Chapter 3
Placing People at the Center: Envisioning Change

“It is futile to plan a city’s appearance, or speculate on how to endow it with a
pleasing appearance of order, without knowing what sort of innate,
functioning order it has.”—Jane Jacobs

Planning jointly for mobility and community form shifts the emphasis of the master plan circulation element from the
movement of vehicles, people and goods to a broader concern with the quality of people's experience in a community. Mobility
is an important part of that experience, to be sure, but in ways that traditional planning has often neglected.
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If local circulation planning is to emphasize the quality of daily life, it must start with some broad questions. Before
investigating the condition of roadways and other transportation facilities, planners begin by taking the pulse of community
residents and others who spend time in the municipality. They ask some very basic questions:

Are people thriving here the way things are today? If not, why not?

How would we like to live in the future?

How could our transportation system and the physical form of our community work together to produce a more satisfying community life?
What should we expect of private developers to help bring this about?

This chapter suggests methods for elaborating these questions, creating a community dialogue, and achieving answers that help
to shape a community vision for change.

Identifying Place Types with the Activity-Based Transect

As a first step in envisioning change, local leaders need to understand the current forms and activity patterns characteristic of
their municipality. New Jersey’s communities are built in strikingly different ways. Mixed-use, compact settlements are found
at both ends of the urban-rural spectrum—from city centers to rural hamlets. Sprawling developments can also be found both in
urban areas and at the edge of farmlands. Many New Jersey communities are located near regional freight corridors, port
operations, or other specialized activities that pose challenges to creating community quality and walkability.

A transect is a geographical cross section of a region used to reveal a sequence of environments. It is an old idea, first used in the
1790’s by von Humboldt, a naturalist, to describe plant and animal communities over a range of territory. Two core ideas emerge
from thinking about communities — whether animal habitat or human settlements: communities exist in a natural range of types
and intensities and communities are complex, multi-dimensional places that should not be described or planned in just one
dimension. A corollary idea, also from nature, is that communities exist more or less in balance and change slowly over time; i.e.,
they evolve.
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Traditionally, communities have been described as physical places. But, as Chapter 1 describes, activities are a critical part of the
description. For that reason, we have created an Activity-Based Transect to look at communities in both the physical and socio-
economic dimensions.

The Activity-Based Transect provided with this guide is intended to be used as a diagnostic tool for understanding community
form. The transect diagram is a symbolic representation of the variety that can be found in New Jersey’s community forms.
Here, the transect is an idealized “slice” of geography that shows the gradual changes in density and scale as one moves
between rural and urban environments. This Activity-Based Transect can be read from left to right as a progression from rural
highlands and agricultural areas through towns and suburbs to a central city, then on to the port industry and seaside towns of
the New Jersey shore.

st

The central task in using the transect as a planning tool is to find the main qualities of each place type. Together with the
Patterns on the reverse side of the folio, the transect helps planners visualize the types of development appropriate at each scale,
how different pieces fit together, and what sort of activities might take place there.

Each of the place types depicted in the Transect presents characteristic planning challenges as well as opportunities. For the
“traditional” settlement types with strong centers — cities, towns and villages, for example — typical concerns include a desire
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to strengthen and diversify the central business district, improve traffic operations and parking in the core area, and enhance
pedestrian facilities. Smaller towns may need to take steps to protect their unique identities against encroachment from nearby
suburbanizing areas, while for larger cities economic revitalization is often a primary concern.
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In suburban areas without strong centers, typical concerns include traffic congestion, poor pedestrian conditions, disconnection
between the component parts of the community, a lack of local identity, insufficient public space, and inadequate local revenues.
Planners may seek to overcome some of these deficiencies by creating focal points that can become centers over time,
introducing mixed uses through infill development, and establishing pedestrian facilities.

A New Jersey municipality will often
include several of the place types. For
instance, a traditional grid-based
town may be surrounded with
scattered suburban development and
some remaining active farmland. A
city may see suburban forms
emerging in its lower density
outskirts or industrial districts. It is
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