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building codes to allow for neighborhood-compati ble fl exibility. 
These issues are discussed in the third policy in this secti on. 

Aff ordable housing is the product of several factors. While typi-
cally describing housing for lower-income individuals, aff ordable 
housing may also mean residents can aff ord to live in a variety of 
locati ons which meet their needs, are safe, and allow for fl exibil-
ity of choice. Flexibility in housing designs and types allows exist-
ing neighborhoods to provide opti ons for a variety of incomes. 
Reducing energy costs through greater effi  ciency and transporta-
ti on costs through proximity and alternati ves are additi onal ways 
to increase aff ordability. 

Protecti ng existi ng aff ordable housing is another concern moving 
forward as market factors drive development. While downtown 
has more housing than ever before, increased desire to live 
downtown is driving up prices. As land becomes valuable, existi ng 
aff ordable housing, oft en in the form of older structures, is being 
replaced by new, higher-rent structures. As the community pri-
oriti zes infi ll development, conversati ons about the value of the 
existi ng housing stock, aff ordable housing, and historic preserva-
ti on will need to take place. 

Aff ordable housing may also be encouraged through incenti ves 
less directly ti ed to land use policies, like reducing regulatory bar-
riers and partnerships with aff ordable housing organizati ons. The 
City’s Aff ordable Housing Policy Committ ee report defi nes and 
describes such policies and strategies to encourage aff ordable 
housing. Addressing neighborhood compati bility and aff ordability 
is further discussed in policy three of this secti on.  

Policy Two: Support Mixed-Use

Citi zens have expressed a strong desire for mixed-use develop-
ment, which allows for further integrati on of commercial and 
residenti al land uses beyond the central business district into 
both existi ng and new residenti al neighborhoods.  This idea is 
refl ected in many citi zen comments using the words “livable” and 
“walkable” to express their desire for complete neighborhoods.  

Building on many of the strategies described in policy one, 
complete neighborhoods have safe and convenient access to the 

to medical, social, commercial, service, and housing opti ons 
that will support their needs throughout their life cycle. Poli-
cies promoti ng a variety of housing types and housing fl exibility, 
combined with highly walkable places close to ameniti es, appeal 
to people who want to live in the same home or neighborhood 
as they age. An example is multi generati onal designs that allow 
extended families to live together in comfortable arrangements. 
Creati ng homes like these requires looking at existi ng accessory 
dwelling unit policies, zoning policies, and possibly adjusti ng 

The Principles of Livable and Sustainable 
Communiti es

Principle: We value att ainable and diverse housing 
opti ons.

Columbia promotes aff ordable housing and responsible home 
ownership by assisti ng with home ownership in older areas of 
the City, and supporti ng private nonprofi t organizati ons that 
will develop, purchase, and manage aff ordable housing units 
in Columbia.  Housing opti ons should be diverse and att rac-
ti ve, and designed to integrate seamlessly into the surrounding 
neighborhood.

Maintenance and rehabilitati on of deteriorati ng housing stock 
will be encouraged by providing assistance to owners and hold-
ing absentee landlords accountable in neighborhoods where 
the quality of housing is declining due to a lack of maintenance.  
Eff orts will be made to maximize the environmental design 
capaciti es of existi ng housing stock, as older houses may need 
energy effi  ciency, storm water, and other upgrades.  

Principle: We value att racti ve, vibrant, and diverse places.

Columbia will create memorable and att racti ve boulevards and 
streetscapes that incorporate landscape design, site ameniti es, 
art, and themati c elements.  

Columbia will promote neighborhoods that are economically, 
aestheti cally, and socially varied.

Citi zens expressed a strong desire for 
mixed-use development, which allows 
for further integrati on of commercial 
and residenti al land uses extending be-
yond the central business district and 
into both existi ng and new residenti al 
neighborhoods.  This idea is refl ected 
in many citi zen comments that used 
the words “livable,” “walkable,” etc. 
to express their desire for complete 
neighborhoods.  

Housing Vision

A diversity of housing choices will be 
dispersed throughout the community 
to achieve an adequate supply of safe, 
quality, aff ordable, energy effi  cient, and 
accessible housing.

Aff ordable housing was described by 
the City’s Aff ordable Housing Policy 
Committ ee’s 2008 Report as “Any 
housing where basic housing costs, 
including rent, uti liti es, mortgage 
payments, and home repairs neces-
sary to maintain a reasonably safe 
and secure home in standard condi-
ti on are less than 38% of household 
income for home occupants and 30% 
of household income for renters.”
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goods and services needed in daily life.  This includes a variety of 
housing opti ons, universal design of public and private spaces, 
access to grocery stores and other commercial services, quality 
public schools, public open spaces and recreati onal faciliti es, af-
fordable transportati on opti ons, and civic ameniti es.  

An important element of a complete neighborhood is its con-
structi on at a walkable and bikeable human scale and meets 
the needs of people of all ages and abiliti es.  Walkable, bikeable 
neighborhoods also encourage healthy lifestyles for community 
members. 

The lack of mixed-use and walkable neighborhoods is apparent 
in the existi ng land use patt ern.  Today, Columbia is composed 
primarily of homogeneous single-family neighborhoods and large 
regional shopping centers, rather than neighborhoods with neigh-
borhood-scale shopping and services within walking distance. 
This can be seen in the low walk scores throughout most of the 
City in Map 4-8.

While only proximity to ameniti es is used to calculate walk scores, 
faciliti es for walking and biking—like sidewalks, crosswalks, and 
trails—are another component of complete neighborhoods. 
These elements of the built environment can be retrofi tt ed into 
the existi ng urban fabric and provided in new developments.

A few simple changes can achieve new mixed-use neighborhoods 
and enhance existi ng commercial nodes to include residenti al 
opportuniti es.  One such change is incenti vizing higher densiti es 
in new development areas.  As development densiti es decrease, 
reliance on automobiles to reach services increases, and regional, 
auto-oriented commercial “big box” development becomes the 
model for providing these services.  

In order to sustain truly local neighborhood commercial service 
centers, higher densiti es of residenti al development must be 
built around them to supply enough local clientele to support 
the businesses within them.  Five minutes (one quarter mile) 
is widely considered to be a reasonable walking ti me to reach 
services.  Therefore, new neighborhood commercial nodes, or 
“urban villages,” should ideally be spaced approximately one-half 

Using a 0 (auto-dependent) to 
100 (highly walkable) point scale, 
walk scores indicate the ability- 
or lack thereof— for residents 
of various neighborhoods to 
walk to services, ameniti es, 
shopping, and jobs. Encouraging 
walkability—both in new and 
established neighborhoods—has 
health, aff ordability, accessibility, 
and other quality-of-life benefi ts 
for residents. 

Map 4-8: Walk Score Map
Source: Walkscore.com

We might lose the most att racti ve 
aspects of our community: walkable 
neighborhoods.

mile apart to provide walkable goods and services to surrounding 
residents. This spacing patt ern coincides with city-wide roadway 
connecti vity goals, which recommend intersecti ons of public col-
lector and arterial streets every half mile.  Map 4-9 shows an area 
of Columbia that follows this walkable, mixed-use development 
patt ern, with the existi ng nodes highlighted.

This policy has positi ve implicati ons for public transportati on ser-
vices by encouraging the locati on of high-density residenti al and 
commercial services along major road corridors that are easily 
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The node concept is a good way to think about how we can mix 
residenti al, employment, and commercial uses.  Map 4-9 shows an 
area of Columbia that has three levels of commercial development:

  Neighborhood-scale commercial is a walkable center located 
within a residenti al neighborhood; it can include a small mar-
ket, day care, and small professional offi  ces.  

  A marketplace provides for the sale of day-to-day needs and 
should be built around a primary tenant, ideally, a grocery 
store. 

  A commercial district is a regional shopping desti nati on built 
at an automobile scale.  It can also include high-density apart-
ments and large offi  ce buildings.  Columbia Mall and Shoppes 
at Stadium are examples of this type of commercial.

Map 4-9: Illustrati on of the node concept
Source: City of Columbia

served by public transit, thereby decreasing reliance on automo-
biles as a means of accessing basic commercial services.

Introducing walkable, mixed-use nodes at neighborhood edges 
also presents an opportunity to integrate new housing opti ons 
into neighborhoods that are mostly homogeneous, thus provid-
ing opportuniti es to accommodate greater demographic diversity 
and creati ng neighborhoods that are more economically, aesthet-
ically, and socially varied.

The concept of mixing land uses to create more complete, livable, 
and walkable neighborhoods should not be limited to residenti al 
environments.  Mixed-use principles and policies are applicable 
to new and existi ng commercial and employment centers, which 
traditi onally have lacked residenti al components.  Most nota-
bly, Columbia’s downtown, which is home to a diverse range 
of commercial and industrial uses, has historically been void of 
residenti al opportuniti es.  This trend has been changing with the 
introducti on of several apartment buildings over the past few 
years.  However, there remains a strong demand for more down-
town residenti al units and a greater variety of unit types to meet 
the needs of diverse demographics and incomes.

Bringing residents to commercial areas has diff erent challenges 
than bringing commercial services into established residenti al 
neighborhoods. The challenges associated with introducing com-

An urban village is a medium-density development that includes 
mixed-use residenti al and commercial property, good public 
transit, and pedestrian-oriented urban design.  In urban villages, 
everything you need is within walking distance (e.g. grocery 
stores, services, entertainment, and restaurants), including public 
squares to relax and meet people. These urban villages are a 
contrast to auto-centric, fringe development. 
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mercial uses and development into residenti al areas are dis-
cussed in the following secti on.

Policy Three: Facilitate Neighborhood Planning

One of the most controversial issues in land use allocati on is 
development and redevelopment in established neighborhoods, 
also known as infi ll development.  It can be parti cularly challeng-
ing when commercial uses are proposed in or near residenti al 
neighborhoods.  Traditi onal land use planning has resulted in a 
landscape of homogeneous and segregated land uses.  As Colum-
bia strives to achieve a greater mixture of uses, it is important to 
recognize and respect unique neighborhood characteristi cs.

How can the City achieve successful integrati on of commercial 
uses into established neighborhoods?  There are two strate-
gies that help create a climate where residenti al neighborhood 
stakeholders become more accepti ng of infi ll redevelopment. The 
fi rst strategy is early neighborhood engagement.  The second is 
addressing land use compati bility issues.

Early neighborhood engagement means involving neighbors 
in the process well before specifi c development proposals are 
submitt ed, to identi fy potenti al infi ll sites in their neighborhoods 
and to discuss how these properti es could and should be used.  
Early engagement provides an opportunity to evaluate opti ons 
without the immediate threat of change. It allows neighbors to 
contribute ideas, build consensus, and prepare for the fact that 
a vacant lot or dilapidated building may be a sign of change to 

come.  Neighbors may also identi fy business types of benefi t to 
residents and seek to match desired uses with ideal locati ons.

Creati ng neighborhood land use plans may be the best method 
of identi fying what transiti onal parcels should be used for in the 
future.  City staff  should work with established neighborhood 
and homeowners’ associati ons to develop neighborhood plans—
especially in areas where older housing stock or poor building 
conditi ons may present opportuniti es for redevelopment.  The 
goal is to create neighborhood land use plans that identi fy site-
specifi c redevelopment concepts and outline conditi ons that 
miti gate parti cular land use compati bility concerns of neighbors.  
This represents a proacti ve approach to infi ll development and 
mixed use and was a strong recommendati on that emerged from 
public input.

Public input also indicates considering historic preservati on 
and community character, as well as property maintenance and 
aestheti c considerati ons, is important in neighborhood planning.  
This may be achieved through regulatory policy, incenti ves, or 
guidance, such as design compati bility standards developed by 
neighborhoods themselves.

Planning will also help neighborhoods encourage att ainable and 
diverse housing and home ownership opti ons while preserving 
their neighborhood’s character.  Residents can identi fy goals for 
their neighborhood—perhaps fl exible zoning opti ons or overlays 
to encourage or incenti vize certain housing opti ons or mixed-use 

Principle: We value historical character.

The vibrancy, historic integrity, and eclecti c character and 
compositi on of the greater downtown will be preserved and 
enhanced.  Neighborhoods and historic areas with a unique 
character will be protected by promoti ng historic preservati on 
of signifi cant structures rather than demoliti on.  Sensiti ve rede-
velopment will be supported within historic neighborhoods.

Principle: We value neighborhood planning.

Columbia citi zens will celebrate a sense of community through 
strong neighborhood planning.  Neighborhood land use plans 
should be prepared to support positi ve development and re-
development in both new and old neighborhoods.  The per-
sonality and character of established neighborhoods should be 
preserved.  School enrollment needs should be anti cipated with 
new residenti al development, and schools should conti nue to be 
the focal point of new neighborhoods.
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Infi ll development refers to the 
development or redevelopment 
of vacant or underuti lized land in 
established areas. It is the opposite 
of sprawl. 


