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   At the risk of over-
simplifying, I could 
argue that the histo-
ry of American gov-
ernance can be dis-
tilled down to one 
question: Where 
do we draw the line 
with regulations? 

Some want no rules at all. Others want 
a robust regulatory state. Most of us 
fall somewhere in the middle. (And a 
few want rules for everyone but them-
selves.) Nobody likes to be told by their 
government that they can’t do some-
thing, but sometimes it’s in the best in-
terest of the greater society that we all 
follow certain rules. We are at a pivotal 
moment in this debate. The regulation 
wars are being fought right now from 
the federal level down to the local level.
 Local land development regulations 
are one of the more notable battle-
grounds right now. New Urbanists are 
at the forefront of the debate, offering 
solutions that go beyond the typical 
“more regulation” versus “less regu-
lation” dichotomy. We are simultane-
ously arguing for new and improved 
land development regulations, as em-
bodied by the SmartCode and other 
form-based codes, and a set of mea-
sures that reduce red tape for creating 
urban places, as exemplified by the 
Lean Urbanism and Incremental De-
velopment movements.
 This is not as contradictory as it 
might sound, mostly because the 
SmartCode is intended to simplify and 
improve land development regula-
tions, even as they become more fine-
grained. More than anything, such 
codes are intended to move past the 
one-size-fits-all regulations that gen-
erate conventional suburbia in order 
to create urban and rural places, too.

A Few Simple Rules
With pressure to generate and repair urban communities, the regulations take on new importance

 The creation of great urban places 
has become a much more urgent topic 
in the last few years. Demand for walk-
able mixed-use places is soaring right 
now, and prices are higher than ever in 
America’s most livable and desirable 
urban centers. With this pressure to 
generate and repair urban communi-
ties, the regulations take on new im-
portance.
 But the vast majority of our local 
governments have no idea how to cre-
ate great urban places, both in terms of 
their regulations and knowing when to 
get out of the way of the private sector. 
They are well versed in creating sprawl, 
but nothing close to functional urban-
ism (or, in the case of South Walton, 
more of a “small town urbanism”). This 
is a big problem.
 Land development regulations are 
the DNA of our communities. The 
rules generate form, and the quality 
of what you get is entirely dependent 
on the nature of those rules. We need 
well crafted rules, and they need to 
be easy to use. The goal, then, is to 
create “a few simple rules” for land 
development.
 Walton County is grappling with 
these issues right now as it works  
toward updating its comprehensive 
plan and land development code. This 
should be an interesting process, to say 
the least. (Several of the large planned 
communities — including Seaside, 
Rosemary Beach, and others — are 
governed by their own set of rules. 
Therefore, this update will not apply 
to those communities. It will, however, 
shape the development of the rest of 
the county.)
 I’m here to offer my Five Essential 
Steps for Walton County as they work 
through this process:
 Step 1: Identify parcels for preser-
vation. Start by protecting the places 
that we can’t really replace: the most 

important areas of our natural envi-
ronment and the buildings and land-
scapes that reflect our community’s 
history. The county currently has no 
master plan for the acquisition and 
preservation of important parcels and 
buildings. Without a plan, we risk los-
ing some of them forever. The obvious 
targets for acquisition — the protective 
dunes along the Gulf of Mexico and the 
Coastal Dune Lake ecosystems — are 
more likely to be protected if placed at 
the top of an official priority list.
 Step 2: Assign a Transect Zone 
to every parcel in the county. The 
Transect is the gradient of land devel-
opment from rural to urban. It’s used 
in New Urbanist codes, including the 
SmartCode, to assign development 
regulations (height, setbacks, etc.) to a 
parcel or set of parcels. This is different 
from conventional land development 
codes that assign those same regula-
tions based on land use (residential, 
commercial, etc.). The Transect is an 
ideal framework, because you can 
create great rural places, great urban 
places, and everything in between. As-
signing Transect Zones might sound 
difficult to accomplish, but it’s much 
easier than one might think. It’s just an 
overlay that wouldn’t affect the Future 
Land Use map, so you would avoid bat-
tles over land use and density. And the 
existing mixed-use parcels (especially 
Village Mixed-Use) are obvious can-
didates for the more urban end of the 
Transect. Ideally, the Transect Zones 
would match the six in the Smart-
Code, but even a simplified version 
with three zones would work better 
than the current system. For that mat-
ter, just adding an “urban” zone would 
help immensely. 
 Step 3: Create simple, easy-to-
use, and effective land development 
regulations for each Transect Zone. 
I am perpetually amazed that Walton 

County has the same setbacks for near-
ly every single residential lot (except for 
those in the planned communities that 
created their own rules). Remarkably, 
context makes absolutely no differ-
ence. The front setback, for example, 
is 20 feet whether you are on a small 
lot in a mixed-use walkable environ-
ment or on a large rural parcel. This 
one-size-fits-all approach is a serious 
impediment to creating great places, 
especially in more urban conditions. 
The better technique is to write regula-
tions for each Transect Zone. In urban 
places, buildings should be positioned 
close to the street, multiple stories are 
allowed, and storefronts should in-
clude plenty of doors and windows to 
draw in pedestrians. In rural places, 
buildings are arranged exactly the op-
posite: they are usually set back a large 
distance from the road, most are just 
one or two stories in height, and there 
is no need for transparency in the form 
of storefronts. Keep the regulations 
simple, don’t try to regulate every lit-
tle thing, and use graphics rather than 
text where possible to make them us-
er-friendly.
 Step 4: Create a county-wide 
transportation master plan that en-
courages multiple modes of trans-
portation and a connective network. 
As baseball great Yogi Berra once said, 
“You need to be careful if you don’t 
know where you are going, because 
you might not get there.” Without 
a plan for transportation in Walton 
County, we might not get there — 
or anywhere — easily. Part of this is 
simply planning for transportation 
modes beyond cars, whether transit, 
autonomous vehicles, or just good old 
walking and biking. But the other part 
is creating a better, more connective 
network of streets and roads. Most of 
our traffic issues can be traced back to 
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