail, and the Town of Newbury voted to construct a large 
enviro-septic system to replace it. The new system was completed in 2011 and 
serves 145 separate connections; it has a maximum design capacity of 50,000 
gallons per day (gpd).

How to get started from the New Hampshire Housing 
Toolbox:

⮚ Make sure wastewater system alternatives are part of 
your community’s comprehensive plan. Recognize their 
impact on other planning goals, and include them as a 
recommendation if undertaking a plan. 

⮚ Audit your community’s zoning, site plan, and 
subdivision regulations. Identify any barriers to 
implementing these systems, such as explicit rules for 
conventional septic and dimensional regulations that 
do not accommodate such systems. 

⮚ If needed, amend zoning, site plan, subdivision, and/or 
other regulations to remove barriers to implementing 
these tools. This can be done by removing all barriers 
directly, or by using other land use regulatory tools (like 
cluster zoning) that will explicitly accommodate these 
systems. 

⮚ Work with property owners and developers to promote 
these tools  Incorporate discussions of potential 

Community septic in Brentwood recently approved for 27 units



Cluster Developments can:
● Provide flexibility to both planning boards and 
developers for handling unique site characteristics, 
such as steep slopes, wetlands, and wildlife corridors. 
● Facilitate the preservation of large tracts of open 
space, protecting farmland, natural features, and key 
resources like aquifers. 
● Create smaller subdivision lots, which can be more 
affordable. 
● Reduce the footprint of new development, 
minimizing impervious surface and site grading.
● Reduce the cost of construction and maintenance 
of infrastructure. Savings can be passed on to 
residents. 
● Reduce utility costs for residents.
● Protect important views and vistas for the 
community. ● Improve stormwater management. 
● Provide outdoor recreation opportunities, especially 
for seniors and young families living on site. 
● Increase overall supply of housing, especially smaller 
and less expensive housing types.

ACHIEVING BETTER RESULTS WITH CLUSTER DEVELOPMENT

Grouping dwelling units and farm buildings closely together is a 
common settlement pattern in New Hampshire and is how many 
villages and farming communities got their start.  It can be an 
effective way for a community to expand its housing stock, as well 
as preserve open space. Development under modern cluster 
ordinances, however, often does not resemble the rural, historic 
New England landscape.   With a few modifications to 
regulations, such as character-based incentives, communities can 
better achieve results.  Open the NH Housing Toolbox to learn 
more at https://www.nhhousingtoolbox.org



Farms converted to multi-family use

640 Maple Street, Contoocook, NH
An 1880 farmhouse on 5.5 acres near Exit 6, I89 that 
was converted into eight multifamily units. The current 
assessed value is $621,800.

Braeside Apartments, Rt. 103, Warner, NH
A 19th Century farm on 2 acres converted 
to eleven multifamily units. The current 
assessed value is $602,320



FORM-BASED CODE LITE
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Q+A
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UPCOMING TRAININGS
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● June 1 – Toolbox Overview
● June 8 – Housing in Nature: Open Space/Cluster Housing 

Ordinances
● June 15 – Shifting Housing Potential: Transfer of Development Rights
● June 22 – Tax Relief for Housing: RSA 79-E
● June 29 – Intuitive Zoning for Housing: Form-Based Codes

Register at nhhousingtoolbox.org/training

Training Schedule

https://nhhousingtoolbox.org/training/


thanks!
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Lancaster, NH
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Lancaster, NH
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Lancaster, NH
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Dover, NH
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Dover, NH
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Dover, NH
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