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WHAT IS THE CHARTER FOR THE
NEW URBANISM? A BLUEPRINT
FOR LIVABLE COMMUNITIES

In an era of sprawling suburbs,
congested highways, and fragmented
communities, a powerful movement has
emerged to reclaim the principles of
traditional town planning. Charter For
The New Urbanism is not merely a
document; it is a comprehensive
philosophy that seeks to reshape the

way we design, build, and inhabit our
cities and towns. Ratified in 1996 by a
congress of architects, planners, and
civic leaders, this charter offers a
coherent framework for addressing the
most pressing challenges of modern
urbanization—from  environmental
degradation and social isolation to
economic inequity and the decline of
public space. At its core, the charter
advocates for human-scaled, walkable,
diverse, and sustainable communities. It
is a call to action for developers,
policymakers, and citizens to rediscover
the art of placemaking and to reject the
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monotony of dysfunctional suburban
development. This article provides a
comprehensive exploration of the
charter, its key principles, its influence
on modern planning, and its enduring
relevance in the 21st century.

The Genesis of a
Vision: Why the
Charter Was
Needed

To fully appreciate the significance of
the Charter For The New Urbanism,
one must understand the context of its
creation. The post-World War Il era in the

United States, and much of the
developed world, was dominated by a
model of development that prioritized
the automobile above all else. This led to
the proliferation of single-use zoning
districts, vast tracts of single-family
homes separated from shopping and
employment centers, and an over-
reliance on roads and highways. The
result was a built environment that was
often inhospitable to pedestrians,
expensive to maintain, and destructive
to natural landscapes. Socially, these
patterns contributed to a loss of
community identity, increased
commuting times, and a segregation of
populations by income and age. By the
1990s, a growing number of
professionals recognized that
conventional planning practices were
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failing to create thriving, healthy places.
The Charter For The New Urbanism
was their collective response—a
principled alternative that sought to
learn from historic towns and cities while
embracing contemporary needs for
density, mixed uses, and environmental
stewardship. It was a deliberate effort to
codify a set of best practices that could
guide development at all scales, from
the region down to the individual
building.

The Three Pillars:
Organizing

Principles of the
Charter

The charter is structured around a clear
hierarchy of scale, recognizing that a
successful city is not merely a collection
of buildings but a nested system of
interconnected elements. It organizes its
core principles into three fundamental
categories: the region, the neighborhood
and district, and the block and building.
This multi-scalar approach ensures that
the vision is holistic and actionable.

THE REGION: METROPOLIS, CITY,
AND TOWN

At the largest scale, the charter



addresses the relationship between a
city and its surrounding region. It argues
that metropolitan areas should be
defined by distinct urban centers and a
protected natural hinterland, rather than
by endless, undifferentiated sprawl. Key
tenets include:

e Regional Boundaries:
Development should be contained
within a defined urban growth
boundary, protecting farmland,
watersheds, and natural habitats
from encroachment.

e Coordinated Transportation: A
robust, multi-modal transportation

inter-city travel.

Economic Equity: Fiscal policies
should be structured to prevent
the concentration of wealth and
poverty, ensuring that all
communities within the region
have access to quality education,
employment, and services.
Respect for Local Character:
The charter emphasizes that new
development should respect the
local history, culture, and
geography of a place, avoiding
cookie-cutter designs that could be
anywhere.

network is essential, connecting
towns and cities with rail, bus, and
bicycle routes, reducing
dependence on automobiles for

This regional perspective is a direct
critique of the way many metropolitan
areas have grown, where prosperous
suburbs often hoard tax revenue while
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the urban core and older inner-ring
suburbs are left to struggle. The Charter
For The New Urbanism insists that a
healthy region requires a balanced,
cooperative approach to growth.

THE NEIGHBORHOOD, THE
DisTRICT, AND THE CORRIDOR

The second tier of the charter focuses on
the fundamental building blocks of a
city: the neighborhood. This is perhaps
the most widely recognized and applied
set of principles. The charter advocates
for neighborhoods that are:

1. Compact and Walkable: Most
daily needs—a grocery store, a
park, a coffee shop, a
school—should be within a five-to-
ten-minute walk from any

residence.

. Mixed-Use: Zoning should allow

for a diverse mix of housing types
(apartments, townhouses, single-
family homes) and compatible
commercial activities integrated
within the same area.

. Diverse in Housing and

Population: A range of housing
options, from affordable studios to
larger family homes, should be
available to accommodate people
of different ages, incomes, and
family sizes.

. Centered on Public Space: A

clearly defined center, such as a
square, a green, or a main street,
serves as the focal point for
community life, hosting markets,
events, and social interaction.



5. Connected by a Fine-Grained
Street Network: Instead of a
hierarchical, dendritic system of
cul-de-sacs and arterial roads,
neighborhoods should have a grid-
like or interconnected network of
streets that disperses traffic and
offers multiple routes.

This neighborhood model, often referred
to as the Traditional Neighborhood
Development (TND), stands in stark
contrast to the typical subdivision. It
prioritizes the pedestrian experience and
fosters a sense of belonging and
identity.

THE BLOCK, THE STREET, AND THE
BUILDING

The final layer of the charter zooms in on

the human-scaled details that make a
community feel safe, comfortable, and
engaging. It provides guidance on the
design of the public realm and the
architecture that defines it. Key
principles at this scale include:

e Active Frontages: Buildings
should address the street with
windows, doors, and porches,
creating a sense of visual interest
and natural surveillance. Blank
walls and parking lots are
discouraged at the street edge.

e Defined Public and Private
Space: Clear transitions between
the public realm (the street and
sidewalk) and the private realm
(the home or shop) are essential,
often achieved through stoops, low
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fences, or courtyard walls.

e Comfortable Street Design:
Streets should be designed to slow
traffic and to accommodate
pedestrians, cyclists, and parked
cars, not just moving vehicles.
Features like narrower lanes, curb
extensions, and street trees
contribute to a safe and pleasant
environment.

e Architecture that Fits Its
Context: While not mandating a
single style, the charter calls for
architecture that responds to the
local climate, history, and building
traditions, creating a cohesive and
authentic sense of place.

Together, these three scales form a
powerful, integrated system. The

Charter For The New Urbanism
argues that you cannot have a great city
without great neighborhoods, and you
cannot have great neighborhoods
without well-designed streets and
buildings.

Implementation
and Real-World
Impact of the
Charter

Since its ratification, the Charter For
The New Urbanism has had a profound
influence on planning practice, design
codes, and municipal policy across the



globe. Its principles have been applied in
diverse contexts, from new greenfield
towns to the redevelopment of declining
urban districts and the retrofitting of
suburban sprawl. Some of the most
notable applications include:

¢ Master-Planned Communities:
Iconic projects like Seaside and
Celebration in Florida, and
Kentlands in Maryland, have
become famous laboratories for
New Urbanist ideas, showcasing
walkable, mixed-use
neighborhoods that prioritize
community interaction.

* Form-Based Codes: The charter
has been instrumental in the rise
of form-based codes, which
regulate the physical form of

buildings (height, setback, facade
treatment) rather than just the
use. These codes provide a
predictable and flexible framework
for achieving a high-quality public
realm.

Transit-Oriented Development
(TOD): The charter's emphasis on
connecting neighborhoods to
transit has been a driving force
behind TOD projects, which
concentrate dense, mixed-use
development around rail stations,
reducing car dependence and
promoting sustainable mobility.
Urban Revitalization: In older
cities, the principles of the charter
have been used to reclaim
underutilized waterfronts,
transform obsolete industrial sites
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into vibrant neighborhoods, and
improve the livability of historic
districts through traffic calming
and streetscape improvements.

Professional organizations like the
Congress for the New Urbanism (CNU)
continue to champion the charter,
hosting events, publishing research, and
training a new generation of planners
and designers in its methods. The
charter has also influenced federal
policy, such as the U.S. Department of
Housing and Urban Development's
(HUD) Sustainable Communities
Initiative. While not without its
critics—some argue that it can lead to
aesthetic homogeneity or that its
implementation is too often co-opted by
market forces—the charter remains the

most comprehensive and influential
document of its kind. It provides a clear,
principled alternative to sprawl and a
positive vision for a more sustainable
and humane urban future.

The Enduring
Relevance of the
Charter For The
New Urbanism

As we face the urgent challenges of
climate change, social fragmentation,
and a growing housing crisis, the
principles of the Charter For The New
Urbanism are more relevant than ever.



The compact, walkable, transit-oriented
communities it advocates for are
inherently more sustainable, generating
significantly lower carbon emissions per
capita than sprawling suburbs. They
promote social diversity and interaction,
combatting the isolation that can
characterize modern life. By prioritizing
infill development and the reuse of
existing infrastructure, the charter offers
a path toward more efficient use of land
and resources. The growing demand for
walkable, amenity-rich neighborhoods,
particularly among Millennials and Baby
Boomers, underscores that the principles
of the charter are not just a niche ideal
but a mainstream market preference.
From the integration of green
infrastructure to the planning of resilient
communities that can withstand climate
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impacts, the charter provides a flexible
and enduring framework for building
places that are not only beautiful and
functional but also equitable and
regenerative. It reminds us that the
design of our cities is not a neutral or
trivial matter; it is a powerful force that
shapes our daily lives, our health, our
relationships, and our planet.

CONCLUSION: A CHARTER FOR A
BETTER FUTURE

The Charter For The New Urbanism is
far more than a historical document from
the 1990s. It is a living, evolving set of
principles that offers a compelling and
practical vision for the future of human
settlements. It challenges us to move
beyond the failed patterns of the past
and to embrace a more thoughtful,

10

Charter For The New Urbanism

2024-06-10



Charter For The New Urbanism

11

integrated, and humane approach to
creating places. By respecting the full
range of scales—from the region to the
doorstep—the charter provides a
complete framework for building
communities that are sustainable,
equitable, and delightful. Whether you
are a city planner, an architect, a
developer, an elected official, or simply a
citizen who cares about the character of
your neighborhood, the charter offers a
powerful tool for positive change. It calls
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on all of us to become stewards of our
built environment and to work together
to create towns and cities that we can be
proud to leave to the next generation. In
a world of increasing complexity, the
charter’s clarity, optimism, and focus on
the timeless principles of good
placemaking make it an indispensable
guide for building a truly better future.
Its message is simple yet profound: by
designing our cities with care, we can
design a better life for everyone.



