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What Is It?

Transit oriented development (PDF)

Transit oriented development (TOD) is a planning and design trend that seeks to create compact, mixed-use,
pedestrian-oriented communities located around new or existing public transit stations. Over the past
decade or so, there has been tremendous growth in demand for compact housing near transit: between
2000 and 2030, upwards of 9 million additional households will live within a half-mile of transit
stations. A variety of different groups—transit and smart growth advocates, community-based developers,
business leaders, planners, and more—have embraced TOD as a powerful strategy for smart growth, urban
revitalization, and creating access and opportunity for low-income residents.

TOD is a “back to the future” approach to creating healthy, connected neighborhoods. Public transportation
used to be highly integrated into the physical and social fabric of many neighborhoods. Streetcar suburbs and
many older areas of American cities originally developed around rail or trolley stops. These stops served as
neighborhood centers, anchoring a range of services and shops within walking distance and providing
residents with connections to the downtown area. Since 1950, development patterns became increasingly
auto-centered. New neighborhoods were located along highway routes, and transit systems catered to
drivers, creating “park and ride” routes catering to suburban commuters, and enclosing commuter and light
rail stations with large parking lots. Decades of sprawling metropolitan development left many suburban
residents with arduous, costly commutes and many low-income urban communities isolated from jobs,
transit, and services.

TOD integrates transportation back into the neighborhood to achieve a number of different objectives. By
facilitating public transportation use, TOD can reduce dependence on fossil fuels, lower residents’
transportation costs, promote walking and health, ease traffic congestion, and improve environmental
quality. TOD can also be a catalyst for revitalization, bringing new retail and residential investment into the
community, connecting residents to jobs and services located throughout the region, and providing
economic, ownership, and housing opportunities to low-income residents.

But the synergy between economic, land use, transportation, environmental, housing, and equity goals made
possible with TOD is not automatically achieved. Thus far, many projects marketed as TODs are not
fundamentally different from traditional residential suburban developments: they are not well-integrated
with the station or the surrounding community, they include excessive parking, and they are neither mixed-
use nor mixed-income.

Even fewer TODs attain social equity goals. TOD is unconventional, complicated, and expensive to develop,
and the demand for housing near transit is expected to exceed the number of homes that can be built in
TODs. These trends increase the likelihood that TOD housing will be unaffordable to low-income households.
Properties within a five- to ten-minute walk to a transit station already sell for 20 to 25 percent more than
comparable properties farther away. Investments in new or enhanced transit stations in low-income
neighborhoods can spark rapid appreciation in the costs of land and housing in the community—leading to
gentrification and the displacement of lower-income residents.

The extension of the Red Line of Boston’s subway system to Somerville, Massachusetts, in 1985 and the TOD
around the Davis Square stop, for example, dramatically changed this working-class community. Housing
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costs have soared, and new condos are being built or converted from former rentals at a rapid rate: since
2000, 1,394 condominium units have been placed on the market, some of them topping $1 million.
According to Warren Goldstein-Gelb, director of The Welcome Project in Somerville, strategies could have
been put in place to protect low-income renters from high housing cost burdens and displacement: “Had
people been sensitive to the fact that there would be an impact on land values when they were planning and
opening [the Somerville] subway station, there could have been some prevention.” Given the experience with
the Red Line, the planned extension of the Green Line to Somerville has sparked major public debate among
city officials, community organizations, and residents around the potential for gentrification.

This tool focuses on how to implement TOD in a way that achieves equity goals. Across the country, equity
advocates working in neighborhood groups, organizing networks, nonprofit and private housing developers,
local and regional governments, and transit agencies have engaged in the TOD process to ensure that current
residents and businesses benefit. Their strategies and lessons learned are presented here so that you can also
advocate for equitable TOD.
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How To Use It

Grassroots organizers and advocates, transit agencies, community developers, and other government
agencies all have critical parts to play in making sure that TOD is successful, benefits existing residents, and
does not lead to displacement. There are at least four major avenues for pursuing equitable TOD:

Community Engagement in TOD Planning Processes

Local residents, neighborhood organizations, and small business owners need to be closely involved in TOD
planning processes—alongside transit agencies and city or county government. These stakeholders must
have the opportunity to give real input before major decisions are made, and they must remain involved
throughout the planning and development. There are usually three major stages of TOD planning, though
some projects skip the first step: regional planning, station area and transit corridor planning, and TOD
project planning. (pdf: Demand Estimate 07) Community engagement is critical at each step of the process.

Regional planning. Transportation planning is carried out at a regional, or metropolitan, level. Although
most TODs are created around existing transit stops, the planning of new transit lines creates multiple
opportunities to incorporate equitable TOD strategies. Light rail is currently on the rise: Charlotte and San
Francisco opened new light rail lines in 2007; and Baltimore, Houston, Kansas City, Minneapolis, and Phoenix
are all at various stages in moving forward light rail proposals

Equitable development advocates should be involved in deciding overall goals for new transit lines, standards
for design of stations themselves, early-stage development plans, and funding allocations for station-area
planning

During regional planning for the Interstate MAX light rail line in Portland, Oregon, completed in 2000, equity
advocates were able to get in early and shape the policy statements for the new transit corridor. The Portland
Development Commission (PDC) created an Interstate Corridor Urban Renewal Area (ICURA) around the
designated transit route. Thanks to community involvement in the 50-plus member ICURA Advisory
Committee, “benefiting the existing community” and “outreach” are two of the plan’s 12 overall guiding
principles, statements about forestalling displacement are contained in both the housing and economic
development sections, and projects are required to seek neighborhood feedback on their designs.

Station area and transit corridor planning. Station area planning refers to the process of developing a
vision for the area around a transit station (generally within a half-mile radius) and strategies to achieve that
vision. The station area plan is a written document that includes information about current conditions and
development trends in the station area and larger surrounding neighborhood, maps and concept plans that
illustrate the goals and objectives of the plan, and guidelines for land use and public improvements decisions.
Equity goals around issues like affordable housing and station access can become major elements in station
area plans. In most places, the municipality carries out station area planning in coordination with the transit
agency. Station area planning (as well as zoning) can also facilitate TOD by increasing certainty for
developers. A new station area planning manual, (pdf 202 Final Sml) by Reconnecting America, provides nine
principles for good station area planning and checklists of considerations for each.

If a new transit corridor is planned, both corridor planning and station area planning are needed. The city of
Seattle, for example, is currently developing a vision and an integrated development plan for the Southeast
Transit Corridor, where a new light rail line will open in 2009.
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Project planning. While the station area or corridor plan lays out a vision and overall design for the TOD
area, many decisions are made at the level of actual project planning, or around the development of specific
properties within the TOD district. Planning for specific projects needs to align with station area plans and
local policy and zoning requirements. The nature of TOD project planning can vary tremendously. A TOD may
be a single large project, built by one developer on transit agency land; or it may be built in multiple phases,
engage two or more developers, and involve many land parcels owned by municipalities, states, transit
agencies, and private owners.

Equitable development advocates should get involved early in the TOD project planning process to help
shape key decisions such as: how much should developers pay for the land? How will the project’s design
advance TOD goals? and What community benefits will the development provide? At this stage, other
equitable development tools can be introduced, including local hiring programs, minority contracting , and
various forms of permanently affordable housing provisions, such as housing trust funds .

Equity advocates should address the following issues during the TOD community visioning and planning
processes:

Promotion of Equity Goals in Overall Plan or Vision. Are equity goals front and center? Will the TOD primarily
offer affordable and mixed-income housing—or is the goal to create a new job center that provides
employment to the surrounding area? How will the project fit with the existing community’s identity?

Zoning. Transit oriented development generally requires a revision of zoning rules to allow for higher
densities, mixed uses, and lower parking ratios. Where and how will the zoning changes apply? What makes
sense given the project’s overall vision and the existing neighborhood conditions?

Land Acquisition. How much of the land proposed for TOD is owned by the city or the municipal or regional
transit agency? Are there privately owned parcels that also hold development potential? How can the TOD
partners acquire this land?

Design Standards. How will the project’s design encourage pedestrian and bicycle accessibility?

Transit Service. Have location, design, and traffic patterns been analyzed in relation to their effects on the
surrounding neighborhood? Have transportation planners anticipated increases in transit use and added
service accordingly?

Public Investment. What are potential public funding sources to finance the TOD? Will local, state, or federal
resources be used for transit station renovations or improvements to surrounding streets, sidewalks, or
parks? How will the plan ensure that these investments are equitable?
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Parking . Reducing automobile reliance
and parking needs are key goals of
TOD, yet local zoning and planning
standards typically favor high parking
ratios. Commuters and business
owners—as well as community
development lenders—often insist on
ample parking. How should the TOD
balance the need for efficient land use
with the demand for parking spaces?
Should the project reduce the amount
of parking or attempt to preserve
parking by constructing more
expensive multi-story garages instead
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