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At the Green Council, Doug Farr presented on his important new book, Sustainable

Urbanism, including two key diagrams discussed below.  Troublingly, part of Doug’s

presentation seemed to represent, in my view, a wider, persistent and fundamental

problem with much NU town and neighborhood structuring, which needlessly

jeopardizes NU performance and feasibility. A significant debate ensued as a result of

my comments, including Paul Murrain, Andres Duany and others, which has

continued in personal emails and discussions, including with Shelley Poticha and

Wendy Morris, since then1.  There is no doubt among us about the laudable intentions

of Doug and his book.  However, the content and diagrams of a book that calls itself

‘Sustainable Urbanism’ need, in my view, to be absolutely exemplary2, and utterly

credible in the eyes of all who may read it, or it risks falling short of its apparent goal of

espousing and enabling ‘Sustainable Urbanism’.   Moreover, such a title, written by a

prominent New Urbanist, reflects on all the movement, favorably or otherwise3.

The key problem stems from two sources, and has persisted since before the first CNU,

when I initially commented on this same topic.   Firstly, devotion persists on the part of

some NU practitioners for the 1929 Clarence Perry diagram (see Doug Farr’s adapted

version in Figure 1, and the DPZ adaptation published in 1994 and subsequent

Architectural Graphic Standards), which separates community facilities within a

‘neighborhood center’ from commerce along arterials outside the neighborhoods.

The second source of the problem appears to be a lack of understanding of how

differing public transport modes, and town and neighborhood structures, should

relate (see my comments on Doug Farr’s diagrams below).

This article first notes the necessary links between community, commerce, movement

networks and public transport, as they relate to urban centers.  It then explains

functional problems in Doug’s two diagrams, and their implications for NU.  Then it

clarifies my opinion of how NU centers should generally be structured (or re-structured

when feasible in existing urbanism), to optimize urban performance at all levels.

Assumptions

Urban centers have generally always located and thrived along, or at intersections of

trade routes.  Community and Commerce generally have always been compatible

and attracted each other, and therefore co-located at urban centers, to their

mutual benefits. When establishing public transport and movement networks, urban

designers should ensure that these networks link and thereby ‘feed’ every urban

center (including neighborhood centers), with efficient public transport coverage,

which will in turn augment economic feasibility.

Except when they radially converge to a town or city center, public transport routes

generally run straight and roughly parallel for maximum coverage and route

efficiency between major destinations, generally spacing themselves no closer than

                                                       
1 Doug is aware of this article,  and he has agreed provisionally to join me in advancing this debate during

the  Austin CNU, if possible, as well as in other possible publications.
2 I acknowledge there are and should be many ways to achieve Sustainable Urbanism, from an urban

structuring standpoint, which should vary  in response to their contexts.    My point in this paper is that

Doug’s two diagrams are too far from ‘absolutely exemplary’  to be the primary diagrams to represent

town and neighborhood structuring and TOD corridors in any book with this title.
3 I acknowledge that I returned to Australia without a copy of Doug’s book, and have not read

it in full.



about half a mile (800m), so that walking distance to transport stops is generally no

more than about five minutes.   An intersecting grid of such routes often forms across

an expansive urban area, such as Toronto.

Doug Farr’s ‘Sustainable Neighborhood’

Figure 1.  Doug Farr’s ‘Sustainable Neighborhood’

Doug Farr’s ‘Sustainable

Neighborhood’ diagram

needlessly denies the

above assumptions.  Firstly,

by locating the

neighborhood center (NC)

away from the major roads,

it separates the ‘Civic’

(community) from

commerce, which will

naturally want to locate

along the major roads and

at the town centre (shown

at lower right corner of

diagram at its major

intersection).

During this Green Council

debate, Paul Murrain

quoted Clarence Perry

from a Peter Hall book. To

paraphrase, Perry wrote

that women and children

should be kept in the

neighborhood centres,

safely sequestered from

commerce out on the main

roads.  Is this intention and

outcome still valid for

today, or is this diagram a

chauvinist anachronism?

Moreover, locating the NC only about a quarter mile (400m)4 from the town center

(TC) means that retail at the NC may never flourish, as it is so close to the TC and

therefore unlikely to be viable.  Without retail co-locating with community at the NC,

there are likely to be fewer trips to or through the NC, and so it, too, is likely to

struggle.

Doug Farr’s ‘Sustainable Neighborhood’ diagram seems to make public transport

service to its NC next to impossible.  This becomes more apparent, when that

diagram is extrapolated to become one of four neighborhoods forming a town

centre (Figure 3), perhaps part of a TOD corridor running east/west toward a

Downtown to the east.   Doug’s diagram is the northwest quadrant in Figure 2.  Either

the public transport stays on the main east-west arterial (shown in diagram) and fails

to pass through all four NC’s, or else the public transport route must follow a highly

circuitous route to serve all five centers shown (including the TC shown at the main

intersection).  This route would take far too long to be viable or competitive with cars.

                                                       
4  I assume that the ’10-minute walk’ written on the circle means its diameter and not its radius.   Otherwise,

the scale would double and the street blocks shown would generally measure about 1000’ X 420’.



Figure 2. ‘Sustainable Neighborhood’

extrapolated as one of four quadrants

Figure 3. One of ESD’s town & neighborhood

diagrams, with transport feeding TC and all  NCs

ESD’s Town and Neighbourhood Diagram

As an alternative, one of ESD’s town and neighborhood diagrams (Figure 3) locates

the NCs about a half-mile from their larger TC, giving each NC a more viable

catchment of its own, from both a retail and community standpoint.  The public

transport and movement network of this diagram encourages both community and

commerce to co-locate at all the centers.   Moreover, the public transport routes can

efficiently run parallel and spaced the ideal half-mile (800m) apart, running

north/south and east/west, except where they appropriately converge through the

TC (where it is easy to change routes and directions).   This movement and public

transport network (buses in this diagram), particularly in concert with an equally

permeable network within each neighborhood, generally eliminates the need for

problematic four and six-lane arterials (except for major through routes and valuable

business boulevards, as shown in Figures 5 and 6).  Such arterial gigantism afflicts

much of North America and triggers corresponding retail gigantism at resulting giant

and inhospitable intersections, killing off other retail in their equally giant retail

catchments, and thereby inducing more travel demand.

Doug Farr’s ‘Sustainable Corridor’

Doug’s ‘Sustainable Corridor’ below has several problems.   Most obviously, it has a

‘Future Transit Alignment’, implying that development should take place there

without being served by public transport.   Delayed provision of public transport

infrastructure already causes far too many low-density places, which have trouble

adapting to ‘earn’ public transport, and therefore often never get it.   We should

never again advocate ‘transit-ready’ greenfield developments; they must be transit-

provided!

Because this ‘Future Transit Alignment’ runs between neighborhoods and not through

them, I infer that this alignment would be for heavy rail.  If the alignment were for bus

or light rail, it should by all means run through neighborhoods, not between them as

shown on the diagram. Different public transport modes demand different urban

structuring around them (see Figures 5 and 6 explained later), and Doug’s single ‘one

size fits all’ diagram fails in this regard.



Figure 4. Doug Farr’s ‘Sustainable Corridor’ diagram

Moreover, this ‘Future Transit Alignment’ running east-west between neighborhoods

and apparently through green space appears to risk the difficulties, which Jane

Jacobs called ‘The Curse of Border Vacuums’ in Death and Life of Great American

Cities.  To combat that risk, uses such as light industrial and/or home-workshops should

actively front at least one side of such corridors, along a street that lines the railway.

This active frontage along the railway will help to buffer more sensitive uses behind

from railway noise and other impacts. Uses should compatibly transition along the

centre-line of street blocks to other more sensitive uses, such as residential.

Another apparent problem with this diagram is that it shows streets crossing this

‘Future Transit Corridor’ every half mile (800m) or so.   Unfortunately, such frequent

crossings of a railway are rare because grade separation is widely required for safety

reasons.  Therefore, the railway would either need to be in a ravine, or else extensive

berms would be required for bridge clearances, impacting the existing urbanism.

The other alternative of fewer crossings, of course, would increase travel distances

and the risk of further blight from the future transit corridor as shown.

Lastly, the ‘Sustainable Corridor’ diagram seems to show one large Central Business

District, and thirty-nine neighborhoods.  While they vary slightly in area, this diagram

seems to imply a centers hierarchy of two types only, a CBD and neighborhoods.

What about town centers?  Without town centers, there would be needless and

excessive travel demand daily to reach the CBD, as each neighborhood may not

have the population or Movement Economy5 to feasibly accommodate most of its

daily needs. Moreover, this diagram, whose habitat corridors group the

neighborhoods into paired rows, seems to hinder the formation of town centers,

which should serve their clustering neighborhoods (see Figure 3), while

complementing the CBD.  Lastly, the town and neighborhood structuring should, in

my view, indicate and respond to (future) stations along the Transit Corridor, which

this diagram does not do.

                                                       
5 ‘Movement Economy’ is a term ESD has coined to describe a  strength of an urban center, as determined

by an advantageous location within its catchment, and how well the street network ‘feeds’ that center.



Two More Viable ‘Sustainable Corridor’ Plans

Figures 5 and 6 below, for a largely greenfield site, show two distinct urban structures

for the same area, which support the formation of town and regional centers with

neighborhoods clustering around them.  One structure is for heavy rail and the other

for light rail.  Please note that the Western Australian Planning Commission has not

taken a stand yet in response to these plans, in part because extensive environment

constraints verification is yet to be completed.  ESD and Taylor Burrell Barnett of Perth

designed these plans in 2007, on behalf of the WA Department of Planning and

Infrastructure.

Figure 5.  Heavy Rail Partial Plan for Perth’s

Southwest Growth Corridor.

Figure 6.  Light Rail Partial Plan for

Perth’s Southwest Growth Corridor.

The heavy rail plan (Figure 5) takes the railway between neighbourhoods, except

where it runs underground beneath major town and regional centers.   The heavy rail

plan spaces stations and resultant town centres at 2-4 miles apart, as determined by

the land and major movement network, and technical requirements of heavy rail for

efficient acceleration and deceleration distances. The light rail plan (Figure 6) runs

through neighbourhood centers, binding them together.   Light rail town centres

space themselves in response to the land, major movement network, and far enough

apart to enable neighbourhoods to cluster around them on all sides, to optimise

complementary township populations.

These plans illustrate that a single ‘one size fits all’ diagram for regional corridors is not

viable.  They also illustrate how the movement network (with capillary bus networks

supporting the light or heavy rail) can and should ‘feed’ all neighborhood and town

centers (and every centre with both community and commercial uses), with quite

direct public transport routes that are planned to be competitive with cars.  The draft

regulations require that the public transport infrastructure be constructed

concurrently with each development stage.  The townships support populations of 30-

60,000, enabling relatively high capture of local jobs and services, with populations



for centers big enough to eclipse the need for the large stand-along private

shopping centers, which afflict much of Australia and North America.

In conclusion, thank Doug Farr for so graciously supporting the publication of this

article with his diagrams. I hope that this article will help to advance understanding of

neighborhood, town and transit corridor structuring within New Urbanists and beyond.

I personally hope that this article will clarify why the Clarence Perry diagram, and its

descendents, should no longer be seen as ‘normative’ for New Urbanism, and should

recognized instead as a chauvinist anachronism.   Lastly, I exhort all New Urbanists to

come to grips with this issue, and to recognize how fundamental it is to our achieving

Urban Sustainability.
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