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Keeping Development Right On Track
With environment in mind, towns encourage housing near rail lines

By ANIKA SINGH LEMAR 

In the scramble to address climate change, 

state and municipal governmental agen-

cies, private developers, and local commu-

nities—both in Connecticut and nation-

wide—are increasingly turning to “transit-

oriented development” or “TOD,” which 

situates housing close to public transporta-

tion and commercial and retail amenities.

By incorporating mixed uses and densi-

ty, TOD ensures that walking and bicycling 

are reasonable transportation options and 

that there is su�cient ridership to sustain 

the public transit at the center of a devel-

opment. �is type of planning discourages 

the use of cars and their associated carbon 

emissions, which account for almost one-

��h of greenhouse gas emissions in the 

United States.

Developers, in turn, are adapting to and 

bene�ting from this trend because it typi-

cally allows greater housing and population 

densities than does traditional residential 

zoning. In addition, TOD o�en allows for 

�exible parking standards which enable de-

velopers to construct fewer parking spaces 

per unit, and thereby reduce costs, due to 

sharing spaces between shoppers during 

the day and residents at night and the abil-

ity of some shoppers to walk to stores from 

their homes.  

In Connecticut, municipalities with ac-

cess to commuter rails have a particularly 

enticing opportunity to embrace transit-ori-

ented development. For example, Guilford 

has formulated a comprehensive plan for 

developing its downtown that calls for con-

sideration of multi-family residential and 

mixed-use developments in the vicinity of 

the town’s train station. �is station provides 

commuter rail access to New Haven, New 

York, and New London.      

Larger municipalities, like Stamford and 

New Haven, have likewise prioritized devel-

opments and pedestrian-friendly infrastruc-

ture near their busy train stations to take ad-

vantage of their rail connections to New York, 

Boston, and beyond.  New Haven is working 

with the state Department of Transportation 

to recon�gure Union Station, its central train 

station, to include new retail, commercial, 

and residential space. Becker & Becker broke 

ground in late 2008 on 360 State Street, a 32-

story residential tower across the street from 

the State Street Station, one of New Haven’s 

two train stations. New Haven is currently ne-

gotiating an agreement for the development 

of a mixed-use, 4.5-acre parcel located about 

one-half mile from Union Station. �e site is 

expected to include a regional theater as well 

as residential and o�ce space.  

In Stamford, Jonathan Rose Companies 

and Antares Investment Partners are con-

structing mixed-use projects close to the 

city’s downtown central train station, which 

provides commuter access to New York 

and New Haven as well as regional access 

on Amtrak. In mid-2008, Jonathan Rose 

Companies broke ground on Metro Green 

Apartments, the �rst phase of a residential 

and commercial development located one 

block from the Stamford train station.  An-

tares Investment Partners has embarked on 

a $3 billion redevelopment of a formerly 

industrial 80-acre brown�eld site in Stam-

ford’s South End and within walking dis-

tance of the central train station.  Antares 

anticipates that, when completed, the de-
velopment, known as Harbor Point, will in-
clude six million square feet of residential, 
hotel, retail, o�ce, and recreational space.   

Various municipalities, including Stam-
ford, Fair�eld and Redding, have asked the 
state and public transit organizations to in-
vest in new train stations. In addition, they 
have planned for new, dense development 
around these proposed train stations. In 
Redding, the Georgetown Land Develop-
ment Co. plans to construct residential and 
commercial space on a former factory site.  
A central component of this brown�eld de-
velopment is a revived train station.  

Towns without rail amenities can also 
utilize land-use tools to decrease automo-
bile dependence.  For example, Hamden of-
�cials expect to implement a hybrid type of 
zoning in 2009, incorporating “form-based” 
zoning alongside use-based restrictions in a 
newly proposed code.  “Form-based” zon-
ing, also known as a “SmartCode,” regulates 
building size and setbacks, the interface be-
tween streets and buildings, and the scale 
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of development and streets, rather than de-
�ning zones according to “traditional” uses 
(residential, commercial, industrial, etc.).

As a result, form-based zoning permits 
mixed uses which, in turn, encourage walk-
ing because residences and stores are close 
to each other. In addition, the proposed code 
will ease parking restrictions. For example, 
the new code will allow on-street parking to 
count towards minimum parking require-
ments and will allow property owners to 
share parking spaces among mixed uses.  If 
enacted, Hamden’s zoning ordinance will 
be the �rst SmartCode in New England.

 
Funding Incentives

Although land use regulation is typically 
local, some state governments have also en-
tered the fray by encouraging overarching 
land use goals and requirements to combat 
the e�ects of climate change. 

Since 2005, Connecticut law has required 
regional planning agencies to identify poten-
tial sites for TOD. For example, the Housa-
tonic Valley Regional Plan of Conservation 
and Development has identi�ed eight sites; 
some of these sites incorporate existing train 
stations, while others would require the con-
struction of new stations. More recently, the 
General Assembly has authorized funding 
for TOD planning, development and imple-
mentation. �e applicable state statute de-
�nes TOD as residential, commercial, and 
employment centers that are within one-half 
mile or walking distance of “public transpor-
tation facilities,” such as bus and rail lines.    

Last fall, California Gov. Arnold 
Schwarzenegger signed into law an anti-
sprawl measure. �e law establishes green-

house gas emission reduction goals for land 
use planning. It will also require regional 
transportation plans to include sustainability 
strategies designed to reduce greenhouse gas 
emissions from cars and light trucks. Cali-
fornia will provide �nancial incentives to 
local governments that build more compact 
neighborhoods and that otherwise develop 
land consistent with these plans, subject to 
certain exemptions.

Voluntary Standard
Recognizing the e�ect that neighbor-

hood-level land use choices can have on 
energy consumption, the U.S.Green Build-
ing Council has expanded its LEED rating 
system to include a program speci�cally tai-
lored to neighborhood development. �is 
new standard would supplement the coun-
cil’s widely used standards for environmen-
tally-sensitive buildings.  �e “LEED-ND” 
rating system, in its pilot form, rewards 
developments that are compact, utilize 
brown�eld sites, reduce automobile depen-
dence, include mixed uses, and are located 
close to housing, jobs, and schools. 

Six Connecticut developments, includ-
ing Stamford Metro Green, Harbor Point, 
Georgetown Land Development, and 360 
State Street (New Haven), have applied 
for certification under the pilot LEED-
ND system.  The pilot program is no lon-
ger accepting new projects.  The Green 
Building Council expects to launch the 
permanent LEED-ND rating system this 
summer.

Climate change and the cost of energy 
are a�ecting land use choices and real estate 
development in Connecticut and nation-

wide.  In the public sector, municipalities, 
states and the federal government are in-
creasingly seeking to encourage more e�-
cient use of land, transportation resources, 
and infrastructure. 

�e American Recovery and Reinvest-
ment Act included $8.4 billion for invest-
ments in public transportation, $9.5 billion 
for investments in rail and $1.5 billion in 
competitive grants to states and local gov-
ernment for transportation systems.  Also, 
last month the U.S. Department of Hous-
ing and Urban Development and the De-
partment of Transportation announced a 
partnership intended to integrate housing, 
transportation and land use policy. �e Sen-
ate Committee on Housing, Banking and 
Urban A�airs is currently tackling the issue 
of expanding transit options and providing 
linkages between housing and transit.

Similarly, in the private sector, develop-
ers are seeking to entice residents and busi-
nesses to sites that provide access to multi-
ple transportation options, including tran-
sit and walking.  As a result, development 
that is accessible by transit and provides for 
pedestrian access to commercial and retail 
uses is gradually becoming more available. 
In light of limited energy resources and 
increasing federal focus on public trans-
portation, it is likely that compact, transit-
oriented development will accelerate as the 
nation’s attention becomes increasingly fo-
cused on addressing the challenges due to 
climate change.   n


