


ELEMENTS OF THE “SWEET SPOT” 
 
The “sweet spot” between the best practices of a center-oriented pattern of 
development and the needs of commercial owners and tenants:  
 
• Site Design: the “Design” element of the four Ds  

 Density: homes/acre, jobs/acre or floor area ratio 
 Distance: between land uses and time/cost to travel between them 
 Diversity: mix of uses 
 Design: interconnections, streetscapes, distinct edges 
 
• Land Use-Transportation Components:  
 Parking spaces as FAR as the eye can see. 
 
• Market Realities:  
 Frontage and Visibility 
 Branding 
 Phasing 



THE MAKING OF AN ACTIVITY CENTER 
 
“First Steps” strives to integrate land use and transportation design to shift 
the land use pattern from strip development toward a center-based 
pattern, creating an activity center. 
 
The things that distinguish an activity center from a commercial strip are 
its intensity of activity,  
the interactions of people,  
the mix of activities,  
the connections between activities,  
and the bounding of the center. 



Comparison of Land Use Metrics, Typical Small Downtown v. 
Typical Neighborhood or Community Strip Shopping Area 

METRIC Small Town Downtown 
Small Town Downtown + 

Village 
Commercial Strip 

Land area 15 to 40 ac 25 to 150 ac 
5-20 ac, arrayed along several 

hundred to several thousand feet of 
road frontage 

Distance from center to edge 250 to 750 ft 0.25 to 0.5 mi 
.25 to 1+ mi along frontage, with 500-

1500 ft depth 

Uses drawn to this type of center 

Specialty retail (incl. specialty foods and urban grocers), 
variety of restaurants and entertainment, arts and cultural 

outlets, government buildings, parks, financial, legal & 
business services, professional offices, personal services, 

hotels and inns, mix of residential uses 

Full-line grocery stores, department 
and big box stores, furniture, 

housewares, hardware and drug 
stores, branch banks, personal 

services, fast food & family 
restaurants, auto and related sales, 
multi-screen theaters, business and 

tourist lodgings, office/ business 
parks 

Mix of use (Diversity)       

Commercial 65% - 90% 30% - 70% 90% - 100% 

Residential 5% - 25% 20% - 60% 0% - 10% 

Civic and Parkland 5% - 10% 10% - 15% 0% 

Intensity (Density)       

Jobs/Ac 40 - 60 5 - 15 15 – 20 (in center itself) 

Comm’l. Floor Area Ratio (FAR)* 0.6 – 1.0 --- 0.1 – 0.2 

Dwelling units/residential ac 
Combined with 

commercial 
2 - 8 --- 

* FAR = total commercial floor area divided by buildable land area 
Sources: Wilbur Smith Associates, PACTS Arterial Land Use Policy, in Destination Tomorrow, 2004; Surveys conducted by HNTB Corp. and E. Richert for Gateway 1, 2005 
and Gorham East-West Feasibility Study, 2009 



METRIC Core Core and Surrounding 
Area 

Land area 15 to 25 acres 25 to 150 acres 

Distance from center to edge 250 to 500 ft 0.25 to 0.5 mi 

Mix of use     

  Commercial 75% - 90% 60% - 85% 

  Residential 5% - 10% 5% - 25% 

  Civic and Parkland 5% - 10% 5% - 15% 

Intensity     

  Jobs/Ac 20 - 40 5 - 20 

 Comm’l Floor Area Ratio (FAR) 
(total commercial floor 
area/buildable land area) 

0.4 0.4 

Dwelling units/residential acre 4 - 8 2 - 4 















Creative effort is underway to transform commercial strips 
from “anywhere USA” stop-and-go experiences, to 
landscaped, pedestrian friendly, multi-activity designed 
“places”.  
 
This transformation will take time and is not without its 
challenges: 
Financial costs, political will, economic considerations, 
community consensus, parking considerations, business 
needs/interests, long-term process and implementation . 
 



“Lessons Learned” are significant, including:  
 

• engage property owners from the beginning and often;  

• involve local officials early and often;  

• public safety engagement important. 

• explain financial impact early on;  

• use visualization techniques to show new ideas;  

• build support with as many constituencies as possible  by 
developing a shared vision; 

• consider incremental steps; “good” is a success;  

• create public places first;  

• And finally, be bold and be patient. 
 



- Illustrative plan created by the Town Planning & Urban Design 
Collaborative, LLC for the town of Yarmouth 


