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Most jurisdictions have different terminology to refer to their hierarchy of plans.  Just 
so we’re all speaking the same language, the City of Albuquerque calls plans for 
small geographic areas with zoning, regulations, and policy “sector development 
plans.”  These are Rank III Plans, which must conform to guidance set by the 
higher-ranking Comprehensive Plan (Rank I) and area plans (West Side Strategic 
Plan, the Rank II plan relevant in Volcano Heights).
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Let’s start with the big picture.  Opportunities for growth in Albuquerque are limited.  
The mountains to the east, other jurisdictions to the north, Kirtland Air Force Base 
and Isleta Pueblo to the south – all form barriers to growth on all but the City’s west 
side.  The region’s limited river crossings, which are already congested, and the 
pattern of existing development – with primarily residential uses West of the river 
and almost all employment opportunities east of the river – pose significant 
challenges for land use and transportation in the future.
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The problem is not new to many Albuquerque residents. For years, transportation 
studies have warned of the growing congestion problems on the City’s bridges.  The 
Mid-Region Council of Government’s (MRCOG) latest Metropolitan Transportation 
Plan for the year 2035 estimates that river crossing times will approach an hour, 
pushing commute times to an hour and a half or more for West Side residents 
working at the largest regional employers east of the river.

The City’s West Side is expected to receive almost half of new development in the 
four-country region (Bernalillo, Sandoval, Valencia, and Torrance).  This growth is 
expected to account for over a quarter of a million new residents on the West Side 
alone by 2035. 
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Prior the Sector Plan, zoning within Volcano Heights was predominantly R-D 
(Residential Developing Area), which is a holding zone that allows single-family 
development permissively and townhouse development with a site plan for building 
permit. The single-family land use allowed by the pre-existing zoning would have 
perpetuated the same conventional suburban development pattern that contributes 
to the traffic congestion that exists today, which is only expected to worsen over 
time.  The separation of uses – housing in one area, jobs across the river, shopping 
and services in another area – all but requires separate vehicle trips for each use.  
Families must own at least one vehicle (although they usually need 2 or 3), elderly 
residents can’t give up driving even when it would be better to do so, and youth 
have to be ferried to activities, as the spread-out nature of development does not 
easily support transit use.  Compounding the problem, the West Side’s “spaghetti 
pile” of local roads and gated communities or cul-de-sac developments funnels most 
vehicles onto a few congested arterial roads.



VHSDP - NMAPA October 2, 2013

6

From the beginning of efforts to plan for Volcano Heights – going back to 2004 –
one of the key issues has been how to acknowledge, respect, and preserve the 
unique natural environment bordering the Petroglyph National Monument, this 
incalculably valuable national treasure of more than 7,000 acres protecting some 
25,000 rock art images.  Designated by the U.S. Congress as a national monument 
in 1990, the area includes the five volcanoes on the west, the volcanic escarpment 
extending north and south on the west, as well as “geologic windows,” which 
someone more technically qualified would need to explain.

Within Volcano Heights – entirely privately owned by 30 separate property owners –
there are spectacular views toward Sandia Peak and less spectacular views toward 
the volcanoes, low on the horizon to the southwest, as well as rock outcroppings of 
basalt, which are part of the volcanic landscape.

The previous R-D zoning had no provisions for preservation of natural resources, 
although it didinclude a requirement for “detached open space,” meaning open 
space off-site, via dedication, cash-in-lieu, or provision on-site, in addition to usable 
open space requirements.  RD zoning allows building heights up to 26 feet, which 
matches the single-family housing that surrounds the Plan area.  Volcano Heights 
lies within the boundary of another City planning document – the Rank III Northwest 
Mesa Escarpment Plan (NWMEP). The NWMEP, adopted in 1989 before the 
Petroglyph National Monument was officially designated, placed development limits 
to ensure compatibility with the unique, irreplaceable, invaluable natural, cultural, 
geological, historical resource of the volcanoes, petroglyphs, volcanic escarpment, 
and volcanic landscape connecting them.  Within Volcano Heights, the majority of 
property is designated “View Area” by the NWMEP, while a small strip of land 
bordering the Monument edge is designated “Impact Area.”  The NWMEP limits 
building heights to 40 feet within the View Area and 15 feet within the Impact Area.  
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These heights, if maintained in the Volcano Heights Sector Development Plan, would 
severely limit the potential for density and development at the scale of a Major Activity 
Center, which the Plan envisions.  At the same time, the NWMEP was hard-fought 
and its protective provisions hard-won, so building heights needed to be changed with 
considerable caution and public support.

In addition to providing significant views, Volcano Heights includes rock outcroppings 
of volcanic basalt (officially defined as bedrock or other stratum a minimum of 6 feet 
high on its steepest side as measured from the adjacent 10% slope line and in 
excess of 500 square feet in surface area).  These rock outcroppings make up 
approximately 10 acres within Volcano Heights, all on private property.
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The Plan’s 560 acres includes approximately 100 properties, ranging in size from 
2.5 to 68 acres, with most at 5 acres. There are thirty-four separate property 
owners. One owns almost half the Plan area.  This property owner together with 
four other major property owners account for over 75% of the Plan area.  The 
majority of property owners account for the other quarter of acreage.

Compared to other major developments, such as Mesa del Sol or ABQ Uptown, 
where the City had only one property owner to negotiate with, this checkerboard 
ownership pattern complicates the planning process and poses significant 
challenges for implementation and future development.

Sector Plan takes the first steps by setting out a development vision, laying out a 
street network, establishing zoning districts with densities and height limits, 
codifying a architectural palette without regulating style, and ensuring compatibility 
with the natural landscape and across properties, along corridors, and over time.



Throughout the 9 years that the City tried to Plan for this area, there’s been a huge 
chasm among the different visions of various stakeholders.  Neighbors, who have 
used this area for years to walk their dogs and to access the Petroglyph National 
Monument on foot, wanted to see as little development and as much open space as 
possible.  Property owners wanted to maximize their entitlements, allowing 10 story 
buildings and recreating downtown Albuquerque on the northwest mesa.  
Developers wanted to be able to plop down the typical suburban developments with 
seas of parking and corporate templates for footprints and styles.
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It took 9 years and three iterations of the Plan, but we finally achieved a Plan that 
gave everyone a little of what they wanted to see.  We got creative, worked 
collaboratively, hung on to the big picture, and prioritized the benefits of a 
consensus vision in the area to best achieve everyone’s goals.
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There are five key challenges we faced as we created the Plan, as well as 
challenges that will continue to impact future development as the Plan gets 
implemented.
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In order to begin addressing the imbalance of jobs and housing on the City’s east 
and west sides of the river, and the congestion on roads and river crossings that 
results, the Plan sets out to create an opportunity for an employment center in a 
walkable district with transit-oriented development. This development vision is a 
drop in the bucket compared to what’s needed on the West Side, but it’s a step in 
the right direction that could help change the balance of jobs/housing. And more 
importantly, it’s better than the alternative, which would just compound the existing 
problems.

Based on a market study, we tailored the zones and development standards to 
match a development vision of approximately 5,500 jobs based on 2 million square 
feet of retail or office uses.  The Plan’s regulations would entitle much more 
development at higher densities, but the development vision pares this back to 
provide a more practical estimate of what might get developed by 2035. Of course, 
if the market turns around or a major employer can seed development here, the 
success will be above and beyond what the vision sets out.

Unlike the R-D zoning the Plan replaced, single-family uses would not be allowed in 
any but the Transition Zones: the Escarpment Transition and the Neighborhood 
Transition, shown in yellow on the north and south borders of the Plan area, which 
are intended to provide a buffer for existing single-family residential areas to the 



north and the south. The majority of the residential development within Volcano 
Heights is expected to be high-density residential development mixed in with 
employment and retail uses. This development vision capitalizes on the growing 
awareness that high-quality, urban environments are a significant factor in attracting 
desirable employees and employment headquarters, as well as attractive, lively 
places with the vitality and resiliency to attract development.

Major Activity Centers are mapped in the Rank I Comprehensive Plan, which has 
associated policies supporting dense, urban development and multimodal 
transportation opportunities. 

Uptown Major Activity Center: 

28,703 jobs

1.82 million SF office

1.95 million SF retail 
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Sector Plans give the opportunity to decide the best zoning strategy to achieve the 
development vision – including the regulations to require minimum standards for 
quality, character of the built environment, and compatibility with surrounding 
development and the incentives that reward folks for doing what regulations require 
but also to do what you want but can’t require. 

We chose form-based zoning because it allowed us to easily mix uses within any 
particular zone and control the intensity of the mix from zone to zone. In this case, 
we cared more about the visual outcome of development than what particular use 
went in any particular location.  We also wanted to allow a range of development 
from urban to suburban, which we ultimately coded for (urban near transit 
opportunities, suburban near the existing “highways” running through the Plan area, 
mostly residential near existing single-family neighborhoods). 
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The recent economic downturn has swung the regulatory pendulum to favor 
developers, so as planners, we have to think harder about what’s the minimum we 
should regulate to protect our key goals.  Instead of regulations, we have to offer 
many more incentives, which is often a big challenge, as much of our zoning 
already provides more entitlements than the market wants right now.

We also have to think more carefully about enforceability, as staff levels are down –
everyone has more work than they can do, so you want the simplest, most straight-
forward, pared down requirements as possible – easy to understand, easy to 
explain, easy to interpret and justify (since staff is being called onto the carpet to 
explain “slowing down” development more than in the good old days). 

The carrots you offer need to get you what the City wants as its ultimate vision, 
what neighbors want to see or to protect.  And the carrots need to ask something of 
developers that they are willing to trade for something they want – a nice trick when 
it works.
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While the Plan’s vision includes a walkable, multi-modal mixed use development, 
the Plan does not assume that there won’t be any cars in the future.  The car will 
remain the primary means of transportation, and the proposed street network 
accommodates all expected vehicle trips.  But Volcano Heights is intended to 
develop as a mixed-used “complete neighborhood” instead of single-use 
development, which at least allows for the possibility of trips on foot, by bike, or via 
transit.  This opportunity broadens the potential community to include those elusive 
millenials who can choose to live and work anywhere who are looking for “cool” 
places, often walkable districts where they can do both, families with kids who can 
go to school and soccer practice by bus, and boomers who want to downsize and 
age in place.
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In a mixed-use district, uses are brought closer together, eliminating the need to 
drive to get to each of your destinations.  In particular turning movements on and off 
the arterial are reduced, easing traffic congestion.

We were careful not to require parking minimums or maximums, leaving it up to the 
market to determine how much parking each use should have.  The Primary Street 
cross sections for retail areas all included on-street parking.  Otherwise, the Plan 
just says you have to put parking to the side or back of your building and screen it 
from public streets and civic spaces.

Image source:  Nelson\Nygaard

P = Parking event

Green dots = Walk trip
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The reduced traffic benefits of a mixed-use, park-once district are multiplied even 
further when good transit such as Bus Rapid Transit (BRT) serves the district.  
When buildings and streets are designed to support access to the transit stops, 
people are no longer forced to drive to get to each and every local destination, and 
more people can make more of their trips without driving at all.  

For example: imagine walking, biking, or taking a short trip on a neighborhood 
shuttle to the bus rapid transit  station, commuting to work on fast BRT, returning 
home the same way, picking up your kids from after-school soccer practice, 
grabbing something for dinner, and walking back home using neighborhood streets 
(where you see you car parked in the garage exactly where you left it that morning).  

This kind of development not only benefits the built environment but adds to quality 
of life, health benefits associated with walking, reduced air pollution, economic 
development from small businesses along your walking path, and the list goes on.

Image source:  Nelson\Nygaard

Green dots = Walk trip
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To begin to counteract the existing pattern of spread out uses and long regional auto 
trips to access every need, the Volcano Heights SDP replaced R-D zoning with 
mixed-use zones that encourage employment and retail opportunities, bringing them 
within walking distance of existing residents as well as future residents within the 
Plan area. (The Plan area measures approximately 1 mile from north to south and 
1.5 miles east to west.)

At the center of the Plan area, a Town Center is organized along a transit corridor 
backbone that MRCOG is currently studying for a high-capacity transit connection 
linking Rio Rancho to the north with the busiest employment corridor near Paseo del 
Norte and Interstate 25.  This Town Center Zone envisions walkable, urban, transit-
oriented development. The Town Center is concentrated in order to provide some 
gravity for the development surrounding it in other zones and establishes a core 
identity for placemaking that can extend to the rest of the Plan area.

Along the eastern edge of the Plan area, an Escarpment Transition zone is 
proposed to provide development at a scale and intensity intended to be compatible 
with the Petroglyph National Monument, which it borders. While the zone is still 
mixed-use, allowing both residential and non-residential development, all buildings 
are required to remain at the scale of a single-family residence. Special height 
restrictions are imposed at the Monument edge and within a buffer zone to help 



ensure low-density, low-intensity development.

The remainder of the zones are all a mix of compatible uses at varying levels of 
intensity, as relevant for their location and purpose. These are meant to provide 
flexible land use that can respond to market conditions over the next 20 to 30 years. 
This flexibility is balanced with the predictability of design regulations that help ensure 
high-quality development across property lines, along corridors, and over time.  
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Uses allowed in each zone are set out in a Land Use Table.  Zones are shown as 
columns, organized from most to least intense/dense, with Center zones first and 
Transition zones last.

Uses are categorized, with each major category as a table on a separate page.  
Each row is a somewhat general use, which is meant to give a little flexibility, 
requiring some discretion from code enforcement about what uses might be 
acceptable within that grouping.

In each zone, the use is either Permitted, Not Permitted, or Conditional.  Conditional 
uses map to a separate table that provides additional criteria to be considered when 
assessing whether a particular use would be compatible with surrounding 
development.

The idea is to err on the side of permissive uses that would be compatible in a 
particular zone, grouped into rows of development that has the same basic 
performance and implications.  In other words, as you create the table, aim to 
minimize the rows but maximize the uses that are included in each row.  In thinking 
about the compatibility of uses in each zone, think about the intent and purpose for 
each zone and the maximum amount of density and intensity you want for each.
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Note here the distinction between ground floor and upper floor multi-family residential.  
Vertical mixing of uses is much more important in Center zones; therefore ground 
floor is not allowed permissively in Town Center and Village Center, where you want 
to encourage more active uses at the pedestrian or street level.
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Unlike many conventional zoning codes, where alcohol sales forms an important 
distinction between uses, this form-based code distinguishes between uses with 
drive-through facilities or auto-oriented sales and all other commercial uses.  Again, 
the importance is the effect of development on the built environment. In assessing 
the compatibility of each use, we asked, is the use geared toward the pedestrian or 
the car?  Note that the auto-oriented Regional Center has drive through and auto-
oriented sales as permissive uses, as they are entirely appropriate in that zone.

For the Transition Zones, the question was the appropriateness of each use, based 
on its intensity, including performance criteria such as parking.
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There seems to be a general trend away from allowing manufacturing as a 
permissive use.  Because one goal was employment, we wanted to include light 
manufacturing as an appropriate use in Regional Center.
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Given the primary purpose of the Volcano Heights SDP, it seems almost 
contradictory to talk about preservation. The development vision is for a dense, 
urban, walkable, mixed-use area that can support regional transit and help counter 
an existing auto-dominated suburban development pattern.

Preserving views is often very important to property owners surrounding the area to 
be planned for new development.  Particularly here, where views to Sandia Peak 
are such an identifiable part of the landscape, and views to the volcanoes are a 
reminder of the integrity of volcanic landscape stretching to the escarpment, views 
have been a significant topic of discussion.

Unfortunately, there are few effective mechanisms to legally preserve views. 
Development on private property must be assured. While setbacks are often used 
for this purpose, they are a clunky and inelegant solution, often unevenly applied 
(views from different sides of the street are not always equally worth preserving) to 
varying degrees of effectiveness.  In the case of completely undeveloped land, it is 
all but impossible to create setbacks that preserve views without knowing the 
placement, orientation, or width of streets.

For this reason, one of the first innovations in the sector plan was the requirement 
of a mandatory street network.  This network is defined as the minimum number of 
roads needed to support development throughout the Plan area.  The east-west 
orientation of streets, particularly on the east side of the Plan area, are intended to 



preserve view corridors toward the Sandia Mountains.  The required cross sections 
that accompany each mandatory street type are also designed to enhance views as 
well as accessibility for all modes of travel to and through the area.

The Plan also proposes the tallest building heights within the Regional Center and 
Town Center zones at the center of the Plan area, with heights stepping down in the 
Mixed Use zone to the east and further in the Escarpment Transition zone at the 
Monument edge.  In addition to the 15-foot height limit within the Impact Area as 
defined by the NWMEP, the Plan adds an additional height transition, capping heights 
at 18 feet within 200 feet of the Impact Area, with second-story heights allowed to 26 
feet for up to 50% of the building footprint.

Finally, view preservation is included as a criterion toward a height bonus within the 
optional bonus height system. A development project that can demonstrate that they 
are preserving views primarily through building placement on the site, as well as other 
enhancements of the built or natural environment, can receive additional building 
height.
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The optional bonus height system proposes to allow additional height in all but the 
Transition zones, with limits tailored for each zone in exchange for “commensurate 
benefits” to both the built and natural environments.  This system is designed as a 
menu of options, each with points assigned that are intended to match both the 
value to the community of such a benefit as well as the financial cost, to some 
degree, of the required improvement.

This menu of options was created through a public involvement process that 
included input from property owners, nearby residents, Open Space advocates, City 
Open Space staff, and other stakeholders.  The process itself resulted in 
meaningful, productive, revealing, and insightful discussions across various 
stakeholder interests and contributed to a sense of compromise and buy-in by all 
involved. Each bonus height menu option is associated with the criteria to provide 
predictability for the developer as well as guidance to the Planning Director about 
the expected benefit and its requirements. Criteria are included in table form to be 
clear, concise, and usable.

There is some skepticism at this point, as this is a completely new and untested 
system, but for now, property owners and stakeholders appear to be cautiously 
open to the compromise it offers.  Stakeholders who were adamantly against 
building heights above 40 feet now understand the benefit of some density in 



designated areas to the regional traffic situation, and they seem satisfied that a few 
taller buildings that provide additional benefits to the community will be worth the 
tradeoff.  Property owners, who were adamant that taller maximum building heights 
would be necessary in order to respond to the market and provide the density 
envisioned here, seem willing to provide the benefits included here as a satisfactory 
tradeoff for additional building height.
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In addition to the incentives in the optional bonus height system, the Plan includes a 
combination of regulations and policies intended to encourage rock outcropping 
preservation, including a template for conservation easements in the Appendix.  The 
Plan requires on-site open space as well as “detached” or off-site open space, both 
of which are currently required under the R-D zoning, but it adjusts the amounts 
based on each zone to match the intended development density and intensity.  The 
detached open space requirements are differentiated for residential and non-
residential use, and the requirements were calibrated to result in the potential for a 
significant amount of detached open space dedicated to the City that either has rock 
outcroppings or can be traded for land with outcroppings.  

The Plan further specifies that usable open space can be transferred to other land 
with the same ownership, so a property owner with rock outcroppings on one parcel 
of land could “transfer” usable open space to it and develop more of the “sending” 
property.  This provision falls short of a Transfer of Development Rights (or TDR), 
because the City does not have an ordinance in place that would allow TDR. The 
Plan does recommend that the City pass such an ordinance to be used for Volcano 
Heights and other lands in the Volcano Mesa area.

The Plan explicitly allows double credit for any menu items in the optional bonus 
height system that also satisfy a requirement of the Plan.  This provision is intended 
as an additional incentive to encourage and reward preservation efforts.



Finally, the Plan includes a way for projects to receive administrative approval to 
deviate from the Plan requirements if doing so will preserve or avoid a rock 
outcropping.  Because the Plan is primarily a high-level land-use tool and does not 
provide detailed infrastructure or site-level planning, this relief valve should help 
ensure a speedy, predictable administrative sanction of preservation efforts.
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In order to preserve views to and from the Monument, building heights are limited 
nearest the Monument boundary.

As the most appropriate transition from the Monument to development, the Plan 
proposes a single-loaded road (i.e. a road with development only on the western 
side) where it abuts the Monument. Where the road pulls away from the Monument 
edge, development would be allowed on both sides of the road.  As a mandatory 
road, this Park Edge Road matches a required cross section for the single-loaded 
and double-sided versions in the Plan. This road ensures views in perpetuity, as well 
as providing benefits to safety and security because of the additional visibility and 
accessibility to emergency vehicles along the Monument edge. (Staff research also 
shows higher property values for more of the lots adjacent to the single-loaded road, 
where it preserves views for all nearby residents.)

Finally, in order to ensure compatibility of development adjacent to the Petroglyph 
National Monument, the Plan limits the range of land uses and intensity of 
development within the Escarpment Transition Zone.
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In order to help coordinate high-quality development across properties, along 
corridors, and over time, the Plan includes several strategies that attempt to strike a 
balance between the predictability of development outcomes and the flexibility 
required to accommodate a wide range of development options.

Perhaps most importantly, the Plan includes a backbone street network with 
associated cross sections that developers are required to build concurrently with 
their projects.  These are the minimum number of streets required to support 
development throughout the Plan area, forming a backbone grid. The plan also 
requires secondary streets, which are not mapped, to serve local development. 
These cross sections are presented as a menu of options, and various strategies 
are employed to ensure coordination across properties.

The mix of uses in each zone is intended to provide flexibility to meet market 
demand, while the zones are tailored to ensure compatible uses and appropriate 
development densities and intensities.  The Plan includes detailed standards for site 
development, including building placement and structure heights, etc., as well as 
building design, including façade materials, architectural features, etc.  Most of 
these standards are presented as a menu of options, with the possibility of 
administrative approval of additional options. 

As a high-level planning document, the Plan must assure enough flexibility to 
encourage the area to develop over time and as new challenges emerge as 
engineering–level detail reveals them and as the market changes, while providing 
the predictability of high-quality development with a distinct development pattern, a 
palette of building materials and architectural features, and a streamlined approval 
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process for those projects that follow the Plan.  

The most innovative component of the Plan, the optional bonus height system, is a 
mechanism of compromise that also attempts to balance flexibility and predictability.  
This component comes into play in facing the next challenge: preserving the natural 
environment.
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Again, in the case of a development with one property owner, these high-level 
decisions would be made for the entire property before development got rolling.  By 
setting out minimum requirements customized for zones with distinct character, this 
Plan acts as a master developer, providing predictability for all property owners but 
enough flexibility to encourage a wide range of development.
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Finding the right balance between predictability and flexibility is the key to success 
here.  Property owners need to be able to respond to the market while it’s down, 
while the Plan needs to preserve opportunities for density when the market 
booms. In this Plan, we stayed away from minimum 2 stories or required 
structured parking, which could dampen development, and instead required 
what does go in to line the streets, building pedestrian-friendly corridors over 
time.
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Initial development sets the character at the street edge.  Surface parking at the 
center of the site is “reserved” for future buildings over time as market conditions 
warrant.  In this diagram, townhouses are added later at the third street edge.  
Ultimately, structured parking replaces surface parking at the center of the block, 
and buildings screen it from site.

Density is built over time in a predictable pattern that starts with the desired 
character from the beginning.
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Again, in the absence of one property owner, the Plan makes these high-level 
decisions, providing  predictability for all property owners and assurance that their 
investment in high-quality development today will be matched by neighboring 
property owners along corridors and over time.
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One important incentive we can offer developers is administrative review. 
This “streamlined” process offers predictability in several ways:  

1) Time. Time is money. Administrative review can happen more quickly 
than a defined public process. 

2) Consistency.  Offer to assign staff to a review team, who will become 
experts on this Plan over time and can provide consistent interpretations 
and can err on the side of flexibility to make development happen. 

3) Informal collaboration.  As an administrative process outside a formal 
hearing, staff can work more creatively with developers to find address 
issues.  Perhaps most importantly, developers do not have to negotiate 
with neighbors about what they are already entitled to build.  The public 
input takes place during the creation of the sector plan.  After that, 
developments that follow the rules bypass public hearings.  This 
substantially increases the predictability and time savings for developers 
– a huge benefit to them and one they value highly.
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All infrastructure to be borne by property owners & developers as projects go in. 
There is no required timeframe or phasing.

In some ways, this is the same as developing under RD zoning. Here, benefit is 
coordination across property lines with property owners who might not be ready to 
develop yet. The Plan at least sets out a system by which properties can develop 
when owners are ready and the market is right.

Plan recommends financial mechanisms (i.e. alphabet soup of SAD, PID, TIDD) to 
pool funds for infrastructure that benefits multiple owners. Each of these 
mechanisms has challenges, but they are the only mechanisms available that allow 
the City to assist in development financing.
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Consider the right hierarchy of your roadways.  Some streets need to work best for 
trucks and municipal services.  Some need to work best for pedestrians and retail 
uses.  Not every street should be a 20 mile per hour pedestrian-oriented street!  
That said, development lining each street should work with, not against, the street 
type.  Consider what kinds of streets work best for each zone.  In your zeal to plan 
for pedestrians, cyclists, and transit users, don’t forget to plan for semis, garbage 
trucks, and fire engines.  
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Cast about for partners who can help implement pieces of your plan!  We bent over 
backwards to coordinate with the water utility, the flood control authority, and our 
COG, and these planning efforts will continue. 

Our property owners asked repeatedly for the City to show some investment – even 
token – to justify their own investment in the Vision and in the area.  To some extent, 
the planning process itself was a significant financial investment, but if we could 
have found some loose change to put in a roadway or some vital infrastructure … 
that small investment would have been more than paid for itself in matching 
development by the private sector. 
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The Plan attempts a balancing act between incentives and regulations, flexibility 
and predictability, and the natural and built environments.  Its provisions embody 
a series of compromises by stakeholders across various interests.

The Plan is intended to create an employment center, with regional and local goods 
and services in walking distance to nearby residents. This transit-oriented and 
transit-supportive density is balanced with protections for the natural 
environment through a combination of incentives, regulations, zoning, and 
policies. A mandatory street network provides the backbone to support 
development compatible with benefits to the natural environment.

Taken together, the Plan hopes to create opportunities for a distinct district in 
Albuquerque in harmony with its unique setting.
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The Plan represents a new level of commitment to the coordination of land-use and 
transportation, including forward-looking transit planning.  The Plan’s optional 
bonus system is an innovative, incentive-based approach toward the 
preservation of views and rock outcroppings on private land.  The Plan is largely 
made up of tables, graphics, and photographs to provide clear, understandable, 
concise guidance to property owners, developers, and reviewing City staff.

The Plan’s main strategies include (1) Transition zones to protect the Monument as 
well as existing single-family residential areas to the north and south of the Plan 
area; (2) mixed use zones with design standards to balance land use flexibility 
with the predictability of built form; (2) a mandatory street network to help 
coordinate predictable development along corridors, across property lines, and 
over time; and (3) an optional height bonus system as the compromise to 
balance development density/intensity benefits to the natural and built 
environments. 
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By definition, a sector Plan’s primary purpose is to change the zoning to establish 
land use and character of the built environment.
Many property owner comments about the lack of detail about infrastructure 
coordination.
Sector Plan, while it can do a lot, isn’t the best tool for providing that level of detail 
about infrastructure or implementation.

While City will need to continue to be involved beyond the adoption of this Plan, right now 
the focus is putting this Plan in place so that properties that can develop now – extending 
infrastructure from nearby, etc. – can do so, and for others who will need to coordinate with 
other property owners to fund improvements that benefit everyone – the Sector Plan sets 
the vision and pattern for development, from which the infrastructure planning can take 
place in order to determine the improvements needed and estimate costs, etc.

The Plan does recommend that property owners work together through some mechanisms 
that the City has available to help coordinate that infrastructure – SAD/TIDD/PID – but 
these are voluntary measures by property owners, and those processes will necessarily 
take place after and outside the sector planning process. 

For the moment, the City’s major investment is in the sector planning process, as we’ve 
created a master-plan level sector plan that makes design decisions to create predictability 
across properties, allows opportunities for buy-in from nearby property owners so that these 
agreements become embodied in the Plan regulations to enable streamlined approvals as 
development comes in, and provides enough administrative flexibility to anticipate issues 
that may come up as development occurs so that developers don’t have to go through 
onerous processes because that level of detail wasn’t available at the sector planning level.

We had to walk a fine balance between folks wanting more detail about infrastructure but 
less detail about design guidelines. Because of the size of the area, the multiple property 
owners, and the larger goal of creating a Major Activity Center here, the Sector Plan grants 
entitlements with design regulations, much like a single property owner would set the 
character and quality of development with design decisions.  Here, these design regulations 
are intended to ensure predictability of character while allowing enough flexibility for 



different styles, materials, and architectural features that property owners can develop 
according to their own tastes over time.

The Plan’s strategies also represent an attempt to walk the fine line between encouraging 
preservation and precluding development without just compensation.  
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Don’t fix it!
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There were so many compromises we had to reach in the planning process that if 
we could have accomplished what we needed to do with straight zoning, we 
probably would have stayed with that zoning approach, just to have one fewer front 
on which we had to engage strategically speaking. 

(These compromises include:  

• development densities vs. natural environment

• the right balance of development intensity

• rock outcropping protections – voluntary with incentives

• design regulations vs. flexibility of land uses allowed by zoning

• development intensities to the Plan center vs. edges (represented by transition 
zones)

• building heights allowed by right vs. eligible for bonus

• Park Edge road placement)

If you’re not careful, form-based zones can be less permissive, take a longer 
development review time, and result in more inconsistency from varying staff 
interpretation.  From the neighbor perspective, the results may vary widely in quality, 
which was not the promise of the form-based approach.
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Remember that straight zoning is “easy” because we’re used to it, not because it’s 
inherently more straight-forward. It’s a different way to slice and dice the 
regulations.  Done well, form-based codes are the same basic elements only 
illustrated through diagrams and reduced down to the minimum requirements to 
protect the built environment you want in a particular character zone.

Done poorly, they’re a foreign way to ask for the unreasonable.

VHSDP - NMAPA October 2, 2013

40



Just like any plan and any zone change, form-based codes need to be “sold” to the 
community.  As with any approach, there are significant benefits that should be 
emphasized.
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Similarly, developers and property owners need to understand the potential benefits 
of the form-based approach.
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Remind everyone (staff, public, property owners) that the process to create the new 
zones is THE opportunity for public input.  Once the public input is codified in the 
Plan, the vision and the rules are set, and development that plays by the rules 
should be rewarded with speedy approvals.  Property owners and developers need 
to understand, too, that the planning process is the time to adjust the rules.  The 
Plan can set out small administrative deviations within specified thresholds that can 
handle specific challenges that arise when a particular development project gets 
planned, but that is not the appropriate time to fight a whole category of 
requirements, as developers sometimes do. 
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While the Plan’s requirements need to include a balance of flexibility and 
predictability, it is important not to overlook the importance of the policies to set out 
a vision and a plan intent that can guide decision-makers and staff, and even inspire 
developers to incorporate the community’s “wish list” for development in special 
places.

VHSDP - NMAPA October 2, 2013

44



VHSDP - NMAPA October 2, 2013

4545


