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Today’s discussion
• What is density?

• What can density do for 
Oklahoma City?

Presenter Notes
Presentation Notes
So this evening I want to just go over two concepts. I want to explain the concept of “density” as planners use it in zoning codes. And then I want to talk about some of the things density can do for the City, because I have been asked this question a lot at various outreach events. 



What does density look like?

We may think 
Seoul / 
New York City
Courtesy of Property Guru and 
Google Streetview

Presenter Notes
Presentation Notes
When we hear the word density, we tend to think of bigger cities that look like these pictures




What does density look like?

Various density 
in Oklahoma City

Courtesy of Google Streetview

Presenter Notes
Presentation Notes
But density can be on lots of small and large levels. Here is a range of density we have right here in OKC. You can see it ranges from block long apartments on the top left to a duplex and a garage apartment like the blue house on the top right and lots of things in between.



How do we talk about density?
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Density: the average number of housing units per parcel of land, 
generally expressed as dwelling units per acre (du/acre)

Density: What is an acre? 
roughly the size of a football 
field without the end zones

Presenter Notes
Presentation Notes
So when we talk about density in a zoning code, what do we mean? Now there is not going to be a test on this, I just want you to understand the concept since the word density is being thrown around a lot in various contexts these days. Density is simply a calculation of how many dwellings fit into an acre. Which happens to be about the size of a football field without the endzones.
	





How do we talk about density?

Courtesy of Escondido, CA General Plan

Presenter Notes
Presentation Notes
So as an example, this city’s comprehensive plan tries to picture density on these cards, if we put each one of those separate cards on the football field, you would begin to see how much housing can fit in that football field area. 



How do we talk about density?

Presenter Notes
Presentation Notes
On the ground density can look like all these types of housing from rural to downtown.



How do we talk about density?
“Missing Middle”
Example: 27 du/acre

3 single homes
3 side duplexes (6)
7 stacked duplexes (14)
4 homes one behind 
the other

Courtesy of Opticos Design, Berkeley, Ca;
Missing Middle Housing book

Presenter Notes
Presentation Notes
One of the reasons we started talking more about density relates to a term you may have heard, or maybe not, called “Missing Middle.” This is a concept that our planner friends at Opticos Design coined to talk about forms of housing that our grandparents and great grandparents had in their neighborhoods. We got away from these forms as we began to build further and further out of the city and depend on cars for transportation more and more. In OKC you can find a lot of these types of dwellings embedded within the older neighborhoods in the core area that we call Urban Medium and Urban High in our comprehensive plan. On each of these lots we can calculate a “density” number, I calculated this example for the entire acre, at 27 du/acre even though there are really only 17 buildings (17 du/acre).  These forms that we already have in OKC may serve as good examples of how we could what we call infill housing into areas where existing streets, public transportation and city services already exist.



How do we talk about density?
Example of OKC Missing Middle: 
Heritage Hills East
386 dwellings / 13.8 acres = 28 du/acre
Courtesy of City of Oklahoma City Planning, Google Streetview

Presenter Notes
Presentation Notes
This map is based on the existing buildings as they were built historically, so today some duplexes have been converted to single family and vice versa, some apartments are no offices, but this represents the original architectural form of the buildings. 



What densities do we have in OKC – single dwellings?
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6 du/acre – single homes

20 du/acre – townhomes (attached)16 du/acre – single homes

.3 du/acre – rural home

21 du/acre – townhomes (detached)

10 du/acre – single homes

Presenter Notes
Presentation Notes
What other densities do we have in OKC? I’ve tried to calculate a few densities as they exist on the ground, these pictures aren’t football fields of development, the densities are calculated by project and then extrapolated to see how they would compare with other forms on that football field. 
	
Ensure compatibility:
	building scale
	traffic
	operational impacts

ESA’s
	areas adjacent to streams, lakes, ponds, wetlands
	forests, floodplains, aquifers





What densities do we have in OKC – multi dwellings?
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46 du/acre – 29 apartments on .63 acres

20 du/acre – apartment 
complex; 300 apartments 
on 15 acres

125 du/acre – 300 apartments on 2.4 acres

30 du/acre – 6 
condos on .2 acres

Presenter Notes
Presentation Notes
When you start looking at multi dwelling and larger sites, it’s not so easy to envision what the density is. As you can see from these pictures you can hide density more within the building form. Like how spread out the units are on a lot and how high the buildings are. The higher the building the more density we fit into an acre. This is hard stuff, but the main point of explaining this is that there is more to meets the eye when we start talking about the term “density.”  Context and form mater and looks may be deceiving, it may look like more when its less and may look like less when its more. 
	
Ensure compatibility:
	building scale
	traffic
	operational impacts

ESA’s
	areas adjacent to streams, lakes, ponds, wetlands
	forests, floodplains, aquifers





What does density look like?

Downtowns –
NCY and OKC
Courtesy of Property Guru and 
Google Streetview

300 du/acre – 39 apartments on .13 
acres, 15 floors

600 du/acre – 193 apartments 
on .3 acres, 30 floors, + mixed use

Presenter Notes
Presentation Notes
When we get to downtown is where we have the higher density, even our own National is high density. Midtown ranges from 50 to 150 du/acre. New Sentinel is 140 du/acre, Edge is 97 du/acre.




What densities do we have in OKC ?
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• In 1950, when the City limits 
was “the core”, OKC had 
8,300 people per square mile 
(640 acres)

• As of 2020, in “the core” we 
had 3,309 people per square 
mile (calc by OKC Planning Department)

• To compare: New York City 
has 27,000 people per square 
mile

Presenter Notes
Presentation Notes
Another way we could talk about density is population density, its one thing to say we have so many units per acre. But how many of those are one, two or three bedroom, how many in a HH, how many actual people in an area. On this chart the blue shows population density and how it has changed over time in OKC. So you can see the large blue area shows population density before the City began to spread out, everyone lived in this area = 8,300 people per square mile. Then we started to annex land and move outride of this area as you can see by the grey bar lines, we went from 287 sq miles to 622 sq miles by 2010 and that spread everyone out so that the population density dropped lower and lower. We calculated what the 2020 census would count for population density in 2020 in that large blue area, what we call “the core” or the Urban Medium and Urban High areas, and we get 3,309 people per square mile today. Half of the density that we had in 1950 in the core. If you compare that to NYC, you can see we’ve never been that dense.
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How density 
affects 

neighborhood 
interactions

How density affects 
transportation and 

walkability

How density affects 
health outcomes

How density may 
change throughout 

your life

How density 
affects the cost of 

city services

All about density

….Or why is density good for us

Presenter Notes
Presentation Notes
So the second part of the presentation is why is density good for OKC? And since our forefathers spread the city out in the 1960s we’ve learned a few things about health, walkability, neighborhood interaction and mental health, cost of city services and how housing choices might be good to have at different points in your life.



• Oklahoma is 10th most obese state in the country; state plan to prevent obesity, 2020
• One of three contributing factors is sedentary lifestyle
• Only 1/3 of Oklahomans get the necessary exercise they need to prevent obesity

• If you have less reason to walk, you don’t
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How density affects neighborhood 
health

Presenter Notes
Presentation Notes
So first and foremost, our health: We’ve got obesity and clean air. Oklahoma 10th most obese state in the country. Oklahoma County is in the lower end for obesity in the state, but still more than 30% of Oklahoma County adults are obese, compared to up to 50% in some counties




• The more we drive the worse our air quality 
is; vehicle emissions are the largest 
contributor to CO2 in our atmosphere

• Households in the core of the city contribute 
less CO2 because their car trips are shorter, 
or they can walk

• Increasing CO2 levels create ozone which 
causes inflammation and irritation of the 
respiratory tract,  and results in chest 
tightness, coughing and worsening of 
asthma symptoms
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How density affects neighborhood 
health

See okc.gov/adaptokc

Presenter Notes
Presentation Notes
So if we are not walking, we are probably driving at this point. The Federal Highway Administration measures something called VMT (Vehicle Miles Traveled) and that data is extrapolated to census geographic areas to give us a map like the one you see here. Now what does this map mean, this map shows that in the red areas, HH drive longer distances, contributing more emissions into the atmosphere. So the red basically means that those area have more Vehicles Miles Travelled and then the lighter colors areas. It does NOT mean that the red areas have worse air than the green areas. It is an indicator that in areas where you need to drive less miles to get to things you need you are contributing less CO2 into the atmosphere than those who drive more. For health, that means the factors on the screen.


https://gcc02.safelinks.protection.outlook.com/?url=https%3A%2F%2Fwww.okc.gov%2Fdepartments%2Fplanning%2Fwhat-we-do%2Fplans-studies%2Fadaptokc&data=05%7C01%7Cmarilyn.lamensdorf%40okc.gov%7Ca54181ee755f411d123008daa7ba25c9%7C837e0d97dd9d4d0097e688f05a32ee59%7C0%7C0%7C638006715194115953%7CUnknown%7CTWFpbGZsb3d8eyJWIjoiMC4wLjAwMDAiLCJQIjoiV2luMzIiLCJBTiI6Ik1haWwiLCJXVCI6Mn0%3D%7C3000%7C%7C%7C&sdata=Uicsp7K6q09xoPbZzklzZPu3Qjjjbw5fI%2BiiBJcM8DU%3D&reserved=0


• When we build more densely, 
we drive less, because the 
distances are shorter

• We have more opportunity to 
walk to activities and build 
exercise into our day; 
contributes to lower obesity 
rates in a region
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How density affects neighborhood 
health

Presenter Notes
Presentation Notes
So the more you take forms or what we call “active” transportation, the better for our air and the better for an individual’s health. This get us into the term of “walkability.”



• Where would you rather walk? 
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How density affects neighborhood 
walkability

Nice trail, nothing to look at

Doorfronts, waive hello to neighbors 

Narrow sidewalk, blank walls

Wider sidewalk, landscaping, buildings 
close to the street

Sidewalk next to shops

Sidewalk next to parking lot

Presenter Notes
Presentation Notes
Related to this is walkability. Marilyn, I have nice sidewalks in my neighborhood and I get out three times a week and power walk 2 miles; why can’t I do that for my health. #1 that doesn’t solve the emissions problem for you and everyone else, but #2 when we build densely we have a form that actually encourages you to walk farther even if you are not going out for a workout. If you’ve ever been to someplace more urban, like NYC, you can walk 20 blocks before you’ve realized you walked that far. So look at these pictures and ask yourself where you would rather walk?

Destinations can range from outdoor recreational areas to major commercial districts (bikewalk p. 16)

“Walkability” is a measure of how convenient, easy, and safe an area is for people to walk. A fully walkable area should allow a pedestrian to safely travel along both sides of a street, and safely cross back and forth between the two sides (bikewalk p. 61)

Plaza District image from:  https://plazadistrict.wordpress.com/page/2/



• When you have more 
people per square 
mile, you have enough 
people to:

• Build 
transit/streetcar 
stops

• Use bike lanes
• Support retail stores
• Support schools and 

parks
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How density affects neighborhood 
transportation/ walkability

1930 – streetcar at N Robinson and 
NW 33rd Street 

Historical Streetcar Routes 
| ACOG (acogok.org)

Presenter Notes
Presentation Notes
When we talk about walkability, especially in a place that is spread out like OKC, we have to look at multiple modes of transportation, because maybe we can’t walk the whole way, but maybe there are other options that will help us walk some and ride some. 
Look at the streetcar route that ran from 1903 to 1947; all the way to NW 36th, down to Capitol Hill, and east to Martin Luther King Avenue. We are lucky to have started a new streetcar line, but we know that ridership is at least half tourists and people coming downtown to events. It doesn’t go far enough because we are used to taking a car, parking is available, and we just don’t have the density in the area to support this type of transit. But our grandparents and great grandparents had the density to have a long-streetcar line.

https://www.acogok.org/transportation-planning/maps-and-data/historical-streetcar-routes/


• What can you walk to? 
• Dining
• Parks
• Shopping
• Errands
• Schools
• Entertainment
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How density affects neighborhood 
neighborhood services/walkability

walkscore.com

Rating: 86: Very Walkable 

Presenter Notes
Presentation Notes
You have probably seen or heard something about a walkscore, if you want to see how “walkable” you are, or learn more about walkability,  go to walkscore.com and see how you rate. They measure what you can walk to. This neighborhood in Dallas has a grocery right across the street from homes, look mom no fences around the grocery store. Everyone is surviving and they get an 86 walk score.
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How density affects neighborhood 
interaction
• Promotes the redevelopment of vacant 

properties and abandoned buildings, which 
decreases crime

• Creates mixed-income neighborhoods by 
supporting a variety of housing types, which 
can decrease concentrations of poverty

• Revitalizes local schools, churches, and 
community organizations as people move back 
to neighborhoods

• Creates opportunity for generations to live 
near one another, which increases social 
interaction and social support

Presenter Notes
Presentation Notes
Equity and aging in place; See liveokc page 214, 216

Population loss contributes to:
Increase in vacant properties and abandoned buildings 
Concentrated poverty and increased crime rates
Decline in social fabric
Reduced participation in local schools, parks, churches, and community organizations 
Poor conditions of sidewalks, local streets, and transit services


Photo:  https://www.moving.com/tips/7-tips-for-discovering-your-new-neighborhood/
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How density affects 
cost of city services

planokc scenarios, 

A: current patterns, 
ending at 29% rural

B: Slightly more 
density, ending at 38% 
rural

C: More density, 
ending at 44% rural

Presenter Notes
Presentation Notes
During planokc, we discussed future growth patterns and noted how continuing with Scenario A affects City costs.
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How density affects 
cost of city services
• Cost of maintaining roads:

• Under Scenario A (current 
pattern): $1.6 billion for roads

• Under Scenario C (more dense): 
$800 million

• Savings of $800 million

• Operating costs for fire services
• $270,000 per square mile
• Under Scenario A: + $50 million
• Under Scenario C: + 20 million

• Savings of $30 million

Presenter Notes
Presentation Notes
Two-lane street 1 mile = $800,000
Sidewalks 1 mile = $ 686,000
Bike lanes 1 mile = 600,000

Cost of city services is another why density is good for us. Sprawling out to the edge of the city is not “free”
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How the need for density may         
change throughout your life
• Housing choice depends on 

• Priorities in your life/Access to schools, 
jobs, parks, services, transportation

• Cultural experiences
• Personal preferences
• Financial situation
• Social interaction with family and friends

Presenter Notes
Presentation Notes
The other reason that density is good for us is it allows us to build more types of housing. So that we can make choices as our life circumstances change.
Older populations:
Smaller homes:  more affordable, easier and less expensive to take care of
Walking provides physical activity and social interaction
May need to access services without driving
Older adults comprise the majority of residents in a growing number of neighborhoods (https://www.jchs.harvard.edu/blog/more-older-adults-are-living-in-lower-density-neighborhoods) (2019)

Photo credits:  https://www.care.com/c/15-frisbee-games-for-kids/
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How the need for density may         
change throughout your life
• One example: seniors

• Seniors are concentrated 
outside the core where public 
transportation is not easily 
available 

• They may not be located in 
proximity to younger 
family/friends

• Location of senior concentrations: not in the core

Presenter Notes
Presentation Notes
One example of this is seniors. I asked our mapping crew to give me percent ages over 65 by census tract. Now some of these hot spots may be nursing homes and other senior facilities contributing to the higher percentages, but look at where seniors live in our community. all in places where transit isn’t available and that aren’t walkable, and where they may not be living near to their younger counterparts who can take care of them. 
Housing choice for older populations = Smaller homes:  more affordable, easier and less expensive to take care of
Walking provides physical activity and social interaction
May need to access services without driving
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How the need for density may         
change throughout your life

Existing: “Senior Independent Living”, 
must have a car or other transportation 

Cottage courts for community Mixed Use: Walkable

Smaller homes no yards

Other options:

Presenter Notes
Presentation Notes
By adding allowances for density, we can incorporate other housing options that are still single-family if you want that or multi-family if you want that.



Takeaways about density

• Form matters, not necessarily 
du/acre

• Housing choice matters, to 
meet needs throughout 
people’s lives

• Vehicle Miles Traveled (VMT) 
matters, for the air we breath



Density and the 
comprehensive plan
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planokc.org

• Desired rural intensity 
density = .2 to .5 du/acre

• Desired urban low intensity 
density = 4 to 8 du/acre for 
single-family

• Desired urban medium 
intensity = 10 to 40 du/acre 

• Desired urban high intensity 
= 40 to 100 du/acre

http://planokc.org/


Take the survey
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• Please make sure to take our 
survey about housing choices 
in your neighborhood

Presenter Notes
Presentation Notes
Survey open til Nov. 11.



OKC Code Update 
Contact Information
Marilyn Lamensdorf Allen, AICP, CNUa

Program Planner, City of Oklahoma City Planning Dept.
codeupdate@okc.gov; 405-297-1692
https://www.okc.gov/departments/planning/current-
projects/development-codes-update

mailto:codeupdate@okc.gov
https://www.okc.gov/departments/planning/current-projects/development-codes-update
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