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AGENDA 
Meeting No. 1 

June 17, 2025 

A. Welcome and Introductions 

B. Expectations 

C. Task Force Purpose 

D. Ground Rules 

E. Overall Schedule and Expectations 

F. Review of Available Materials 

G. Initial Stakeholder Conversations Summary 

H. History of Columbia 

I. Understanding New Town Zoning 101 

J. Identity and Branding 

K. Homework for next Meeting 

L. Wrap-Up 

M. Open Comments 

N.   Adjourn 
 

 

 

  



NNeeww  TToowwnn  TTaasskk  FFoorrccee
Meeting No. 1

June 17, 2025



A. Welcome and Introductions

B. Expectations

C. Task Force Purpose

D. Ground Rules

E. Overall Schedule and Expectations

F. Review of Available Materials

G.  Meet and Greet Summary

AAggeennddaa



H. History of Columbia

I. Understanding New Town Zoning 101

J. Identity

K. Homework for Next Meeting

L. Wrap-Up

M. Open Comments

N.  Adjourn

AAggeennddaa



IInnttrroodduuccttiioonnss
Name, Affiliation, How you function in Columbia



EExxppeeccttaattiioonnss
Please share your expectations for these meetings 
and this process.



TTaasskk  FFoorrccee  PPuurrppoossee



TTaasskk  FFoorrccee  PPuurrppoossee

“The New Town Task Force is a vital 
component to ensuring the Columbia of 
tomorrow is informed by a community-
first approach.”

- County Executive Calvin Ball



TTaasskk  FFoorrccee  PPuurrppoossee
EExxeeccuuttiivvee  OOrrddeerr  22002255--0099  aanndd  22002255--1100

NOW, THEREFORE, BE IT ORDERED, 

that the New Town Task Force is 

established.

AND BE IT FURTHER ORDERED that 

the duties and responsibilities of the Task 

Force are to eevvaalluuaattee and mmaakkee  

rreeccoommmmeennddaattiioonnss on how to carry forward 

New Town’s planned community 

framework, including but not limited to, 

mmooddiiffiiccaattiioonnss  ttoo  zzoonniinngg  rreegguullaattiioonnss  and 

ddeevveellooppmmeenntt  pprroocceesssseess. 



TTaasskk  FFoorrccee  PPuurrppoossee
HHooCCoo  bbyy  DDeessiiggnn

Chapter 7: Quality by Design, QBD - 30

Implementing Actions

4. CCrreeaattee  aa  ttaasskkffoorrccee that is appointed by 

County Council and the County Executive to 

eevvaalluuaattee and mmaakkee  rreeccoommmmeennddaattiioonnss  on 

how to ccaarrrryy  ffoorrwwaarrdd  NNeeww  TToowwnn’’ss  ppllaannnneedd  

ccoommmmuunniittyy  ffrraammeewwoorrkk..



GGrroouunndd  RRuulleess



GGrroouunndd  RRuulleess

“I bring my best. 

You bring your best.

Together we build 
something even 
better.” 



Bob’s Rules

A simplified format 
of Robert’s Rules of 

Parliamentary 
Procedure.

Group Sessions

Everyone will be 
assigned to groups, 

which will continually 
change. 

Breaks

Given our limited 
meeting time 

together, we do not 
anticipate breaks.

Phone Calls

Should you have to 
take a call or return 
a message, please 

leave the room to do 
so.

GGrroouunndd  RRuulleess
RRuunn  ooff  MMeeeettiinngg



 Raise hand to be recognized

 Facilitators may ask clarifying questions 
before we move to the next speaker 

 Relevant topics may be tabled to a later 
meeting

 Non-relevant topics will be written on 
the “and everything else” flipchart

GGrroouunndd  RRuulleess
IInntteerraaccttiioonn



We all come from different 
backgrounds and lived 
experiences which gives us 
our own perspective. 
There is no right or wrong, 
we just see things 
differently. 

GGrroouunndd  RRuulleess
RReessppeecctt



OOvveerraallll  SScchheedduullee  aanndd  EExxppeeccttaattiioonnss



OOvveerraallll  SScchheedduullee
AAnnttiicciippaatteedd  MMiilleessttoonneess

Begin Project
TF Meet and Greet

We Are Here

Final Report
Presentation to County

Public Meeting
Public Survey

TF Meet and Greet
TF Kick-Off Meeting

Visioning SWOT Analysis Recommendations

Report Development

May 2025 Sept 2025 May 2026

Final TF Meeting

June 2025 April 2026

Public Meeting
Public Survey

Mar 2026

Task Force Meeting



EExxppeeccttaattiioonnss
TTaasskk  FFoorrccee  MMeemmbbeerr  EExxppeeccttaattiioonnss

 Engaged and Focused Discussions

 Time Commitment
 Task Force Meetings

 10 Task Force Meetings over a 12-month period, 
potential to reconvene over the next 18 months

 Public Meetings
 2 Public Meetings (separate from Task Force 

Meetings), all are encouraged to attend as able

 Homework
 Estimated 4-8 hours effort between Task Force 

meetings



RReevviieeww  ooff  AAvvaaiillaabbllee  MMaatteerriiaallss



AAvvaaiillaabbllee  MMaatteerriiaallss
TTaasskk  FFoorrccee  WWeebbssiittee  wwwwww..hhoowwaarrddccoouunnttyymmdd..ggoovv//bbooaarrddss--ccoommmmiissssiioonnss//nneeww--ttoowwnn--ttaasskk--ffoorrccee



 Table of Contents

 Contacts

 Executive Order

 Zoning Regulations

 General Plan

 Development Regulations Assessment

 New Town White Paper

 Downtown Columbia

 Maps

AAvvaaiillaabbllee  MMaatteerriiaallss
VViirrttuuaall  BBiinnddeerr



AAvvaaiillaabbllee  MMaatteerriiaallss
HHoowwaarrdd  CCoouunnttyy  OOnnlliinnee  RReessoouurrcceess

Howard County Interactive Map: 
https://data.howardcountymd.gov/InteractiveMap.html

Howard County FDP Map: 
https://data.howardcountymd.gov/DPZ_FDP/FDP_Web.aspx



MMeeeett  aanndd  GGrreeeett  SSuummmmaarryy
Overview of discussions and major themes



SSuummmmaarryy

 Held 23 total conversations.

 Average discussion was 47 minutes in duration.

 Received recommendations of additional 16 Community 
members to engage throughout the process.

 General themes were identified from the meetings.

WWeebbEExx  CCaallllss  wweerree  hheelldd  wwiitthh  TTaasskk  FFoorrccee  aanndd  CCoommmmuunniittyy  mmeemmbbeerrss



SSuummmmaarryy

 Why did you say yes to the appointment?

 What is your relationship to Columbia?

 Are you familiar with New Town Zoning? HoCo by Design? A Vision for 
Columbia?

 What are the top three things that you appreciate?

 What are the top three things that give you cause for concern?

 Is anything missing in Columbia?

 What is your vision for Columbia in 20 year, 30 years, 50 years from now?

 What is your expectation for the work of this committee?

QQuueessttiioonnss  ffrroomm  tthhee  mmeeeett  aanndd  ggrreeeett  sseessssiioonnss



TThheemmeess

 Columbia is a great place to be.

 Love the concept of diversity and inclusion.
 Mixed reactions whether this is really occurring or not.

 Green space and open space is highly appreciated.

 Proximity of amenities is appreciated
 Mixed reactions regarding ability to easily access all.

 Recognition that what built Columbia to what it is today 
needs to be discussed for relevancy of implementation for 
the future. 

GGeenneerraall  TThheemmeess  ffrroomm  tthhee  2233  SSeessssiioonnss



HHiissttoorryy  ooff  CCoolluummbbiiaa
“Columbia would be a garden of growing people.”

-James W. Rouse



HHiissttoorryy
JJaammeess  WW..  RRoouussee  VViissiioonn

Display at American Visionary Arts Museum



HHiissttoorryy
JJaammeess  WW..  RRoouussee  eessttaabblliisshheedd  ffoouurr  ggooaallss  ffoorr  CCoolluummbbiiaa

1. To Build a Complete City.

2. To Respect the Land.

3. To Provide for the Growth of the People.

4. To Make a Profit.

“James Rouse hoped Columbia would never be finished, that the community 
would continue to develop and that the residents would come to call Columbia 
home would be actively engaged in the process.”

Source: ColumbiaAssoication.org



HHiissttoorryy  --  TTiimmeelliinnee

By October 30, 1963, 
Rouse announced that 

his company had 
secretly acquired 14,000 

acres through 165 land 
purchases and planned 
to build a city in Howard 

County, MD on what was 
then largely farmland.

November 11, 1964: 
Rouse made a formal 

presentation to Howard 
County and provided 
them with a 51-page 

booklet setting forth goals 
and ideas for how the city 

would be designed. 

1963 1963-1964 1964

October 1963 – November 1964: 
The Work Group Process:   
Experts from many different fields 
(sociology, recreation, 
economists, etc.) met to develop 
a community that would work 
best for the people who were to 
live there.

1965

May 17, 1965: 
Adopted the General 
Plan NT Supplement 
and set maximum 
densities and land use 
minimums and 
maximums 

May 27, 1965: 
ZB398 Created the 

NT District under 
then Section 17 of 

the Howard County 
Zoning Regulations

1965 1966

June 1966: Construction 
began the carving out of Lake 
Kittamaqundi and Wilde 
Lake; groundbreaking for the 
first commercial buildings in 
Town Center; and the 
development of the Byant 
Woods neighborhood.

1967: Downtown 
Columbia opened 

with an exhibit 
titled “The Next 

America”

19671952

1952: Rouse consults 
with the Rockefeller 
family about a project in 
New York. It falls 
through, but leads to 
the development of 
Cross Keys in Baltimore



HHiissttoorryy  -- NNeeww  TToowwnn  MMoovveemmeenntt

A 20th-century planning approach focused on building self-contained, planned 
communities to relieve urban overcrowding and promote regional development.

Key Principles:
 Decentralization 
 Self-Sufficiency
 Planned Infrastructure and Public Gathering Spaces
 Social Integration

Historical Context:
 UK Roots: Formalized under the New Towns Act of 1946 (e.g., Stevenage, Crawley)

o Garden City Influence: Inspired by Ebenezer Howard
o Post-War Recovery: Addressed urban crowding and housing shortages after WWII

OOrriiggiinnss  &&  IImmppaacctt  ooff  tthhee  NNeeww  TToowwnn  MMoovveemmeenntt



HHiissttoorryy  -- ""TThhee  NNeexxtt  AAmmeerriiccaa""

 A designed "New Town" between Baltimore & Washington, D.C.

 Developed by The Rouse Company & Howard Research and Development 
(Rouse Company subsidiary)

 Backed by a $23M investment from Connecticut General Life Insurance 
(led by Frazar Wilde)

Innovations:
 Interdisciplinary planning: sociologists, educators, religious leaders, 

engineers

 Intentional racial & religious integration before the 1968 Fair Housing Act

CCoolluummbbiiaa  ––  FFoouunnddeedd  bbyy  JJaammeess  RRoouussee,,  11996677



HHiissttoorryy  -- ""TThhee  NNeexxtt  AAmmeerriiccaa""

 In 2004, Howard County began planning for the 
future of Downtown Columbia.

 A public charrette in 2005 launched the process.

 The effort led to the adoption of a General Plan 
Amendment in 2010, setting a 20–30 year vision. 

TThhee  DDoowwnnttoowwnn  CCoolluummbbiiaa  PPllaann



UUnnddeerrssttaannddiinngg  NNeeww  TToowwnn  ZZoonniinngg



NNeeww  TToowwnn  ZZoonniinngg

New Town Zoning District is the classification for Columbia, 
an unincorporated, planned community in Howard County, 
MD.

 Created in 1965

 Initially created with 13,690 acres, currently 14,272 acres

 Formulary ratios for land development

NNeeww  TToowwnn  ZZoonniinngg  DDiissttrriicctt  CCooddee  112255..00



NNeeww  TToowwnn  ZZoonniinngg

 Preliminary Development Plan

 Comprehensive Sketch Plan

 Final Development Plan

 Site Development Plan

NNeeww  TToowwnn  DDeevveellooppmmeenntt  CCrreeaattiioonn,,  FFoouurr  SStteeppss



NNeeww  TToowwnn  ZZoonniinngg



NNeeww  TToowwnn  ZZoonniinngg



NNeeww  TToowwnn  ZZoonniinngg

 Density caps by residential type
 Minimum and Maximum land use ratios 

 2.5 units/acre density cap 

 Changes to NT Zoning
 Downtown Columbia

 Village Center Redevelopment

NNeeww  TToowwnn  ZZoonniinngg  RReeqquuiirreemmeennttss



IIddeennttiittyy



IIddeennttiittyy



IIddeennttiittyy



IIddeennttiittyy



IIddeennttiittyy



IIddeennttiittyy
Group Session



IIddeennttiittyy
Assigned Group Discussion: please move into groups

Group 1

Karin Emery

Kristi Smith

Nicole Campbell

Robbyn Harris

Ryan Hermann

Tim May

Group 2

Brian England

Ian Kennedy

Judelle Campbell

Michael Golibersuch

Nina Basu

Sharon Cooper-Kerr

Group 3

Collin Sullivan

David Costello

Fran LoPresti

Greg DesRoches

Joan Lancos

Matt Abrams

Rene DeBois



IIddeennttiittyy
In assigned break-out groups, answer on your own:

1. Why do you live, work, play, and/or learn in Columbia?



IIddeennttiittyy

2. What makes Columbia different than other places?

In assigned break-out groups, answer on your own:



IIddeennttiittyy

3. How do you think Columbia’s identity could be made 

better or stronger?

In assigned break-out groups, answer on your own:



IIddeennttiittyy

1. Why do you live, work, play, and/or learn in Columbia?

2. What makes Columbia different than other places?

3. How do you think Columbia’s identity could be made 

better or stronger?

Group Discussion: Identify the top two responses



HHoommeewwoorrkk  ffoorr  NNeexxtt  MMeeeettiinngg



HHoommeewwoorrkk

Write your Vision Statement for Columbia for the next 50 

years.
Define your Purpose and Aspirations

Keep it Concise and Memorable

Focus on the Inspiration, not the details

Align with the Values and Ambitions

Think BIG, yet stay realistic

Provide your response no later than July 11



WWrraapp--UUpp



WWrraapp--UUpp
Pending Topics

 Vision

 Demographics

 Massing

 Strengths, Weaknesses, 

Opportunities, and Threats 

(SWOT)



WWrraapp--UUpp
AAnnttiicciippaatteedd  MMiilleessttoonneess

Begin Project
TF Meet and Greet

We Are Here

Final Report
Presentation to County

Public Meeting
Public Survey

TF Meet and Greet
TF Kick-Off Meeting

Visioning SWOT Analysis Recommendations

Report Development

May 2025 Sept 2025 May 2026

Final TF Meeting

June 2025 April 2026

Public Meeting
Public Survey

Mar 2026

Task Force Meeting



WWrraapp--UUpp
Upcoming Task Force Meetings

July 22, 2025
Virtual

Primary Topic

Visioning

September 23, 2025

Virtual

Primary Topic

Strength, Weakness, 
Opportunity, Threats 
(SWOT) Assessment

Note: There is 
no Task Force 

meeting in 
August.



OOppeenn  CCoommmmeennttss



TThhaannkk  yyoouu



Task Force Meeting No. 2
July 22, 2025
Virtual

Task Force Meeting No. 3
September 23, 2025 
Virtual

TThhaannkk  yyoouu



Section 125 of the 
Howard County 

Zoning Regulations: 
New Town District

(NT)



SECTION 125.0: - NT (New Town) District  

A.  Definitions, Requirements and Restrictions Applicable to NT Districts  

1.  As used herein, the term "New Town" means an unincorporated city, town or village which:  

a.  Is designated and planned as an economically and culturally self-sufficient community 
with a population of at least 20,000 inhabitants; and  

b.  Is so designed and planned as to meet all of the requirements specified in this Section 
125.0.  

2.  As used herein:  

a.  The terms "New Town District," "NT District" and "The District" mean the land zoned for 
the erection of a New Town under the provisions of this Section 125.0.  

b.  When a provision in this section requires that an action "will conform", "conform with", 
"conforms with", or "conforms to" the Downtown Columbia Plan or any part of the plan, 
the action being taken shall further, and not be contrary to, the following items in the 
Downtown Columbia Plan:  

(1)  Policies;  

(2)  Timing and implementation of the plan;  

(3)  Timing of development;  

(4)  Development patterns;  

(5)  Land uses; and  

(6)  Densities and intensities.  

3.  No NT District shall be created except by the procedure set forth herein. Each NT District 
must contain a total area of at least 2,500 contiguous acres. Lands which are divided by 
streets, roads, ways, highways, transmission pipes, lines or conduits, or rights-of-way (in fee 
or by easement) owned by third parties shall be deemed to be contiguous for purposes of 
this Section 125.0. No NT District shall be established except upon land the beneficial title 
to which is in the person, firm or corporation executing the petition referred to in Section 
125.0 thereof. The tenant under a lease having a term of not less than 75 years shall be 
deemed to be the holder of the beneficial title to the land covered by the lease for the purpose 
of this Section 125.0.  

4.  No NT District shall have a greater overall residential density than that produced by the total 
combined number of dwellings permitted in this Section 125.0.A. The maximum number of 
dwellings permitted under the Downtown Revitalization Approval Process is established in 
Section 125.0.A. The maximum number of dwellings permitted that are not subject to the 
Downtown Revitalization Approval Process is established by this section and shall be 
calculated by multiplying the total number of acres within the NT District by two and one-half. 
For development that is not subject to the Downtown Revitalization Approval Process, the 
following development restrictions shall apply:  

a.  In areas designated "single-family—low density" on the Final Development Plan, the 
maximum number of dwellings permitted shall relate to the overall total number of 
dwellings in all areas so designated within the NT District and shall be calculated by 
multiplying the number of acres within all areas so designated by two.  

b.  In areas designated "single-family—medium density" on the Final Development Plan, 
the maximum number of dwellings permitted shall relate to the overall total number of 
dwellings in all areas so designated within the NT District and shall be calculated by 
multiplying the number of acres within all areas so designated by four.  



c.  In areas designated "Apartments" on the Final Development Plan the maximum number 
of apartments permitted shall relate to the overall total number of apartments in all areas 
so designated within the NT District and shall be calculated by multiplying the number 
of acres within all areas so designated by 15.  

5.  The use of land within NT Districts shall be limited to those uses specified in the "Final 
Development Plan," provided, however, that:  

a.  No uses permitted only in the R-MH or M-2 Districts under these Regulations may be 
permitted in an NT District; and  

b.  Attached or semi-detached dwellings may be erected only in areas designated 
"Downtown Revitalization," or "Apartments" on a Final Development Plan. Within areas 
designated "Downtown Revitalization" such units shall be subject to the provisions of 
Section 125.0.A. Within areas designated "apartments" such units must be provided:  

(1)  In groups having no more than 10 dwellings attached to one another if attached 
on the sides, or 16 dwellings if attached back to back; and  

(2)  In such numbers so as not to exceed 10 dwellings for each acre of such use, 
calculated by multiplying the number of acres so designated by 10; and  

(3)  In such physical relation to each other and to other uses as may be specifically 
approved on a subdivision layout submitted as part of the Final Development Plan.  

6.  Except for accessory uses as hereinafter provided, no structure within an NT District shall 
be:  

a.  Erected except in accordance with the Final Development Plan, or  

b.  Used for any purpose other than the use designated for it on the Final Development 
Plan.  

7.  Except as otherwise provided in the Final Development Plan, the following restrictions shall 
be applicable to NT Districts:  

a.  Access shall be provided from every use site to a public street or to a system of common 
streets and ways connecting with the public street system.  

b.  The off-street parking requirements of Section 133.0 of these Regulations shall be 
applicable.  

c.  The accessory use provisions of Section 110.0 shall be applicable to all residential uses 
within the NT District.  

d.  The provisions of Section 128.0 (Supplementary Zoning District Regulations) shall apply 
to the NT District except for those provisions which specifically exclude the NT District.  

8.  Subject to any additional specific permitted uses of land which may be designated on an 
approved Final Development Plan pursuant to Section 125.0.C. of these Regulations, if an 
approved Final Development Plan designates POR, B-1, B-2, SC or M-1 District uses or any 
combination thereof for a specific area, then the general permitted uses for such area shall 
be those uses permitted as a matter of right in those districts. However, the bulk regulations 
for those districts regulating the location of structures, height limitations, setback provisions, 
minimum lot sizes, and coverage requirements shall not apply inasmuch as the controls 
therefore shall be included in the Final Development Plan approved by the Planning Board 
as provided under these Regulations.  

a.  Each New Town District must provide each of the following uses in the following 
proportions:  

 (1) Minimum  
Percentage of 

(2) Maximum  
Percentage of 



Total  
Area of the 
District  

Total  
Area of the 
District  

Open Space Uses  36%  N/A  

Single-family—Low Density  10%  N/A  

Single-family—Medium Density  20%  N/A  

Apartments  N/A  13%  

Commercial (POR, B-1, B-2 and SC uses)  2%  10%  

Industrial Uses (M-1 uses)  10%  20%  

Other uses presently permitted in any zoning district other than those permitted only in R-
MH or M-2 Districts  

N/A  15%  

 Note: N/A means Not Applicable  

  

b.  Except as provided in Section 125.0.A.8.c. below, the land use percentages in Section 
125.0.A.8.a. do not apply to Downtown Revitalization. However for purposes of 
determining and maintaining compliance with the land use percentages chart in Section 
125.0.A.8. for areas in the New Town District outside of Downtown Columbia, land uses 
recorded on Final Development plans within Downtown Columbia prior to the effective 
date shall continue to be included when calculating the land use percentages in this 
chart.  

c.  Upon recordation of a Final Development Plan within Downtown Columbia, 
environmentally sensitive land areas that are designated "open space" on the Final 
Development Plan will be credited towards the minimum percentage of open space 
uses in Section 125.0.A.8.a. above.  

d.  Each New Town District must also provide adequate public transportation facilities and 
public water and sewer systems in the areas shown on the Final Development Plan.  

e.  As used in this Section the term "open space uses" is defined as being those uses which 
do not involve any extensive coverage of land with structures, as, for example, all lands 
devoted to raising of crops, agricultural uses, parks, playing fields, golf courses and any 
other outdoor recreational uses (whether any such uses be publicly owned or privately 
owned or operated for profit), as well as all lands covered by lakes, rivers or streams, 
and all lands devoted to public or community uses. Open land designated for residential 
uses shall be considered qualified as "open space use" only if it is held for the common 
use of the public or persons residing in the particular locality within the community, and 
if it is larger than two acres in size. For the purpose of meeting the 36% requirement 
imposed above:  



(1)  The term "open space uses" shall not include parking lots, streets, rights-of-way, 
amusement parks, golf driving ranges which are not ancillary to a golf course, or 
drive-in movies.  

(2)  All lands approved and credited as open space use on the Final Development 
Plan of the NT District shall be conclusively presumed to satisfy the requirements 
of this section.  

9.  Downtown Revitalization:  

a.  Applicability: To implement the recommendations of the Downtown Columbia Plan, new 
development or redevelopment of any property located within Downtown Columbia that 
is approved after April 6, 2010 must comply with all provisions applicable to Downtown 
Revitalization, except as provided in Section 125.0.A.9.f. Downtown Revitalization shall 
require approval of: (I), a Final Development Plan or Final Development Plan 
Amendment, and (II), a Site Development Plan.  

b.  Uses: The following uses are permitted under the Downtown Revitalization Approval 
Process: All uses permitted in the POR, B-1, B-2, and SC Zoning Districts, Downtown 
Arts, Cultural and Community Uses and Dwellings. Structures may be developed with 
individual or multiples uses. Section 125.0.A.8. a. does not apply to Downtown 
Revitalization.  

c.  Development Levels: The following maximum development level limits apply to 
Downtown Columbia for Downtown Revitalization, except as qualified by Sections 
125.0.A.9.f.(1), (2) and (3).  

(1)  The maximum number of Downtown Net New dwellings permitted is 5,500 
dwellings. The number of dwellings permitted under the Downtown Revitalization 
Approval Process, up to a maximum of 5,500 Downtown Net New dwellings, shall 
be in addition to the overall residential density established by Section 125.0.A.4.  

(2)  Any dwelling within a Low Income Housing Tax Credit (LIHTC) project owned 
wholly or in partnership by the Howard County Housing Commission located in 
Downtown Columbia is exempt from the maximum number of Downtown Net New 
dwelling units established by Section 125.0.A.9.c.(1). The maximum number of 
such LIHTC dwellings permitted in Downtown Columbia is 744.  

(3)  The maximum amount of Downtown Net New commercial office development 
permitted is 4,300,000 square feet of gross floor area.  

(4)  The maximum number of Downtown Net New hotel and motel rooms permitted is 
640 rooms.  

(5)  The maximum amount of Downtown Net New commercial retail development 
permitted is 1,250,000 square feet of gross floor area.  

(6)  The maximum development levels permitted above for Downtown Revitalization 
shall be in addition to the number of dwellings and gross floor area of 
nonresidential uses shown on a Site Development Plan approved prior to April 6, 
2010.  

(7)  Arts centers, public libraries, and government uses are not counted toward any of 
the development levels listed above.  

d.  Off-Street Parking: Off-street parking and loading facilities within Downtown Columbia 
must be provided in accordance with the provisions for Downtown Revitalization in 
Section 133.0.E.3.  

e.  Previously Developed Properties.  

(1)  Notwithstanding any other provision of these Regulations, any property currently 
improved with a building and any associated parking lots pursuant to a recorded 



Final Development Plan and an approved Site Development Plan as of April 6, 
2010, may continue to be used in accordance with the terms and requirements on 
the Final Development Plan, but only to the same size and dimensions in the same 
location as shown on the approved Site Development Plan, except for minor 
changes to the Site Development Plan, which shall be governed by Section 
125.0.G.  

(2)  Demolition of existing improvements that are located within Downtown Columbia 
that occurs after April 6, 2010 shall result in the creation of a Demolition 
Development Credit equal to the number of dwellings and gross floor area devoted 
to nonresidential uses that were demolished. A Demolition Development Credit: (I) 
may be used anywhere within Downtown Columbia; and (II) shall not be limited by 
or counted against recommended development levels in the Downtown Columbia 
Plan or the maximum level of development permitted by Section 125.0.A.9.c.  

(3)  Any existing structure or improvement that is located within Downtown Columbia 
that is destroyed by fire, flood or other calamity may be restored to the same size 
and dimensions in the same location as the destroyed structure in accordance with 
the previously approved Site Development Plan, provided that a building permit is 
issued with two (2) years from the date such structure was destroyed and 
reconstruction begins within six (6) months after issuance of the building permit. 
The Planning Board may approve an extension for good cause shown up to a 
maximum two additional years to obtain a building permit and begin construction. 
Structures and improvements constructed under this Section 125.0.A.9.f.(3) shall 
not be limited by or counted against development levels in the Downtown Columbia 
Plan or the maximum Downtown Net New level of development permitted by 
Section 125.0.A.9.c.  

f.  Additional Requirements.  

(1)  The maximum building height permitted for Downtown Revitalization shall conform 
to the building height shown on the Downtown Maximum Building Height Plan and 
shall not exceed twenty stories.  

(2)  Any Downtown Revitalization Development shall provide for art in the community 
that is equivalent in value to 1% of the building construction cost.  

(a)  Art must be provided:  

(i)  On site;  

(ii)  On other property located within Downtown Revitalization Development 
provided with the written consent of the owner of the fee simple property; 
or  

(iii)  The petitioner may pay a fee in-lieu of providing art on-site that is 
equivalent in value to 1% of the building construction cost.  

(b)  Art may be provided in combination with other Downtown Revitalization 
Developments.  

(c)  Each in-lieu fee must be paid prior to issuance of a use and occupancy permit 
for the first building in the project that generates the requirement, and the 
collected funds must be used to provide art on property within Downtown 
Revitalization Developments.  

(d)  If the value of the art provided on site or in combination with other projects 
exceeds 1% of the building construction cost, then the excess value beyond 
1% can be credited towards the requirements of this subsection for a 
subsequent-Final Development Plan subject to the procedures and 
requirements set forth in this subsection.  



(e)  The following construction projects are not subject to the requirements of this 
section:  

(i)  Construction of places of worship and their accessory uses.  

(ii)  Renovations to existing or construction of new cultural facilities which 
include facilities located within a Downtown Arts and Entertainment Park, 
Downtown Arts, Cultural and Community Uses, and Downtown 
Community Commons.  

(iii)  Parking Structures.  

(iv)  Renovations to existing buildings or structures required by government 
mandated code compliance construction projects, such as projects 
exclusively designed for compliance with the Americans with Disabilities 
Act ("ADA"), the Maryland Accessibility Code, the National Fire 
Protection Association (NFPA) Life Safety Code, and/or fire sprinkler 
retrofits.  

(3)  Except as provided in paragraph (4) of this Subsection, a developer of residential 
units shall provide affordable units as follows:  

(a)  15% of all Net New dwelling units in buildings with 5 or fewer stories of 
residential units shall be affordable as defined by Howard County's Moderate 
Income Housing Unit program set forth in Title 13, Subtitle 4 of the Howard 
County Code;  

(b)  12% of all Net New dwelling units in buildings with greater than 5 stories of 
residential units shall be affordable as defined by Howard County's Moderate 
Income Housing Unit program set forth in Title 13, Subtitle 4 of the Howard 
County Code;  

(c)  A developer of rental units may not utilize optional methods or alternative 
compliance as described in Section 13.402 of the Howard County Code and 
shall provide all of the affordable units:  

(i)  On the site of the development project;  

(ii)  In the same ratio of unit types as proposed for the development; and  

(iii)  Evenly distributed within each phase of development; and  

(d)  A developer of units offered for sale may, if approved, utilize optional 
methods or alternative compliance as described in Section 13.402 of the 
Howard County Code.  

(4)  Paragraph (3) shall not apply if the County determines that the purposes of the 
Affordable Housing requirements of the Zoning Regulations and Title 13, Subtitle 
4 of the Howard County Code will be served to a greater extent by entering into a 
Development Rights and Responsibilities Agreement with the developer in 
accordance with Title 16, Subtitle 17 of the Howard County Code if the property is 
identified for the development of affordable housing in an approved Development 
Rights and Responsibilities Agreement and appropriate covenants are recorded 
against the property consistent with the agreement. If a Development Rights and 
Responsibilities Agreement is approved and subsequently terminated, all 
development for which a site development plan has not received Technically 
Complete approval prior to the date on which the Development Rights and 
Responsibilities Agreement is terminated shall comply fully with the requirements 
set forth in paragraph (3) regardless of the number of affordable units developed 
under the Development Rights and Responsibilities Agreement. Development 
pursuant to a site development plan which received Technically Complete approval 



before the termination of the Development Rights and Responsibilities Agreement 
shall be subject to the Development Rights and Responsibilities Agreement.  

g.  Open Space Preservation and Enhancement.  

(1)  For the purpose of enhancing, preserving, conserving and increasing open space 
for enjoyment by the public, all land designated as credited open space on a Final 
Development Plan recorded prior to April 6, 2010 and depicted on the Downtown 
Open Space Preservation Plan shall, except as provided within this section, retain 
its character as one of the following four land types, as depicted on the Downtown 
Open Space Preservation Plan:  

(a)  Downtown Environmentally Sensitive Land Area.  

(b)  Downtown Parkland.  

(c)  Downtown Community Commons.  

(d)  Downtown Arts and Entertainment Park.  

(2)  Construction of improvements that are included within one of the four above land 
type definitions in these Regulations is deemed to conform to and does not change 
the character of the land type as designated on the Downtown Open Space 
Preservation Plan.  

(3)  There shall be no net loss of existing Downtown Community Commons as 
depicted on the Downtown Open Space Preservation Plan.  

(4)  New Downtown Community Commons shall be provided in accordance with the 
following requirements:  

(a)  A minimum of 5% of the land located within Downtown Columbia that has not 
previously been designated as either (I) open space or (II) public right of way 
as shown on the Downtown Open Space Preservation Plan shall be provided 
as new Downtown Community Commons land.  

(b)  Downtown Community Commons may be located within areas designated 
as open space under a previously approved Final Development Plan. 
However, land counted toward the minimum requirement for new Downtown 
Community Commons land shall not include any environmentally sensitive 
land or land designated as credited open space on a recorded Final 
Development Plan for the purpose of fulfilling the 36% minimum open space 
requirement in the NT District.  

(c)  New Downtown Community Commons shall include sites of a character and 
location that are generally consistent with the amenity spaces shown on the 
Downtown Primary Amenity Space Framework Diagram and other sites which 
shall be identified and improved to enhance neighborhood development.  

(d)  Except for any neighborhood comprised entirely of land recorded as open 
space prior to April 6, 2010, each neighborhood shall include at least one 
Downtown Neighborhood Square. At least one Downtown Community 
Commons that meets the definition of Downtown Neighborhood Square in 
these Regulations and all the provisions of this section shall be completed 
and deeded to Howard County for public land as described in the Downtown 
Columbia Plan.  

(e)  The boundaries of all existing and new Downtown Community Commons 
shall be delineated on the proposed Final Development Plan with the total 
land area of each.  

(f)  New Downtown Community Commons must be constructed prior to 
occupancy of more than 50% of all existing and proposed buildings having a 



façade adjacent to the space, or in accordance with a phasing plan approved 
as part of the Final Development Plan.  

(g)  Each Final Development Plan shall designate 5% of the area that has not 
been previously designated as either open space or public right-of-way as 
Downtown Community Commons; except that if more than 5% is designated 
as Downtown Community Commons on any given Final Development Plan, 
the excess beyond 5% can be credited towards the Downtown Community 
Commons obligation on a subsequent Final Development Plan with the 
written consent of the fee simple owner of the land on which the Downtown 
Community Commons to be credited is located.  

(5)  Except as provided below, there shall be no net loss in the total area of existing 
Downtown Parkland as depicted on the Downtown Open Space Preservation Plan 
and only Downtown Parkland uses are permitted:  

(a)  In exchange for the use of Downtown Parkland for any other use, including 
other open space uses, each acre of Downtown Parkland or portion thereof 
being developed must be replaced with one acre of newly designated 
Downtown Parkland.  

(b)  Any area newly designated as Downtown Parkland in exchange for existing 
Downtown Parkland must consist of at least one contiguous acre.  

(c)  Downtown Environmentally Sensitive Land Area recorded after April 6, 2010 
may not be exchanged to replace Downtown Parkland.  

(6)  Land designated as open space on a Final Development Plan recorded prior to 
April 6, 2010 on which a public facility such as a library or fire station has been 
constructed may be designated as Downtown Mixed-Use on an amended Final 
Development Plan, but may only be redeveloped after a replacement public facility 
is operating at an alternative location within Downtown Columbia.  

(7)  All types of Downtown open space should be designed and maintained to further 
the sustainability goals for Downtown Columbia, as described in the Design 
Guidelines and Sustainability Framework, through innovative design, construction 
and environmental enhancements and rehabilitation.  

h.  Phasing and Implementation.  

(1)  No permit for land disturbance activity in any phase of the Downtown 
Revitalization Phasing Plan shall be issued for Downtown Revitalization unless (I) 
the Community Enhancements, Programs and Public Amenities (CEPPAS) have 
been provided in accordance with the Downtown CEPPA Implementation Chart 
and CEPPA Flexibility Provisions, except as provided in Section 125.0.A.9.I.2 [this 
section reference in CB59-2009 is incorrect, should be Section 125.0.A.9.h(2)] and 
(II) building permits have been approved for at least the minimum levels of 
development identified in the Downtown Revitalization Phasing Plan for the 
preceding phase for retail, office, residential and hotel land use types.  

(2)  In no case shall the obligation to provide a Community Enhancement, Program or 
Public Amenity (CEPPA) be triggered:  

(a)  By the development or construction of Downtown Arts, Cultural and 
Community Uses, Downtown Community Commons, or Downtown Parkland; 
or  

(b)  When the development of an individual parcel of land shown on a plat or 
deed recorded among the County Land Records as of April 6, 2010 consists 
only of up to a total of 10,000 square feet of commercial floor area and no 
other development.  



(3)  If a specific CEPPA identified in the Downtown CEPPA Implementation Chart 
cannot be provided because: (I) the consent of the owner of the land which the 
CEPPA is to be located or from whom access is required cannot reasonably be 
obtained; (II) all necessary permits or approvals cannot reasonably be obtained 
from applicable governmental authorities; or (III) factors exist that are beyond the 
reasonable control of the petitioner, then the Planning Board shall (I) require the 
petitioner to post security with the County in an amount sufficient to cover the cost 
of the original CEPPA; or (II) approve an alternate CEPPA comparable to the 
original and appropriate timing for such alternate CEPPA or alternative timing for 
the original CEPPA. In approving an alternate comparable CEPPA or timing, the 
Planning Board must conclude the alternate comparable CEPPA or timing: (I) does 
not result in piecemeal development inconsistent with the plan; (II) advances the 
public interest; and (III) conforms with the goals of the Downtown Plan.  

(4)  A Final Development Plan or Final Development Plan Amendment may also 
propose adjustments to the Downtown Revitalization Phasing Plan and/or the 
Downtown CEPPA Implementation Chart to take advantage of a major or unique 
employment, economic development or evolving land use concept or opportunity. 
The Planning Board may approve a request to adjust the Downtown Revitalization 
Phasing Plan or the Downtown CEPPA Implementation Chart under this provision 
only if such approval would (I) not be detrimental to the overall vision for Downtown 
Columbia expressed in the Downtown Columbia Plan; (II) not create an adverse 
community or economic impact; and (iii) establish a reasonable schedule for 
completion of any requested comparable alternative CEPPA.  

10.  Anything in other sections of these Regulations to the contrary notwithstanding, there shall 
be no restrictions upon the use of, or on the erection of structures on, land within an NT 
District, other than such as are provided in the various subsections of this section or in such 
other sections of these Regulations as are expressly stated to be applicable by the various 
provisions of this section. Nothing herein shall render inapplicable any regulation of the 
County relating to construction requirements and/or subdivision approval to the extent that 
any of the same are not inconsistent with the provisions of this section.  

11.  Notwithstanding any other provisions in this Section 125.0, if the criteria in a recorded Final 
Development Plan identifies a gasoline service station or Motor Vehicle Fueling Facility as a 
specific permitted use, a newly proposed Motor Vehicle Fueling Facility is permitted only 
upon approval by the Planning Board after a public hearing where the petitioner establishes 
that the general standards and specific criteria in Section 131.0 which are applicable to a 
conditional use for a Motor Vehicle Fueling Facility are met. To the extent there is any conflict 
between the criteria in the recorded Final Development Plan and the general standards and 
specific criteria for a Conditional Use for a Motor Vehicle Fueling Facility in Section 131.0, 
the more restrictive provision shall apply.  

(Bill No. 46-2016(ZRA-159), § 1, 10-5-2016; Bill No. 54-2016(ZRA-170), § 1, 1-14-2017)  

B.  Procedure for Creation of NT Districts  

1.  The beneficial owner of any tract of land in Howard County meeting the requirements of 
Section 125.0 may petition the Howard County Zoning Board to designate the property 
described in the petition as an NT District. The petition shall contain:  

a.  The exact name and address of the petitioner and a reference to the liber and folio of 
the Land Records of Howard County at which the deed conveying the property in 
question to the petitioner is recorded. If the petitioner is not the legal as well as beneficial 
owner of the property, the petition shall:  

(1)  So state;  



(2)  List the exact name and address of the legal title holder and give a reference to 
the liber and folio of the Land Records of Howard County at which the deed 
conveying the property to the legal title holder is recorded, and  

(3)  Contain a written assent to the petition signed by the legal title holder.  

b.  A metes and bounds description of the property covered by the petition and a survey 
thereof demonstrating that the same meets the requirements of Section 125.0.A.3.  

c.  A Preliminary Development Plan of the property covered by the petition. As used in this 
Section the term "Preliminary Development Plan" shall mean a generalized drawing or 
series of drawings of the proposed New Town, with appropriate text materials, setting 
forth:  

(1)  The major planning assumptions and objectives, including the projected 
population, the planned development schedule, the method of assuring that all 
open space uses will be permanently maintained and devoted to open space uses, 
the proposed public transit system routes and method of operation, and the 
facilities for the proposed cultural activities of the New Town;  

(2)  The proposed general layout of major roads and highways stating projected 
average daily traffic flows;  

(3)  A statement of the number of acres within the proposed NT District intended to be 
devoted to:  

(a)  Residential uses, broken down into the number of acres to be used for each 
of the following specific residential uses:  

Single-family—low density areas;  

Single-family—medium density areas;  

Apartment areas;  

(b)  Employment uses (i.e. any use involving the employment of individuals, 
including office buildings, private schools, hospitals, institutions, commercial 
undertakings, industrial enterprises, and all other forms of business, 
professional or industrial operations); and  

(c)  Open space uses.  

(4)  The general location of the uses referred to in subparagraph (3) above, including 
proposed sites for recreational uses, schools, parks and other public or community 
uses and, to the extent the petitioner has determined locations for commercial uses 
at the time of the filing of the Preliminary Development Plan, including a separate 
designation of commercial areas;  

(5)  A description of the proposed drainage, water supply, sewerage and other utility 
facilities including projected flows; and  

(6)  A statement of the intended overall maximum density of population of the 
proposed NT District, expressed in terms of the average number of dwellings per 
acre.  

2.  The Preliminary Development Plan shall indicate the location and nature of any commercial 
uses in relation to residential areas. All proposed and identified commercial or industrial uses 
shall be indicated on the drawings in areas marked "Employment Centers," defined as those 
areas shown on the Preliminary Development Plan which the petitioner proposes to develop 
for employment uses.  

3.  The Zoning Board shall consider the following guides and standards in reviewing the petition: 
the appropriateness of the location of the NT District as evidenced by the General Plan for 



Howard County; the effect of such District on properties in the surrounding vicinity; traffic 
patterns and their relation to the health, safety and general welfare of the County; the 
physical layout of the County; the orderly growth of the County; the availability of essential 
services; the most appropriate use of the land; the need for adequate open spaces for light 
and air; the preservation of the scenic beauty of the County; the necessity of facilitating the 
provision of adequate community utilities and facilities such as public transportation, fire-
fighting equipment, water, sewerage, schools, parks and other public requirements, 
population trends throughout the County and surrounding metropolitan areas and more 
particularly within the area considered; the proximity of large urban centers to the proposed 
NT District; the road building and road widening plans of the State and County, particularly 
for the area considered; the needs of the County as a whole and the reasonable needs of 
the particular area considered; the character of the land within the District and its peculiar 
suitability for particular uses; and such other matters relevant and pertinent to the 
relationship of the District to the comprehensive zoning plan of the area.  

The petition shall be granted only if the Zoning Board affirmatively finds:  

a.  That the petition complies with the provisions of these Regulations;  

b.  That a New Town District should be located at the proposed site; and  

c.  That the Preliminary Development Plan constitutes a general land use plan for the area 
covered thereby, designed to meet the objectives set forth in these Regulations.  

4.  If the petition is granted, the Zoning Board shall by Decision and Order approve the 
Preliminary Development Plan and shall create a New Town District covering all of the land 
included in the petition. If the proposed NT District contains more than 2,500 acres, the 
creation of the District may be accomplished by rezoning all of the land included in the 
petition at one time or, in the discretion of the Zoning Board, by rezoning the same in phases. 
If this latter course is taken:  

a.  The area included in the first such phase shall be at least 2,500 acres, and each 
additional phase shall be of such size and at such location or locations as will permit 
effective and economic development of the portion so zoned as a part of the New Town 
shown on the Preliminary Development Plan; and  

b.  The overall density restrictions, the density restrictions as to particular use areas, and 
the restrictions as to the maximum and minimum areas devoted to particular uses shall 
be applied with respect to the entire area shown on the Preliminary Development Plan 
and not merely with respect to the area of the phase so zoned.  

5.  If the petition is granted as above provided:  

a.  A copy of the Preliminary Development Plan shall be certified as approved by the Zoning 
Board and a verified copy of the same shall be forwarded to the Department of Planning 
and Zoning and the petitioner;  

b.  No further permanent improvements involving any new primary uses shall thereafter be 
erected on and no new primary uses made of, any part of the land within the new NT 
District prior to the approval of the Final Development Plan (or the phase thereof 
covering such development) as hereinafter provided, except for such as may be 
specifically approved by the Planning Board, but the petitioner shall discontinue any 
such use and demolish any such improvements so permitted by the Planning Board if 
such use and such improvements are not ultimately permitted by the Final Development 
Plan.  

6.  If the Zoning Board has approved a petition to create a NT District, then at any time thereafter 
the original petitioner may file a new petition to add to the NT District additional land which 
is owned by the petitioner and adjacent to the existing NT District. The new petition shall be 
subject to all the provisions of this Section, except that the minimum area requirement of 
Section 125.0.A.3 shall not apply.  



C.  Comprehensive Sketch Plan  

1.  Except as provided in Section 125.0.E.1.a, within 30 days following notification of the 
approval of the Preliminary Development Plan, the petitioner shall notify the Planning Board 
of the target date for the presentation to the Planning Board of a proposed Final Development 
Plan of the NT District, pursuant to Section 125.0.D below, or of the first phase of a proposed 
Final Development Plan, if the petitioner desires to develop the NT District in separate 
geographical segments.  

2.  Promptly following the giving of such notice to the Planning Board, the petitioner shall file 
with the Department of Planning and Zoning for Planning Board approval of a 
Comprehensive Sketch Plan for that geographical phase of the NT District which the 
petitioner elects to develop.  

3.  As used herein, the term "Comprehensive Sketch Plan" shall mean a drawing or series of 
drawings, at an appropriate scale, of generally either one inch equals 200 feet or one inch 
equals 100 feet, setting forth:  

a.  The approximate boundaries and approximate acreage for each of the proposed land 
uses in sufficient detail to graphically illustrate the application of the adopted master 
final development plan criteria to the area encompassed by the Comprehensive Sketch 
Plan.  

b.  The location of all existing and proposed public streets, roads, and utilities.  

c.  The location of open space within which recreational, school, park and other public or 
community uses are permitted.  

d.  Text material (criteria) regulating the following:  

(1)  The general locations for all structures.  

(2)  The permitted "general use" or "specific use" as hereinafter defined, for each land 
use area, except that no uses shall be specified which are permitted only in R-MH 
or M-2 Districts.  

Where the criteria designate the use for a particular structure, lot or parcel, as 
"uses permitted in a District" (e.g., "uses permitted in a B-1 District"), then the 
structure, lot or parcel may be used for all uses permitted in the particular district 
by the several sections of these Regulations, the use so designated being herein 
referred to as a "general use."  

Where, however, the criteria designate a structure, lot or parcel for a specific use 
or uses (e.g., "gasoline station") the structure, lot or parcel must be used for 
those specific uses only, the use(s) so designated being herein referred to as 
"specific use(s)."  

(3)  Height limitations, parking requirements, front, side and rear yard areas, setback 
provisions, minimum lot sizes and coverage requirements, stated generally and/or 
specifically with respect to particular improvements or types of improvements.  

4.  The Planning Board shall hold a public hearing prior to the approval of a Comprehensive 
Sketch Plan under the following conditions:  

a.  If the Comprehensive Sketch Plan includes land which borders on property not within 
the New Town District (unless the owners of all lands abutting the New Town District 
land covered by the Comprehensive Sketch Plan shall sign a written waiver of the right 
to be heard in connection with the request for approval of said plan).  

b.  If the Comprehensive Sketch Plan deviates from the approved Preliminary Development 
Plan in any of the following particulars:  



(1)  If the overall maximum density of population within the NT District exceeds that 
stated in the Preliminary Development Plan; or  

(2)  If the number of acres to be devoted to the permitted employment uses shall be 
increased more than 10%, or the number of acres to be devoted to permitted 
residential uses shall be decreased by more than 10%, from that stated in the 
Preliminary Development Plan; or  

(3)  If the proposed Comprehensive Sketch Plan shows a use of land in the NT District 
within 300 feet of any outside boundary thereof which differs from that shown on 
the Preliminary Development Plan, unless the owners of all land abutting the NT 
District and within 300 feet of the land in the NT District, the use of which is to be 
changed, sign a written waiver of the right to be heard in connection with such 
change in use.  

If a public hearing is required to be held for any of the above three deviations 
from the Preliminary Development Plan, such hearing shall be limited to the 
particular deviation(s) which required the hearing, and the Planning Board shall 
require publication of Notice of Hearing and posting of the property.  

c.  If the criteria submitted as a part of the Comprehensive Sketch Plan include a gasoline 
service station among the specified land uses.  

5.  In acting upon a Comprehensive Sketch Plan, the Planning Board shall be guided by Section 
125.0 of these Regulations and shall particularly consider:  

a.  The adequacy of the roads serving the proposed development and any proposed 
mitigation, in accordance with the Adequate Public Facilities Ordinance (Title 16, 
Subtitle 11 of the Howard County Code).  

b.  The location and adequacy of public utility and community facilities, including 
recreational uses and school properties, in relation to the density and distribution of 
population.  

c.  The location, extent and potential use of open space in the form of greenbelts, 
walkways, parkways, park land, etc., as it affects the general amenity of the community.  

d.  The impact of the proposed commercial and industrial uses on the residential uses 
within the NT District or adjacent thereto.  

6.  After review of the material submitted in light of the General Plan, and after carefully 
considering public agency comments, petitioner's testimony, public hearing testimony and 
the factors set forth in Section 125.0.C.5 above, the Planning Board shall:  

a.  Approve the Comprehensive Sketch Plan as submitted by the petitioner; or  

b.  Approve the Comprehensive Sketch Plan as changed by the Planning Board; or  

c.  Reject the Comprehensive Sketch Plan in its entirety.  

7.  The Planning Board shall not unreasonably disapprove or change a proposed 
Comprehensive Sketch Plan. The fact that the proposed Comprehensive Sketch Plan is not 
in conformity with the Preliminary Development Plan shall be sufficient ground for 
disapproval or change. The Planning Board shall approve no Comprehensive Sketch Plan 
which varies the areas of uses below the minimum or above the maximum percentages for 
particular uses specified herein.  

D.  Final Development Plan—General Provisions  

1.  If a Comprehensive Sketch Plan or Comprehensive Sketch Plan Amendment is required, 
upon its approval, the petitioner may submit a Final Development Plan or Final Development 
Plan Amendment to the Department of Planning and Zoning for approval by the Planning 
Board. The petition may cover all or a portion of the land covered by the Comprehensive 



Sketch Plan. The drawings shall delineate the various land use areas by courses and 
distances. The text (criteria) shall be that which was approved by the Planning Board as part 
of the Comprehensive Sketch Plan.  

2.  The Final Development Plan shall be considered by the Planning Board at a public meeting. 
In acting upon the Final Development Plan, the Planning Board shall be guided by the 
approved Comprehensive Sketch Plan, and comments received from the various public 
agencies which reviewed the Final Development Plan, and shall not unreasonably 
disapprove or change the Final Development Plan. The provisions of this Section 125.0.D.2 
do not apply to Downtown Revitalization.  

3.  At the time of the approval of the Final Development Plan, the Planning Board may provide 
for the subsequent approval by it of a Site Development Plan pertaining to the property which 
is the subject matter of such Final Development Plan. Site Development Plan approval is 
also required for all Downtown Revitalization. Site Development Plan approval shall not be 
a condition precedent to the approval and recordation of the Final Development Plan with 
respect to which a Site Development Plan is to be submitted, but shall be in addition to any 
administrative approvals required by the Subdivision and Land Development Regulations. 
Land use decisions made by the Planning Board as part of the approval of a Final 
Development Plan or Final Development Plan Amendment shall not be subject to review or 
further consideration as part of the subsequent Site Development Plan process.  

4.  In applying the provisions of this Section, where the proposed Final Development Plan is 
submitted in phases, the overall population density and the acres devoted to particular uses 
shall be recomputed by the Department of Planning and Zoning upon the consideration of 
each successive phase of proposed Final Development Plan so as to include all prior 
phases, but in making these recomputations, the gross area of the entire NT District covered 
by the Preliminary Development Plan shall be considered and not merely the area of the 
segments covered by the prior phases of the proposed Final Development Plan and the 
current phase being submitted for approval. The provisions of this Section 125.0.D.4 do not 
apply to Downtown Revitalization.  

5.  If the Planning Board shall disapprove the proposed Final Development Plan or Final 
Development Plan Amendment (or any phase thereof) or shall fail to approve or disapprove 
the same within 120 days after submission, then the petitioner, at his election, may take an 
appeal as permitted by law or may submit the proposed Final Development Plan or Final 
Development Plan Amendment (or the phase thereof in question) directly to the Zoning 
Board. If the petitioner pursues the latter course, the Zoning Board shall hold a public hearing 
on the proposed Final Development Plan or Final Development Plan Amendment (or the 
phase thereof in question), shall require publication and posting of the property and shall ask 
for recommendations from the Planning Board, all as in the case of the hearing on the 
Preliminary Development Plan. After such hearing, the Zoning Board may approve, with or 
without changes, or disapprove the proposed Final Development Plan or Final Development 
Plan Amendment (or the phase thereof in question). In making this decision, the Zoning 
Board shall consider the matters set forth herein.  

6.  Upon approval of the Final Development Plan or Final Development Plan Amendment (or 
upon the approval of each phase thereof if submitted on a separate segment basis) the same 
shall be recorded among the Land Records of Howard County and the provisions thereof as 
to land use shall bind the property covered with the full force and effect of specific Zoning 
Regulations. After such recordation, no new structure shall be built, no new additions to 
existing structures made, and no change in primary use effected different from that permitted 
in the Final Development Plan or Final Development Plan Amendment except by an 
amendment to the Final Development Plan.  

7.  Unless otherwise provided in a Downtown Implementation Phasing Plan approved as part of 
a Final Development Plan or Final Development Plan Amendment, if construction has not 
been commenced and completed to the extent of 25% of the ground floor area of a structure 
shown on the Final Development Plan within five years after the date of the approval thereof 



(or the date of the approval of the last phase thereof if submitted in phases), then the 
approval shall be void and the entire matter resubmitted to the Planning Board for 
reconsideration in light of existing circumstances to the same extent as if the same were 
simply a proposed Final Development Plan; provided, however, that the Zoning Board may 
grant not more than two extensions of time of one year each to be added to said five year 
period if it considers such extension to be proper after the receipt and consideration of a 
report and recommendation from the Planning Board with respect to such extension or 
extensions.  

8.  Any construction which has been commenced shall not be subject to reconsideration upon 
any resubmission of a Final Development Plan under this Section, and the Planning Board 
shall make no changes in the Final Development Plan except in relation to areas where 
construction has not been commenced. During any such reconsideration the property 
covered by the Final Development Plan shall continue to be bound until such Plan is changed 
or disapproved in the manner described above.  

9.  If the Planning Board has denied a land use which was shown on a Final Development Plan 
or Final Development Plan Amendment and which would be a Conditional Use in any other 
zoning district, a petition for the same land use on the same parcel shall not be accepted for 
consideration by the Planning Board for a period of 12 months from the date of said denial 
except on grounds of new evidence or proof of changed conditions found to be valid by the 
Planning Board.  

10.  Except where expressly made inapplicable, the provisions of this Section 125.0.D also 
apply to Downtown Revitalization.  

E.  Final Development Plan—Downtown Revitalization  

1.  Required Process for Downtown Revitalization and Relation to Prior Adopted New Town 
Document.  

The following development review process is required for all Downtown Revitalization, with 
the exception of Downtown Environmental Restoration Projects that are not part of a plan 
that includes other uses. The fee simple owner of any property located in Downtown 
Columbia using the Downtown Revitalization process shall submit a Final Development 
Plan or Final Development Plan Amendment to the Department of Planning and Zoning for 
approval by the Planning Board. An amendment to the Preliminary Development Plan or 
any previously approved applicable Comprehensive Sketch Plan or Final Development 
Plan is not required because Final Development Plans for Downtown Revitalization will 
supersede previous New Town documents.  

2.  Pre-Submission Requirements.  

Prior to filing a Final Development Plan or Final Development Plan Amendment in each 
neighborhood for Downtown Revitalization:  

a.  A Pre-submission Community Meeting is required using the same procedures 
established in Section 16.128(b)—(g) of the Subdivision and Land Development 
Regulations. In addition, notice in accordance with Sections 16.128(b)-(g) must also be 
given to:  

(1)  Each Village Board;  

(2)  The Columbia Association; and  

(3)  Each property located within the same Downtown Columbia Plan neighborhood 
as reflected on the Maryland State Department of Assessments and Taxation 
Public Records. For condominium properties, one copy to the Condominium 
Association shall be deemed to meet this requirement.  



The concept plans and materials required under Section 125.0.E.4.a. must be 
presented at the pre-submission community meeting.  

b.  The petition is required to submit proposed Downtown Neighborhood Design Guidelines 
for review by the Design Advisory Panel, for its recommendations in accordance with 
the applicable provisions in Title 16, Subtitle 15 of the Howard County Code. The 
Design Advisory Panel shall base its review and recommendations on the Downtown-
Wide Design Guidelines. For neighborhoods with approved Design Guidelines, 
subsequent Final Development Plans or Final Development Plan Amendments that do 
not propose modifications to the guidelines do not require further Design Advisory Panel 
review.  

3.  Final Development Plan Submission Requirements.  

The Petitioner for a Final Development Plan or Final Development Plan Amendment shall 
include the following information, as applicable, for the land area covered by the plan:  

a.  The following neighborhood documents are only binding on property included within the 
boundaries of the Final Development Plan and are intended to provide a context for 
evaluation of the initial Final Development Plan and guidance for future Final 
Development Plan petitions:  

(1)  A Neighborhood Concept Plan covering an entire neighborhood of Downtown 
Columbia as depicted on Exhibit E. The Neighborhoods:  

(a)  A Neighborhood Concept Plan must show how the plan conforms with the 
neighborhood as described in the Street and Block Plan, the Neighborhoods 
Plan, the Maximum Building Height Plan, the Primary Amenity Space 
Framework Diagram, the Street Framework Diagram, the Bicycle and 
Pedestrian Circulation Plan, and the Downtown Open Space Preservation 
Plan of the Downtown Columbia Plan;  

(b)  The Neighborhood Concept Plan must reflect any previously approved Final 
Development Plan for Downtown Revitalization, and any approved Site 
Development Plan for Downtown Environmental Restoration within the same 
Downtown Neighborhood; and  

(c)  Each Neighborhood Concept Plan that is part of an approved Final 
Development Plan must be recorded with the Final Development Plan.  

(2)  Neighborhood Specific Design Guidelines.  

For new development or redevelopment, neighborhood specific Design 
Guidelines must be submitted for an individual neighborhood with the Final 
Development Plan and shall address the following:  

(a)  Urban design, including scale and massing, block configuration, parking and 
service functions, building entrances, and street lighting and furniture;  

(b)  Street design and framework;  

(c)  Downtown Community Commons and Downtown Parkland;  

(d)  Architectural design;  

(e)  Green building and green site design;  

(f)  Pedestrian and bicycle circulation features; and  

(g)  Signage.  

(3)  Neighborhood Specific Implementation Document.  



A Neighborhood-Specific Implementation Plan, in conformance with the 
Downtown Revitalization Phasing Plan and the Downtown Community 
Enhancements, Programs and Public Amenities Implementation Chart approved 
as part of the Downtown Columbia Plan, which addresses the implementation 
schedule and benchmarks for the following:  

(a)  The balance of uses within each implementation phase;  

(b)  The phasing of Downtown Mixed-Use Development;  

(c)  The phasing of Downtown Community Commons Spaces;  

(d)  The phasing of the transportation and circulation facilities;  

(e)  The phasing of the required infrastructure including public water and sewer;  

(f)  Transportation and circulation facilities;  

(g)  Environmental restoration;  

(h)  Downtown Arts, Cultural and Community Uses; and  

(i)  Any other items as specified in the Downtown Community Enhancements, 
Programs and Public Amenities Implementation Chart.  

b.  An explanation and rational for any change from the Downtown Columbia Plan exhibits 
or any neighborhood documents and materials that were part of a previously approved 
Final Development Plan. Limited change to building height is allowed based on 
compatibility, character and height of nearby existing and planned development and 
redevelopment, and open spaces in the area. However, in no event shall the maximum 
building height for Downtown Revitalization exceed twenty stories;  

c.  Boundaries of the property covered by the Final Development Plan;  

d.  Existing topography, woodlands, and 100-year floodplain areas;  

e.  A context plan showing existing road connections, major pedestrian networks, land uses 
and major storm water management facilities, and open space within the entire plan 
area and adjoining land within 500 feet;  

f.  Total acreage within the area covered by the plan;  

g.  Location of developed and undeveloped land and parcels;  

h.  From approved Site Development Plans for the area covered by the plan;  

(1)  Summary of all existing and approved development;  

(2)  The square footage of proposed office, retail, and hotel space;  

(3)  The square footage of any other non-residential uses;  

(4)  The number of proposed hotel and motel rooms; and  

(5)  The number of proposed dwelling units.  

i.  The approximate location and total land area of the following existing and/or proposed 
land uses:  

(1)  Downtown Arts and Entertainment Parks;  

(2)  Downtown Community Commons;  

(3)  Downtown Environmentally Sensitive Land Areas;  

(4)  Downtown public facilities;  

(5)  Downtown Parklands; and  



(6)  Downtown Mixed-Uses.  

j.  The general location of existing and proposed Downtown signature buildings;  

k.  Traffic and transit circulation systems showing existing and proposed streets, routes 
and facilities;  

l.  A traffic study as specified in the Howard County Adequate Public Facilities Ordinance 
for the evaluation of the adequacy of transportation facilities;  

m.  An explanation of how the proposed development addresses the environmental 
concepts of the Downtown Columbia Plan, and specifically addressing the concepts of 
green buildings and green site design;  

n.  The locations and descriptions of historic and culturally significant existing sites, 
buildings or structures, and public art and an explanation of the methods proposed to 
retain and preserve these items;  

o.  A statement describing how the petitioner proposes to fulfill the art in the community 
requirement;  

p.  A statement describing how the petitioner proposes to fulfill the affordable housing 
requirement;  

q.  Layout of the existing and proposed bicycle and pedestrian circulation systems;  

r.  Conceptual storm water management plan;  

s.  A proposed plan for fulfilling required community enhancements, programs and public 
amenities applicable to the Final Development Plan; and  

t.  Text material regulating the following:  

(1)  Maximum number and unit types of net new dwellings;  

(2)  Maximum gross floor area of net new commercial office uses and commercial 
retail uses;  

(3)  Maximum number of net new hotel rooms;  

(4)  Maximum building heights;  

(5)  Maximum size of a retail-use footprint;  

(6)  A description of the Community Commons that will be included in the 
development;  

(7)  A statement identifying (I) the cumulative amount of development approved and 
built to date under Section 125.0.A.9 and (II) the status of any Downtown 
Community Enhancements, Programs and Public Amenities, Downtown Parkland, 
Downtown Community Commons, and infrastructure as addressed in the 
Downtown Columbia Plan;  

(8)  Proposed location for environmental restoration; and  

(9)  Proposed restrictions, agreements or other documents indicating a plan to hold, 
own, and maintain in perpetuity land intended for common, quasi-public amenity 
use and public art but not proposed to be in public ownership.  

4.  Planning Board Review and Approval Criteria  

The Planning Board shall consider the Final Development Plan or Final Development Plan 
Amendment at a public hearing. The Planning Board shall approve, approve with 
conditions, or deny the petition based on whether the petition satisfies the following criteria:  

a.  The Downtown Neighborhood Concept Plan, the Neighborhood Specific Design 
Guidelines, and the Neighborhood Specific Implementation Plan conform with the 



Downtown-Wide Design Guidelines, the Downtown Columbia Plan, the Street and 
Block Plan, the Neighborhoods Plan, the Maximum Building Heights Plan, the Primary 
Amenity Space Framework Diagram, the Street Framework Diagram, the Bicycle and 
Pedestrian Plan, and the Open Space Preservation Plan, or that any propose change(s) 
will not be detrimental to the overall design concept and phasing for Downtown 
Revitalization. Limited change in building heights may be approved based on 
compatibility, character and height of nearby existing and planned development and 
redevelopment, and open spaces in the area. However, in no event shall the maximum 
building height for Downtown Revitalization exceed twenty stories;  

b.  The Neighborhood Design Guidelines submitted with the Final Development Plan or 
Final Development Plan Amendment offer sufficient detail to guide the appearance of 
the neighborhood over time, and promote design features that are achievable and 
appropriate for Downtown Revitalization in accordance with the Design Guidelines and 
the Downtown Columbia Plan;  

c.  The Final Development Plan conforms with the Neighborhood Documents, the 
Revitalization Phasing Plan, the Downtown Community Enhancements, Programs, and 
Public Amenities Implementation Chart and Flexibility Provisions, the Downtown-wide 
Design Guidelines, the Downtown Columbia Plan, the Street and Block Plan, the 
Neighborhoods Plan, the Maximum Building Heights Plan, the Primary Amenity Space 
Framework Diagram, the Street Framework Diagram, the Bicycle and Pedestrian Plan, 
and the Open Space Preservation Plan. Limited change in building heights may be 
approved based on compatibility, character and height of nearby existing and planned 
development and redevelopment, and open spaces in the area. However, in no event 
shall the maximum building height for Downtown Revitalization exceed twenty stories;  

d.  The Final Development Plan, when considered in the context of surrounding planned 
or existing development, provides a balanced mix of housing, employment, and 
commercial and arts and cultural uses throughout each phase;  

e.  The Final Development Plan satisfies the affordable housing requirement;  

f.  The bicycle, pedestrian, and transit network creates convenient connections throughout 
the subject area and connect, wherever possible, to existing and planned sidewalks, 
path, and routes adjoining the development;  

g.  The Final Development Plan protects land covered by lakes, streams or rivers, flood 
plains and steep slopes, and provides connections, where possible to existing and 
planned open space within the neighborhood and in surrounding area;  

h.  The Final Development Plan provides the location of Downtown Community Commons 
required under Section 125.0.A.9.h as indicated in the Neighborhood Concept Plan;  

i.  The Final Development Plan is in harmony with existing and planned vicinal land uses. 
In making this determination, the Planning Board shall consider, if appropriate:  

(1)  Landscape features on the boundary of the plan area, which may include 
protection of existing vegetation or grade changes that provide a natural 
separation, or landscape planting;  

(2)  The size of buildings along the edges of the plan area through limits on building 
height or other requirements;  

(3)  The use and design of nearby properties and  

(4)  The adopted Downtown Columbia Plan recommendations for height, building 
massing and scale, and neighborhood connectivity;  

j.  The development proposed by Final Development Plan is served by adequate public 
facilities, including any proposed mitigation or development staging in accordance with 



the Adequate Public Facilities Ordinances (Title 16, Subtitle 11 of the Howard County 
Code);  

k.  The Final Development Plan protects environmentally sensitive features and provides 
environmental restoration in accordance with the Downtown Columbia Plan;  

l.  The Final Development Plan protects any historic or culturally significant existing sites, 
buildings or structures, and public art;  

m.  The Final Development Plan proposes any appropriate plan to satisfy the requirement 
for art in the community;  

n.  The Final Development Plan provides a plan to hold, own, and maintain in perpetuity 
land intended for common, quasi-public amenity use and public art that is not publically 
owned, including, without limitation, any Downtown Community Commons, Downtown 
Parkland, Downtown Arts, Cultural and Community Use, and Downtown Neighborhood 
Square shown on the Final Development Plan; and  

o.  To better ensure conformance with the Community Enhancements, Programs and 
Public Amenities provisions, the Final Development Plan provides for a plan to establish 
membership in the Downtown Columbia Partnership and payment of the annual 
charges. Each Final Development Plan shall show a consistent means of calculating 
and providing the required annual charges.  

5.  Withdrawal  

At any time prior to final action and within 30 days after final action by the Planning Board 
on a Final Development Plan or Final Development Plan Amendment, the petitioner may 
withdraw the petition.  

6.  Recordation of Final Development Plan and Neighborhood Concept Plan  

The approved Final Development Plan containing the Neighborhood Concept Plan, the 
Neighborhood Specific Design Guidelines and the Neighborhood Specific Implementation 
Plan shall be recorded in the Land Records of Howard County.  

7.  Site Development Plan Required  

Planning Board Approval of a Site Development Plan shall be required for all Downtown 
Revitalization.  

F.  Amendments to a Comprehensive Sketch Plan or Final Development Plan  

1.  Amendments Submitted by Original Petitioner  

Except as allowed by Sections 125.0.F.2 and 125.0.F.3 below, only the original petitioner 
for the New Town District may propose amendments to an approved Comprehensive 
Sketch Plan or Final Development Plan. A proposed Comprehensive Sketch Plan 
Amendment shall be reviewed in accordance with Section 125.0.C above. A proposed 
Final Development Plan Amendment shall be reviewed in accordance with Section 125.0.D 
or 125.0.E. as applicable.  

2.  Additional Uses on Individual Lots in Residential Land Use Areas  

Within areas designated on a Comprehensive Sketch Plan for residential land use, any 
property owner may propose amendments to the Final Development Plan to allow a 
particular use on his or her property which is not allowed by the Final Development Plan 
criteria. No amendment shall be proposed which would either alter the land use 
designation established by the Comprehensive Sketch Plan or allow an increase in 
residential density. The proposed amendment shall be considered in accordance with the 
following procedures:  



a.  The property owner shall submit the number of copies of the complete Final 
Development Plan as required by the Department of Planning and Zoning, with the 
proposed criteria amendments clearly noted on each copy, accompanied by an 
explanation of the request.  

b.  The proposal shall be considered by the Planning Board at a public hearing.  

c.  The Planning Board shall approve, approve with modifications or deny the proposed 
amendments to the Final Development Plan, stating the reasons for its action. The 
Planning Board shall approve the request only if it finds that:  

(1)  The use is consistent with the land use designation of the property as established 
on the recorded Final Development Plan and compatible with existing or proposed 
development in the vicinity.  

(2)  The use will not adversely affect vicinal properties.  

d.  If the use is approved:  

(1)  The Planning Board may provide for the subsequent approval by it of a Site 
Development Plan for the property which is the subject of the proposal; and  

(2)  Revised text for the Final Development Plan indicating the additional allowed use 
of the particular property shall be submitted by the applicant and recorded in the 
Land Records of Howard County.  

3.  The fee simple owner of any property located within Downtown Columbia may propose 
amendments to an approve Final Development Plan in accordance with Downtown 
Revitalization requirements.  

G.  Site Development Plans—General Provisions  

1.  Planning Board Approval  

If the Planning Board reserved for itself the authority to approve a Site Development Plan 
and for all Downtown Revitalization, except as provided in "2" and "3" below, no permit 
shall be issued for any use until the Site Development Plan is approved by the Planning 
Board. The Site Development Plan shall be considered at a public meeting. The Petitioner, 
two weeks prior to the meeting, shall post the property in a prominent location and provide 
electronic notification to all Columbia Village Boards, the Columbia Association, Howard 
County Council members and pre-submission meeting attendees who provided email 
addresses.  

2.  Minor Additions and Modifications  

Minor additions and modifications to Site Development Plans approved by the Planning 
Board and meeting the criteria below shall not require Planning Board approval. Also, 
minor new projects which have been granted a waiver of the Site Development Plan 
requirement by the Director of Planning and Zoning do not require Planning Board 
approval. However, all changes of use which require exterior site alterations shall require 
Planning Board approval.  

3.  Minor Projects Not Requiring Planning Board Approval:  

a.  Minor additions to structures, with a floor area no larger than 10% of the existing floor 
area of the main floor, not to exceed 5,000 square feet.  

b.  Minor new accessory structures if the location does not interfere with existing site layout 
(e.g. circulation, parking, loading, storm water management facilities, open space, 
landscaping or buffering).  

c.  Minor additions to parking lots comprising no more than 25% of the original number of 
parking spaces required, not to exceed 25 spaces.  



d.  Clearing or grading that does not exceed 5,000 square feet in area.  

e.  House-type revisions to approved Site Development Plans for single-family detached 
developments and for no more than 25% of the total number of dwelling units on the 
Site Development Plans for single-family attached or apartment developments.  

f.  Similar minor modifications as determined by the Department of Planning and Zoning.  

4.  Adjustments to Bulk Regulations for Individual Lots  

Upon the request of the owner of a particular lot, the Planning Board may approve parking, 
setback, height, lot coverage, or other bulk requirements for such lot or parcel which differ 
from those required by the applicable Final Development Plan, in accordance with the 
following procedures:  

a.  A public meeting shall be held on the Site Development Plan requiring the adjustment. 
If no Site Development Plan is available, an accurate plot plan drawn to scale shall be 
submitted for Planning Board review at the public meeting.  

b.  A Site Development Plan or plot plan submitted for review shall clearly indicate the 
requirement from which relief is sought and the requested relief, and shall be 
accompanied by a written statement explaining the reasons for the requested 
adjustment.  

c.  In addition to the notice for public meetings required by the Planning Board's Rules of 
Procedure, the property that is the subject of the application shall be posted with the 
date, time, and place of the meeting for at least 15 days immediately before the public 
meeting.  

d.  The requested adjustment to the parking or bulk requirements shall be granted if the 
Planning Board finds that:  

(1)  The adjustment will not alter the character of the neighborhood or area in which 
the property is located, will not impair the appropriate use or development of 
adjacent property, and will not be detrimental to the public welfare; and  

(2)  The adjustment a) is needed due to practical difficulties or unnecessary hardships 
which arise in complying strictly with the Final Development Plan; and/or b) results 
in better design than would be allowed by strict compliance with the development 
criteria.  

e.  The Planning Board may approve, approve with conditions, or deny a requested 
adjustment.  

H.  Site Development Plan—Downtown Revitalization  

1.  Pre-submission Requirements.  

a.  Prior to filing a Site Development Plan for Downtown Revitalization that proposes any 
use, a pre-submission community meeting is required using the same procedures 
established in Sections 16.128(b)-(g) of the Subdivision and Land Development 
Regulations. In addition, notice in accordance with Sections 16.128(b)-(g) must also be 
given to each Village Board and the Columbia Association.  

b.  The Petitioner is required to submit the Site Development Plan for review by the Design 
Advisory Panel, for its recommendations in accordance with the applicable provisions 
in Title 16, Subtitle 15 of the Howard County Code. The Design Advisory Panel shall 
base its review and recommendations on the Neighborhood Design Guidelines.  

2.  Site Development Plan—Submission Requirements.  

In addition to the submission requirements in Section 16.157 of the Howard County Code, 
the petition for a Site Development Plan or Site Development Plan Amendment shall 
include the following information, as applicable, for the land area covered by the plan:  



a.  The applicable approved Final Development Plan.  

b.  A demonstration of how the Site Development Plan or Site Development Plan 
Amendment will implement and conform to the approved Final Development Plan or 
Final Development Plan Amendment, including provision of any required 
documentation relating to how the applicable Final Development Plan approval criteria 
and any imposed conditions are met by the submitted Site Development Plan or Site 
Development Plan Amendment.  

c.  Each Site Development Plan for Downtown Revitalization shall include a statement 
identifying (I) the cumulative amount of development approved and built, and (II) the 
status of any Community Enhancements, Programs and Public Amenities, Downtown 
Parkland, Downtown Community Commons and infrastructure as addressed in the 
Downtown Columbia Plan.  

3.  Planning Board Review and Approval Criteria.  

The Planning Board shall approve, approve with conditions, or deny a Site Development 
Plan that proposes Downtown Revitalization based on whether the petition satisfies the 
following criteria:  

a.  The development conforms with the adopted Downtown Columbia Plan.  

b.  The development implements and conforms to the approved Final Development Plan 
or Final Development Plan Amendment including all applicable Final Development Plan 
approval criteria and conditions.  

c.  The development is well-organized in terms of the location of buildings and structures, 
downtown community commons, landscaping, pedestrian and vehicular circulation 
systems, and other Downtown Revitalization features.  

d.  If the development provides Downtown Community Commons and/or Downtown 
Parkland, they are reasonable and appropriate given the location, scale and anticipated 
intensity of adjacent uses in accordance with the Downtown Columbia Plan.  

e.  The maximum building heights will conform to the Final Development Plan.  

f.  The development satisfies the Downtown Public Art Program approved with the Final 
Development Plan or Final Development Plan Amendment approval.  

g.  The Site Development Plan satisfies the affordable housing requirements in accordance 
with the approved Final Development Plan and subsection A.9.f.(3) of this Section.  

h.  The development satisfies the Adequate Public Facilities Ordinance, if applicable.  

i.  The development indicates the manner in which any land intended for common or quasi-
public use, but not proposed to be in public ownership, will be held, owned and 
maintained in perpetuity for the indicated purposes.  

j.  The petition is accompanied by documentation demonstrating membership in the 
Downtown Columbia Partnership including the required annual charges.  

4.  Minor adjustments to the general pedestrian, bicycle, and transit circulation system, road 
network, block configuration, and Downtown Community Commons shown on the Final 
Development Plan and Neighborhood Concept Plan may be approved as a part of the Site 
Development Plan, provided the adjustment(s) generally conforms with the Final 
Development Plan and will not be detrimental to the overall design concept and phasing for 
Downtown Revitalization.  

5.  At any time prior to final action and within 30 days after final action by the Planning Board 
on a Site Development Plan, the petitioner may withdraw the petition.  

(Bill No. 54-2016(ZRA-170), § 1, 1-14-2017)  



I.  Site Development Plan—Downtown Environmental Restoration that is not part of a Final 
Development Plan  

1.  The petition for a Site Development Plan for a Downtown Environmental Restoration Project 
that is not part of a Final Development Plan shall meet the submission requirements in 
Section 16.157 of the Howard County Code.  

2.  Planning Board Review and Approval Criteria.  

The Planning Board shall approve, approve with conditions, or deny a Site Development 
Plan that proposes a Downtown Environmental Restoration project based on whether the 
petition satisfies the following criteria:  

a.  The project conforms with the adopted Downtown Columbia Plan; and  

b.  The project conforms with the Downtown-Wide Design Guidelines pertaining to 
environmental restoration.  

J.  Village Center Redevelopment, Major  
1.  A proposal for a Major Village Center Redevelopment is not eligible for consideration under 

the process provided by Subsection B, C and D of this Section 125.0 and shall be filed only 
in accordance with the procedures of this Subsection F. The owner of any portion of a Village 
Center may propose a Major Village Center Redevelopment by filing a petition to amend an 
approved Preliminary Development Plan, Comprehensive Sketch Plan, or Final 
Development Plan for the owner's property in the Village Center. The owner ("petitioner")may 
propose amendments to allow any use or density, subject to the following limitations:  

a.  The amendment shall comply with Section 125.0.A.5.a. concerning M-2 and R-MH 
uses;  

b.  Uses not currently permitted by the Zoning Regulations are prohibited;  

c.  The amendment shall comply with Section 125.0.A.4. concerning the maximum 
residential density of 2.5 dwelling units per acre in the NT District; and  

d.  Any Major Village Center mixed-use Redevelopment shall be considered to be a 
"Commercial" use in the chart contained in Section 125.0.A.8. of the Regulations for 
purposes of calculating compliance with the chart's requirements as to the minimum 
and maximum percentage of "Commercial" in the total area of the New Town District. 
The Village Center Redevelopment shall not result in a net loss of open space.  

2.  Village Center Community Planning Process  

a.  Notice of Intent to Develop—At least 60 days prior to the required initial pre-submission 
meeting, the petitioner shall deliver to the Board of Directors of the Community 
Association (The "Village Board") of said Village Center and the Department of Planning 
and Zoning a Notice of Intent to Develop.  

b.  Village Center Community Plan—Within the ensuing 60 day period from the Notice of 
Intent to Develop, the Village Board may create or update a Village Center Community 
Plan, as follows:  

(1)  A Village Center Community Plan may include but is not limited to:  

(a)  The boundaries of the Village Center;  

(b)  Planning and design concepts;  

(c)  Minima, maxima, precise values, and specific requirements concerning, but 
not limited to, Village Center Amenity Areas, building heights, bulk 
requirements, parking, density, and permitted uses;  

(d)  Whether the Village Board has architectural review as designated in the 
village covenants; and  



(e)  Identification of any historical or signature aspects of the Village Center.  

(2)  The Village Board may request assistance from Howard County Government.  

(3)  A Village Center Community Plan may be submitted to the Department of 
Planning and Zoning and, if submitted, is available to the public in accordance with 
the Maryland Public Information Act.  

c.  Village Center Concept Planning Workshop—At least one week after the Notice of Intent 
to Develop and at least 30 days before the first pre-submission community meeting, the 
petitioner shall initiate and participate in a Village Center Concept Planning Workshop, 
as follows:  

(1)  The workshop will be held in accordance with the procedural and notice provisions 
of Howard County Code Section 16.128; and  

(2)  The purpose of the Village Center Concept Planning Workshop is to facilitate a 
collaborative planning discussion which may include but not limited to the 
following:  

(a)  Village Center boundaries;  

(b)  Any community redevelopment visions or existing Village Center Community 
Plans;  

(c)  Planning and design concepts; and  

(d)  Appropriate uses.  

d.  The results of the workshop should be used by the petitioner to create the Concept Plan 
and by the Village Board to create or update its Village Center Community Plan.  

e.  Nothing in this section shall be interpreted to preclude a Village Board from adopting a 
Village Center Community Plan prior to the filing of a Notice of Intent to Develop.  

3.  Pre-submission community meetings and requests for Community Response Statements:  

a.  Prior to petitioning to amend the Preliminary Development Plan, the petitioner is 
required to hold a pre-submission community meeting in accordance with Howard 
County Code Section 16.128. In addition to the written notice requirements of Howard 
County Section 16.128(c), the petitioner shall also notify in writing:  

(1)  All property owners identified in the records of the State Department of 
Assessments and Taxation of properties within the geographic boundaries of the 
Village Center as proposed by the petitioner; and  

(2)  The Board of Directors of the Community Association (The "Village Board") of all 
Village Centers.  

Although Section 16.205 ordinarily requires only one pre-submission community 
meeting, a petitioner for a Major Village Center Redevelopment proposal is required to 
hold a minimum of two such meetings, the second of which shall be held at least 30 
days after the initial meeting, allowing the petitioner to address any concerns or 
suggestions expressed at the initial meeting.  

Subsequent to the first pre-submission community meeting and prior to filing the 
petition, the petitioner shall present the Concept Plan and Proposed Design 
Guidelines to the Design Advisory Panel for evaluation in accordance with the 
procedures established in Section 16.1500 of the Howard County Code. The 
Design Advisory Panel recommendations shall be forwarded to the Planning 
Board and the Zoning Board for their consideration of the Major Village Center 
Redevelopment.  



b.  Within two days after its acceptance of a petition for a Major Village Center 
Redevelopment, the Department of Planning and Zoning shall send a notice to the 
Village Board of the village in which the Village Center petitioning for redevelopment is 
located. The notice shall request that the Village Board submit a Community Response 
Statement outlining its comments on the redevelopment proposal. The notice shall 
direct the Village Board to:  

(1)  Provide its responses to the Section 125.0.J.4.a. (8) criteria;  

(2)  Address its comments in terms of any other specific approval criteria the Village 
Board recommends be considered by the Zoning Board in its decision on the Major 
Village Center Redevelopment; and  

(3)  Provide a response regarding:  

(a)  The boundary of the Village Center proposed by the petitioner;  

(b)  Planning and Design Concepts, including but not limited to how it fits into the 
surrounding area;  

(c)  Whether the petition is in harmony with a Village Center Community Plan, if 
one exists;  

(d)  Minima, maxima, precise values, and/or specific requirements concerning, 
but not limited to, Village Center Amenity Areas, building heights, bulk 
requirements, parking, density, and/or permitted uses; and  

(e)  Whether the Village Board has architectural review as designated in the 
village covenants.  

c.  If the Community Response Statement is submitted to the Department of Planning and 
Zoning within 45 days after the date of the notice, the Community Response Statement 
shall be considered by the Department as the Technical Staff Report is being prepared. 
A submitted Community Response Statement becomes part of the public record for the 
Major Village Center Redevelopment case, and will be forwarded to the Planning Board 
prior to its initial meeting on the Zoning Board case.  

4.  Petition Information  

a.  The petition for amendment of the Preliminary Development Plan shall be to the Zoning 
Board and shall contain the following information:  

(1)  The information set forth in Howard County Zoning Regulations Sections 
125.0.B.1.a, b and c and 125.0.B.2.  

(2)  A general description of the geographic boundaries, as proposed by the petitioner, 
of the Village Center which is the subject matter of the petition.  

(3)  A copy of any covenants and/or deed restrictions of record.  

(4)  A description of the Village Center including, the names of all property owners 
within the Village Center, the existing buildings and uses within the Village Center, 
and the proposed buildings and uses.  

(5)  A concept plan that sets forth an informative, conceptual and schematic 
representation of the proposed redevelopment in a simple, clear and legible 
manner that provides information including, but not limited to the general site 
layout, proposed building types and uses, proposed number of dwelling units, 
square footage for non-residential projects, parking and traffic, pedestrian/bicycle 
circulation, proposed Village Center Amenity Area(s), exterior lighting and public 
transportation opportunities, general location and size of signage, landscape 
concept, any significant changes to topography and surface drainage, and the 
general location of natural features. In addition, the concept plan shall also comply 



with the plan information requirements specified in Section 100.0.G.2.a of the 
Zoning Regulations.  

(6)  Proposed design guidelines which will be imposed upon the Major Village Center 
redevelopment and Village Center;  

(7)  Comment on whether the proposed redevelopment is in harmony with the Village 
Center Community Plan; and  

(8)  A justification statement which identifies the impacts of the proposed Major Village 
Center Redevelopment on the nature and purpose of the Village Center and its 
relation to the surrounding community. The justification statement shall 
demonstrate how the Village Center Redevelopment meets the following criteria:  

(a)  The Village Center Redevelopment will foster orderly growth and promote 
the purposes of the Village Center in accordance with the planned character 
of the NT District;  

(b)  The amount of commercial business floor area contained in the Village 
Center Redevelopment is appropriate to provide retail and commercial 
service to the village as a location for convenient, diverse commercial 
business uses which serve the local neighborhoods of the village and 
surrounding local community;  

(c)  The Village Center Redevelopment will foster the purpose of a Village Center 
as a community focal point providing good opportunities for community 
interaction and communication;  

(d)  The location and the relative proportions of the permitted uses for commercial 
businesses, dwellings, and open space uses, and the project design will 
enhance the existing development surrounding the Village Center 
Redevelopment;  

(e)  The Village Center Redevelopment provides accessible useable landscaped 
areas such as courtyards, plazas or squares;  

(f)  The Village Center Redevelopment is compliant with all applicable 
environmental policies and requirements, and provides new environmental 
improvements to the redevelopment area through the use of methods such 
as, but not limited to, green building standards, water conservation, natural 
drainage systems, the planting of native vegetation, the removal of existing 
invasive plants, the improvement of stormwater deficiencies, and following 
low impact development practices;  

(g)  The Village Center Redevelopment fosters pedestrian and bicycle access;  

(h)  Public transit opportunities are appropriately incorporated into the Village 
Center Redevelopment;  

(i)  The Village Center Redevelopment is compatible with the surrounding 
community; and  

(j)  The Village Center will continue to meet the definition of a New Town Village 
Center.  

5.  Zoning Board Action  

a.  In its evaluation of the proposed Major Village Center Redevelopment, the Zoning Board 
shall make findings on the following:  

(1)  Whether the petition complies with the applicable general guides and standards 
set forth in Howard County Zoning Regulations Section 125.0.B.3;  



(2)  Whether the proposed Major Village Center Redevelopment complies with the 
specific definition for a New Town Village Center;  

(3)  Whether the petition complies with the Major Village Center Redevelopment 
criteria in Section 125.0.J.4.a.(8); and  

(4)  Regardless of the Zoning Board's findings on Subsections 5.a. (1) through (3) 
above, whether the petitioner's property is within the appropriate boundaries of the 
New Town Village Center.  

b.  Regardless of whether the Zoning Board conditionally approves or denies the petition, 
it shall make a decision on the Village Center boundaries.  

c.  The petition shall be granted only if the Zoning Board finds that the petition complies 
with these Regulations and that the amendment to the Preliminary Development Plan 
shall be permitted at the proposed site.  

d.  If the Zoning Board approves the petition, the Decision and Order of the Zoning Board 
shall:  

(1)  Approve design guidelines for the village center;  

(2)  Approve a concept plan;  

(3)  Establish minima, maxima, precise values and specific requirements concerning, 
but not limited to, Village Center Amenity Areas, building heights, bulk 
requirements, parking, density and permitted uses; and  

(4)  Establish the Village Center boundaries  

e.  In the Decision and Order, the Zoning Board may make any amendments or 
modifications to the proposed boundaries of the Village Center, the proposed design 
guidelines and the proposed concept plan and may establish any other criteria which it 
deems to be appropriate. All later approvals and decisions for the properties included 
in the concept plan are bound by and must be consistent with the Decision and Order 
of the Zoning Board.  

f.  If the petition is granted, reproducible copies of all approved plans, and copies of all 
approved supporting documents such as any development guidelines and standards 
and the design guidelines, shall be certified as approved by the Zoning Board and 
verified copies of the same shall be forwarded to the Department of Planning and 
Zoning, the Village Board, and the petitioner. All parties notified pursuant to Section 
125.0.J.2, and any other property owner within the boundaries decided by the Zoning 
Board, shall be provided with notice of the Zoning Board's Decision.  

g.  If the Zoning Board denies the petition, it may make a decision on the Village Center 
boundaries.  

6.  If the amendment to the Preliminary Development Plan is approved by the Zoning Board, 
then the petitioner is authorized to submit the amendments to the Comprehensive Sketch 
Plan and Final Development Plan in accordance with Howard County Zoning Regulations 
Section 125.0.C & D.  

7.  If the Comprehensive Sketch Plan and Final Development Plan are approved in accordance 
with Howard County Zoning Regulations Section 125.0.J.5, then the Petitioner is authorized 
to submit a Site Development Plan in accordance with the Howard County Zoning 
Regulations Section 125.0.G.  

8.  Additional Planning Board Review Criteria for Major Village Center Redevelopments  

In addition to the established criteria used by the Planning Board in its evaluation and 
approval of Comprehensive Sketch Plans, Final Development Plans, and Site 
Development Plans, for Major Village Center Redevelopment proposals the Planning 
Board shall make findings on whether the Comprehensive Sketch Plan, Final Development 



Plan, and Site Development Plan is in conformance with all the findings and conclusions of 
the Zoning Board Decision and Order for the Major Village Center Redevelopment.  

K.  Village Center Redevelopment, Minor  
1.  For a Minor Village Center Redevelopment, if the Village Center boundaries have not been 

established by the Zoning Board in a Major Village Center Redevelopment or by the County 
Council in a General Plan Amendment, then the property owner may develop using the 
provisions of Subsection C, D or E, as appropriate, of this section.  

2.  For a Minor Village Center Redevelopment, if the Village Center boundaries have been 
established by the Zoning Board or the County Council, then a village center property owner 
shall comply with Section 125.0.K.2.c, d or e. If Planning Board approval is required, then 
the petitioner shall also comply with the following provisions:  

a.  The petitioner is required to hold a pre-submission community meeting in accordance 
with Howard County Code Section 16.128. In addition to the written notice requirements 
of Howard County Section 16.128(c), the petitioner shall also notify in writing:  

(1)  All property owners identified in the records of the State Department of 
Assessments and Taxation of properties within the geographic boundaries of the 
Village Center as previously established; and  

(2)  The Board of Directors of the Community Association (The "Village Board") of all 
Village Centers.  

b.  Subsequent to the pre-submission community meeting and prior to filing the petition, 
the Petitioner shall present the concept plan and the design guidelines to the Design 
Advisory Panel for evaluation in accordance with the procedures established in Section 
16.1500 of the Howard County Code. The Design Advisory Panel recommendations 
shall be forwarded to the Planning Board for their consideration of the Minor Village 
Center Redevelopment.  

c.  Within two days after its acceptance of a petition for a Minor Village Center 
Redevelopment, the Department of Planning and Zoning shall send a notice to the 
Village Board of the village in which the Village Center petitioning for redevelopment is 
located. The notice shall request that the Village Board submit a Community Response 
Statement outlining its comments on the redevelopment proposal. The notice shall 
direct the Village Board to:  

(1)  Provide its responses to the Section 125.0.J.4.a.(8) criteria;  

(2)  Address its comments in terms of any other specific approval criteria the Village 
Board recommends be considered by the Planning Board in its Decision on the 
Minor Village Center Redevelopment; and  

(3)  Provide a response regarding:  

(a)  Planning and design concepts, including but not limited to how it fits into the 
surrounding area;  

(b)  Whether the petition is in harmony with a Village Center Community Plan, if 
one exists;  

(c)  Minima, maxima, precise values, and specific requirements concerning, but 
not limited to, Village Center Amenity Areas, building heights, bulk 
requirements, parking, density, and permitted uses; and  

(d)  Whether the Village Board has architectural review as designated in the 
village covenants.  

d.  If the Community Response Statement is submitted to the Department of Planning and 
Zoning within 45 days after the date of the notice, the Community Response Statement 



shall be considered by the Department as the Technical Staff Report is being prepared. 
A submitted Community Response Statement becomes part of the public record for the 
Minor Village Center Redevelopment case, and will be forwarded to the Planning Board 
prior to its initial meeting or hearing on the case.  

e.  Procedures and Approval Criteria  

A request for an amendment to an approved Comprehensive Sketch Plan or an 
approved Final Development Plan for a Minor Village Center Redevelopment shall be 
reviewed in accordance with the Section 125.0.C requirements, except that the criteria 
to be used in the Planning Board evaluation shall be the same as those in Section 
125.0.J.4.a. (8), (a) through (j) that are not related to residential uses.  
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This chapter celebrates the rich and varied character of H
ow

ard County’s built and natural environs. It 
recognizes that the County is com

prised of a variety of distinct areas, each w
ith an individual style and feeling, 

and attem
pts to reinforce each area’s character w

hile providing a shared sense of place overall. In the East, 
these distinct areas range from

 the planned com
m

unity of Colum
bia—

including the recent redevelopm
ent of 

D
ow

ntow
n Colum

bia—
to historic districts and established suburban neighborhoods. In the W

est, areas range 
from

 farm
s to large-lot suburban residential areas and rural crossroads. Recom

m
endations aim

 to preserve 
and prom

ote character in future and existing developm
ents, and adopt context-sensitive design standards for 

varying scales of developm
ent. Finally, historic resource preservation is em

phasized as an im
portant contributor 

of com
m

unity character and tradition. As a supplem
ent to the design-related policies in this chapter, Technical 

Appendix C presents illustrative concepts for three focus areas: N
ew

 Tow
n Colum

bia, Gatew
ay, and Rural 

Crossroads.

H
ow

ard County continues to evolve to m
eet the grow

th it has experienced.  Stakeholders throughout the H
oCo 

By D
esign planning process expressed a clear desire to establish m

ore robust guidelines to better describe the 
character of existing com

m
unities and serve as a reference for future developm

ent. The com
m

unity defines 
its character through both the built and natural environs. These existing patterns should inform

 land use 
regulation updates, w

hich w
ill im

plem
ent recom

m
endations in the Plan and em

phasize the continuity of 
existing neighborhoods.  These updates w

ill be used to shape infill and redevelopm
ents as they are proposed 

over the com
ing decades.
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N

ew
 Tow

n Colum
bia stands out as a carefully planned com

m
unity initiated by a single developer w

ith a vision to 
be carried out over tim

e. In 1967, Colum
bia’s founder, Jam

es Rouse, set out to design and build a city. A conscious, 
planned approach, this novel endeavor resulted in one of the m

ost talked about N
ew

 Tow
ns of m

id-20th century 
Am

erica, an inspiration for planned com
m

unities across the country. Rouse envisioned the planned com
m

unity of 
Colum

bia as a socially responsible, environm
entally friendly, and financially successful place in w

hich people of all 
ages, incom

es, and backgrounds could grow
 as individuals, neighbors, and citizens. Today, Colum

bia is a thriving 
unincorporated city w

ith over 100,000 residents living in ten villages, each containing m
ultiple neighborhoods. 

H
is strategic vision for w

hat w
as to be a new

 kind of com
m

unity that he applied to the developm
ent of N

ew
 Tow

n 
Colum

bia included the follow
ing objectives:

1. Provide a real, com
prehensive, balanced city.

2. Respect the land and allow
 the land to im

pose itself as a discipline on the form
 of the com

m
unity.

3. Provide the best possible environm
ent for the grow

th of people.
4. Realize a profit.

Colum
bia includes ten villages, each containing m

ultiple neighborhood clusters organized around a village 
center. The ten villages are organized around Tow

n Center, w
hich includes D

ow
ntow

n Colum
bia. As “Respect for 

the Land” w
as one of the four form

ative goals for Colum
bia, clustered developm

ent patterns and the curvilinear 
road netw

ork are inform
ed by the open space system

, w
hich is defined by the natural drainage patterns. The 

open spaces and roads, therefore, serve a dual role in both connecting and separating the distinct com
ponents 

of Colum
bia. Because it follow

s natural drainage patterns, m
uch of the open space netw

ork has historically been 
located behind structures.

M
ost of Colum

bia’s village centers are inw
ard-oriented and located on neighborhood-serving roads. As Tow

n 
Center and the village centers m

ature and, in som
e cases, redevelop, developm

ent patterns are follow
ing m

ore 
recent trends that increase the visibility of retail uses and em

phasize w
alkability. O

ther distinct characteristics 
of Colum

bia include the em
phasis on landscape; the incorporation of lakes in Tow

n Center and several villages, 
and the retention of historic features, such as form

er m
anor hom

es, barns, and hedgerow
s. D

espite having an 
extensive pathw

ay and sidew
alk netw

ork, Colum
bia is generally auto-oriented. It is trending, how

ever, tow
ard 

redevelopm
ent and has begun to incorporate infrastructure im

provem
ents that enhance bicycle accom

m
odations 

and w
alkability.

D
o

W
n

to
W

n c
o

lum
bia

In 2010, How
ard County adopted the Dow

ntow
n Colum

bia Plan follow
ing five years of debate, discussion, and 

dialogue w
ith a w

ide array of stakeholders. The plan’s goal is to revitalize dow
ntow

n, creating a diverse, 
m

ixed-use, physically distinctive, and hum
an-scaled place w

ith a rich variety of housing choices, business 
opportunities, and recreational, civic, cultural, and educational am

enities. The plan’s im
plem

entation is 
w

ell underw
ay, w

ith m
any investm

ents com
pleted or in process to realize this vision.

m
a

jo
R p

R
o

v
isio

n
s o

f n
eW

 t
o

W
n z

o
n

in
g

In 2014, Colum
bia Association’s planning staff (the late Jane D

em
bner) prepared a N

ew
 Tow

n Zoning 
Briefing Paper for the Colum

bia Association Board of D
irectors. This briefing paper noted that N

ew
 Tow

n 
zoning regulations w

ere adopted in 1965 and rem
ained relatively unchanged until 2009 and 2010, w

hen 
changes w

ere m
ade to address village center redevelopm

ent and D
ow

ntow
n Colum

bia revitalization. 
The briefing paper listed the follow

ing as m
ajor provisions of N

ew
 Tow

n zoning regulations:

• 
D

istrict size: a N
ew

 Tow
n zoning district m

ust contain at least 2,500 contiguous acres. (Colum
bia is 

the County’s only N
ew

 Tow
n district and com

prises 14,272 acres.)

• 
Flexibility in land use: N

ew
 Tow

n perm
its all uses allow

ed in other county zoning districts except 
heavy m

anufacturing and m
obile hom

es.

• 
O

pen space preservation: N
ew

 Tow
n zoning requires that 36 percent of the lands zoned N

ew
 Tow

n 
be for open space uses. This requirem

ent, com
bined w

ith the design of Colum
bia, has resulted in 

a distinctive tight w
eave of Colum

bia’s open space areas, residential neighborhoods, and clustered 
housing sites. Colum

bia’s open space is a defining and distinguishing feature of Colum
bia. 

• 
O

verall housing density: O
verall density (gross density) m

ay not exceed 2.5 dw
elling units per acre 

of N
ew

 Tow
n zoned land. The m

axim
um

 num
ber of dw

ellings perm
itted by the D

ow
ntow

n Colum
bia 

redevelopm
ent process is in addition to this density lim

it.

• 
M

ixed-use requirem
ents: N

ew
 Tow

n requires a m
ix of various land uses, w

ith m
inim

um
 and m

axim
um

 
percentages and allow

s flexibility in the geographic placem
ent of those uses.

The General Plan does not propose to change these provisions. N
ew

 Tow
n em

bodies m
uch of H

oCo 
By D

esign’s intended goals: w
alkability, diverse housing options, and equitable access to open space. 

Continuity of neighborhoods is critical to the feel and success of N
ew

 Tow
n.
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Recognizing the special nature of Colum
bia, the H

oCo By D
esign project team

 hosted discussions about general 
design principles in Colum

bia over the course of three different events. In M
ay 2021, the team

 hosted tw
o virtual 

m
eetings to discuss general design principles and how

 they contribute to Colum
bia’s overall com

m
unity character 

and sense of place. Through interactive polling, m
eeting attendees helped identify and prioritize aspects of 

com
m

unity character to preserve, enhance, transform
, or strengthen. At an in-person open house in July 2021, 

residents had a chance to view
 concepts that em

erged from
 feedback at the M

ay m
eetings and speak directly w

ith 
the design team

. 

These concepts applied to village centers, com
m

ercial corridors, and em
ploym

ent centers. Follow
ing the in-person 

open house, the public w
as invited to share feedback on the illustrated concepts through a survey. In Septem

ber 
2021, the H

oCo By D
esign team

 hosted a D
raft Plan W

orkshop Series. As part of this series, the team
 presented 

m
ore detailed draw

ings that highlighted the application of specific design concepts in Colum
bia. A selection of 

these draw
ings is provided below. The full set of draw

ings are included in H
oCo By D

esign’s Technical Appendix C: 
Focus Areas.
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D
evelopm

ent standards can and should encourage high-quality future developm
ent. These standards should 

clearly articulate the com
m

unity’s desired vision for an area targeted for developm
ent or redevelopm

ent to help 
the County obtain the type and quality of developm

ent it seeks. N
ew

 developm
ents, redevelopm

ents, and infill 
developm

ents should use best practice placem
aking and urban design principles to achieve high-quality built 

environm
ents, preserve and incorporate natural features, and establish transitions betw

een the built and natural 
realm

s. Key design elem
ents could include the use of building articulation, building placem

ent and site planning 
principles, building design transitions across landscapes, landscape design, plantings, storm

w
ater m

anagem
ent, 

and open spaces.

The County’s existing ordinances regulate a largely-suburban built environm
ent but could be enhanced to further 

protect the built and natural character of the County and to prom
ote m

ore w
alkable, high-quality developm

ent, 
w

here appropriate. The County’s Zoning Regulations, Subdivision and Land D
evelopm

ent Regulations, and 
design m

anuals w
ill need to be review

ed and rew
ritten to support the vision and policies presented in the 

General Plan—
especially provisions related to context-sensitive new

 construction in existing neighborhoods, and 
w

alkable, m
ixed-use developm

ent in new
 activity centers.  

Conventional zoning m
ay still be appropriate for existing single-fam

ily residential neighborhoods and strip 
com

m
ercial centers. H

ow
ever, the adoption of an ordinance or guiding docum

ent that incorporates m
ore 

character-based (or form
-based) elem

ents w
ill assist in achieving high-quality developm

ent that is in keeping 
w

ith the character of H
ow

ard County and the desires of the com
m

unity. 

In contrast w
ith conventional zoning that em

phasizes separating uses, a character-based (or form
-based) code 

uses character, or the look and feel of a place, as the prim
ary organizing principle for new

 developm
ent. H

ybrid 
codes m

ay also com
bine conventional zoning w

ith character-based elem
ents.  

According to the D
evelopm

ent Regulations Assessm
ent, there could be opportunities to revise the historic district 

zones in the County. Currently, the Zoning Regulations describe the requirem
ents and restrictions applicable to 

historic districts instead of generally addressing the allow
able land uses or developm

ent standards. Frequently, 
in zoning regulations, historic districts are identified w

ith an overlay zone or as a character-based district that 
m

ore clearly defines the boundaries and helps dem
onstrate how

 historic preservation regulations interact w
ith 

underlying zoning and subdivision regulations. O
verlay zones w

ith a clearly defined base zoning district can 
help provide predictability of perm

itted uses w
ithin a historic district, encourage developm

ent patterns that are 
consistent w

ith the historic character, and create opportunities to establish future districts that m
ay benefit from

 
such designation criteria.      
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Character-based code elem
ents em

phasize context of developm
ent and m

ay apply to a designated 
area or m

ore generally w
ithin the overall land use regulations and zoning codes. They could be used to 

regulate a num
ber of factors, including building height and placem

ent, parking locations, street frontage, 
sidew

alks, planting areas, drainage, density, and the street itself.  This inform
ation is conveyed w

ith specific 
instructions and often includes easy-to-understand diagram

s or other graphic illustrations. 

W
hile character-based concepts can be applied anyw

here, they are m
ost successful in: areas that have 

a m
ix of uses, historic com

m
unities, and Rural Crossroad areas. A character-based approach to land use 

regulation in H
ow

ard County m
ay yield m

ore w
alkable, com

pact, and diverse, m
ixed-use environm

ents.  

Character-based code elem
ents are used to achieve the follow

ing:  

1. 
Create neighborhoods w

here developm
ent is appropriately scaled to surrounding land uses and the 

public realm
.

2. 
Encourage active transportation (e.g. w

alking, biking, etc.). 
3. 

Foster social cohesion. 

Colum
bia’s original m

aster plan contained a focus on open space in proportion to other land uses that has been 
preserved over the decades and results in a w

ooded suburban com
m

unity. The architectural character, although 
representing an earlier era, is also part of the com

m
unity’s signature feel. O

ne of Colum
bia’s founding principles 

w
as to provide a full-spectrum

 of housing that still exists today and provides the m
ajority of affordable housing 

options in the County. O
lder parts of Colum

bia have som
e of the County’s highest proportion

of m
ulti-fam

ily units and m
ore affordable older single-fam

ily hom
es and tow

nhouses. This relationship should be
acknow

ledged and considered w
hen determ

ining locations for new
 affordable housing.

The N
ew

 Tow
n Zoning D

istrict represents m
ore than 14,000 acres and 28,000 parcels in Colum

bia. Created as a 
planned com

m
unity by a visionary developer over 50 years ago, it is today frequently cited as one of the best 

places to live in the country. Colum
bia has a unique sense of place that its residents w

ant to preserve, enhance, 
and strengthen. As a com

plem
ent to character-based or hybrid zoning, pattern books or design guidelines and 

m
anuals can serve as a fram

ew
ork for preferred architectural patterns, styles, and details in the com

m
unity. They 

can provide guidelines and standards for building types, building com
position and m

assing, building m
aterials, 

roof types and details, w
indow

s, doors, porches, and other architectural elem
ents. They can also include standards 

for landscaping, lighting, fences, w
alls, signage, and other outdoor elem

ents. The scope is typically lim
ited to 

specific districts, neighborhoods, or activity centers in the com
m

unity. W
hile pure form

-based codes can be 
challenging to develop, form

-based elem
ents can be used to support m

ore traditional zoning regulations using 
hybrid approaches to further achieve desired character outcom

es.

The H
oCo By D

esign Character Areas technical appendix provides additional design-related guidance for future 
code updates. 

The regulatory fram
ew

ork of N
ew

 Tow
n zoning establishes m

inim
um

 and m
axim

um
 proportions of open space, 

residential, com
m

ercial, industrial, and other land uses in addition to an overall density cap. Past General Plans
evaluated and recom

m
ended updates to this fram

ew
ork resulting in the 2009 Village Center Revitalization zoning 

process update and the 2010 D
ow

ntow
n Colum

bia M
aster Plan w

hich added residential units above this cap and 
established different land use percentages for D

ow
ntow

n. The N
ew

 Tow
n D

istrict is com
prised of 268 approved 

Final D
evelopm

ent Plans (FD
Ps) that enum

erate parcel-specific regulations and cross-reference use and bulk 
provisions of non-N

ew
 Tow

n zoning districts. The FD
P structure w

as designed to provide significant flexibility to 
the m

aster developer and m
ajority land ow

ner of this planned com
m

unity as it w
as developing. This regulatory 

structure and associated processes could be evaluated to ensure m
ore efficient adm

inistration of the N
ew

 Tow
n 

Zone. 

A review
 of the N

ew
 Tow

n Zoning D
istrict and its character-defining elem

ents by a task force w
ould provide an 

opportunity to ensure that the regulatory structure is calibrated to successfully carry forw
ard N

ew
 Tow

n zoning.
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The D
esign Advisory Panel (DAP) is a seven-m

em
ber panel of professionals, including architects, 

landscape architects, planners, urban designers, and civil engineers, w
ho provide recom

m
endations 

regarding proposed plans for developm
ent or redevelopm

ent that are subject to DAP review.

Created by the H
ow

ard County Council in 2009, the purpose of the DAP is to encourage excellence in 
site design and architecture, prom

ote design com
patibility w

ith surrounding developm
ent, prom

ote 
revitalization, and enhance property values. 

The DAP provides design advice on proposed subdivisions and site developm
ent plans w

hen they are 
subject to the Route 1 M

anual, Route 40 D
esign M

anual, N
ew

 Tow
n Village Center D

esign Guidelines, 
D

ow
ntow

n-w
ide D

esign Guidelines or D
ow

ntow
n N

eighborhood D
esign Guidelines, Clarksville Pike 

Streetscape Plan and D
esign Guidelines, com

patibility criteria for conditional use applications, or 
design guidelines consistent w

ith the requirem
ents of the County’s adopted Zoning Regulations.

The DAP also provides guidance regarding the follow
ing:

1. 
The design for buildings, vehicular circulation and access, pedestrian access and linkages, parking, 
loading, dum

psters, external m
echanical units, existing trees, landscaping, hardscape, conceptual 

designs for graphic elem
ents, and w

alls and fences.
2. 

Building scale and m
assing in relation to and com

patible w
ith the surrounding area and w

ith 
significant and contextual adjacencies, and appropriate responses to existing site conditions, 
grading, and storm

w
ater m

anagem
ent. 

3. 
Building architectural style, m

aterials, entrances, w
indow

s, roof design, and colors. 
4. 

O
pen space on the site including pathw

ays, public spaces, street furniture, am
enity areas, and 

sim
ilar features. 

5. 
The design of exterior lighting devices and potential disturbances to the public and adjacent 
properties.

6. 
Principles of sustainability and green design.

Prioritize character and design in future developm
ent, recognizing variations in H

ow
ard County’s unique areas.  

Im
plem

enting A
ctions

Q
B

D
-1 Policy Statem

ent  

1. 
Identify areas to investigate character-based zoning concepts and consider the use of pattern books, 
design guidelines and m

anuals, or a hybrid approach to establish an intended character and design 
elem

ents for different character areas in H
ow

ard County. 
2. 

Evaluate the existing historic district zones and consider replacing them
 w

ith new
 historic zoning 

district overlays or form
-based districts.

3. 
Review

 the current D
esign Advisory Panel (DAP) review

 areas and approved guidelines for updates. 
Consider w

hether the role of the DAP should be expanded to other areas w
ithin H

ow
ard County.

4. 
Create a taskforce that is appointed by County Council and the County Executive to evaluate and m

ake  
recom

m
endations on how

 to carry forw
ard N

ew
 Tow

n’s planned com
m

unity fram
ew

ork.

Regional exam
ples of how

 character and design can be prioritized in new
 developm

ent.
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H
oCo By D

esign uses the term
 “character areas” to describe unique and discernible areas of the com

m
unity 

depicted on the Future Land Use M
ap (FLUM

) in the Grow
th and Conservation Fram

ew
ork chapter. The categories 

describe im
portant elem

ents that w
ork together to instill a sense of place (or visitor experience) for residents, 

custom
ers, or em

ployees in the character area. A character-based planning approach prioritizes site design, 
public realm

, building form
 and m

assing, and architecture over general land use and density. 

Included in this appendix are detailed descriptions of the character areas and their typical street and block 
patterns, open space and natural resources, lot size and building placem

ent, building types and m
assing, and 

transportation considerations.  W
hile the densities and building heights described for each character area represent 

intentions for contiguous properties in an area, there m
ay be individual buildings that are larger or sm

aller than 
these ranges for a specific parcel. The County’s Zoning Regulations and Subdivision and Land D

evelopm
ent 

Regulations w
ill provide m

ore specific rules and standards. These w
ill include provisions for perm

itted land uses, 
densities, block sizes, setbacks, parking, and landscaping using H

oCo By D
esign’s general character area guidance 

and recom
m

endations.

Som
e character areas share com

m
onalities and have cross-cutting land uses. Environm

ental and agricultural land 
preservation easem

ents can be found across m
ultiple character areas to preserve farm

land and natural resources 
throughout the County. Areas under a preservation easem

ent are depicted on the FLUM
 in the Grow

th and 
Conservation Fram

ew
ork chapter of H

oCo By D
esign.
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Building Types and M
assing

Buildings are generally one to five stories tall. Building footprints w
ill vary from

 sm
all to large depending on 

the use. Energy efficient technologies, such as solar panels or green roofs, are encouraged on new
 or im

proved 
buildings.

Transportation Considerations

Streets in existing Suburban Com
m

ercial areas are generally auto-oriented w
ithout dedicated infrastructure for 

pedestrians or bicycles internal to the site. N
ew

 or redeveloped areas m
ust accom

m
odate safe and efficient 

pedestrian or bicycle m
ovem

ents into and w
ithin the site using a “park-once” design concept for surface parking 

lots. Landscaped sidew
alks w

ith protective curbs and dedicated pathw
ays w

ith seating are encouraged.

c
h

a
r

a
c

ter a
r

ea: d
o

w
n

to
w

n c
o

lu
m

b
Ia

Land com
prising D

ow
ntow

n Colum
bia. The D

ow
ntow

n Colum
bia Plan, adopted in 2010, creates a 30-year m

aster 
plan for the revitalization and redevelopm

ent of D
ow

ntow
n Colum

bia. The D
ow

ntow
n Colum

bia Plan states 
“D

ow
ntow

n Colum
bia w

ill be a diverse, m
ixed-use, livable, physically distinctive and hum

an-scaled place w
ith a 

range of housing choices and recreational, civic, cultural and educational am
enities.” As part of the D

ow
ntow

n 
Colum

bia Plan, N
eighborhood D

esign Guidelines ensure a consistent and high level of design standard for 
D

ow
ntow

n Colum
bia. For m

ore inform
ation on the character of D

ow
ntow

n Colum
bia, refer to the D

ow
ntow

n 
Colum

bia Plan. 1

1
A copy of the D

ow
ntow

n Colum
bia Plan is available from

 the D
epartm

ent of Planning and Zoning.
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businesses and start-ups to share facilities and am
enities w

ith m
ore established businesses. Energy efficient 

technologies, such as solar panels or green roofs, are encouraged on new
 or im

proved buildings.  

Transportation Considerations

Transit Activity Centers are designed to prom
ote autom

obile alternatives, including transit, w
alking, and bicycling. 

All streets should be m
ulti-m

odal in design, allow
ing safe and efficient pedestrian or bicycle m

ovem
ents 

throughout the center using a park-once, bus-once, or train-once approach. Key destinations should be directly 
linked to the Transit Activity Center via easily navigated pedestrian and bicycle facilities. Streets should have 
seating areas, bike racks, and other facilities for pedestrians and cyclists. Landscaped sidew

alks w
ith protective 

curbs and dedicated pathw
ays w

ith seating are encouraged.

c
h

a
r

a
c

ter a
r

ea: v
Illa

g
e a

c
tIv

Ity c
en

ter

As defined in H
ow

ard County’s code, Village Centers are m
ixed-use developm

ents designed to be com
m

unity 
focal points and gathering places for their surrounding village neighborhoods. Enhanced or redeveloped Village 
Activity Centers offer the opportunity to serve broader econom

ic, civic, com
m

unity, entertainm
ent, and housing 

needs in the com
m

unity and to reposition them
selves in response to changing m

arket conditions and consum
er 

trends. The com
petitive position and conditions specific to each village center w

ill be considered w
hen determ

ining 
w

hether they are prim
e for redevelopm

ent or could be enhanced w
ith program

m
ing or other am

enities that
serve their surrounding com

m
unities. 

The design of Village Activity Centers should transition effectively betw
een residential and nonresidential uses. 

Active public spaces should be included betw
een buildings. Residential units or office space m

ay be found above 
storefronts. H

om
es in and surrounding the center of developm

ent m
ay offer several choices to live and experience 

the Village Activity Center. These housing types should include, but are not lim
ited to, m

issing m
iddle hom

es. 
Parking could be satisfied using on-street parking, structured parking, and shared rear-lot parking strategies. 
Sites should effectively m

inim
ize the im

pact of cut-through traffic on nearby neighborhood streets by orienting 
vehicle access and circulation aw

ay from
 adjacent neighborhoods. 

Village Activity Centers should m
axim

ize their connections to the Colum
bia open space netw

ork, including safe 
and convenient pedestrian and bicycle access to the centers from

 nearby neighborhoods. 

Transform
ation of these areas to support m

ixed-use developm
ent w

ill require deliberate planning and phasing 
to keep the areas viable during their period of change. Redevelopm

ent of Village Activity Centers should instill 
the principles from

 the original vision for Colum
bia, and the focus on Village Activity Centers to serve the needs 

of residents w
ithin, and surrounding, the centers.
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Street and Block Pattern

Redeveloped 
Village 

Activity 
Centers 

should 
incorporate a pattern of sm

all blocks and a 
hierarchy of w

alkable streets. Vehicle access and 
circulation should be oriented aw

ay from
 adjacent 

neighborhoods. Parking should be satisfied using 
on-street parking, structured parking, and shared 
rear-lot parking strategies located tow

ard the 
interior of blocks. Form

al and inform
al on-street 

parking 
should 

be 
provided 

throughout 
the 

activity center. 

O
pen Spaces and N

atural Resources

Grading 
of 

topography 
and 

clearing 
of 

vegetation m
ay be necessary to achieve the m

ix 
of uses desired. H

ow
ever, redeveloped Village 

Activity 
Centers 

m
ust 

protect 
steep 

slopes, 
floodplains, stream

s, and w
etlands, and m

eet 
forest conservation requirem

ents. Redeveloped 
centers should prom

ote opportunities to increase 
native tree canopy and replace law

ns w
ith native 

landscaping, including pollinator gardens and 
other 

w
ildlife 

habitats. 
Redevelopm

ent 
also 

provides an opportunity to im
prove storm

w
ater 

m
anagem

ent.  

O
pen space elem

ents in a redeveloped Village 
Activity Center m

ay include sm
all parks, m

ultiple gathering spaces, and com
m

unity gardens, along w
ith trails or 

greenw
ays that connect them

. Large, m
ature trees should be preserved to reinforce the overall vision and character 

of Colum
bia. Excess surface parking lots and other im

pervious surfaces are encouraged to be redeveloped as open 
space to the m

axim
um

 extent possible.  

Building Types and M
assing

Building types should m
ix uses horizontally and vertically, and should include residential, office, and com

m
ercial 

uses to support the needs of those w
ho live and w

ork in and around the Village Activity Center. Buildings should be 
of a scale and design com

patible w
ith nearby developm

ent. Residential units or office space m
ay be found above 

storefronts in the core of the developm
ent. Apartm

ents or condom
inium

s should be stacked over ground floor 
com

m
ercial. Village Activity Centers should provide a w

ide variety of housing choices including m
issing m

iddle 

housing types. Energy efficient technologies, such as solar panels or green roofs, are encouraged on new
 or 

im
proved buildings. 

Transportation Considerations

D
evelopm

ent should support all m
odes of transportation. The Village Activity Center should accom

m
odate 

safe and efficient pedestrian or bicycle m
ovem

ents internally and connect to adjacent neighborhoods. Streets 
should have seating areas, bike racks, and other facilities for pedestrians and cyclists. Landscaped sidew

alks w
ith 

protective curbs and dedicated pathw
ays w

ith seating are encouraged.
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In
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o
d

u
c

tIo
n

This appendix presents the results of several focus area studies conducted as part of the H
oCo By D

esign 
General Plan update. The concept plans, illustrations, and precedent im

ages presented in this appendix depict 
redevelopm

ent and infill approaches in different settings. Focus areas presented include N
ew

 Tow
n Colum

bia, 
Gatew

ay, and Rural Crossroads.

The illustrative design concepts are supplem
entary to the design-related policies presented in the Q

uality By 
D

esign chapter, as w
ell as the character area descriptions presented in the Grow

th and Conservation Fram
ew

ork 
chapter and the Character Areas technical appendix. The concepts illustrate hypothetical approaches and do not 
represent proposals for developm

ent.

Inform
ation presented in this appendix should inform

 different im
plem

entation activities that w
ill follow

 adoption 
of the General Plan, including, but not lim

ited to, forthcom
ing regulation updates, a m

aster plan for Gatew
ay, 

and/or new
 design guidelines and character-based or form

-based codes.

The D
esign Process

The design process for these focus areas varied; a brief sum
m

ary of the process used for each area follow
s.

Colum
bia: N

ew
 Tow

n and Gatew
ay

A series of design sessions for the N
ew

 Tow
n and Gatew

ay areas in Colum
bia w

ere held to study com
m

unity 
character and possible approaches to redevelopm

ent, should it occur. Each event built upon the previous effort 
to do the follow

ing: 1) identify design principles im
portant for different areas; 2) present draft illustrative design 

concepts for com
m

ents, based on prior com
m

unity feedback; and 3) present final illustrative design concepts.

Rural Crossroads
The H

oCo By D
esign consultant team

 created tw
o illustrative concepts to com

m
unicate potential design 

approaches for the Rural Crossroads character area. Public com
m

ents from
 a com

m
unity w

orkshop in the Rural 
W

est influenced som
e of the design principles depicted in the illustrations.
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A
pA

r
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en
t c
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plex r
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en
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str
A

tIv
e c

o
n

c
ept 

The concept illustrates how
 redevelopm

ent of an older apartm
ent com

plex could provide a variety 
of housing options organized around a m

eaningful public realm
 netw

ork that fosters a sense of 
com

m
unity.

D
esign and Planning Principles Illustrated in the Concept

1. Greater H
ousing O

ptions
a. Aging m

ulti-fam
ily housing is replaced w

ith a m
ix of housing types in the sam

e connected 
com

m
unity that includes m

any of the m
issing m

iddle typologies: duplexes, triplexes, 
quadplexes, and live-w

ork units.
2. D

esigned w
ith the Grade

a. To m
axim

ize open space, the natural grade is used to incorporate som
e parking underneath 

m
ulti-fam

ily structures.
b. Buildings are designed to fit the site’s grade.

3. M
ore M

eaningful O
pen Space

a. Preserve garden-style green space and large setback areas w
ith frontage to the road as an 

im
portant design feature of N

ew
 Tow

n.
b. Public frontage for the village green is highly visible and accessible.
c. Buildings front onto open space, providing “eyes on the park” and helping activate the space.
d. O

pen spaces accom
m

odate a m
ix of active and passive recreation.

4. Enhanced N
atural System

s and Energy Effi
ciency

a. N
atural open space corridors extend into the redevelopm

ent site.
b. Storm

w
ater m

anagem
ent serves as an aesthetic and educational feature of the site design.

c. Tree canopy is increased and new
 w

oodland plantings extend into the site to connect to the 
broader w

oodland system
.

d. Beneficial landscapes—
including m

eadow
s, lim

ited m
ow

 areas, and pollinator gardens—
prom

ote 
habitat diversity.

e. M
ow

ed law
ns are reserved for active open spaces and provide m

aintained edges to highlight 
that unique landscape typologies are intentional.

f.  Solar panels and energy efficient or green building design m
ay be used to reduce carbon footprints.

5. M
ulti-m

odal Connections
a.  N

ew
 street connections im

prove connectivity to destinations, including village centers.
b.  Pathw

ay netw
orks link natural and useable open spaces w

ith an internal w
alkable street netw

ork.
c.  Com

plete streets support m
ultiple m

odes of travel and provide bicycle am
enities in open spaces.

6. Sensitivity to Context and D
evelopm

ent Transitions
a.  Taller and larger buildings are located adjacent to areas w

ith sim
ilar heights or adjacent to w

oodlands.
b.  Building heights and m

assing transition are sensitive to adjacent neighborhoods.
E

xisting B
uilding O

n S
ite

N
ew

 B
uilding O

n S
ite

The concept plans and draw
ings in this appendix illustrate hypothetical 

approaches to redevelopm
ent and infill, and do not represent proposals 

for developm
ent.
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any 
possible approaches to redevelop an 
aging apartm

ent com
plex so that it 

includes a variety of m
issing m

iddle 
housing choices.

In this concept draw
ing, the existing 

m
ulti-unit stacked apartm

ents are 
razed and the site is reim

agined 
w

ith a variety of housing types 
m

ixed throughout the site. The site 
is oriented tow

ard a com
prehensive 

netw
ork of open space that features 

a large com
m

unity green as a focal 
point.

The existing internal street netw
ork 

is extended in m
ultiple directions to 

better connect portions of the site. 
The placem

ent of streets, blocks, 
and buildings takes advantage 
of changing grades prevalent in 
som

e areas of Colum
bia. To better 

transition betw
een existing and new

 
residential densities, taller buildings 
are placed aw

ay from
 existing single-

fam
ily neighborhoods at the edge 

of the new
 com

m
unity and shorter 

buildings are placed closer to existing 
neighborhoods.

The redevelopm
ent enhances 

environm
ental health by im

proving 
storm

w
ater m

anagem
ent, increasing 

native tree canopy, and creating 
diverse w

ildlife habitats. Renew
able 

energy and energy effi
cient buildings 

also provide environm
ental benefits.
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m

any possible concepts to develop a 
large, active com

m
unity green for a 

residential com
m

unity.

In this concept draw
ing, the green 

is large enough to host events for 
com

m
unity m

em
bers and m

ay 
include form

al and inform
al gathering 

areas. Residential buildings along 
the com

m
unity green help fram

e 
the space and provide “eyes on the 
street” during all periods of the day.
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p
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The concept illustrates how

 infill developm
ent could de-em

phasize the autom
obile, replace underutilized 

surface parking lots, and add useable open spaces that reinforce connections to adjacent neighborhoods 
and the region’s open space and pathw

ay netw
ork.

D
esign and Planning Principles Illustrated in the Concept

1. N
ew

 Land U
ses

a.  M
ixed-use buildings contain spaces for sm

aller form
at retail or service uses w

ith office or residential 
above.

b.  M
issing m

iddle housing is introduced.
c.  O

ffice w
orkers can w

alk to retail and services, reducing autom
obile trips.

d. Regardless of use, new
 buildings feature roof form

s and m
assing that transition to adjacent 

neighborhoods (such as pitched roofs w
ith asphalt shingles).

2. Infill D
evelopm

ent
a. N

ew
 buildings anchor intersections and com

plem
ent the parkw

ay landscape.
b. Infill buildings front public spaces and internal streets.
c. N

ew
 buildings and uses located near existing or potential transit/m

obility stops support a broader range 
of m

obility options.
d. Grade changes are used to provide access to m

ulti-level parking w
hile m

inim
izing its visual im

pact.
e. Building m

assing, height, and form
 is com

plem
entary to adjacent developm

ent.
3. Parkw

ay D
esign

a. Parkw
ays are enhanced through continued understated com

m
ercial centers.

b. Landscape and expanded tree canopy m
inim

ize visual im
pact of parking areas.

4.  Enhanced Public Realm
a. M

eaningful open spaces unite infill developm
ent w

ith existing uses.
b. Com

plete streets internal to the redevelopm
ent areas prom

ote w
alkability am

ong uses.
5.  Reinforced Connections

a. Clear connections are provided betw
een useable open spaces and the natural open space and pathw

ay 
system

s.
b. To prom

ote w
alkability, connections to nearby village centers, other activity centers, and neighborhoods 

are reinforced.

E
xisting B

uilding O
n S

ite

N
ew

 B
uilding O

n S
ite

6.  Enhanced N
atural System

s and Energy Effi
ciency

a. N
ative tree plantings and enhanced stream

 and w
etland buffers im

prove environm
ental site conditions 

and benefit the Green Infrastructure N
etw

ork corridor that runs to the south of the site.
b. Environm

ental site design practices along internal street netw
orks and throughout the site im

prove 
storm

w
ater m

anagem
ent.

c. Som
e areas of underutilized parking are replaced w

ith expanded green space and storm
w

ater m
anagem

ent.
d. Solar panels and energy efficient or green buildings m

ay be used to reduce carbon footprints.

The concept plans and draw
ings in this appendix illustrate hypothetical 

approaches to redevelopm
ent and infill, and do not represent proposals 

for developm
ent.
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m

any possible approaches to infill 
new

 buildings and open space on 
surface parking lots, w

ith sensitivity 
to existing neighborhoods across the 
street.

In this concept draw
ing, the large 

surface parking lot betw
een Broken 

Land Parkw
ay and the buildings 

at the W
oodm

ere O
ffi

ce Park is 
replaced w

ith a m
ix of residential 

and sm
all form

at retail and offi
ce 

uses. A parking deck is added to 
accom

m
odate parking needs. Sm

all 
public spaces are added in betw

een 
buildings.

Reim
agining the area respects the 

parkw
ay character (tree-lined streets) 

of Colum
bia w

ith larger setbacks from
 

the road. The building architecture 
used on the site com

plem
ents the 

height, m
aterial, and roof design 

of the buildings in the lakeside 
neighborhood across the street 
(bottom

 left portion of the draw
ing).
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The concept illustrates how
 a village center could be redeveloped w

ith a m
ix of uses w

hile strengthening 
connections to open space netw

orks and nearby neighborhoods.
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D
esign and Planning Principles Illustrated in the Concept

1. O
pen Space Brought to the Forefront
a.  A com

m
unity gathering place is created w

ith a visible public edge.
b.  Connections betw

een usable open spaces and the natural open space/pathw
ay netw

ork are im
proved.

c.  Storm
w

ater m
anagem

ent practices are integrated into the open space design and provide opportunities 
for interpretation and outdoor education.

d. Tree canopy is increased, and law
n is converted to native landscaping, including pollinator gardens.

2. Leveraged Am
enities

a. D
estination uses (restaurant, café, civic) are located w

here they can leverage the value of view
s to open 

space am
enities.

b. Active uses front open spaces to prom
ote “eyes on the park” and natural surveillance by the users and 

occupants of those uses.
3. D

estinations Created
a. The village center is established as a visible and m

eaningful destination along the open space and pathw
ay 

netw
ork and from

 nearby neighborhoods.
b.  M

ultiple destinations are located w
ithin the village center, including gathering places adjacent to interfaith 

centers, places for cultural expression and public art, and an activated public realm
 along internal street 

netw
orks.

c.  Infill developm
ent is designed w

ith sensitivity to context in term
s of building heights, form

, and m
assing. 

Building height and m
ass gradually transition to adjacent low

er-scale neighborhoods.
4.  Transportation Choices

a.  M
ulti-m

odal pathw
ay connections tie the village center into the broader transportation netw

ork.
b.  Com

plete streets accom
m

odate m
ultiple m

odes of transportation and green storm
w

ater infrastructure.
c.  Clear and intuitive connections to adjacent neighborhoods and open spaces are provided.

5.  Expanded Land U
ses

a.  To the extent possible, a grocery store presence is m
aintained or a new

 anchor is provided.
b.  Retail and service uses contribute to a vibrant public realm

.
c.  Residential uses support other uses, activate the open spaces, and provide housing options, including 

m
ulti-fam

ily, tow
nhouse, affordable/w

orkforce, and m
issing m

iddle housing (such as duplexes, triplexes, 
quadplexes, and live-w

ork units).

E
xisting B

uilding O
n S

ite

N
ew

 B
uilding O
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ite

The concept plans and draw
ings in this appendix illustrate hypothetical 

approaches to redevelopm
ent and infill, and do not represent proposals 

for developm
ent.
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The illustration highlights one 
of m

any possible concepts 
for creating m

ore active, 
w

alkable village centers in 
Colum

bia. In this concept 
draw

ing, the village center 
w

ould be redeveloped to focus 
on a com

m
unity green large 

enough to host events for the 
surrounding neighborhoods.

Destination-based uses 
are oriented tow

ard the 
com

m
unity green w

ith 
residential uses above 
storefronts and professional 
offi

ces. Building heights are 
sensitive to surrounding 
neighborhoods. O

pen space 
and trees are used to transition 
betw

een adjacent uses. 
The village center’s design, 
location, and surrounding 
infrastructure should prom

ote 
w

alking and biking.
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The concept illustrates how
 com

m
ercial developm

ent along corridors can be reim
agined to create activity centers 

that protect and im
prove the character of the corridor w

hile providing a m
eaningful place connected to nearby 

neighborhoods.
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D
esign and Planning Principles Illustrated in the Concept

1. Focal Point Established for the Activity Center
a.  A central gathering space serves as the focal point for the redevelopm

ent area.
b. As existing com

m
unity facilities and retail uses age, they are replaced w

ith new
 facilities that activate the 

gathering space and public realm
 associated w

ith the street netw
ork.

2. Expanded Land U
ses

a. Residential or office uses are located above new
 first floor retail and m

ay include m
issing m

iddle housing 
types.

3. W
alkable Public Realm
a. N

ew
 land uses front onto the street and activate an existing street netw

ork.
b. N

ew
 internal roads are com

plete streets that accom
m

odate m
ultiple m

odes and reinforce connections 
betw

een land uses.
4.  Local Transit and M

obility O
ptions

a. Site is designed to anticipate long-term
 transportation choices (such as local bus, bus rapid transit, 

autonom
ous vehicles, bicycle, w

alking, or other options).
b. Land uses include densities that support transit ridership.
c. D

ecom
m

issioned rail lines are converted into new
 cross-county greenw

ay connectors that provide off-
road connections to neighborhoods and nearby em

ploym
ent centers.

5.  Parkw
ay Character Enhanced

a.  Parkw
ay character is m

aintained w
ith street trees and vegetative landscape to screen parking areas, rear 

building facades, and service areas.
b. W

here new
 buildings and land uses abut a parkw

ay setback, the center of the developm
ent is designed to 

engage the overall landscape and contribute positively to the parkw
ay character.

6.  Future Flexibility
a. Surface parking retained through redevelopm

ent allow
s for future infill developm

ent or replacem
ent of 

surface parking w
ith am

enity space.
7.  Enhanced N

atural System
s and Energy Effi

ciency (not labeled on concept)
a. Environm

ental site conditions are im
proved through activities such as tree plantings and enhancem

ents to 
stream

 and w
etland buffers.

b. Environm
ental site design practices are used along internal street netw

orks and throughout the site to 
im

prove storm
w

ater m
anagem

ent.
c. Som

e areas of underutilized parking are replaced w
ith expanded green space and storm

w
ater m

anagem
ent.

d. Solar panels and energy efficient or green buildings m
ay be used to reduce carbon footprints.

E
xisting B

uilding O
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N
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uilding O
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The concept plans and draw
ings in this appendix illustrate hypothetical 

approaches to redevelopm
ent and infill, and do not represent proposals 

for developm
ent.
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The illustration highlights one 
of m

any possible concepts for 
repurposing existing shopping 
centers as new

 w
alkable 

activity centers.

In this concept draw
ing, 

existing buildings on individual 
lots are reoriented to 
com

plem
ent each other, and 

a connected netw
ork of open 

space is used to unify the site. 
A sm

all green along Snow
den 

River Parkw
ay provides a focal 

point for the activity center, 
and an expanded m

ix of 
residential and nonresidential 
uses keeps the area active for 
longer periods of the day.

Reim
agining the activity 

center respects the tree-lined 
parkw

ay character w
ith 

larger setbacks from
 the road. 

Site design elem
ents and 

investm
ents in infrastructure 

encourage visitors to park 
once and w

alk often after 
arriving at the center.
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The concept illustrates how
 m

oderate infill developm
ent can occur on surface parking lots that serve existing 

suburban shopping centers or office parks; activate new
 open spaces; and foster connections betw

een land uses 
and the broader open space/pathw

ay netw
ork.
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D
esign and Planning Principles Illustrated in the Concept

1. Strategic Infill D
evelopm

ent
a. N

ew
 land uses leverage the value of activated space—

w
hether natural 

open space or com
m

unity gathering areas.
2. Extended Street N

etw
ork

a. N
ew

 
internal 

streets 
connect 

the 
activity 

center 
to 

surrounding 
neighborhoods and em

ploym
ent centers, provide internal connections 

to destinations w
ithin the activity center, and offer m

ore options for 
autom

obiles, bicyclists, and pedestrians m
oving around the activity 

center.
b. Internal streets are realigned to m

axim
ize opportunities for infill developm

ent 
and redevelopm

ent.
3. Enhanced Connections

a. Throughout the activity center, an open space and pathw
ay netw

ork is 
created that connects to a larger regional netw

ork.
b. Em

ploym
ent centers and neighborhoods are linked to new

 or reim
agined 

activity centers to help reduce the County’s dependency on autom
obiles 

for short trips.
4. M

eaningful O
pen Spaces

a. Surface parking lots are replaced w
ith am

enity areas w
here buildings or 

uses front and activate open spaces.
b. D

estinations and experiences are provided along the entire pathw
ay netw

ork in an activity 
center.

5. Enhanced N
atural System

s and Energy Effi
ciency (not labeled on concept)

a. Environm
ental site conditions are im

proved through activities such as planting trees and 
beneficial landscapes—

including m
eadow

s, lim
ited m

ow
 areas, and pollinator gardens—

to 
prom

ote habitat diversity.
b. Environm

ental site design practices are used along internal street netw
orks and throughout 

the site to im
prove storm

w
ater m

anagem
ent.

c. Som
e areas of underutilized parking are replaced w

ith expanded green space and storm
w

ater 
m

anagem
ent.

d. Solar panels and energy efficient or green buildings m
ay be used to reduce carbon footprints.

E
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The concept plans and draw
ings in this appendix illustrate hypothetical 

approaches to redevelopm
ent and infill, and do not represent proposals 

for developm
ent.
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of m
any possible concepts to 

infill existing offi
ce parks w

ith 
different uses that keep the 
areas active for longer periods 
of the day.

In this concept draw
ing, the 

existing internal street netw
ork 

is extended in several directions 
to create a m

ore connected 
grid of streets that supports 
non-autom

obile travel betw
een 

destinations. A com
m

unity 
green provides a focal point 
for the reim

agined activity 
center. A connected netw

ork 
of open space throughout the 
center unifies the site and, 
w

here appropriate, connects to 
adjacent developm

ent to expand 
the com

m
unity’s w

alkshed 
w

ithin and adjacent to the 
center (see pedestrian bridge 
over Rouse Parkw

ay on the right 
side of the draw

ing).

O
ver tim

e, changes in 
transportation technology (such 
as autonom

ous vehicles or 
other technologies that reduce 
parking dem

and) m
ay free up 

m
ore surface parking lots for 

redevelopm
ent or conversion to 

green open space.
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D
esign and Planning Principles Illustrated in the Concept

1. The Public Realm
 Serves as an O

rganizing Elem
ent

a. An internal Com
plete Street netw

ork is established around w
hich redevelopm

ent can occur.
b. A netw

ork of m
eaningful and useable open spaces is introduced along the street netw

ork and connected 
to the broader natural open space system

.
c. The site is connected to the broader bicycle and pedestrian pathw

ay netw
ork to prom

ote m
obility 

options.
2. Infill D

evelopm
ent

a. Infill buildings are designed around and front onto the public realm
 netw

ork.
b. Parking areas are located behind buildings or in parking structures w

rapped w
ith buildings.

c. Buildings and uses are located near existing or potential transit/m
obility stops to support a broader 

The concept illustrates how
 large parking lots and underutilized big box uses can be repurposed w

ith m
ixed-use 

developm
ent organized around an interconnected public realm

.
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range of m
obility options.

d. Grade changes are used to provide access to m
ulti-level parking w

hile m
inim

izing its visual im
pact.

e. N
ew

 developm
ent is sensitive to the context of adjacent developm

ent in term
s of building m

assing, 
height, and form

.
3. A M

ix of Land U
ses is Introduced

a. Sm
aller-form

at retail, office, and a variety of housing choices, including m
issing m

iddle housing types, 
are provided.

b. Public uses m
ay be part of the redevelopm

ent of large sites through adaptive reuse of large buildings.
4. Enhanced N

atural System
s and Energy Effi

ciency
a. Environm

ental site conditions are im
proved through activities such as planting trees and enhancing 

stream
 and w

etland buffers.
b. Environm

ental site design practices are used along internal street netw
orks and throughout the site to 

im
prove storm

w
ater m

anagem
ent.

c. Som
e areas of underutilized parking are replaced w

ith expanded green space and storm
w

ater m
anagem

ent 
(w

hich can assist in reducing heat island effect).
d. Solar panels and energy efficient or green buildings m

ay be used to reduce carbon footprints.

E
xisting B

uilding O
n S
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N
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The concept plans and draw
ings 

in this appendix illustrate 
hypothetical approaches to 
redevelopm

ent and infill, and 
do not represent proposals for 
developm

ent.
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of m
any possible concepts for 

infilling surface parking lots 
at existing suburban shopping 
centers, featuring new

 buildings 
and open space to create 
unique and recognizable activity 
centers.

In this concept draw
ing, the 

large surface parking lot 
betw

een Colum
bia Crossing 

Shopping Center and the 
Snow

den River Park and Ride Lot 
is converted into a new

 activity 
center w

ith a m
ix of residential 

and sm
all form

at retail and 
offi

ce uses. Parking decks are 
used to accom

m
odate parking 

needs after redevelopm
ent of 

the surface parking lots. Sm
all 

public spaces throughout the 
reim

agined center are connected 
by a netw

ork of w
alkable streets 

that lead to a large com
m

unity 
green w

here a collection of 
large, som

etim
es m

ulti-tenant 
buildings stand currently. The 
large green included on the 
site is designed to im

prove 
storm

w
ater m

anagem
ent in the 

area.

A large pedestrian bridge over 
Route 175 connects this activity 
center to the one im

m
ediately 

south of the lim
ited-access 

freew
ay.
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INTRODUCTION 
In January 2017, Howard County, Maryland, retained Clarion Associates to prepare an Assessment of the county’s 
land development regulations. More specifically, Clarion was charged with evaluating the strengths and weaknesses 
of six different county regulatory documents: 

 The Zoning Regulations; 

 The Planning, Zoning, Subdivision and Land Development Regulations; 

 The Landscape Manual; 

 The Forestry Conservation Manual;  

 The Route 1 Manual; and  

 The Route 40 Design Manual. 

In addition, Clarion Associates was asked to make recommendations regarding how these six regulations might be 
made more user-friendly, internally consistent, streamlined, and better aligned with the county planning goals as 
articulated in the PlanHoward 2030 plan adopted in 2012 and most recently amended in 2017.  This document 
contains Clarion’s findings and recommendations as a part of this process.  Part 1 of the document includes a 
section-by-section review of the current regulations to identify strengths, weaknesses, and (in some cases) 
alternative approaches used by other complex counties containing a mix of urban, suburban, and rural areas. Part 2 
contains our recommendations for how Howard County might improve and integrate those regulations. 

The Development Regulations Assessment project began with extensive interviews with citizens and stakeholder 
groups and public meetings in March 2017. Following that initial round of public engagement, Howard County 
created a website to collect additional public comment, and approximately 300 comments have been received to 
date. Those comments were compiled with the comments from the initial meetings, summarized, and the 
summaries have been posted on the website on a monthly basis. During the spring and summer of 2017 the Clarion 
team also conducted an online survey and received over 550 responses identifying what the current regulations do 
(and do not do) well. Almost one-quarter of those surveys were from individuals who have firsthand experience with 
the county’s land use system as a result of filing applications for some type of county approval. In July 2017, Clarion 
Associates made a second visit to Howard County to hold a second round of meetings with the public and 
stakeholder groups to identify and discuss some of the more challenging issues emerging though its review of the 
development regulations. Then, in November 2017, Clarion Associates returned to Howard County to hold another 
round of meetings with stakeholder groups and the public to discuss additional emerging topics. In total, 31 public 
or stakeholder meetings were held throughout the process. The results of these public and stakeholder engagement 
efforts are reflected in this document. 

While many of the public comments received to date include detailed suggestions for specific changes to the 
regulations, the overarching theme of many comments is that development is happening in locations and intensities 
that citizens did not expect.  A second significant theme was the adequacy of public facilities to serve new 
development – with a number of citizens stating that the location, size, and appearance of new development were 
less important than the county’s ability to provide infrastructure (particularly streets and schools) to serve the new 
growth.  Additional frequent concerns included long and unpredictable timelines for action by the Planning Board 
and Zoning Board. Finally, when asked what new types of land uses (if any) survey respondents would like to see 
accommodated in the county, respondents included small scale neighborhood commercial uses, artisan work/sales, 
food trucks, tiny houses, detached accessory dwelling units, and AirBnb/vacation rentals. 

  



 

2   HOWARD COUNTY DEVELOPMENT REGULATIONS ASSESSMENT   
  January 2018 

At the beginning of this document, four important points 
should be clarified. 

First:  This is not a planning project – it is a plan 
implementation project. The Howard County general 
plan, PlanHoward 2030, establishes the county’s 
planning goals, and those goals are not being revisited. 
This Assessment focuses on how well the land 
development regulations implement those goals in a 
transparent and predictable way.  

Second: It is not possible to simply “stop growth”.  
Although many public and survey comments express a 
desire that Howard County “stop growth” – that 
cannot happen. The population of the U.S. is growing, 
the population of Maryland is growing, and Maryland law does not allow any of its counties to exempt 
themselves from those pressures.  Not only does Maryland law obligate the county to accept population 
growth, it requires that most of that growth be accommodated in the more urban areas of the county, and that 
many types of agricultural, rural, and sensitive lands be protected from development. Howard County’s 
adopted general plan is consistent with these state law requirements and the balance of citizen, property 
owner, and stakeholder desires that were accepted by the Howard County Council at the time the plan was 
adopted.  This Assessment focuses on whether the current land development regulations could be revised to 
produce better results in implementing those adopted planning goals.  As part of this effort, we examine how 
the regulations could better manage (and hopefully minimize) its impacts of growth on the enviable quality of 
life Howard County has created for its citizens.  

Third:  This is neither pro-growth nor anti-growth.    This Assessment is not designed to make it easier – or harder 
– to develop in Howard County.  Rather, the county has asked Clarion Associates to draw upon its experience in 
completing over 185 zoning reform projects in over 160 communities throughout the United States and Canada 
to recommend how the land development regulations could do their job better, more clearly, and more 
efficiently. While a large number of public comments and survey responses stated that the current regulations 
favor the interests of property owners and developers over the desires of Howard County citizens, there were 
also many responses stating that the current regulations over-empower citizens to object to and delay 
development that is clearly consistent with both the adopted general plan and applicable regulations. This 
Assessment identifies changes and tools to promote transparent decision-making that will implement the 
county’s planning goals while improving understanding of the process and reducing citizen and builder 
frustration with unpredictable outcomes. 

Fourth: This is not an APFO project.    This Assessment does not include a review of Howard County’s Adequate 
Public Facilities Ordinance (APFO). The county appointed a task force and completed a review of APFO in 2016, 
and the recommendations from that review are available in a report available on the county’s website. 
Legislation is currently under review by the County Council to codify those recommendations. While many 
public and survey comments expressed frustration that the APFO does not adequately measure or require 
mitigation for the impacts of new development on existing roads, schools, and infrastructure, this Assessment 
will not revisit that review.  
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PART 1: DIAGNOSIS OF CURRENT REGULATIONS 
PPaarrtt  11 of this Assessment reviews each section of the six regulatory documents to identify strengths, weaknesses, 
and possible alternative approaches.  PPaarrtt  22 of this document is an Annotated Outline  of a revised Unified 
Development Ordinance (UDO) structure that would reorganize the current Zoning, Subdivision, and Land 
Development Regulations and incorporate the recommended changes identified in Part 1. In general, the changes 
recommended in the Part 1 diagnosis are not repeated in Part 2; Part 2 simply cross-references where the changes 
recommended in Part 1 would appear in the new UDO structure. 

ZONING REGULATIONS 

General Comments 

Organization and Formatting 
The organization of the current Zoning Regulations is confusing.  Even regular users are not sure whether 
to look in the Zoning Regulations or Title 16 (Planning, Zoning and Subdivisions and Land Development 
Regulations) for the answers to basic questions. The Zoning Regulations are divided into 53 different 
sections that focus largely on regulations for specific zoning districts but also include information on 
parking, lighting, and nonconforming uses. The Planning, Zoning and Subdivisions and Land Development 
Regulations (Title 16 of the Code of Ordinances) are divided into 17 subtitles that cover a wide range of 
topics from forest conservation to the Design Advisory Panel. Subtitle 1 includes design standards and 
commonly-used procedures for subdivisions and site development plans.  

In general, effective land use regulations should be organized to emphasize frequently used information 
where it can be easily referenced, and should reduce repetition by consolidating related information. The 
related and overlapping information in the Zoning Regulations and Title 16 should be consolidated into a 
single document. A new, more logical organization should help ensure that ordinance users can quickly find 
the information they need, particularly those who do not use the ordinance on a regular basis. A more 
logical and integrated regulatory structure makes it easier to find overlaps and inconsistencies between 
related sections and makes it easier to ensure that future amendments are consistent with existing 
materials. 

The current formatting of the regulations could also be improved to help make them easier to read and 
understand. Several types of revisions are necessary. Most importantly, the revised regulations should 
establish a clear and logical organization of materials that enables users to find the answers to specific 
questions more quickly. In addition, a document layout with dynamic section and sub-section headers 
(which automatically update), footers, and consistent indenting would make the code more user-friendly. 
Finally, the use of tables, illustrations, pictures, diagrams, and flowcharts would go a long way to help 
readers understand the required or intended outcomes of different regulations and the steps in each 
review and approval procedure. 
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recommend eliminating the retail center land use which has very detailed use-specific standards and is not a 
traditional use in these types of districts.  Existing retail center lands can be remapped into a new mixed use 
activity center district.  

123.0: M-2 Manufacturing: Heavy 
Nearly 3,800 acres and 950 parcels are zoned M-2, and we recommend carrying it forward with minor changes. 
As in the M-2 district, the increased setback requirement for buildings over 50 feet should be reconsidered, and 
the retail center land use should probably be eliminated as not appropriate for this type of district. Existing 
retail center lands can be remapped into a new mixed use activity center district. 

124.0: SW Solid Waste Overlay 
This overlay and floating district can only be applied to land in the M-2 District and is intended to allow for solid 
waste processing facilities. Only 9 acres and 4 parcels are zoned into this single-use “rifle shot” overlay district. 
In general, newer development regulations avoid single-use districts because of their infrequent use. Rather 
than carrying forward a separate district, the solid waste facility use should be a conditional use (subject to use-
specific standards) in the M-2 zone district.  Procedural provisions should not be in this section, but relocated 
into a consolidated chapter on procedures and administration. 

125.0: NT New Town 
New Town zoning is the single most unique part of the Howard County zoning regulations. The more than 
14,000 acres and 28,000 parcels in this district cover most of Columbia and has resulted in 268 contiguous 
approved Final Development Plans (FDPs). The FDPs guide the development of Columbia and have a hybrid 
character; they create a separate type of development approval only used in New Town, but they also often 
cross-reference other parts of the Howard County zoning regulations. Some of the uses listed in FDPs are 
individual and specific for that land, but some simply reference that the allowed uses are those in the M-1, M-2, 
SC, B-1, or B-2 districts. Some even reference districts that no longer exist, such as M-R or T-2.  

The use of a single zone district to regulate land use in a community of over 100,000 people, and the use of the 
FDP tool, are by-products of the fact that Columbia was initiated by a single developer with a single vision to be 
completed over a long period of time.  The detailed FDPs were an appropriate tool to ensure that the Rouse 
Company did not lose control of the development, but they are not a tool used in modern city land use 
management, because they include vague, poorly defined language in some cases, much too detailed language 
in other cases, and are too difficult to amend.  Projects in downtown Columbia and the village centers – some 
of the most dynamic parts of Columbia with the greatest need for flexibility – are particularly hard to approve 
and amend. A system that requires multiple iterative rounds of approval to respond to new pressures and 
opportunities will put Columbia at a significant disadvantage in competing for desired investment. While there 
is a logical basis for each part of the current Downtown Revitalization process, the repetitious nature of FDP and 
SDP approval makes it significantly more complex than those used in many other major business centers. In 
addition, very specific percentage mixes of land uses in defined areas have also become very hard to administer 
and are very inflexible.  In order to maintain the vision, scale, and balance of uses that makes Columbia great, 
but allow it to compete for redevelopment in a real estate market very different from the 1960s and 1970s, the 
NT zoning system should be changed in a number of ways outlined below. 

Section 125 of the Zoning Regulations lists the requirements and procedure to create a NT district, including 
complex requirements for Preliminary Development Plan (PDP), Comprehensive Sketch Plan (CSP), and Final 
Development Plan (FDP) approval. Downtown Revitalization and Village Center projects have their own complex 
procedures that were added to the regulations in recent years. Among other issues, noticing requirements for 
pre-submission community meetings are repeated throughout this section. They should instead be stated once 
in a consolidated chapter on development review and approval procedures.  
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A. Definitions, Requirements and 
Restrictions Applicable to NT 
Districts 
This subsection describes how many of 
the zoning regulations are reconciled with 
the NT requirements and approved FDP 
restrictions, such as parking requirements 
and the Section 128.0 supplementary 
regulations. There are also some 
additional regulations for uses listed as 
“apartments” on approved FDPs.  There 
are minimum and maximum percentages 
allowed for particular uses in NT and a 
complex system for maintaining those 
percentages that need to be revisited and 
simplified if possible. 

B. Procedure for Creation of NT Districts 
Preliminary Development Plans are approved by the Zoning Board, while Comprehensive Sketch Plans and 
Final Development Plans are approved by the Planning Board. It is not clear why a different process is 
necessary for rezoning to NT than rezoning to any other district in the county. In addition, since the 
Preliminary Development Plans for most parcels in Columbia have already been adopted, and most future 
projects will be redevelopment projects, it may not be necessary to perpetuate this three-tiered plan 
approval process. Most communities use a two-tiered system in which (a) larger, more complex projects 
require approval of an intermediate-level plan and then a site plan, and (b) simpler projects that are 
completed within existing systems of streets and infrastructure require only site plan approval. Clear 
criteria to differentiate simpler projects from more complex projects are also typically included. 

C. Comprehensive Sketch Plan 
Comprehensive sketch plans were used to document and review early designs for larger areas during the 
initial construction of Columbia. Now that the vast majority of Columbia has been constructed and most 
future activity will involve redevelopment rather than raw land development, this tool is of very limited 
use. In addition, the previously approved New Town Comprehensive Sketch Plans were destroyed and 
references to those missing documents are inoperative. We recommend that this tool not be carried 
forward, and that early design concept review be incorporated into the Downtown or Village Center 
redevelopment procedures, or (for other areas) into the County subdivision procedures. 

D. Final Development Plan – General Provisions 
This section should be revisited, and the system of FDPs should probably be replaced by a more updated 
system of site plan approvals that are tied to a consolidated table of allowed uses and consolidated bulk 
and dimensional standards generally applicable to similar types of property. In general, the FDP system 
needs to be replaced by a system in which minor changes to existing site layouts and uses can be approved 
administratively, while more significant changes go through a more extensive review process. The existing 
FDPs should be thoroughly analyzed and similar standards and criteria could be carried forward as use-
specific standards, development standards, or new zone districts. Instances where standards are vague or 
unclear, or where no standards to guide decisions were provided, should also be identified and addressed. 

E. Final Development Plan – Downtown Revitalization 
This recently added process is among the most complex we have reviewed, and needs to be simplified. As 
noted above, the downtown area is among the most dynamic and most quickly changing, in terms of uses 
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and potential redevelopment. The current 
multi-tiered plan approval process for 
downtown revitalization needs to be 
simplified and consolidated. 

While many of the properties subject to 
this process are currently owned by a 
single entity (the Howard Hughes 
Corporation), that may not always be the 
case. Like many other aspects of NT 
zoning, this tool could operate well with 
only one or a few property owners, but 
has become cumbersome over time as 
ownership has changed and fragmented. 
In addition, the current process requires 
individual property owners to obtain the consent of surrounding property owners to create a prepare a 
Neighborhood Concept Plan, Neighborhood Design Guidelines, and Neighborhood Implementation Plan for 
all the land in that particular downtown neighborhood before the applicant can move forward with 
redevelopment. Various property owners will have differing timeframes for redevelopment and these 
requirements at the neighborhood level can create serious timing issues and barriers to reinvestment. 
Finally, the current process requires the approval of neighborhood design guidelines at a very early stage, 
which sometimes results in very vague design standards that have little practical effect. This process needs 
to be revised to operate more efficiently, even if the downtown properties are owned by multiple entities 
with competing interests in the future. 

F. Amendments to a Comprehensive Sketch Plan or Final Development Plan 
One issue consistently raised by stakeholders was the difficulty to administer the 268 FDPs.  Almost all 
newer development regulations clearly distinguish between major and minor amendments, and simplify 
the process for minor amendments. One primary issue is that there are currently no criteria to review 
amendments. Another significant issue is that amendments to a Comprehensive Sketch Plan or Final 
Development Plan can only be proposed with the consent of the “original petitioner” for the district, except 
in Downtown Revitalization or Village Center redevelopment projects or in some residential areas with 
certain limitations. This is a remnant of the Rouse Company’s original need to ensure that it did not lose 
control of the Columbia development project.  However, the role of “original petitioner” designation is now 
held by the Howard Hughes Corporation, which makes it difficult for property owners to propose 
amendments for their own property, even though there are many owners of NT zoned land. This situation 
is very unusual for a large, complex community and is likely to prove a significant barrier to reinvestment. 
This process should be revisited and simplified as it has already been for Downtown and Village Center 
redevelopment.  

G. Site Development Plans – General Provisions 
As noted above, the current multi-tiered plan approval process needs to be simplified and consolidated 
into a modern site plan approval and amendment process. 
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H. Site Development Plan – 
Downtown Revitalization 
Currently, the Design Advisory Panel and 
Planning Board each review a project 
during both the FDP stage and the SDP 
stage. The SDP requires very detailed 
engineering construction plans. In many 
jurisdictions, these types of plans would 
be administratively reviewed for technical 
compliance after an initial round of public 
engagement, rather than requiring a 
second approval from both the Planning 
Board and the Design Advisory Panel.  As 
noted above, the current multi-tiered plan 
approval process needs to be simplified 
and consolidated into a modern site plan approval and amendment process.  

I. Site Development Plan—Downtown Environmental Restoration that is not part of a Final 
Development Plan 
It is unclear why this is a separate subsection of the regulations, rather than being included as a special 
case within the general Downtown Revitalization site development plan process.  

J. Village Center Redevelopment, Major 
The Major Village Center Redevelopment process is described in this section, and (like the Downtown 
Revitalization process) is among the more complex that we have reviewed. Other complex communities 
use simpler tools to plan and approve revitalization within a clear planning framework (like the Rouse 
Company framework), and a simpler approach to this process needs to be implemented in Columbia. 

K. Village Center Redevelopment, Minor 
It is unclear why this is a separate subsection of the regulations, rather than being simplified and then 
included as a special case within the general Village Center Redevelopment process in subsection J. This 
section should be revisited as part of the revised site plan approval process to avoid overlaps and 
inconsistencies. 

126.0: PGCC Planned Golf Course Community 
Over 900 acres and 441 parcels are zoned PGCC, but all of this land is part of a single development (Turf Valley) 
for which the zone district was created. It is unlikely that a second or third development will be able to use the 
highly-tailored provisions in this district, and it is generally not a good practice to create a separate zone district 
for a single development. Many residential portions of this district could potentially be consolidated with 
another district of similar density, such as R-20. If an overall “Planned Unit Development” district is created, the 
PGCC lands could be included into that district (with the existing uses and development standards carried over).  
The procedures for creating this district are also complex “one-off” procedures that could be eliminated if the 
general procedures for creating a Planned Unit Development district applied. 

127.0: MXD Mixed Use Districts 
Over 2,200 acres and 3,200 parcels are zoned with the MXD overlay district. The large amount of land in this 
district is evidence of the strong desire for mixed use development and the weakness of the current zoning 
regulations in not having a modern spectrum of low-, medium-, and high-intensity base mixed use districts 
available. We recommend that this overlay be eliminated and that a series of mixed-use base districts be 
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2.1.C. New Town Districts 
The Assessment documents several challenges with the continued use of the current NT zone district. If 
this zone district is not revisited and revised, redevelopment in Columbia (and particularly in Downtown 
and the Village Centers) will remain very complicated, approvals will remain very time consuming, and 
significant code interpretations (with little regulatory guidance) would continue to be required as markets 
change. To allow for context-sensitive reinvestment to occur within an efficient and predictable system 
that can adapt to the needs of a mature developed area, we recommend that many if not all of the current 
FDPs should be converted into a menu of zoning districts. Because of the wide variety of FDPs and the 
complexity of the required conversion process, it may need to occur over time in a series of phases. 

There are a number of different ways that conversion of the current 268 New Town FDPs could be 
accomplished. While the final choices of whether to convert the FDPs, how many of them need to be 
converted, and how to convert them should be made during the Phase 2 drafting effort, two possible 
options are illustrated below. These options are presented as approaches for consideration, and to 
illustrate that there are many different ways to make this type of conversion in ways that would preserve 
the intended uses, character, and scale, for the area covered by each FDP. 

NEW TOWN OPTIONS 

Option 1 

 

 

 

 

 

Option 2 

 

 

 

 

 

 

In these examples, existing FDPs would be reviewed and categorized based on either (a) intended scale and 
character (for redevelopment areas) or (b) existing permitted uses (for stable areas), but several other criteria 
could be used to filter and categorize the existing FDPs.  For example, FDPs could be categorized through a 
combination of use, scale, and form factors. Likewise, in these examples, the outcome is shown as a mix of 
newly created or existing zone districts, but other options and combinations are available. 

  

268  
New Town 

FDPs 

Categorized by 
Intended Scale 

and Character of 
the Area 

New NT Residential Districts 

New NT Mixed-Use Districts 

New NT Non-Residential Districts 

268  
New Town 
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New Standard Residential Districts 

New NT Mixed-Use Districts 

New Standard Non-Residential 
Districts 



Part 2: Annotated Outline  2.2:  Base Zone Districts  
16.2:  Zone Districts  2.2.D:  New Town Districts 
  

48   HOWARD COUNTY DEVELOPMENT REGULATIONS ASSESSMENT   
  January 2018 

2.2.C(2) Non-Residential -- Light Industrial (NR-LI) 
This district would carry over but rename the current Section 122.0 (M-1 Manufacturing: Light) district, 
with minor changes as noted previously in the Assessment. 

122.0 M-1 Manufacturing: Light 
Relevant Provisions 
127.3 CLI Continuing Light Industrial Overlay 
Relevant Provisions 

2.2.C(3) Non-Residential -- General Industrial (NR-GI)  
This district would carry over but rename the current Section 123.0 (M-1 Manufacturing: Heavy) 
district, with minor changes as noted in the Assessment. This would permit solid waste facilities as a 
conditional use, rather than requiring a separate overlay district for these types of uses. 

123.0 M-2 Manufacturing: Heavy 
Relevant Provisions 
124.0 SW Solid Waste Overlay 
Relevant Provisions 

2.2.C(4) Non-Residential -- Open Space (NR-OS) 
The new section would be used to zone designated open spaces and would be intended to protect 
public parks throughout the County. The district would be available for use both outside and within the 
NT district. 

2.2.D. New Town Districts 
This section would establish new districts for the Columbia area, based on decisions about the FDP 
conversion process made during the Phase 2 drafting effort. Two options for the conversion process 
are shown in Section 2.1.C above, but several other options may be explored during the drafting 
process.  

125.0 NT New Town 
Definitions, Requirements and Restrictions Applicable to NT Districts 

2.2.E. Floating Base Districts 
This section would describe those zone districts that could be applied for and considered by the Zoning 
Board outside the required, periodic General Plan update and comprehensive zoning update schedule. 

2.2.E(1) Business Rural (B-R) 
This section would carry forward the current BR Business: Rural district (Section 117.1) and could be 
applied to allow a limited range of rural/agricultural business uses in the Tier III and Tier IV areas of 
western Howard County. The existing permitted and conditional uses would be reviewed to ensure the 
uses maintain rural character.  

117.1 BR Business Rural 
Relevant Provisions 

2.2.E(2) Commercial Transition (C-T) 
This section would carry forward the current OT Office Transition district (Section 117.3), but be 
renamed. This could be applied to allow a limited range of office and low-intensity commercial uses at 



Part 2: Annotated Outline  3.2:  Land Use Table  
16.3:  Land Use Regulations  3.1.F:  Required State Licenses or Permits 
  

52   HOWARD COUNTY DEVELOPMENT REGULATIONS ASSESSMENT   
  January 2018 

3.1.F. Required State Licenses or Permits  
This section would clarify that all activities that are required to have a license, permit, or approval from the 
state or federal governments (for example, child care facilities, or facilities using hazardous materials) are 
required to have valid license, permit, or approval in effect at all times, and that failure to keep the license, 
permit, or approval in effect is a violation of the UDO. This avoids the need to repeat similar language for 
each listed use that requires state or federal authorization, and reduces the need for the UDO to include 
regulations designed to address the same public health, safety, or operational factors already being 
considered by state or federal regulators of the use. 

3.2. Land Use Table  
Instead of the highly repetitive lists of permitted uses found in each of the zoning districts, all land uses 
available in the County –including the NT zone district– would be listed in one table (similar to the existing 
conditional use table) with each row representing land use categories and specific uses, and columns 
representing each zoning district. This one table would include all Permitted, Conditional, Accessory and 
Temporary uses for each zoning district. This format allows quick comparison of the allowable uses in each 
zoning district, and reduces the potential for inconsistencies over time as uses are updated. 

3.2.A. Land Use Table 
131.0 Conditional Uses 
Conditional Uses and Permissible Zoning Districts 
New Conditional Use Categories 

 

A portion of a Land Use Table from another community – including a column cross referencing specific 
limitations or conditions on specific uses – is shown below. As noted in the Assessment, this is a chance to 
review the range of land uses allowed in different zone districts for internal consistency, and to consolidate 
“rifle-shot” narrowly defined uses into broader categories. The right hand column of the table cross-
references additional use-specific standards applicable to particular uses, and could include new use-
specific standards for uses that have proven problematic in Howard County.  This table would also reconcile 
the terminology and use titles used in the NT zone district and FDPs with terminology used for land use 
controls elsewhere in the County.  During the drafting process, each proposed change in designation of a P, 
C, A, or T use should be footnoted for careful review by readers. Some survey respondents noted that they 
would like to see small scale neighborhood commercial uses, artisan work/sales, food trucks, tiny houses, 
detached accessory dwelling units, and AirBnb/vacation rentals addressed in the regulations. 
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3.3. Use-Specific Standards 
This section would carry forward and consolidate all of the use-specific standards that are currently scattered 
throughout the document in the specific districts, in conditions attached to the title of a use, in Section 128.0, in 
definitions of the use, and elsewhere in the current Zoning Regulations and Subdivision and Land Development 
Regulations. The existing use-specific standards would be revised as necessary as described in the Assessment. 
In most newer land development regulations, the use-specific regulations apply to a listed use regardless of 
whether it is a Permitted, Conditional, Accessory, or Temporary use in a particular zone district. Conditional use 
hearings are opportunities to hear testimony as to whether the particular use – as limited by the use-specific 
standards – meets the UDO criteria for approval based on its “fit” into the surrounding area. The use-specific 
standards are generally not subject to modification or variance through a conditional use hearing – they require 
application and approval of a variance. The focus in conditional use hearings is fit and impact on the 
surrounding area, while the focus in variance hearings is whether formal standards of “hardship” have been 
met. However, some communities do allow conditional use standards to be varied in the course of conditional 
use hearings. Given significant public comment about the current impacts of conditional uses and 
unpredictability of the process, we recommend that the use-specific standards not be adjustable through the 
conditional use approval process. 2 

3.3.A. Residential Uses 
This section would include residential use-specific standards consolidated from several different areas of 
the existing regulations, including the various provisions for Moderate Income Housing Units, county 
preservation easements, mobile home parks, age restricted adult housing, and others.  Additional 
residential use standards found throughout each district would also be incorporated in this section.  

104.0 RC Rural Conservation 
Moderate Income Housing Units 
105.0 RR Rural Residential 
Moderate Income Housing Units 
106.1 County Preservation Easements 
Purpose 
Uses Permitted as a Matter of Right 
Accessory Uses 
Conditional Uses 
107.0 R-ED Residential: Environmental Development 
Moderate Income Housing Units 
108.0 R-20 Residential: Single 
Moderate Income Housing Units 
109.0 R-12 Residential: Single  
Moderate Income Housing Units 
110.0 R-SC Residential: Single Cluster 
Moderate Income Housing Units 
111.1 R-SA-8 Residential Single Attached  
Moderate Income Housing Units 
112.0 R-H-ED Residential: Historic – Environmental 
Moderate Income Housing Units 
112.1 R-A-15 Residential: Apartments 
Moderate Income Housing Units 

                                                                 
2 Note that 128.F, Private Use of Government Facilities has not been carried forward based on recommendations in the Assessment.  
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112.1 R-APT Residential: Apartments 
Moderate Income Housing Units 
113.1 R-MH Residential: Mobile Home 
Noncompliance with Setback Requirements in Existing Mobile Home Parks 
Additional Requirements for Single-Family Attached and Apartment Development 
113.2 R-SI Residential: Senior Institutional 
Additional Requirements for Age-Restricted Adult Housing 
115.0 POR Planned Office Research 
Additional Requirements for Age-Restricted Adult Housing 
117.4 CCT Community Center Transition 
Additional Requirements for Age-Restricted Adult Housing 
128.0 Supplementary Zoning District Regulations 
Housing Commission Housing Developments 
131.0 Conditional Uses 
Additional Standards Required in Certain Residential Districts 
Compliance with Specific Requirements for a Conditional Use 
District Requirements 
Title 16, Subtitle 1 Subdivision and Land Development Regulations  
Design Standards and Requirements 
Sec. 16.127. - Residential infill development. 

3.3.B. Public, Institutional, Religious, and Civic Uses 
This section would consolidate all standards related to public, institutional, religious, and civic uses, which 
are currently located throughout the various districts, in use titles, in Section 128.0, in definitions, and 
within the conditional use criteria in Section 131.0.N.  

3.3.C. Commercial and Industrial Uses 
This section would consolidate all standards related to commercial and industrial uses, which are currently 
located throughout the various districts, in use titles, in Section 128.0, in Subtitle 1 of Title 16, and in the 
conditional use criteria in Section 131.0.N. This would be divided into several subsections focusing on 
commercial agricultural uses, retail uses, office/research and development uses, lodging uses, vehicle 
related uses, and employment/industrial uses (and possibly others). The agricultural land protection 
standards and buffers in Section 16.126 should be revisited and strengthened as described earlier in the 
Assessment, with increased setbacks, buffers, and other protections. This will also clarify that buffers are 
required to be created on the residential property side when a residential use comes after an agricultural 
use. Use-specific standards for other uses in this category should also be reviewed and updated. 

107.0 R-ED Residential: Environmental Development 
Regulations for ALPP Purchased Easements 
116.0 PEC Planned Employment Center 
Other Provisions 
117.1 BR Business Rural 
Conformance with Preliminary Development Plan 
Other Provisions 
127.2 CE Corridor Employment District 
Commercial Uses Permitted in Multistory Buildings 
Outdoor Storage Areas 
128.0 Supplementary Zoning District Regulations 
Communication Towers and Antennas 
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Adult Entertainment Businesses 
Small Wind Energy Systems, Building Mounted 
Small Wind Energy Systems, Freestanding Tower 
Apiaries 
Farm Winery—Class 1A or Farm Brewery—Class 1A 
Permits for Special Farm Uses 
Title 16, Subtitle 1 Subdivision and Land Development Regulations  
Design Standards and Requirements 
Sec. 16.126. - Protection of agricultural land and rural character. 
Sec. 16.129. - Golf course redevelopment. 

3.3.D. Accessory and Temporary Uses  
This section would incorporate all of the accessory and temporary use standards from each zoning district 
and other sections of the regulations such as Section 128.0 and 132.0. 

128.0 Supplementary Zoning District Regulations 
Home Businesses 
Temporary, Seasonal and Other Uses 
132.0 Temporary Uses 
Authorization of Temporary Uses 
Special Authorization for Annually Recurring Temporary Uses 
Criteria for Approval 
Procedures 
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16.4. DEVELOPMENT STANDARDS  

This article would consolidate, reorganize, and update all content in the Zoning Regulations and Subdivision and 
Land Development Regulations regarding the physical layout and quality of lots and parcels in Howard County.  It is 
intended to answer the question: “Now that article 16.3 has indicated what land uses can occur on my land, how big 
can it be, how do I have to lay it out, and what quality level does it have to achieve to get an approval from the 
County?”  Some of this content is currently found in the zone district sections, much of it in Section 128.0, some of it 
in the Sign Regulations in Title 3, Subtitle 5 and some of it in the Route 1, Route 40, Landscape, and Forest 
Conservation Manuals. Additionally, some standards from the engineering design manuals should be relocated here. 
To the degree possible, the content of this article should focus on mandatory standards and requirements, while 
advisory text should be located in one of the four manuals or otherwise outside the UDO. 

4.1. Applicability Summary Table 

4.1.A. Applicability Summary Table 
This table would identify the applicability of the different development standards to different types of 
development applications. For example, it would clarify which development standards Howard County 
would review for a subdivision of land (where many of the details of future development are not known) 
versus those that would apply at the time of site plan approval. 

AA  ppoorrttiioonn  ooff  aa  ddeevveellooppmmeenntt  ssttaannddaarrddss  aapppplliiccaabbiilliittyy  ttaabbllee  ffrroomm  aannootthheerr  ccoommmmuunniittyy  iiss  sshhoowwnn  bbeellooww::  

DEVELOPMENT STANDARD APPLICABILITY TABLE 

SSttaannddaarrdd  SSeeccttiioonn  DDeevveellooppmmeenntt  
PPllaann  

SSiittee  
PPllaann  

MMaajjoorr  
SSuubbddiivviissiioonn  

MMiinnoorr  
SSuubbddiivviissiioonn  

Access §157.404(D)         
Block and lot layout §157.404(F)         
Easements §157.404(G)         
Floodplain §157.404(H)         
Landscape  §157.404(I)         
Natural site features §157.404(K)         
Open space and recreation amenities §157.404(L)         
Parking §157.404(M)         
Pedestrian circulation §157.404(N)         
Residential impact mitigation §157.404(O)         
Signs §157.404(Q)         
Site lighting §157.404(R)         
Storm drainage §157.404(S)         
Vehicle circulation and streets §157.404(U)         
Zoning district standards §157.404(W)         
Design standards (downtown) §157.404(X)         

 

In addition, this section would also clarify that all development standards in or applicable to an approved 
NT zone district FDP shall apply until such time the property owner chooses to complete a significant 
redevelopment of the property. When that occurs, the development standards applicable to the proposed 
use and the zone district in which the property is located will apply. Significant redevelopment is generally 
defined in terms of the percentage of the floor area of primary buildings, or the percentage of site area, 
that is being repurposed or modified, measured cumulatively from the adoption date of the UDO. 
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4.2. Bulk and Dimensional Standards  
This section would include all of the bulk regulations from each zoning district section as well as the 
supplementary bulk regulations in Section 128.0.  It would consolidate most UDO regulations for minimum and 
maximum lot sizes and shapes, building sizes, permitted density/intensity of development, lot coverage, and 
similar standards. Introductory text would notify the reader that additional use-specific bulk and dimensional 
standards may apply through the use-specific standards in Article 16.3. 

4.2.A. Bulk and Dimensional Standard Summary Tables  
Most of the dimensional standards would be consolidated into a table, or a series of tables (e.g. one for 
Residential districts, one for Mixed-Use Districts, and one for Non-residential districts) that allows 
comparisons of bulk and dimensional standards across all base zone districts and reduces the potential for 
inconsistent amendments in the future. This table would be informed by the lists of bulk regulations 
currently contained in the individual zoning districts.  

AA  ssaammppllee  ppaarrtt  ooff  aa  rreessiiddeennttiiaall  bbuullkk  aanndd  ddiimmeennssiioonnaall  ssttaannddaarrddss  ttaabbllee  ffrroomm  aannootthheerr  ccoommmmuunniittyy  iiss  sshhoowwnn  bbeellooww::  

RESIDENTIAL ZONING DISTRICT DIMENSIONS 
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Front 
At Least 
One 

Total of 
Two Rear Ft. Stories 

Area 
(Sq. Ft.) 

Width 
(Ft.) 

AAGG  100,000 40 [1] 
10% of 
lot width  

20% of lot 
width 50 30  100,000 200 

RR11AA  20,000 40 7 18 50 30  20,000 90 
RR11BB  10,000 30 5 14 40 30  10,000 70 
RR11CC  7,200 25 5 10 30 30  7,200 60 
RR11DD  5,000 25 3 6 20 30  5,000 40 
RR22AA  4,250 25 [4] 5 [4] 10 [4] 30 [4] 30 - 8,500 60 

 

This section would also consolidate standards related to the amount of open space required in different 
zone districts. The design of required open spaces would be addressed in Section 4.7 Landscaping, 
Buffering, and Stormwater Management.  

108.0 R-20 Residential: Single 
Open Space and Lot Size 
109.0 R-12 Residential: Single  
Open Space and Lot Size 

4.2.B. Special Dimensional Standards 
This section would incorporate special dimensional standards for cluster subdivisions, density exchanges, 
the site design standards for traditional residential neighborhoods and Housing Commission housing 
developments, scenic road setbacks, and any other specialized dimensional standards that cannot be 
clearly or efficiently listed in table format. We recommend incorporating character-based zoning tools for 
some areas of the county that differ based on their context. These tools can require development to “fit in” 
with their surrounding area through tailored building heights, setbacks, bulk, lot coverage, building 
orientation, parking location, or any number of other features.  

104.0 RC Rural Conservation 
Cluster Subdivision Requirements 
105.0 RR Rural Residential 
Cluster Subdivision Requirements 
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106.0 DEO Density Exchange Option 
Purpose 
Criteria 
Uses Permitted as a Matter of Right 
Accessory uses 
Bulk Requirements 
Requirements for Use of the Density Exchange Option or Cluster Exchange Option 
107.0 R-ED Residential: Environmental Development 
Density Exchange for Neighborhood Preservation Parcels 
108.0 R-20 Residential: Single 
Density Exchange for Neighborhood Preservation Parcels 
109.0 R-12 Residential: Single  
Density Exchange for Neighborhood Preservation Parcels 
110.0 R-SC Residential: Single Cluster 
Density Exchange for Neighborhood Preservation Parcels 
111.1 R-SA-8 Residential Single Attached  
Receiving Parcel for Neighborhood Preservation 
112.1 R-A-15 Residential: Apartments 
Receiving Parcel for Neighborhood Preservation 
112.1 R-APT Residential: Apartments 
Receiving Parcel for Neighborhood Preservation 
127.5 CAC Corridor Activity Center 
Receiving Parcel for Neighborhood Preservation 
128.0 Supplementary Zoning District Regulations 
Supplementary Bulk Regulations 
Neighborhood Preservation Density Exchange Option 
Traditional Residential Neighborhoods 
111.1 R-SA-8 Residential Single Attached  
Usable outdoor space 
112.0 R-H-ED Residential: Historic – Environmental 
Usable Outdoor Space 
112.1 R-A-15 Residential: Apartments 
Usable Outdoor Space 
Title 16, Subtitle 1 Subdivision and Land Development Regulations  
Design Standards and Requirements 
Sec. 16.125. - Protection of scenic roads. 
Title 16, Subtitle 14 Scenic Roads 
Sec. 16.1401. - Short title; purpose; components. 
Sec. 16.1402. - Characteristics of scenic roads. 
Sec. 16.1403. - Scenic roads inventory. 
Sec. 16.1404. - Alterations to scenic road rights-of-way. 

4.2.C. Exceptions and Encroachments 
This section would describe the permitted encroachments and exceptions to bulk regulations from Section 
128.0, which would be revised to include several common types of encroachments that are currently 
missing. For example, newer regulations generally allow some encroachments through height and setback 
requirements for accessory solar and geothermal equipment (and sometimes wind energy equipment in 
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more intense Mixed-Use and Non-Residential districts). This information would be organized into a table, 
and gaps and inconsistencies in the current regulations would be addressed. 

4.3. Subdivision Standards 
One characteristic of a Unified Development Ordinance is that it consolidates regulations related to zoning, 
subdivision, and land development in order to reduce the potential for inconsistent standards, use a common 
terminology, and illustrates for the reader how the different types of land use approval relate to each other. 
The separation of zoning from subdivision regulations often results in confusion as to whether given standards 
apply to only zoning or only the subdivision of land, when in fact the community’s practice is to apply the 
standard to all land development applications. This section would include the substantive standards applied to 
the creation of new lots, or the replatting of existing lots, with those changes discussed in this Assessment or 
otherwise needed to help implement Plan Howard 2030. Procedures for reviewing and approving subdivisions 
of land would be described in Section 5.4.D, alongside other land development procedures. 

4.3.A. Intent 
This new section would consolidate general intent language for subdivision controls with updates 
necessary to reflect the land development pattern goals in Plan Howard 2030. 

4.3.B. Applicability 
This section would clarify the applicability of the subdivision standards to different types of applications 
(e.g. raw land subdivision, re-subdivision of existing lots, and lot line adjustments that do not create new 
lots. 

104.0 RC Rural Conservation 
Eligibility for Subdivision 
105.0 RR Rural Residential 
Eligibility for Subdivision 

4.3.C. Compliance with Plans and Regulations 
This section would clarify that all new or replatted lots must meet the lot size and shape standards listed in 
Section 4.2 above for the zone district where the land is located, as well as any previous plans identified in 
the UDO and applicable to the property.  It will also clarify whether any deviations from the standards in 
this Section 4.3 or any minor deviations from the zone district requirements require a separate variance 
procedure, or whether (as in many communities) they can be considered during the subdivision approval 
process. 

4.3.D. Avoidance of Sensitive Areas/ Forest Conservation 
This section would consolidate standards for avoidance or protection of various sensitive areas, such as 
floodplains, steep slopes, protected forests, designated wildlife habitat, and cemeteries, and would carry 
forward the standards requiring avoidance of those areas as required by state law, or to the maximum 
extent practicable. This section would also clarify how these standards are applied during the subdivision 
process, while their applicability at the site plan stage would be covered in proposed new Section 4.4.C 
below. Forest conservation provisions that are in several different sections of the current regulations would 
be reconciled and the relationship to the Forest Conservation Manual would be explained. 

Title 16, Subtitle 1 Subdivision and Land Development Regulations  
Design Standards and Requirements 
Sec. 16.115. - Floodplain preservation. 
Sec. 16.116. - Protection of wetlands, streams, and steep slopes. 
Sec. 16.117. - Forest conservation and preservation of natural cover. 
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Sec. 16.118. - Protection of historic resources. 
Title 16, Subtitle 7 Floodplain 
Sec. 16.700. - Statutory authority; purpose; abrogation and greater restrictions. 
Sec. 16.701. - Definitions. 
Sec. 16.702. - Floodplain delineation. 
Sec. 16.703. - Basis for establishing special flood hazard areas and base flood elevations. 
Sec. 16.704. - Use and interpretations of FIRMs. 
Sec. 16.705. - Requirements and restrictions applicable to the floodplain. 
Sec. 16.706. - Permits. 
Sec. 16.707. - Warning and disclaimer of liability. 
Sec. 16.709. - Development that affects flood-carrying capacity of nontidal waters. 
Sec. 16.710. - Subdivision proposals and development proposals. 
Title 16, Subtitle 7 Floodplain 
Sec. 16.713. - References to the 100-year floodplain. 
Title 16, Subtitle 12 Forest Conservation 
Sec. 16.1200. - Short title; background; purpose. 
Sec. 16.1202. - Applicability; exemptions; declaration of intent. 
Sec. 16.1203. - Forest Conservation Manual. 
Sec. 16.1204. - Forest conservation plan. 
Sec. 16.1205. - Forest retention priorities. 
Sec. 16.1206. - Reforestation. 
Sec. 16.1207. - Afforestation. 
Sec. 16.1208. - Reforestation and afforestation location priorities and preferred methods. 
Sec. 16.1209. - Financial security for reforestation and afforestation. 
Sec. 16.1210. - Fee-in-lieu of afforestation or reforestation. 
Sec. 16.1211. - Forest conservation fund. 
Sec. 16.1213. - Mitigation by County. 
Sec. 16.1216. - Forest mitigation banking. 
Title 16, Subtitle 13 Cemetery Preservation 
Sec. 16.1300. - Short title; background; purpose. 
Sec. 16.1303. - Inventory of cemeteries. 
Sec. 16.1304. - Development or subdivision in a cemetery. 
Sec. 16.1305. - Discovery of cemetery. 
Sec. 16.1306. - Removal prior to development. 

4.3.E. Access and Connectivity 
This new section would include all requirements for access to subdivisions and access to individual lots 
within the subdivision.  Because of the importance of internal connectivity to promote walking, bicycling, 
transit service, and shorter automobile trips, it would also address required levels of connectivity within 
subdivisions. Finally, in light of public comment on the issue, this section would revisit current standards 
regarding “pipestem” access to lots and parcels, keeping in mind that local land use regulations must allow 
each property owner a “reasonable economic use” of their property. 

4.3.F. Block and Lot Design and Layout 
This section would carry forward the lot layout design standards currently located in Section 16.120 of Title 
16. The standards should be reviewed and updated and the County should consider making smaller streets 
and blocks available to improve walkability and connectivity.  
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Title 16, Subtitle 1 Subdivision and Land Development Regulations  
Design Standards and Requirements 
Sec. 16.120. - Lot layout. 

4.3.G. Streets and Alleys 
This section would carry forward the highway, street, and road design standards that currently located in 
Section 16.119 of Title 16 and cross-reference other street design manuals currently used by the County. 
These standards would be revisited and may be updated in order to implement the County’s goals to 
promote Complete Streets. 

Title 16, Subtitle 1 Subdivision and Land Development Regulations  
Design Standards and Requirements 
Sec. 16.119. - Highways, streets, and roads. 

4.3.H. Sidewalks, Trails, and Bicycle Paths  
Many public comments addressed the absence of sidewalks, trails, and bicycle paths – or lack of 
connections between existing facilities – in different areas of the county. This new section would include 
standards to provide these types of non-motorized connections in different areas of the county to help 
implement related goals in Plan Howard 2030 and the County’s pedestrian and bicycle plans. 

4.3.I. Designated Open Space  
This section should clarify the relationship between subdivision open space requirements and open space 
requirements applicable to individual lots through the zoning regulations. Recreational open space 
requirements should be revised and incorporate the various policy memos that have been developed over 
time to address the design, character, and location of required open spaces. It would also encourage or 
require subdivision open spaces to be designed to serve as more effective buffers from commercial or 
agricultural uses and to align with open space on neighboring parcels to the maximum extent practicable in 
order to improve the quality of visual buffers and the potential to serve as habitat corridors or recreational 
opportunities.  

Title 16, Subtitle 1 Subdivision and Land Development Regulations  
Design Standards and Requirements 
Sec. 16.121. - Public sites and open space. 

4.3.J. School and Park Lands  
This section would carry forward or cross-reference the County’s current standards and practices regarding 
the designation, dedication, or reservation of school and park lands during the subdivision process. 

4.3.K. Utility Easements  
This section would carry forward existing requirements for granting utility easements, and would cross-
reference any technical manuals describing the required dimensions, locations, and connectivity of those 
easements. 

4.3.L. Improvements Required 
This section would describe the various improvements that may be required during the subdivision 
approval process. The existing provisions from Subtitle 1 of Title 16 would be carried forward after being 
reviewed for consistency with current practice and consistency with court decisions. 

Title 16, Subtitle 1 Subdivision and Land Development Regulations  
Design Standards and Requirements 
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Sec. 16.122. - Reservations of land for public facilities. 
Required Improvements 
Sec. 16.130. - General. 
Sec. 16.131. - Sewage disposal and water supply. 
Sec. 16.132. - Road construction. 
Sec. 16.133. - Storm drainage. 
Sec. 16.134. - Sidewalks and walkways. 
Sec. 16.135. - Street lighting. 
Sec. 16.136. - Street trees and landscaping requirements. 
Sec. 16.137. - Street name signs and traffic-control devices. 
Sec. 16.138. - Gas, electric, and communication facilities. 
Sec. 16.139. - Monuments and markers. 

4.3.M. Grading  
This section would carry forward the requirements of Subtitle 1 of Title 16 regarding grading and soils and 
sediment controls. It would also cross-reference any technical manuals used by the County to manage 
these types of land use impacts. These standards may be updated based on the outcome of the current 
Ellicott City Master Plan process. 

Title 16, Subtitle 1 Subdivision and Land Development Regulations  
Design Standards and Requirements 
Sec. 16.123. - Grading, soils and sediment control. 

4.3.N. Monuments 
This section would carry forward or cross-reference County or state standards regarding the placement of 
survey monuments to ensure the accuracy of subdivision plat documents. 

4.4. Site Design  
While Section 4.3 consolidates current materials regarding the creation of new lots and parcels for 
development, Section 4.4 would consolidate the County’s standards for how development or redevelopment is 
organized and laid out within the boundaries of platted lots.  Some types of development standards are 
relevant at both the subdivision and site design stage (although the standards applied at each stage may differ). 
Some cross-references between standards used in Section 4.3 and 4.4 may be used to avoid repetition. 

4.4.A. Intent 
This section would describe the intent of the site design standards, carrying forward language from Section 
16.114 and incorporating any updates necessary to reflect goals in Plan Howard 2030. 

Title 16, Subtitle 1 Subdivision and Land Development Regulations  
Design Standards and Requirements 
Sec. 16.114. - General. 

4.4.B. Applicability 
This new section would clarify that new development must comply with the standards in this Section, and 
that redevelopment of existing properties must comply if the site alteration is substantial (e.g. more than 
25 percent of the site is being disturbed by the project) and to the degree that the redevelopment affects 
that part of the site. 
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4.4.C. Avoidance of Sensitive Lands 
This section would list or cross-reference County standards for avoidance of sensitive lands at the site 
design stage, and would clarify how these sensitive lands standards, outlined in proposed new Section 
4.3.D, are applied at the site planning stage. Although this topic is generally addressed primarily during 
subdivision of land, some existing lots predate subdivision standards designed to achieve this goal, and 
there is often opportunity to further protect sensitive lands through careful site design. Because the 
flexibility available to avoid these lands is narrower than at the subdivision stage, some newer regulations 
clarify that these standards apply to the maximum extent practicable. 

4.4.D. Access and Connectivity on Individual Platted Lots 
This section would carry forward and clarify requirements for safe access to lots, and (as for subdivisions) 
would clarify when “pipestems” can be used to access property. In addition, it would include County 
standards for automobile, pedestrian, and bicycle connectivity and circulation between buildings when 
multiple buildings are constructed on a single lot or parcel (for example, as an integrated campus or as a 
site condominium). 

4.4.E. Standards Applicable to Specific Areas 
This section would consolidate existing site design standards applicable to specific areas (such as the Route 
1 or Route 40 corridors). Mandatory standards from the Route 1 and Route 40 design manuals that are 
intended to supersede standard site design principles would be brought into the UDO, while advisory 
materials would remain in the manuals and be cross-referenced in the UDO as advisory guidance. This 
section would also incorporate improved rural design standards that apply when density has been 
transferred or when clustered rural development is proposed. These can help ensure that the rural 
character is protected in circumstances where greater density is permitted through the transfer system. 

4.5. Neighborhood Protection Standards 
This new section would consolidate specific standards designed to protect low-density residential zone districts 
from the impacts of adjacent multi-family, institutional, commercial, industrial, agricultural, or mixed-use 
development.  Generally, these provisions would apply to the use that arrives second in time (i.e. the use that 
decided to locate in an area where impacts from the adjacent uses could be anticipated).  Some of these 
standards would come from the current content of the Zoning Regulations and Title 16, while others may 
reflect design, landscaping, buffering or other conditions commonly used by the Planning Board to mitigate 
these impacts in the past. The text would clarify that these standards supersede other standards applicable in 
these adjacency situations. 

4.5.A. Intent 
This section would state the intent of this section to protect residents of low-density residential 
development from the impacts of adjacent dissimilar development. 

4.5.B. Applicability  
This section would clarify that the standards in Section 4.6 apply any time multi-family, institutional, 
commercial, industrial, agricultural, or mixed use development obtains development approval for land 
adjacent to low-density residential development, and that the standards would apply to the site that 
creates the adjacency condition. 

4.5.C. Building Height and Setbacks 
This section would require that building heights within a stated distance of the adjacency line not exceed 
the height of a typical single-family house (usually 35 feet) and that taller portions of buildings must be 
located farther from the adjacency line.  
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4.5.D. Outdoor Lighting Height 
This section would require that the height of outdoor light fixtures within a stated distance of the 
adjacency line be shielded to prevent glare and not exceed a stated height (usually 20 or 35 feet). 

4.5.E. Buffering and Screening 
This section would require that the second-in-time use (that creates the adjacency condition) install a 
higher level of screening and buffering to mitigate impacts of noise, dust, or glare from the adjacent use. 

4.5.F. Service Areas and Drive-Through Lanes 
This section would require that vehicle parking, circulation, and drive-through areas not be located on any 
portion of a multi-family, institutional, commercial, agricultural, industrial, or mixed use site adjacent to the 
low-density residential district boundary to the maximum extent practicable. 

 

4.6. Parking, Loading, and Stacking 
This section would carry forward and update Howard County’s standards for off-street parking, loading, and 
drive-through/stacking areas, with those changes identified in the Assessment. It would also incorporate some 
of the parking standards that are currently located in the engineering design manual. 

SAMPLE GRAPHIC: NEIGHBORHOOD PROTECTION STANDARDS 

 

This example from 
another community 
shows how 
neighborhood protection 
standards can be 
displayed graphically in a 
user-friendly way. 



Part 2: Annotated Outline  4.6: Parking, Loading, and Stacking 
16.4:  Development Standards  4.6.A:  Intent 

HOWARD COUNTY DEVELOPMENT REGULATIONS ASSESSMENT  65 
January 2018 

4.6.A. Intent  
This section would describe the intent of the parking, loading, and stacking regulations, including updates 
based on guidance from Plan Howard 2030. 

4.6.B. Applicability 
This section would carry forward the applicability provisions from Section 133.0. 

133.0 Off-Street Parking and Loading Facilities 
Applicability 

4.6.C. Required Off-Street Automobile Parking 
This section would carry forward and revise the off-street parking requirements currently located in Section 
133.0. The current tables would be consolidated, reorganized, and updated to align with the new 
categories of land uses identified in the new Land Use Table.   For purposes of discussion and comparison, 
early drafts of the UDO made available for public review should include the current off-street parking 
standards alongside the proposed standards, although the current standards column should be deleted 
before the UDO is adopted. 

133.0 Off-Street Parking and Loading Facilities 
Minimum Parking Requirements for Specific Uses 

4.6.D. Parking Alternatives 
This section would describe the various alternatives available to the parking requirements in specific zone 
districts or areas (e.g. lots located near bus routes) and would consolidate other permitted reductions in 
parking requirements currently listed in Section 133.0. This section would also simplify the shared parking 
provisions to avoid detailed analyses of combined peak hour demands, because those often change as 
tenants and users change, and because many communities find a simpler approach based on combinations 
of the land use categories sharing the parking an equally effective way to manage parking.  Some newer 
land use codes include reductions in parking to consider include reductions based on provision of valet or 
tandem parking, provision of additional bicycle parking, proximity to public transit, provision of electric 
vehicle charging stations, availability of on-street parking, or use of pervious pavement, and we 
recommend that the County consider including some of these additional adjustments.  

114.1 R-VH Residential: Village Housing 
Other Provisions 
114.2 HO Historic: Office 
Other Provisions 
114.3 HC Historic: Commercial 
Other Provisions 
127.5 CAC Corridor Activity Center 
Parking 
127.6 TNC Traditional Neighborhood Center 
Parking 
133.0 Off-Street Parking and Loading Facilities 
Permitted Reductions in Off-street Parking Requirements 

4.6.E. Parking Design and Location 
This section would carry forward the layout, location, and design features in Section 133.0. In addition, 
some of the design standards that are currently in the engineering design manuals would be brought into 
this section of the zoning regulations. Parking lot landscaping and buffering would not appear in this 
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section, but would instead appear in Section 4.7 to encourage more integrated approaches to landscaping 
and buffering throughout the site. 

133.0 Off-Street Parking and Loading Facilities 
Layout and Location 
Design and Use of Off-Street Parking Facilities 

4.6.F. Off-Street Loading Areas 
This section would describe the requirements for off-street loading facilities, starting with the provisions of 
Section 133.0, but updating those provisions. The update should recognize the fact that more deliveries are 
now being made by smaller vans, which may not require as many, or as large, off-street loading areas when 
large or semi-truck deliveries were the norm. 

133.0 Off-Street Parking and Loading Facilities 
Off-street Loading Facilities 

4.6.G. Drive-Through Stacking Areas  
This new section would establish standards for the number of stacking spaces needed for different types of 
areas for drive-through facilities, as well as standards for their design and location. These standards should 
be coordinated with existing standards in the engineering design manuals. In activity centers where 
significant pedestrian activity occurs or is anticipated, the standards would ensure that drive-through lanes 
do not interfere with pedestrian movements. 

4.6.H. Standards Applicable to Specific Areas 
This section would consolidate existing parking, loading, and drive-through standards applicable to specific 
areas (such as the Route 1 or Route 40 corridors). Mandatory standards from the Route 1 and Route 40 
design manuals that are intended to supersede standard site design principles would be brought into the 
UDO, while advisory materials would remain in the manuals and be cross-referenced in the UDO as 
advisory guidance. The section could be expanded in the future if design manuals are adopted for 
additional areas of the county. 

4.7. Landscaping, Buffering, and Stormwater Management 
This section would consolidate and integrate Howard County’s current regulations regarding the location, 
design, and installation of landscaping, buffering, and stormwater management. Although many land use 
regulations treat stormwater management as a separate topic, an emerging best practice is to design 
landscaping and buffering areas so those areas can serve as stormwater management features. An integrated 
approach to these topics avoids a common situation in which landscaping and buffering features are sized, 
designed, and located to meet county standards for visual appearance and mitigation of impacts, only to find 
that they cannot serve as stormwater management features. Changes identified in the Assessment would be 
included. 

4.7.A. Intent 
This section would state the intent to design landscaping, buffering, and stormwater management features 
as integrated systems. 

4.7.B. Applicability 
This section would carry forward the County’s current requirements that new development and significant 
site redevelopment comply with the standards in this Section 4.7. 
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4.7.C. Role of Landscape Manual 
The role of the landscape manual would be clarified as described previously. Mandatory requirements 
related to the size, location, and basic design of required landscaping features from the manual would be 
included or cross-referenced in Sections 4.7.D. Technical engineering standards and advisory design 
guidance would remain in the manual. 

4.7.D. General Landscaping Standards 
This section would consolidate standards applicable to many types of required landscaping, such as 
minimum plant sizes, amounts of ground cover, any requirements for soil amendments or preparation, 
prohibited plant species, minimum planting bed dimensions, requirements or limitations on irrigation, 
vegetation for stormwater management, requirements or incentives for Low Impact Development, 
interpretation of overlapping landscaping standards, and similar topics. This avoids repeating requirements 
for different types of landscaping and stormwater management areas. 

4.7.E. Required Landscaping 
This section would carry forward the landscaping requirements currently found in Section 16.124, but 
would not include the specific landscape plan requirements, which should be relocated to an 
administrative manual or the county website.  This material would be reorganized to address: 

 Street trees and frontage landscaping; 

 Edge buffering between different types and scales of land uses;  

 Parking lot landscaping; and 

 Building foundation landscaping. 

Title 16, Subtitle 1 Subdivision and Land Development Regulations  
Design Standards and Requirements 
Sec. 16.124. - Landscaping. 

4.7.F. Tree Preservation 
This section would include incentives for preservation of existing mature trees, by clarifying that those 
trees may be counted towards landscaped area requirements. Because mature trees are much more 
effective at absorbing carbon dioxide, reducing heat islands, and buffering impacts of nearby uses than 
small replacement trees, some newer regulations go further to allow extra credit (i.e. they reduce the 
landscaping otherwise required) in return for preserving larger trees. Among other issues, inconsistencies 
between the tree preservation standards and the ability to timber harvest or cut trees before or after 
development need to be reconciled. This section should also cross-reference more detailed standards in 
the Forest Conservation Manual.  

4.7.G. Screening of Service Areas and Equipment 
This section would consolidate standards requiring that rooftop and ground-mounted mechanical 
equipment, as well as commercial and industrial service and loading areas, be effectively screened from 
public streets and adjacent lands.  Specific requirements from the Route 1 and Route 40 corridors would 
appear in this section as well. 

4.7.H. Fence and Wall Regulations 
This section would include the fence standards that are currently in Section 128.0.  
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4.8. Building Design Standards 
This section would consolidate all standards and requirements related to individual building design, and would 
clearly distinguish between mandatory requirements and advisory guidance. 

4.8.A. Intent  
This section would draw on existing regulations, NT zone district standards, Plan Howard 2030, and the 
Route 1 and Route 40 manuals to articulate building design intent for different areas of the County. 

4.8.B. Applicability 
This section would clarify that all new development and significant redevelopment (measured in terms of 
the percentage of site area being disturbed or the percentage of building square footage being rebuilt) in 
medium and large-scale activity centers, along the Route 1 and Route 40 corridors, in business parks and 
industrial areas (the NR-E, NR-LI, and NR-GI districts) and large format retail buildings must comply with all 
mandatory standards in this Section 4.8.  The section would also clarify that if these areas or buildings are 
subject to a system of architectural and building design standards in place –either through a prior CSP 
approval (such as a CSP) or through Restrictive Covenants applicable to the property or some other means– 
those existing standards and design review procedures would supersede the more general standards in this 
Section 4.8. 

4.8.C. Standards Applicable to  Activity Centers 
This section would list the building design standards applicable to the proposed activity center zone 
districts if no other building design standards and procedures apply to the property.  Standards would 
include building orientation and spacing, massing and articulation, four-sided building design in key 
locations, and would differ based on the type and scale of activity center. 

4.8.D. Standards Applicable to Key Corridors 
This section would include mandatory building design standards and requirements from the Route 1 and 
Route 40 manuals, and would cross-reference and encourage compliance with advisory design guidance 
contained in those manuals. Although the CE, CAC, and TOD districts along Route 1, and the TNC zone 
district along Route 40, are proposed for significant changes, the building design principles in current 
Section 127 would inform these standards. 

127.2 CE Corridor Employment District 
Compliance with Route 1 Manual 
127.4 TOD Transit Oriented Development 
Compliance with Route 1 Manual 
127.5 CAC Corridor Activity Center 
Compliance with Route 1 Manual 
127.6 TNC Traditional Neighborhood Center 
Compliance with Route 40 Manual 

4.8.E. Additional Standards for Large Format Retail Structures 
This new section would include standards to address the massing and articulation of retail structures 
containing over 100,000 square feet of gross floor area, as well as requirements for outdoor 
sitting/gathering area and safe and efficient pedestrian and bicycle connections from adjacent public 
streets to primary building entrances. Additional requirements for parking location to avoid large, highly 
visible parking areas would also be incorporated in this section. 
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4.8.F. Special Standards for Industrial Structures 
This section would address building design standards for the exterior massing and appearance of industrial 
structures. 

 

4.9. Exterior Lighting 
This section would consolidate and update existing standards regarding the design, location, shielding, and 
impacts of outdoor site lighting, with those changes identified in the Assessment.  

4.9.A. Intent  
This section would carry forward the intent expressed in Section 134.0 update those materials to include 
energy conservation and general guidance from Plan Howard 2030. 

134.0 Outdoor Lighting 
Purpose 

4.9.B. Applicability 
This section would carry forward the applicability statement in Section 134.0. 

134.0 Outdoor Lighting 
Applicability 

4.9.C. Standards Applicable to All Development 
Few public or stakeholder comments were received regarding the County’s current outdoor lighting 
standards, so this section would carry forward the existing standards from Section 134.0. Because outdoor 
lighting consumes large amounts of electricity, a new subsection would address the minimum energy 
efficiency rating for outdoor light fixtures installed after the effective date of the UDO. 

134.0 Outdoor Lighting 
Applicability 
Allowed Outdoor Lighting 

SAMPLE GRAPHIC: DESIGN STANDARD 

 

This sample graphic 
illustrates an 
important concept 
(roof form) in 
another ordinance. 
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Light Trespass 
Approval of Alternative Lighting Plans 
Exceptions 

4.10. Signs  
This section would bring the provisions of Title 3, Subtitle 5 (Signs) into the UDO. Definitions used in sign 
regulations would be coordinated with land use definitions, and consolidated into a single definitions list in 
Section 6.2. Changes identified in the Assessment, including a review for compliance with the U.S. Supreme 
Court’s decision in Reed v. Gilbert, would be incorporated. 

4.10.A. Intent 
This section would carry forward the purpose and scope language in Section 3.500 and strengthen text 
expressing the County’s intent to avoid content-based regulation or other violations of state or federal laws 
concerning free speech and the First Amendment. 

Title 3, Subtitle 5 Signs 
Sec. 3.500. - Purpose and scope. 
Sec. 3.503. - Exemptions. 

4.10.B. Prohibited Signs 
This section would carry forward the prohibited signs provisions in Section 3.505. 

Title 3, Subtitle 5 Signs 
Sec. 3.505. - Prohibited signs. 

4.10.C. Signs That Do Not Require a Permit 
This section would consolidate and update regulations for signs that are limited in number, size, height, or 
location, but for which the property owner does not need to obtain a permit. The text would clarify that all 
signs not listed in this subsection are only permitted after a sign permit has been issued by the County. 

4.10.D. General Sign Standards 
This section would include all standards applicable to many or all types of signs, so they do not need to be 
repeated in specific sign regulations that follow. Standards would include those related to sign illumination, 
design quality, structural requirements, and requirements for identification and marking to identify the 
company or individual that erected the sign. 

Title 3, Subtitle 5 Signs 
Sec. 3.508. - Illumination. 
Sec. 3.510. - Structural requirements. 
Sec. 3.511. - Inspection; removal; safety. 
Sec. 3.512. - Administration and penalties. 

4.10.E. Permitted Signs in Residential Zone Districts 
This section would carry forward the sign standards for the residential districts from Section 3.501. 

Title 3, Subtitle 5 Signs 
Sec. 3.501. - Sign standards by district. 

4.10.F. Permitted Signs in Mixed-Use and Non-Residential Zone Districts 
This section would carry forward the sign standards for the remaining districts from Section 3.501. 



Part 2: Annotated Outline  4.11: Incentives 
16.4:  Development Standards  4.10.G:  Electronic Message Boards 

HOWARD COUNTY DEVELOPMENT REGULATIONS ASSESSMENT  71 
January 2018 

Title 3, Subtitle 5 Signs 
Sec. 3.502. - Signs permitted in all districts. 

4.10.G. Electronic Message Boards 
This section would carry forward the standards for digital displays in downtown Columbia in Section 
3.502A. 

Title 3, Subtitle 5 Signs 
Sec. 3.502A. - Digital displays in Downtown Columbia. 

4.10.H. Standards Applicable to Specific Areas 
This section would describe sign regulations for special areas such as historic districts and Downtown 
Columbia, carrying forward Sections 3.515 and 3.516. 

Title 3, Subtitle 5 Signs 
Sec. 3.515. - Historic districts. 
Sec. 3.516. - Signs in Downtown Columbia; compliance and compatibility. 

4.10.I. Temporary Signs 
This section would consolidate all Howard County regulations of temporary signs that require a sign permit. 
Because temporary signs were at the heart of the dispute in Reed v. Gilbert, special care would be taken to 
avoid the type of inadvertent content-based regulation that the Court found to be unconstitutional in that 
case. 

4.10.J. Off-Premises Signs 
This section would carry forward the provisions for billboards from Section 3.507. 

Title 3, Subtitle 5 Signs 
Sec. 3.507. - Billboards. 

4.11. Incentives 
This new placeholder section would list any development incentives offered by the County in return for 
development that goes beyond the Land Development Regulation standards to further promote specific, listed 
County planning goals.  In light of pressures on agriculture, rural character, and open space, incentives are 
sometimes offered for exceptional (not required) contributions to those goals. In addition, many newer 
regulations include incentives for the creation and maintenance of attainable and workforce housing affordable 
to households at specific income levels. Finally, an increasing number of land development codes include 
incentives for “green development” that conserves energy, manages stormwater, or promotes local food 
production systems in ways not otherwise required by county regulations. 

4.12. Operating and Maintenance Standards 
This new section of the UDO would consolidate all standards related to required maintenance of building or site 
features. 

4.12.A. Maintenance Requirements 
This section would consolidate all existing County standards on required maintenance, and clarify that 
building or site features (including landscaping and stormwater treatment features) required by the UDO or 
by a condition attached to a County land use decision must be maintained in good condition. It would also 
clarify that required landscaping that dies or is damaged must be replaced.  
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4.12.B. Operating Standards 
This section would bring together all general (not use-specific) standards related to the operation of 
activities in the county, including standards related to noise, odors, vibration, smoke, glare, and the use of 
parking lots and vacant lots for unauthorized sales activities. Although the UDO would contain standards to 
reduce or prevent these types of operating impacts in the future, this section can make those general 
“good neighbor” and public health and safety requirements generally applicable to existing properties as 
well. 
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16.5. ZONING AND SUBDIVISION PROCEDURES 

This article would address how Howard County reviews development proposals, makes development decisions, 
enforces the UDO, and treats uses and buildings that were legally created, but that for some reason do not comply 
with the standards and requirements of the UDO. This article answers the question: “Whose approval do I need to 
develop or redevelop my property, and what criteria will they use to make that decision?” Specific changes 
identified previously in the Assessment would be integrated into this article. 

5.1. Review and Decision-Making Bodies 
This section would describe each of the review and decision-making bodies involved in the land development 
process in Howard County. 

5.1.A. County Council and Zoning Board 
This section would describe the duties and powers of the County Council and the Zoning Board related to 
the UDO. 

Title 16, Subtitle 2 Zoning 
Sec. 16.200. - Zoning authority; definitions; short title. 
Sec. 16.211. - Councilmanic election years. 

5.1.B. Zoning Counsel 
This section would describe the duties and powers of the Zoning Counsel, as carried over from Section 
16.1000. 

Title 16, Subtitle 10 Zoning Counsel 
Sec. 16.1000. - Zoning Counsel. 

5.1.C. Planning Board 
This section would describe the duties and powers of the Planning Board, carrying forward a simplified 
version of Section 16.900. Provisions regarding processing deadlines would be located in an administrative 
manual or on the County’s website. 

Title 16, Subtitle 9 Planning Board 
Sec. 16.900. - Planning Board. 

5.1.D. Hearing Examiner 
This section would describe the role of Hearing Examiner, and separate that information from the 
description of the Board of Appeals. To the degree permitted by Maryland law, these provisions would be 
updated to reduce the confrontational, trial-like nature of current proceedings before the Examiner. 

130.0  Hearing Authority 
General 
Powers of the Hearing Authority 
Limitations, Guides and Standards 
Court Review 
Title 16, Subtitle 3 Board of Appeals 
Sec. 16.302. - Jurisdiction of Hearing Examiner. 
Sec. 16.303. - Hearing examiner procedures. 
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5.1.E. Board of Appeals 
This section would describe the duties and powers of the Board of Appeals from current Subtitle 3 of Title 
16 that refer to the Board of Appeals.  To the degree permitted by Maryland law, these provisions would be 
updated to reduce the confrontational, trial-like nature of current proceedings before the Board, and 
would restructure the Board’s procedures to follow general principles of appellate review rather than a de 
novo hearing. Details such as compensation should not appear in the UDO, but should be subject to 
establishment and amendment by the County Council by resolution from time to time. 

Title 16, Subtitle 3 Board of Appeals 
Sec. 16.301. - Powers. 
Sec. 16.304. - Appeal to Board of Appeals. 
Sec. 16.305. - Terms of service. 
Sec. 16.306. - Termination of service. 
130.0  Hearing Authority 
General 
Powers of the Hearing Authority 
Limitations, Guides and Standards 
Court Review 

5.1.F. Historic Preservation Commission 
This section would describe the duties and powers of the Historic Preservation Commission, carrying 
forward the provisions of Subtitle 6 of Title 16. 

Title 16, Subtitle 6 Historic Preservation Commission 
Sec. 16.600. - Purpose. 
Title 16, Subtitle 6 Historic Preservation Commission 
Sec. 16.604. - Historic Preservation Commission. 
Sec. 16.605. - Procedures of the Commission. 
Sec. 16.606. - Powers of the Commission. 
Sec. 16.607. - Standards for review. 
Sec. 16.609. - Powers of Howard County. 

5.1.G. Design Advisory Panel 
This section would carry forward Subtitle 15 of Title 16, revised as described previously in the Assessment. 
Material on meetings and records would be relocated to an administrative manual or county website. The 
role of the Design Advisory Panel would be clarified, strengthened in some cases, and reduced in other 
cases, as detailed in the Assessment.  

Title 16, Subtitle 15 Design Advisory Panel 
Sec. 16.1501. - Duties. 
Sec. 16.1502. - Membership; staff, records; meetings. 
Sec. 16.1503. - Guidelines and principles. 
Sec. 16.1504. - Review required; recommendations; condition of decision. 
Sec. 16.1505. - Timing of recommendations; subsequent submittals; further review; appeal. 
Sec. 16.1506. - Rules of procedure. 
112.1 R-APT Residential: Apartments 
Design Advisory Panel 



Part 2: Annotated Outline  5.2: Summary Table of Procedures 
16.5:  Zoning and Subdivision Procedures  5.1.H:  Agricultural Land Preservation Board 

HOWARD COUNTY DEVELOPMENT REGULATIONS ASSESSMENT  75 
January 2018 

5.1.H. Agricultural Land Preservation Board 
This section would describe the duties and powers of the Agricultural Land Preservation Board, carrying 
forward Section 15.518 and other relevant provisions of Title 15, Subtitle 5. 

Title 15, Subtitle 5 Agricultural Land Preservation 
Sec. 15.518. - Agricultural Land Preservation Board 

5.1.I. Cemetery Preservation Advisory Board 
This section would describe the duties and powers of the Cemetery Preservation Advisory Board, carrying 
forward Section 16.1302. 

Title 16, Subtitle 13 Cemetery Preservation 
Sec. 16.1302. - Cemetery Preservation Advisory Board. 

5.1.J. Director of Planning and Zoning 
This section would describe the duties and powers of the Director of Planning and Zoning, carrying forward 
Sections 16.800 and 16.801.  The authority of the Director to interpret the UDO, subject to appeal to the 
Hearing Examiner, would be clarified. 

Title 16, Subtitle 8 Department of Planning and Zoning 
Sec. 16.800. - General provisions. 
Sec. 16.801. - The Department of Planning and Zoning. 

5.1.K. Floodplain Administrator 
This section would describe the duties and powers of the Floodplain Administrator, carrying forward 
Sections 16.708. 

Title 16, Subtitle 7 Floodplain 
Sec. 16.708. - Floodplain administrator. 

5.2. Summary Table of Procedures 

5.2.A. Summary Table of Procedures  
This section would consolidate information about each type of application, permit, or approval required by 
the UDO, the type of public notice required for that type of decision, which department or body reviews 
the application, who makes the decision, and who hears the appeal (if any) from the decision, and would 
cross-reference the section providing more detail on that specific type of application.  

AA  ppoorrttiioonn  ooff  aa  SSuummmmaarryy  TTaabbllee  ooff  PPrroocceedduurreess  ffrroomm  aannootthheerr  ccoommmmuunniittyy  iiss  sshhoowwnn  bbeellooww:: 

SUMMARY TABLE OF PROCEDURES 
R = Recommendation   D = Decision   A = Appeal Decider   < > = Public Hearing   O = Optional   M = Mandatory 

PPrroocceedduurree  PPrree--
AApppplliiccaattiioonn  
CCoonnffeerreennccee  

SSttaaffff  
RReevviieeww  

PPllaannnniinngg  
BBooaarrdd  

CCoouunnttyy  
CCoouunncciill  

NNOOTTIICCEE  
RREEQQUUIIRREEDD  
MM  ==  MMaaiilleedd  
NN  ==  ppuubblliisshheedd  
((nneewwssppaappeerr))  
PP  ==  PPoosstteedd  

AAmmeennddmmeennttss  
Rezoning O R <R> <D> M, N, P 
Code Text Amendment O R <R> <D> N 
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SUMMARY TABLE OF PROCEDURES 
R = Recommendation   D = Decision   A = Appeal Decider   < > = Public Hearing   O = Optional   M = Mandatory 

PPrroocceedduurree  PPrree--
AApppplliiccaattiioonn  
CCoonnffeerreennccee  

SSttaaffff  
RReevviieeww  

PPllaannnniinngg  
BBooaarrdd  

CCoouunnttyy  
CCoouunncciill  

NNOOTTIICCEE  
RREEQQUUIIRREEDD  
MM  ==  MMaaiilleedd  
NN  ==  ppuubblliisshheedd  
((nneewwssppaappeerr))  
PP  ==  PPoosstteedd  

DDeevveellooppmmeenntt  PPeerrmmiittss  aanndd  AApppprroovvaallss  
Conditional Use Application M R <D> <A> M, N, P 
Site Plan Review, Administrative O D <A> <A>  
Site Plan Review, Major M R <D> <A> M, N, P 
Major Modification to Approved Site Plan O R <D> <A>  
Minor Modification to Approved Site Plan O D <A> <A>  

5.3. Common Procedures  
This section would consolidate general procedural material that apply to several types of zoning, subdivision, 
and land development approvals, which would allow repetitious materials on public notice and hearing 
procedures to be removed from many sections of the UDO. 

5.3.A. Pre-Application Technical Meeting 
This new section would list the types of major development applications for which the applicant is required 
to have a pre-meeting with Department of Planning and Zoning staff before proceeding to community 
meetings and a formal application.  These types of pre-meeting requirements are increasingly common in 
order to avoid misunderstandings about the types of materials and studies that need to be submitted with 
an application, the criteria that will be applied to the review and decision, and the likelihood of success. 

5.3.B. Presubmission Community Meeting 
This section would carry forward Section 16.128, which describes the presubmission community meeting 
procedure and when it is required.  We recommend rethinking the current process and potentially 
customizing the requirements of the meeting for different types of applications. 

Title 16, Subtitle 1 Subdivision and Land Development Regulations  
Design Standards and Requirements 
Sec. 16.128. - Presubmission community meetings; exceptions. 

5.3.C. Who Can File an Application 
This section would carry forward current County practices regarding who is authorized to file different 
types of land use applications. This section would also clarify who may submit a general plan amendment 
and address challenges related to the current references to the “original petitioner” in New Town zoning. 
Ideally, the current restriction stating that only amendments in New Town may only be proposed with the 
consent of the original petitioner should be removed, as it already has been for Downtown and Village 
Center redevelopment. 

5.3.D. Application Materials 
This section would provide a cross-reference to the administrative manual or County website page that 
would list all requirements for application materials and clarify that all applications must include all 
required application materials before the County will begin processing the application. 
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5.3.E. Payment of Application Fees 
This section would provide a cross-reference to the administrative manual or County website page where 
the fee schedule for applications would be located, and where they can be revised over time by resolution 
of the County Council without amending the UDO. It would require that all required application fees must 
be paid before the County will begin processing the application. 

Title 16, Subtitle 2 Zoning 
Sec. 16.212. - Fees. 

5.3.F. Application Completeness 
This new section would state that the County would not process incomplete applications, the time within 
which the County would notify the applicant that an application is incomplete, the time within which an 
applicant must provide any missing materials, and the time after which the County will return incomplete 
application materials to the applicant and discontinue the application. 

5.3.G. Simultaneous Review and Approval 
This section would clarify that an applicant whose project requires two or more approvals may request that 
the County process those applications simultaneously (rather than sequentially). It would also clarify that if 
simultaneous processing is requested, any approvals by the review body for one application shall not be 
considered final until the review body on the last (generally the most complex) part of the application has 
been made. 

5.3.H. Public Notice 
This section would consolidate requirements for public notice of applications, hearings and decisions, in 
order to avoid unnecessarily repetition throughout out the regulations (such as in Section 125.0). It would 
clarify what type of notice (e.g. mailed, published, posted, or electronic) is required for different types of 
applications and would cross-reference an administrative manual or County website page that lists the 
specific content that needs to be included in different types of public notice. In general, most newer 
regulations decrease reliance on mailed and published notice because of the time and costs involved, and 
increasingly rely on thorough requirements for posted and electronic notice to citizens and citizens’ 
organizations. 

5.3.I. Public Hearings 
This section would describe the procedural requirements for public hearings, carrying forward content 
from Section 100.0. To the degree permitted by Maryland law, these provisions would be updated to 
reduce the confrontational, trial-like nature of current public hearing procedures.  

100.0 General Provisions 
Department of Planning and Zoning Public Hearings 
Inactive Petitions 
Title 16, Subtitle 2 Zoning 
Sec. 16.206. - Conduct of hearings. 

5.3.J. Criteria for Review and Decision 
This section would clarify that in the event that Section 5.3 (Specific Procedures) or other sections of the 
UDO do not identify specific criteria to guide a land use decision, the criteria in this section would apply.  
Those criteria would generally include compliance with the UDO and other regulations adopted by the 
County and, in some cases, consistency with the adopted planning goals in Plan Howard 2030.   
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5.3.K. Referral to Planning Board 
This new section would clarify that where the UDO authorizes the Planning Director to make a decision, but 
the Director determines that the proposed project is unusually large or complex, or may create impacts 
that were not considered when the UDO was drafted, the Director may refer the application to the 
Planning Board for decision. 

5.3.L. Conditions on Approval 
This section would consolidate various provisions in the current Zoning Regulations and Subdivision and 
Land Development Regulations authorizing the decision-maker to approve an application with conditions to 
mitigate its impacts on surrounding areas, which would reduce repetition of similar provisions throughout 
the UDO. In the case of decisions to be made by Planning and Zoning staff, conditions may only include 
those required to bring the application into alignment with UDO standards. In the case of decisions by 
another decision-making body, conditions may address any matter necessary to bring the application into 
compliance with the criteria to be applied by that decision-making body. 

5.3.M. Appeals 
This section would describe the process for appeals of different types of land development decisions, and 
would consolidate information from many different areas of the existing regulations. 

Title 16, Subtitle 1 Subdivision and Land Development Regulations  
General 
Sec. 16.105. - Appeals. 
127.0 MXD Mixed Use Districts 
Appeal of Planning Board Decision 
Title 16, Subtitle 6 Historic Preservation Commission 
Sec. 16.611. - Appeals. 
Title 16, Subtitle 12 Forest Conservation 
Sec. 16.1214. - Appeals. 
Title 16, Subtitle 13 Cemetery Preservation 
Sec. 16.1307. - Appeal. 

5.3.N. Lapsing of Approvals 
Most newer land development regulations recognize that land development approvals should be used 
within a reasonable time after approval, and that “stale” approvals create challenges when applicants 
attempt to move forward with development after the standards for that type of development have been 
changed.  This new section would consolidate existing materials and practices regarding the lapsing of 
development approvals.  

5.3.O. Amendments of Existing Approvals 
This section would clarify the general procedures for amending an existing development approval when 
market conditions, property users, financing, or other factors lead the property owner to change their 
plans. It would list the types of minor amendments to existing approvals that can be approved 
administratively by Planning and Zoning staff (subject to appeal), and clarify that other types of 
amendments that might have significant impacts on surrounding properties would have to go through the 
same process used for the original approval decision (including public notice and public hearing 
requirements, if applicable).  This section should also codify the existing “redline” process for amending or 
correcting development plans. 

125.0 NT New Town 
Amendments to a Comprehensive Sketch Plan or Final Development Plan 
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Title 16, Subtitle 17 Development Rights and Responsibilities Agreements 
Sec. 16.1705. - Amendments to executed agreements. 

5.3.P. Adequate Public Facilities  
This section would state that all types of proposed development subject to the Adequate Public Facilities 
Ordinance (APFO) will need to complete that process and receive a determination that adequate public 
facilities to support the development exist (or obtain approval of a plan to provide needed facilities) before 
the project will be allowed to obtain final land use approval. This would also carry forward the existing 
provisions of Subtitle 11, with only those changes that are a result of the APFO review process currently 
underway separately from this Assessment.  

Title 16, Subtitle 11 Adequate Public Facilities 
Sec. 16.1100. - Short title; background; purpose; organization. 
Sec. 16.1101. - Adequate transportation facilities. 
Sec. 16.1102. - Housing unit allocation concept; housing unit allocation chart. 
Sec. 16.1103. - Adequate school facilities. 
Sec. 16.1104. - Housing unit allocation process. 
Sec. 16.1105. - Processing of plans subject to test for adequate transportation facilities and/or tests for 
adequate school facilities and/or test for housing unit allocations. 
Sec. 16.1106. - Milestones. 
Sec. 16.1107. - Exemptions. 
Sec. 16.1108. - Development monitoring system. 
Sec. 16.1109. - Appeals. 
Sec. 16.1110. - Definitions. 

5.3.Q. Completion of Improvements 
This section would carry forward and clarify Howard County’s current policy that the property owner or 
applicant is responsible for all costs of required infrastructure and improvements for a subdivision, site 
plan, or other proposed development, unless the County has approved an agreement to share those costs 
or agreed that a different entity will be responsible for those costs.  In addition, it would clarify the 
County’s authority to require that improvements required to serve a new development or redevelopment 
be completed – or an agreement for an extension of time to complete those improvements be signed with 
the County – before certificates of occupancy for structures within the development will be issued. 

5.3.R. Development Rights and Responsibilities Agreements 
This section would carry forward much of the substantive text from Subtitle 17 of Title 16 regarding 
Development Rights and Responsibilities Agreements. 

Title 16, Subtitle 17 Development Rights and Responsibilities Agreements 
Sec. 16.1700. - Purpose. 
Sec. 16.1702. - Applicability. 
Sec. 16.1703. - Contents of development rights and responsibilities agreements. 
Sec. 16.1704. - Procedures. 
Sec. 16.1706. - Termination of agreements; suspension; time limitations. 
Sec. 16.1707. - Applicable laws, regulations, and policies. 
Sec. 16.1708. - Recording. 
Sec. 16.1709. - Enforcement by interested parties. 

 



Part 2: Annotated Outline  5.4:  Specific Procedures  
16.5:  Zoning and Subdivision Procedures  5.4.A:  Permits and Approvals 
  

80   HOWARD COUNTY DEVELOPMENT REGULATIONS ASSESSMENT   
  January 2018 

5.4. Specific Procedures 
This section would outline the process for reviewing each type of 
application for a permit or approval that may be issued under the UDO.  
A subsection for each specific procedure would describe the steps in the 
review and approval process, identify the reviewers and decision-maker 
involved, and state the criteria to be used in making the decision.  As 
discussed in the Assessment, criteria for making each type of decision 
would be reviewed to make them as clear, objective, and predictable as 
possible.  Specific procedures are generally ordered beginning with the 
least complex (and more frequently used) procedures and ending with 
the more complex (and infrequently used) procedures.  Each process 
would also include a simple flowchart of the procedural steps. An 
example of a flowchart from another community is shown at the right.  

5.4.A. Permits and Approvals 
This section would group together those procedures generally used for approval of a specific minor 
structure, street name change, or modification of a historic structure. 

5.4.A(1) Permits 
This section would describe the procedures for administrative review and approval of general permits, 
including sign permits and fence permits.  

Title 3, Subtitle 5 Signs 
Sec. 3.509. - Permits and fees. 
128.0 Supplementary Zoning District Regulations 
Permits for Special Farm Uses 
132.0 Temporary Uses 
Procedures 

5.4.A(2) Street Name Changes 
This section would carry forward without significant change the procedures for changing street names 
currently located in Title 16, Subtitle 4. 

Title 16, Subtitle 4 Street Names and House Numbers  
Sec. 16.400. - Street names and house numbers. 
Sec. 16.401. - Enforcement 

5.4.A(3) Certificate of Approval for Historic Districts and Structures 
This section would describe the historic preservation review processes, including the establishment of 
historic districts and the Certificate of Approval process for modifications to designated properties, 
currently located in Subtitle 6 of Title 16. 

Title 16, Subtitle 6 Historic Preservation Commission 
Sec. 16.602. - Establishment of historic districts. 
Sec. 16.603. - Certificates of approval. 
Sec. 16.603A. - Review of development plans. 
Sec. 16.608. - Structures of unusual importance. 

= Public Hearing  P 

Planning Board 
Recommendation 

Conditional Use Permit 

Department Review  

 P 

Zoning Board Decision  
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5.4.B. Conditional Uses 
This section would describe the conditional use process currently described in Section 131.0, highlighting 
where the process differs from the common procedures.  Current sections of Section 131.0 addressing 
conditions on approval and enlargements or alterations to an approved conditional use would be 
addressed in Section 5.3 (Common Procedures) above. Current Section 131.0 provisions for revocation of a 
conditional use would appear in Section 5.6 (Enforcement, and Penalties). 

131.0 Conditional Uses 
Pre-Submission Community Meeting, Petition and Public Hearing 
General Standards Required for Approval 
Burden of Proof 
Establishment of Conditional Use 
Abandonment 
Clarification of Decision and Order 

5.4.C. Site Development Plan Approvals 
The County reviews Site Development Plans of many residential and non-residential proposals before 
issuing a building or grading permit.  All projects in some zoning districts and certain conditional uses also 
require approval of a Site Development Plan. Although not currently well described in the regulations, this 
process includes the submittal of an Environmental Concept Plan for proposed stormwater management 
facilities, which includes a conceptual design for stormwater management and the delineation of 
environmental features.  

The section would also describe the Site Development Plan approval process outside of any New Town-
specific districts. It would carry forward the provisions from Article V of Subtitle 1, Title 16, as described in 
the Assessment and would replace the current SDP and FDP processes in the current NT districts. 
Additional procedural requirements that are district-specific, such as those in the R-ED district, would also 
be relocated to this section. In the UDO, there would be only one standard process for review and approval 
of Site Development Plans. 

Title 16, Subtitle 1 Subdivision and Land Development Regulations  
Procedures for Filing and Processing Site Development Plan Applications 
Sec. 16.154. - Purpose. 
Sec. 16.155. - Applicability. 
Sec. 16.156. - Procedures. 
Sec. 16.157. - Required information for site development plans. 
107.0 R-ED Residential: Environmental Development 
Approval of the Site Development Plan by the Planning Board 
112.0 R-H-ED Residential: Historic – Environmental 
Approval of the Site Development Plan by the Planning Board 
117.3 OT Office Transition 
Site Development Plan 
125.0 NT New Town 
Final Development Plan—General Provisions 
Site Development Plans—General Provisions 
126.0 PGCC Planned Golf Course Community 
Approval of the Site Development Plan by the Planning Board 
127.0 MXD Mixed Use Districts 
Site Development Plan 
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5.4.D. Subdivision of Land 
Currently, an applicant for a major subdivision must submit either: 

 (1) An Environmental Concept Plan, (2) a Sketch Plan, (3) a Preliminary Plan, (4) a Final Plan, and then 
(5) a Site Development Plan; or 

 (1) An Environmental Concept Plan; (2) a Preliminary Equivalent Sketch Plan; (3) a Final Plan, and (4) a 
Site Development Plan.  

This section would carry forward the procedures for subdivisions of land currently located in Article IV of 
Subtitle 1, Title 16, as well as the procedural requirements for Sketch Plans and Preliminary Equivalent 
Sketch Plans in several zone districts. These procedures would be reviewed for potential to increase 
efficiency and predictability in the review process. Specific lists of application requirements and language 
for plat notes would be removed from the UDO and placed in an administrative manual or on the County’s 
website. The role of the Environmental Concept Plan in subdivision design would also be clarified. This 
section would also clarify that preliminary plans for subdivisions differ from preliminary development plans 
that are used as a basis for zoning and use parameters in the districts that require PDPs.  

Title 16, Subtitle 1 Subdivision and Land Development Regulations  
Procedures for Filing and Processing Subdivision Applications 
Sec. 16.144. - General procedures regarding the subdivision process. 
Sec. 16.145. - Sketch plan; preliminary equivalent sketch plan. 
Sec. 16.146. - Preliminary plan. 
Sec. 16.147. - Final subdivision plan and final plat. 
120.0 SC Shopping Center 
Approval of Sketch Plans 
107.0 R-ED Residential: Environmental Development 
Approval of the Preliminary Equivalent Sketch Plan by the Planning Board 
112.0 R-H-ED Residential: Historic – Environmental 
Approval of the Preliminary Equivalent Sketch Plan by Planning Board 

5.4.E. Flexibility and Relief  
This section would group together and describe the various ways (other than administrative amendments) 
that the development standards in the UDO can be modified to accommodate unique conditions and 
circumstances.  

5.4.E(1) Administrative Adjustments 
Most newer development codes allow the Planning Director limited authority to approve minor 
adjustments to technical zoning and subdivision standards for an individual lot when the need for 
those adjustments is due to the size, shape, or topography of the lot, or some other factor beyond the 
control of the applicant.  This section would include a table of administrative adjustments that can be 
approved by the Director (e.g. an adjustment of parking or lot coverage standards of 5 percent or less) 
without the need for a variance or other formal adjustment process. Approval of an administrative 
adjustment occurs during the course of staff review, and does not require a separate procedure.  This 
section would be carry forward the provisions in Section 100.0 but may be updated to include 
additional minor adjustments based emerging experience around the U.S. 

100.0 General Provisions 
Administrative Adjustments  
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5.4.E(2) Alternative Compliance 
This section would outline the procedures and criteria for approval of alternative compliance with a 
development standard (formerly referred to as obtaining a waiver).  

Title 16, Subtitle 1 Subdivision and Land Development Regulations  
General 
Sec. 16.104. - Waivers. 
Title 16, Subtitle 12 Forest Conservation 
Sec. 16.1215. - Waivers. 

5.4.E(3) Variance 
This section would describe the procedures for obtaining a variance from different types of 
development standards.  

Title 3, Subtitle 5 Signs 
Sec. 3.513. - Variances. 
Title 16, Subtitle 7 Floodplain 
Sec. 16.711. - Variances. 

5.4.F. Major Development Plan Approvals 
This section would describe the various procedures for review of plans required in certain zone 
districts and for certain types of development between the time of zone district approval and detailed 
Site Development Plan approval.  

5.4.F(1) Preliminary Development Plan for Zoning 
This section would describe the process for approving Preliminary Development Plans for floating 
districts, as described in the Assessment, up to the point of Site Development Plan approval, where the 
standard provisions of Section 5.4.C (Site Development Plan Approval) would apply. 

113.3 I Institutional Overlay 
Preliminary Development Plan 
Conformance with Preliminary Development Plan 
117.1 BR Business Rural 
Conformance with Preliminary Development Plan 
117.3 OT Office Transition 
Amendments to Preliminary Development Plan 
124.0 SW Solid Waste Overlay 
Procedure for Creation of a SW District 
125.0 NT New Town 
Procedure for Creation of NT Districts 
127.0 MXD Mixed Use Districts 
Preliminary Development Plan and Criteria 
127.1 PSC Planned Senior Community 
Amendments to Preliminary Development Plan and Criteria 

 

5.4.F(2) NT Village Center Redevelopment 
This section would describe a simplified process for approving NT Village Center redevelopment plans, 
as described in the Assessment, up to the point of Site Development Plan approval, where the 
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standard provisions of Section 5.4.C Site Development Plan Approval would apply. The current 
procedures appear to have been designed in part to compensate for fairly vague development 
standards and criteria in some original Columbia development documents by inserting multiple points 
at which public meetings and hearings are necessary. In contrast, many high-quality activity center 
redevelopment procedures simplify and shorten the time needed for design, review, and approval of 
redevelopment applications by replacing vague language with more objective and predictable 
development standards and criteria closely tied to preferred uses, scale, height, quality, circulation 
patterns, and character of the center. We recommend reviewing and revising the Village Center 
Redevelopment procedures based on this approach. 

125.0 NT New Town 
Village Center Redevelopment, Major 
Village Center Redevelopment, Minor 

5.4.F(3) NT Downtown Redevelopment 
This section would describe a simplified process for approving NT Downtown redevelopment plans, as 
described earlier in the Assessment, up to the point of Site Development Plan approval, where the 
standard provisions of Section 5.4.C Site Development Plan Approval would apply. The comments on 
length, delay, and unpredictability of the Village Center Redevelopment process apply here as well, 
and we recommend a similar approach to address those weaknesses. Although much of the downtown 
Columbia land is now under the control of a single property owner (the Howard Hughes Corporation), 
the redevelopment process needs to be designed to work even if ownership changes or becomes more 
fragmented in the future. 

125.0 NT New Town 
Final Development Plan—Downtown Revitalization 
Site Development Plan—Downtown Revitalization 
Site Development Plan—Downtown Environmental Restoration that is not part of a Final Development 
Plan 

5.4.G. Amendments to UDO Text or Zoning Map 
This section would carry forward the County’s current procedures for adopting amendments to text of the 
UDO or the Zoning Map.  In addition, it would clarify the different procedures and criteria applicable to text 
amendments for comprehensive rezonings and Zoning Regulation Amendments (ZRAs). In particular, the 
allowed applicants for ZRAs and the time limits for public applications for ZRAs should be reconsidered. The 
protocol for ZRAs that change significantly at County Council should also be revisited; significant changes 
should be required to go back to the Planning Board for review, with additional staff analysis of the 
changes. A clear definition of the type of changes that are considered significant should also be included to 
reduce ambiguity. Because of the new zone districts and development standards in the UDO, there should 
be significantly fewer needs for Zoning Regulation Amendments, and the criteria for consideration and 
approval of ZRAs would be tightened up and made more objective.  

Title 16, Subtitle 2 Zoning 
Sec. 16.203. - Comprehensive zoning. 
Sec. 16.204. - Piecemeal map amendments and development plan approvals. 
Sec. 16.205. - Procedure. 
Sec. 16.207. - Judicial review. 
Sec. 16.208. - Zoning regulation text amendments. 
100.0 General Provisions 
Amendments 



Part 2: Annotated Outline  5.5: Pre-existing Development and Nonconformities 
16.5:  Zoning and Subdivision Procedures  5.4.H:  Adoption of Amendment of the General Plan 

HOWARD COUNTY DEVELOPMENT REGULATIONS ASSESSMENT  85 
January 2018 

114.0 Historic District 
Requirements and Restrictions Applicable to Historic Districts 
Findings Necessary to Establish an Historic District 
117.1 BR Business Rural 
Criteria 
Procedure for Creation of a BR District 
117.3 OT Office Transition 
Requirements for OT District 
Petition Requirements 
Standards for Approval of a Petition 
Amendments to Preliminary Development Plan 
Planning Board Recommendation 
Zoning Board Decision 
125.0 NT New Town 
Comprehensive Sketch Plan 
Procedure for Creation of NT Districts 
127.0 MXD Mixed Use Overlay Districts 
General Provisions 
Requirements for Mixed Use Development 
Preliminary Development Plan and Criteria 
Comprehensive Sketch Plan and Development Criteria 
Title 16, Subtitle 6   Historic Preservation Commission 
Sec. 16.602. - Establishment of historic districts. 

5.4.H. Adoption of Amendment of the General Plan 
This section would describe the process for adopting or amending the General Plan for Howard County, as 
required by Maryland law. 

5.5. Pre-existing Development and Nonconformities 

5.5.A. General Provisions 
Nonconformities are situations when a property was developed or a land use was started in compliance 
with the County’s development regulations, but that no longer conform to those regulations—usually 
because the County amended the zoning regulations or a public body purchased a portion of the site or 
adopted a new regulation after the property was developed. This would consolidate regulations for 
nonconforming situations that are currently scattered throughout several different sections of the Zoning, 
Subdivision, and Land Development Regulations. Substantive updates to this section would clarify the 
treatment of nonconforming lots, uses, buildings, and signs as noted in the following sections. 

128.0 Supplementary Zoning District Regulations 
Noncomplying Structures and Uses 
129.0 Nonconforming Uses 
General 

5.5.B. Nonconforming Use  
This section would carry forward provisions from 129.0 regarding the confirmation, restriction, and 
expansion or change of nonconforming uses. We recommend making confirmations of nonconforming uses 
an administrative approval that is subject to appeal.  
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129.0 Nonconforming Uses 
Restrictions on Nonconforming Uses 
Confirmation of Nonconforming Uses 
Extension, Enlargement or Alteration of Nonconforming Uses 

5.5.C. Nonconforming Structure  
This section would carry forward and expand upon the existing provisions related to nonconforming 
structures in Section 129.0. 

129.0 Nonconforming Uses 
Replacement of Destroyed Nonconforming Structures 

5.5.D. Nonconforming Lot 
This section would clarify that legally created lots that have become nonconforming, due to changes in 
minimum lot dimensions or sensitive land controls, may be improved with uses and structures permitted in 
their respective zoning districts, provided that the all applicable development standards are met. 

5.5.E. Nonconforming Site Feature  
This section would confirm that lots and parcels that have nonconforming parking, landscaping, lighting, or 
other site features may continue to be used, and that the nonconforming site features do not create an 
additional nonconformity or prevent the building or site from being used as otherwise permitted under 
Sections 5.5.C and 5.5.D.  

134.0 Outdoor Lighting 
Noncomplying Outdoor Lighting  

5.5.F. Nonconforming Sign 
This section would consolidate the provisions on nonconforming signs that are currently located in Section 
3.504 with the other nonconforming situations.  

Title 3, Subtitle 5 Signs 
Sec. 3.504. - Nonconforming signs. 

5.6. Enforcement and Penalties 
This section would carry forward and consolidate Section 102.0 and Subtitle 16 of Title 16, as well as various 
other repetitive sections in the Zoning, Subdivision, and Land Development Regulations that specify other 
violations, enforcement, or penalty provisions. The sections that are carried forward would be cleaned up and 
improved significantly. 

5.6.A. Violations 
This section would describe what constitutes a violation of the UDO, carrying forward language from 
several sections of the existing regulations. 

102.0 Violations, Enforcement, and Penalties 
Violations 
Title 16, Subtitle 16 Enforcement of the Howard County Subdivision and Land Development 
Regulations and the Zoning Regulations 
Sec. 16.1600. - Definitions. 
Sec. 16.1601. - Authority of the County; nature of equitable relief. 
Sec. 16.1602. - Notice of violation. 
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Sec. 16.1603. - Citation. 
Title 16, Subtitle 7 Floodplain 
Sec. 16.712. - Violation. 
Title 24, Civil Penalties 
Sec. 24.106 Issuance of Citation 

5.6.B. Enforcement 
This section would describe the enforcement processes for violations, currently located in several different 
sections of the regulations. 

102.0 Violations, Enforcement, and Penalties 
Enforcement  
Title 16, Subtitle 1 Subdivision and Land Development Regulations  
General 
Sec. 16.106. - Enforcement. 
Title 16, Subtitle 2 Zoning 
Sec. 16.209. - Enforcement. 
Title 16, Subtitle 4 Street Names and House Numbers  
Sec. 16.401. - Enforcement 
Title 16, Subtitle 6 Historic Preservation Commission 
Sec. 16.610. - Enforcement. 
Title 16, Subtitle 12 Forest Conservation 
Sec. 16.1212. - Enforcement; penalties. 
Title 16, Subtitle 13 Cemetery Preservation 
Sec. 16.1308. - Enforcement. 
Title 16, Subtitle 16 Enforcement of the Howard County Subdivision and Land Development 
Regulations and the Zoning Regulations 
Sec. 16.1604. - Authority of the Hearing Examiner; Board of Appeals. 
Sec. 16.1605. - Hearing. 
Sec. 16.1606. - Inspections. 
Sec. 16.1607. - Final order. 
[Title 16, Subtitle 17 Development Rights and Responsibilities Agreements 
Sec. 16.1709. - Enforcement by interested parties. 

5.6.C. Penalties 
This section would describe the penalties for violations of the UDO, currently located in Section 102.0 and 
Subtitle 16 of Title 16. 

102.0 Violations, Enforcement, and Penalties 
Penalties 
Title 16, Subtitle 16 Enforcement of the Howard County Subdivision and Land Development 
Regulations and the Zoning Regulations 
Sec. 16.1608. - Civil fines. 
Sec. 16.1609. - Appeal to the Board of Appeals. 
Sec. 16.1610. - Security. 
Sec. 16.1611. - Failure to comply with a final order. 
Sec. 16.1612. - County to secure compliance.  
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16.6. DEFINITIONS AND RULES OF CONSTRUCTION 

6.1. Rules of Construction 
This section would carry over and consolidate the rules of construction provisions of Sections 101.0 and Section 
16.108. The text would be revised as noted in the Assessment. The rules of construction could be organized in 
the following subsections. 

101.0 Rules of Construction 
Title 16, Subtitle 1 Subdivision and Land Development Regulations  
General 
Sec. 16.108. - Rules of construction; definitions. 

6.1.A. Technical Terms 

6.1.B. Lists and Examples  

6.1.C. Computation of Time  

6.1.D. Public Bodies, Documents, and Authority 

6.1.E. Mandatory and Discretionary Terms 

6.1.F. Conjunctions  

6.1.G. Tenses, Plurals, and Gender  

6.1.H. Maps, Coordinates, and Elevations 
Title 16, Subtitle 1 Subdivision and Land Development Regulations  
General 
Sec. 16.109. - Maps; coordinates; elevations, etc. 

6.1.I. Headings, Illustrations, and Text 

6.2. Definitions and Terms of Measurement 
This section would carry over the definitions in Section 103.0 and Section 16.108, as well as the definitions 
spread throughout several other sections of the Zoning, Subdivision, and Land Development Regulations and 
the related manuals. All definitions would be reviewed and revised, with additional definitions created and 
outdated definitions removed as noted in the Assessment. Specific items to be defined, or where existing 
definitions need to be revisited or revised are found in Part 1 of this Assessment. 

103.0 Definitions 
Title 16, Subtitle 1 Subdivision and Land Development Regulations  
General 
Sec. 16.108. - Rules of construction; definitions. 
Title 3, Subtitle 5 Signs 
Sec. 3.514. - Definitions. 
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Title 16, Subtitle 2 Zoning 
Sec. 16.200. - Zoning authority; definitions; short title. 
Title 16, Subtitle 6 Historic Preservation Commission 
Sec. 16.601. - Definitions. 
Title 16, Subtitle 12 Forest Conservation 
Sec. 16.1201. - Definitions. 
Title 16, Subtitle 13 Cemetery Preservation 
Sec. 16.1301. - Definitions. 
Title 16, Subtitle 16 Enforcement of the Howard County Subdivision and Land Development 
Regulations and the Zoning Regulations 
Sec. 16.1600. - Definitions. 
Title 16, Subtitle 17 Development Rights and Responsibilities Agreements 
Sec. 16.1701. - Definitions. 
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New Town Zoning Briefing Paper 

In FY 2015, the Columbia Association Board of Directors decided to hold periodic work sessions where 
there would be more time for discussion on specific topics of interest. Work sessions are less formal 
than board meetings and focus on discussion and do not include decision-making or policy-setting.  

This paper was developed by Columbia Association planning staff in anticipation of the upcoming work 
session on the topic of Howard County’s New Town zoning, the designation for much of Columbia. A 
future work session and associated background paper will address private covenants. 

1. Introduction: Why Hold a Work Session on New Town Zoning? What are the 
Desired Outcomes? 

On September 18, 2014, the Columbia Association Board of Directors will be holding a work session 
on Howard County’s New Town zoning regulations. The purpose of this memo is twofold: to provide 
an overview of the New Town zoning regulations and to identify issues that should be considered 
when the county undertakes the planned review and update of New Town regulations in 2015.  

The desired outcomes of the work session are for board members: (1) to acquire a better 
understanding of how the regulations work, including the review and approval process; and (2) to 
identify issues to be addressed and questions to be answered during the county’s update process, 
anticipated to begin in 2015.  

2. New Town Zoning Review Process: Why is Howard County Going to Review and 
Update New Town Zoning?  When will this Occur?  

In 2013, Howard County updated its zoning code following adoption of the new General Plan 
(PlanHoward 2030). At that time, the County Council chose to defer the review and update of New 
Town zoning because of its complexity and to allow the county to complete a comprehensive review 
of New Town zoning. That review, including a public process, is anticipated to begin in 2015. Given 
the upcoming elections and change in administration leadership, it is expected that the county will 
not announce the details of the review process until after the New Year.  

3. Zoning Authority: Who is Responsible for Zoning and its Enforcement?   

Promulgation of zoning regulations and their enforcement are government functions under 
Maryland law. As set forth in the Annotated Code of Maryland, the state’s counties and 
municipalities have the power to control land use within their boundaries. This includes the power 
to prepare a comprehensive plan, zoning ordinances and subdivision regulations. The State of 
Maryland has delegated these planning and land use regulatory powers to the state’s municipalities 
and counties, including Howard County.  

As a result of the state’s delegation of zoning powers to the county, the Howard County Code 
includes detailed rules and procedures related to the planning and zoning process, including the 
roles and authority of the County Council, Zoning Board, Planning Board and Department of 
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Planning and Zoning.  See the text box below for a description of the authority for each of these 
government entities. 

Overview of Zoning Authority By Key Government Entities (source: Howard County Code) 
County Council: The Howard County Code gives the County Council authority for zoning. It states: “For the 
purpose of promoting the health, safety, morals and general welfare of Howard County, the County Council is 
hereby empowered to regulate and restrict the height, number of stories and size of buildings and other 
structures; the location, construction, alteration and use of buildings and other structures; the percentage of 
lot area that may be occupied by structures; the size of yards, courts and other open spaces; the density of 
population; and the location and use of land for trade, industry, government, residence or other purpose.” 
The code empowers the County Council to enact comprehensive zoning and for amendments to the text of 
the existing zoning regulations. The code also authorizes the establishment of the Zoning Board, a legislative 
agency of the County Council. The Zoning Board consists of the County Council members.  
Zoning Board: The Howard County Code designates to the Zoning Board the authority to approve piecemeal 
zoning map amendments (those dealing with map changes only or zoning changes to a particular piece of 
property). In addition, the Zoning Board has decision-making powers on various development plans. 
Planning Board: The Planning Board makes recommendations to the County Council and Zoning Board on all 
matters relating to county planning and zoning, including the adoption and amendment of planning and 
zoning regulations and amendments to the zoning map. In addition to its advisory duties and responsibilities 
related to recommendations, in certain cases the Planning Board also has decision-making powers.  
For petitions to develop Columbia property zoned New Town other than in lands in Downtown and the village 
centers, the Planning Board has decision-making authority for Comprehensive Sketch Plans, Final 
Development Plans and Site Development Plans (steps 2 through 4 of the New Town zoning approval process). 
In 1965, the County Commission approved the original Preliminary Development Plan (PDP) for Columbia (step 
1 of the New Town development process).  The PDP can only be amended by the Zoning Board following a 
public hearing. 
For Downtown Columbia Redevelopment, both Final Development Plans and the Site Development Plans 
require Planning Board approval. (see note below)  
For petitions for Major Village Center Redevelopment, the Planning Board reviews and makes 
recommendations on the Preliminary Development Plan to the Zoning Board, which has the authority to 
approve or deny the petitioner’s application for village center redevelopment. If approved, then the petitioner 
may proceed to the land development review process that includes amendments to the Comprehensive 
Sketch Plan, amendments to the Final Development Plan and a new Site Development Plan. The Planning 
Board has decision-making powers on all of these detailed plans. (see note below) 
Department of Planning and Zoning: The Department of Planning is responsible for planning for the growth 
and development of the County including but not limited to the following functions: preparation of a 
comprehensive general plan; preparation of subdivision rules and regulations and their administration; 
preparation and enforcement of a comprehensive zoning plan (map and regulations) and enforcement; review 
and recommendations on petitions for amendment to the zoning map; assistance with public facility planning; 
responsibility for historic preservation; recommendations on the county’s proposed capital program; and 
operation of the county’s agricultural preservation program.  
Hearing Examiner: The Hearing Examiner considers citations for violations of the subdivision and land 
development requirements. Also makes decisions on variances and conditional uses outside of the NT district. 
Board of Appeals: A final order issued by the Hearing Examiner may be appealed by the alleged violator to the 
Board of Appeals. 
(Note: Detailed flow charts for the Downtown Columbia and Village Center Redevelopment processes are included in the 
Appendix.) 
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Zoning Violations and Enforcement 

The zoning regulations define violations as follows: “Any structure erected, constructed, altered, 
enlarged, converted, moved or used contrary to any of the provisions of these regulations by any 
person taking such action, or permitting such action, and any use of any land or any structure which 
is conducted, operated or maintained by any person using, or permitting the use thereof, contrary 
to any of the provisions of these regulations, shall be, and the same is hereby declared to be 
unlawful.” 

Enforcement is the responsibility of the Department of Planning and Zoning. The regulations state 
that the “Department of Planning and Zoning may initiate a court order for an injunction, 
mandamus, abatement or any other appropriate action to prevent, enjoin, abate or remove such 
erection, construction, alteration, enlargement, conversion or use in violation of any of the 
provisions of these regulations. The Department of Planning and Zoning may enforce the Zoning 
Regulations by issuing citations to alleged violators to be heard in Court or in Administrative 
Proceedings as provided by Law.” If a zoning violation is found to exist, a citation is issued. Penalties 
include fines and/or civil penalties.  

4. Overview of New Town Zoning and Process: What is the History of New Town 
Zoning? 

The New Town regulations were adopted in 1965 and have been in place for decades with relatively 
few changes in the overall structure until 2009 and 2010. In 2009, changes were made related to 
village center redevelopment and in 2010, the changes to zoning for Downtown Columbia 
revitalization.  

New Town is the primary zoning classification in Columbia. More than 14,270 acres are zoned New 
Town. Approximately ten percent of Columbia is not zoned New Town. These lands are 
predominantly located in three general areas: Dorsey’s Search Village north of Route 108; the 
Gateway loop, and a portion of Snowden River Parkway near Robert Fulton Drive. There are other 
non-New Town zoned lands scattered throughout Columbia. 

5. What are the Major Provisions of New Town Zoning? 

The New Town zoning regulations have a number of distinctive features. These include: 

• District size. A New Town zoning district must contain at least 2,500 contiguous acres. 
(Columbia is the county’s only New Town district and comprises 14,272 acres.) 

• Flexibility in land use. New Town permits all uses in other zoning districts with the exception 
of heavy manufacturing uses and mobile homes.  

• Open space preservation: New Town zoning requires that 36 percent of the lands zoned 
New Town be for open space uses. This requirement combined with the design of Columbia, 
has resulted in a distinctive tight weave of Columbia’s open space areas, residential 
neighborhoods and clustered housing sites.  Columbia’s open space is a defining and 
distinguishing feature of Columbia. 
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• Overall housing density. Overall density (gross density) may not exceed 2.5 dwelling units 
per acre of New Town zoned land. The maximum number of dwellings permitted by the 
Downtown Columbia redevelopment process is in addition to this density limit.  

• Mixed use requirements. New Town requires a mix of various land uses, with minimum and 
maximum percentages and allows flexibility in the geographic placement of those uses. The 
table below is from the New Town regulations. 

 
Source: Howard County NT Zoning Regulations 
Note: The last line of the table excludes mobile homes and heavy industrial uses.  

6. What is the Development Process Under New Town Zoning? 

The New Town zoning regulations set forth three different processes for development depending on 
the location of development: one for Downtown Columbia; another for village center 
redevelopment; and one for all other New Town zoned lands. These three processes are outlined 
below. Additional details are provided in Appendix A.  

A. General – New Town Zoning (not in Downtown or part of Village Center 
Redevelopment) 

Step 1: Preliminary Development Plan (PDP).  

• The original PDP for Columbia was approved in 1965. The regulations state that a PDP is to 
include a generalized drawing or set of drawings with associated text that establish the 
general location of land uses, major roads and public facilities. Also included in the 
requirements are the following: 

o Listing of major planning assumptions and objectives 
o Number of acres devoted to residential, employment and open space uses 
o Overall density (dwelling units per acre) 
o Overview of proposed drainage, water supply and discharge 

• Only the original petitioner may file a new petition to add additional land to the New Town 
District or propose amendments to the PDP. That means that only Howard Research and 
Development (HRD), the original petitioner, can propose these changes. 
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• Changes to the approved PDP must be approved by the Howard County Zoning Board. 

Step 2: Comprehensive Sketch Plan  

• The Comprehensive Sketch Plan is comprised of a drawing or set of more detailed drawings 
and must include: 
o Boundaries and acreage of proposed land use categories (single family low and medium 

density, apartments, employment commercial and industrial, and open space); location 
of all existing and proposed public streets, roads and utilities; location of open space, 
recreation, school, park and other public and community uses. 

• Associated text (criteria) for the general location of all structures; height limitations; 
parking, setbacks, front/side/rear yard areas, minimum lot sizes. 

• Only HRD, the original petitioner for the New Town District, may propose amendments to an 
approved Comprehensive Sketch Plan.  

• The Planning Board has decision-making authority for Comprehensive Sketch Plans.  

Step 3: Final Development Plan (FDP) 

• The FDP confirms or refines the Comprehensive Sketch Plan. It must provide the exact 
boundary descriptions and acreage of the permitted uses shown on the approved 
Comprehensive Sketch Plan and detail the permitted uses, setbacks, height limits and other 
requirements. 

• The Planning Board has decision-making powers for Final Development Plans. If approved, 
they are recorded in the land records of Howard County prescribe the development of the 
property. Proposals to change or add primary uses require an amendment to the FDP.  

• For single family residential lands, any property owner may propose amendments to the 
FDP but cannot alter the land use designation established by the Comprehensive Sketch 
Plan or increase the residential density. For all other lands, only the original New Town 
District petitioner, HRD, may propose amendments to an approved Final Development Plan.  

Step 4: Site Development Plan 

• The Site Development Plan is the last stage before building permits are issued and 
construction may begin.  

• Detailed site engineering drawings must show exactly how a site will be used and developed 
including grading, utilities, buildings, driveways, parking areas, landscaping and other site 
details. 

• Site Development Plans are required for all development in the New Town District. 
• At this stage, the Planning Board may not revisit land use designations or criteria shown on 

the Final Development Plan. However, the Planning Board may grant variances to bulk 
regulations for a specific SDP.  

• At the Planning Board’s discretion, Site Development Plans may be reviewed and approved 
by the Planning Board or by the Department of Planning and Zoning (administrative review 
and approval). 
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• Minor additions or modifications to approved Site Development Plans do not need Planning 
Board approval. Minor new accessory structures, minor additions to parking, small areas of 
grading or clearing and other similar minor changes do not need Planning Board approval 
and can be reviewed and approved administratively. 

B. Downtown Columbia Revitalization Process 

This process is different from that for non-downtown New Town areas in that it permits any fee 
simple owner of any property located in Downtown Columbia to propose development. In addition, 
an amendment to the Preliminary Development Plan or any previously approved applicable 
Comprehensive Sketch Plan or Final Development Plan is not required because Final Development 
Plans for Downtown Revitalization supersede previous New Town documents. 

• Steps 1-8 include submission of a Final Development Plan, Neighborhood Concept Plan, 
Neighborhood Specific Design Guidelines, and a Neighborhood Specific Implementation 
Document along with a number of technical studies and engineering documents.  The steps also 
include a pre-submission community meeting and review by the Design Advisory Panel. 

• The Planning Board has approval authority. Approved Final Development Plans and their 
associated Neighborhood Concept Plans, Neighborhood Specific Design Guidelines and 
Neighborhood Specific Implementation Plan are recorded in the land records of Howard County. 

• Steps 9-16 of the Downtown Revitalization process relate to the Site Development Plan, and 
include a pre-submission community meeting and review by the Design Advisory Panel. 

• The Planning Board has approval authority for the Site Development Plan. 

C. Village Center Redevelopment Process 

This process was established in 2009 via County Council approved amendments to the New Town 
zoning regulations related to the redevelopment of New Town Village Centers. As with the 
Downtown Columbia-related New Town regulations, any owner of village center property may 
propose land use changes without gaining permission from HRD. The village center redevelopment 
process includes the following: 

• Permits an owner of any portion of a New Town Village Center to petition to amend existing 
development plans for their own property;  

• Establishes standards for zoning board evaluation;  
• Establishes a public notification and involvement process; and  
• Defines a role for village associations including the development of a Village Center Community 

Plan and a Community Response Statement.  

The process includes two stages and 14 steps for the petitioner, the county and the village 
association.  Steps include Notice of Intent from the petitioner, a pre-submission meeting, the 
submission of a concept plan, review by the Design Advisory Panel, and the submission of a Final 
Development Plan amendment for recommendation by the Planning Board and approval by the 
Zoning Board. Only after the petitioner gains Zoning Board approval may he/she move on to the 
development process including submission of a detailed Site Development Plan. 
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7. What does the General Plan (PlanHoward 2030) say about New Town Zoning? 

There are a few references to the need to update NT zoning. One of the most relevant discussions is 
on pages 139-140 as follows: 

“With the adoption of the Downtown Columbia Plan, the corresponding zoning regulation 
amendments, and the new regulations to promote revitalization of older Columbia Village Centers, 
there needs to be revisions to the New Town (NT) Regulations to discourage scattered, 
uncoordinated redevelopment.”  

“When the existing zoning regulations were  enacted, the original petitioner of the NT District, 
Howard Research and Development Corporation  (HRD), owned all the land in the NT District and 
actively controlled development through Final Development Plans and private covenants. The 
zoning regulations gave the original petitioner control over an extensive development plan that 
currently only it can petition to amend. Now, however, property owners within the NT District do 
not have the right to access the zoning directly, they are forced to seek permission from the original 
petitioner. To ensure coordinated, well planned redevelopment and allow property owners access 
to the zoning, the NT Zoning Regulations need to be revised to establish clear criteria for 
redevelopment in New Town, including amendments to Final Development Plans.” 

“POLICY 10.2 – Focus growth in Downtown” 

“Columbia, Route 1 and Route 40 Corridors, and some Columbia Village Centers, as well as some 
older commercial or industrial areas which have redevelopment potential.” 

“Implementing Action:  

c. Comprehensive Review of NT  Zoning. Revise the NT Zoning Regulations to provide clear 
criteria for redevelopment of older residential, commercial, or industrial areas outside of 
Downtown Columbia and the Village Centers.” 

8. What are Some of the Issues that Should be Considered or Addressed During the 
County’s New Town Zoning Update Process? 

This section provides a preliminary identification of issues and questions that should be addressed 
as part of the county’s review and update process. This also can serve as a framework for discussion 
at the CA Board Work Session on September 18.   

A. Issue: Definition of “Petitioner”  

Background 

• In Downtown Columbia and the Village Centers, the petitioner is defined as the fee-simple 
owner of a property that is seeking and requesting use changes. In all the other areas of New 
Town, only the original petitioner (HRD) can request a change to New Town zoned land (with 
the exception of single family land owners who may request limited changes). This means that 
land owners of non-residential lands who wish to make land use changes to their property that 
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are not in accord with the approved Preliminary Development Plan, Comprehensive Sketch Plan 
and FDP, need to get permission from HRD to move ahead. 

• When the regulations were created, HRD owned all of Columbia, so this definition of the 
petitioner made sense. Today, there are many apartment and non-residential land owners. 

• In addition, originally HRD was the master developer and thus had the incentive to make sure 
that its development proposals fit together and were in alignment. However, since ownership is 
now dispersed, the role of HRD has changed from overall developer and owner of land in 
Columbia to one of many developers and land owners.  

• HRD, in addition to its role as the petitioner for most New Town-zoned lands, also holds 
enforcement authority over more than 40 sets of separate and private covenants for non-
residential development areas in Columbia. Most of these covenants were executed as part of 
the terms for HRD’s sale of New Town-zoned lands to enable HRD to control the use and 
architectural characteristics of the development. Covenants are private agreements and are not 
administered or enforced by Howard County.  

• Some community members refer to HRD the original New Town District petitioner, as the 
“gatekeeper” because of the singular controls granted to HRD as described above. “Gatekeeper” 
is not a defined term used in the zoning regulations.  

To be Addressed During the New Town Update Process 

• The limitation of the permitted petitioner is inappropriate in the current context of property 
ownership and development in Columbia and should be revisited. For property located in 
Downtown Columbia and the Village Center Redevelopment areas, the issue has already been 
addressed by amending the New Town regulations to redefine who may be a petitioner.  

• While there is a need to allow petitioners other than HRD, it remains important to coordinate 
the overall design and planning for Columbia. Under state and county statues, it is Howard 
County that is responsible for planning, zoning regulations and zoning enforcement.  During the 
New Town update process, consideration should be given to the question of how the founding 
characteristics will be retained, enhanced or modified as it evolves over its next 50 years. (See 
also, Issue F below) 

B. Issue: Land Use Minimums/Maximums 

Background 

• Land use minimum and maximum percentages in New Town zoning were established to 
assure the implementation of the mixed use nature of Columbia envisioned by James Rouse.  

• DPZ tracks current land use percentages in relation to the New Town zoning thresholds. 

To be Addressed During the New Town Update Process 

• There is a need to evaluate whether the minimum and maximum land use percentages 
should be amended to address current development trends and projected development 
needs or to encourage/discourage land use changes. 
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C. Issue: Overall Residential Density 

Background 

• The New Town regulations establish the overall maximum residential density at 2.5 dwelling 
units per acre gross (total units divided by the total acres zoned New Town). 

• While not all of this potential density has been used, Columbia’s residential lands are 
essentially built-out.   

To be Addressed During the New Town Update Process 

• The potential impacts (positive and negative) of increasing the residential density should be 
evaluated. 

D. Issue: Moderate Income Housing Unit Provisions 

Background 

• A “Moderate Income Housing Unit” (MIHU) is defined in the zoning regulations as a dwelling 
unit offered for sale or rent to households with incomes up to 80% of the median income in 
Howard County.   

• The zoning regulations were amended in 2004 to require that in most zoning districts any 
development that includes single-family attached or apartment dwelling units must provide 
Moderate Income Housing Units in an amount equal to 15% of the number of units within the 
development. 

• These regulations do not apply to New Town-zoned lands. The rationale for this exclusion was 
that Columbia was founded on the principle of providing mixed-income housing and thus the 
MIHU program was not needed for New Town-zoned properties. There was also a concern that 
Columbia already had more than its “fair share” of moderate-income housing. 

To be Addressed During the New Town Update Process  

• There is a need to determine the demand for moderate income housing units versus the supply 
of such units throughout the county and in the sub-county planning areas including Columbia. 

• If that analysis demonstrates a need for additional moderate income housing in Columbia and in 
Howard County, the issue of the MIHU requirements should be discussed. 

E. Issue: Process Review  

Background  

• It is Howard County and state land use policy to encourage and promote growth in centers, 
redevelopment areas and areas served by infrastructure such as sanitary sewer, water, roads, 
etc. However, development and re-development review processes and standards for those 
areas are often more time-consuming and elaborate than those for new development proposed 
for greenfields. 

• The approved 2009 legislation for the village center redevelopment process states that the 
process be reviewed after the first new village center development comes on line. The bill 
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stipulates that “an evaluation be conducted within a year of the issuance of the first occupancy 
permits for a village center redevelopment process.” 

To be Addressed During the New Town Update Process  

• Since reinvestment in areas in need of revitalization is a recognized desire in Columbia, the 
current regulations should be reviewed to ensure they provide a balance between the need for 
a deliberate and public process and the need for a predictable and timely development process. 
This review should include the overall New Town process as well as those for Downtown 
Columbia and the village centers. 

F. Issue: Guidelines/Criteria/Performance Standards 

Background  

• New Town zoning regulations do not include guidelines or performance standards that 
many mixed use zoning districts have in place today. 

• Such standards could be helpful to evaluate new/redevelopment proposals within the 
framework of the planned community of Columbia and to evaluate potential proposed 
changes to the Preliminary Development Plan, Comprehensive Sketch Plan and Final 
Development Plans. 

To be Addressed During the New Town Update Process 

• Consider including guidelines or criteria to inform decision-making on redevelopment 
proposals for areas outside Downtown Columbia and the village centers. 

G. Issue: Understanding how all the Approved FDPs Fit Together 

Background  

• There are 264 recorded New Town Final Development Plans. These approved plans establish 
the land use designations, as well as the specific uses permitted for all the New Town zoned 
land in Columbia.  

• While the details of these plans are recorded in the land records and are used to guide the 
approval of Site Development Plans and amendments to these plans, there is no easy way to 
understand how they all fit together.  

To be Addressed During the New Town Update Process  

• There is a need to document the uses permitted by each New Town Final Development Plan 
and display them on a map or series of maps. This will create a comprehensive visual or plan 
for the approved land use framework for Columbia. 

H. Issue: Administrative Review 

Background  

• As with almost all development codes, Howard County zoning regulations delegate certain 
decisions to the professional planning and development staff. This is done to streamline 
development review and provide flexibility in the application of standards based on criteria. 

10 
 



 New Town Zoning Briefing Paper  ●  September 12, 2014  ● Columbia Association  
 

• Across the country, communities that are modernizing their development codes are also 
granting additional authority to professional planning and zoning staff (usually the planning 
director) to make decisions and to review and approve minor adjustments subject to 
compliance with clear development standards. These adjustments are generally referred to 
as administrative review or adjustments.  

• Administrative review is especially valuable in redevelopment areas. 
• To be effective, administrative review and adjustment should be guided by enumerated 

criteria.   

To be Addressed During the New Town Update Process  

• As part of the New Town update process, existing administrative review and adjustments 
should be reviewed both to confirm that current procedures and regulations are in keeping 
with best practices and also to consider any items that could be decided administratively 
that currently are delegated to other bodies for review and decision-making. 

I. Issue: Lack of a Purpose Statement for New Town Regulations 

Background  

• In most modern zoning ordinances, the first section of the regulations for each zoning 
district is the “Intent” or “Purpose” section.   

• All of the other Howard County zoning districts have purpose sections that state the 
district’s purpose or intent and the reasons for its establishment.  

• The New Town zoning district regulations lack such a section. 

To be Addressed During the New Town Update Process  

• A Purpose section should be considered. It could include a statement of the purposes of the 
New Town district, reference the General Plan and the county’s goals regarding land use 
regulation, and espouse the continued development and redevelopment of the planned 
community of Columbia in alignment with its founding ideals.  
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Appendix A: Downtown Columbia and Village Center Redevelopment 
Process Flow Charts 

This appendix includes the county process flow charts that illustrate the land development review 
process for Downtown Columbia redevelopment and Major Village Center Redevelopment. 
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Appendix B: Community Reports 
 
In the last few years, there have been two community-generated reports that address New Town zoning 
as well as other issues related to development review. The most recent (2014) is by the Howard County 
Citizen’s Association. The other is from a task force that completed its work in 2007. Highlights of these 
reports are summarized below.  

“New Town Columbia – Preserving the Vision”, Howard County Citizen’s Association, 2014. 

This report highlights the need to redefine the role of the petitioner – which is referred to as the 
“gatekeeper” and the need for overall monitoring of development in Columbia including enforcement of 
the private covenants. The report recommends a new, non-governmental organization called the 
“Columbia Planning Commission” that would have the responsibility to review and evaluate zoning 
changes in New Town-zoned areas (outside of Downtown Columbia) and also would review and enforce 
covenants. The report recommends that this organization would have decision-making powers but also 
states that the county’s Department of Planning and Zoning would still have responsibility for zoning. 
This report also recommends that a Columbia Master Plan be developed. 

Untitled, 2007 Task Force Report 

Related to New Town, this report recommends that the zoning be retained and that changes be made to 
the definition of the petitioner (called “gatekeeper” in the report) and that a new master plan is needed 
for Columbia. It also includes a recommendation for a mechanism for ensuring that proposed changes to 
land use are in accord with the master plan, a role historically undertaken by the master developer, 
HRD. The report also documents options considered and recommends that the villages play a role in 
assessment of New Town zoning proposals including being able to challenge New Town zoning decisions 
and propose changes. It also recommended that notification be given to NT zoned property owners 
within one mile of the proposed development of out-parcels. 

 

Note: The original community reports are posted separately as part of the Board’s work session back-up 
materials. 
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Appendix C: Zoning Comparison Columbia, Reston and Montgomery 
Village 
 

Comparative Zoning Analysis Columbia, Reston & Montgomery Village 

 Columbia Reston Montgomery Village  
 

Zoning 
Jurisdiction 

Howard County  Fairfax County  Montgomery County 

Zoning District New Town Planned Residential Community Town Sector 

Intention of 
Self 
Sufficiency 
(mixed of 
uses) 

Y Y Y 

Density Gross Density 
measurement. Multiply 
number of NT acres by 2.5 
dwelling units per acre 
overall; additional density 
maximums by type of 
residential. 

13 persons per gross acre. This is 
calculated by assuming the following 
persons per residential unit type:  
SF--3;  SFA--2.7; APT--2.1. 

15 persons per gross 
acre. This is calculated 
by assuming the 
following persons per 
residential unit type:  
SF--3.7; SF--3;  
APT (building hgt less 
than 50’--3; APT 
(Building hgt 50’ or 
greater)--2.  

Total Acreage 14,272 acres 6,200 2,500 

Building 
Height 

Dependent on FDP except 
for Downtown Columbia, 
where heights may not 
exceed 20 stories. 

No regulation. Must be consistent 
with limits set in other 
zoning classes for 
areas of similar 
density or use. 

Land Use Minimums and maximums 
percent by land use 
category. Only heavy 
industrial and mobile homes 
are not permitted. 

The zoning code has a list of allowable 
uses in each area (residential, 
neighborhood convenience center, 
village center, town center and 
convention/conference center). 
 

List of permitted uses. 
Greater restrictions in 
residential district 
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WHEREAS , Jim Rouse’s vision for Columbia established a quartet of main objectives:

1. To provide a real City – not just a better suburb, but a comprehensively balanced 
community…;

2. To respect the land. With sets of overlays we recorded the topography, the stream 
valleys, the forests, the southeastern slopes, the historic buildings, the special vistas, 
the quiet tree lined areas. We allowed the land to impose itself as a discipline on the 
form of the Community…;

3. To provide the best environment for the growth of people. It would seem elementary 
that cities should be planned for people… We want to allow these overlays, these 
insights about people, to influence the physical plan and the institutions we should 
seek to stimulate in the community just as we allow the plan to be influenced by the 
land itself…; and

4. Our fourth goal was profit. This was no residual goal, not something just hoped for. It 
was our primary objective;1 and

 

WHEREAS , on May 17, 1965, the Howard County Planning Commission, after public  hearing, adopted 
a Supplement to the Text of the 1960 Howard County General Plan to guide the construction of New 

Towns, New Communities and Large-Scale neighborhoods which guided the creation of the New Town floating 
district; and

WHEREAS , on July 13, 1965, the Board of County Commissioners of Howard County held a public hearing 
for the reclassification of 13,690 acres of land to the New Town District; and

WHEREAS, by Opinion and Order dated August 10, 1965, the Board of Commissioners granted the rezoning 
“in order to give maximum assurance to the developers and the public of our intention to do all we can to 

see the project succeed”; and

WHEREAS , Columbia is a vibrant, diverse community which has achieved much of 30 Jim Rouse’s vision 
for Columbia as “the most livable, the most beautiful and the most effective city in America”; and

WHEREAS , Jim Rouse also understood that Columbia would “take a long time to complete, maybe never, 
we hope never”; and

WHEREAS , Article 66B of the Annotated Code of Maryland expressly states that each Charter County of 
the State shall enact, adopt, amend and execute a General Plan; and

WHEREAS, the most recently adopted 2000 Howard County General Plan includes, but is not limited 
to, policies and action plans for land use, regional coordination, transportation  rural preservation, 

infrastructure and the environment; and

1 See page 88
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WHEREAS , the 2000 Howard County General Plan also sets forth a central theme of sustainable 
development through a series of visions which encompass, but are not limited to, quality of life, public 

participation, community design, housing and economic development; and

WHEREAS , the 2000 Howard County General Plan also recognizes Downtown Columbia as the County’s 
largest and most urban mixed-use center and establishes a policy and  implementing actions to encourage 

Downtown Columbia’s continuing evolution and growth as the County’s urban center (Policy 5.5); and

WHEREAS , the 2000 Howard County General Plan has been amended a dozen times in accordance with 
County Council bill procedures; and

WHEREAS , in 2005, the Howard County Government led a week-long Charrette to gather thoughts from 
the community as to how Downtown Columbia should be redeveloped; and

WHEREAS , in 2005 and 2006, the Downtown Focus Group, a committee of community leaders, met 15 
times with the Howard County Department of Planning and Zoning to discuss key issues and offer advice 

regarding redevelopment of Downtown Columbia; and

WHEREAS , in 2007, after additional community input, the County Executive, through  the Department of 
Planning and Zoning, released “Downtown Columbia: A Community Vision” which articulates planning 

guidelines for the redevelopment of Downtown Columbia; and

WHEREAS , “Downtown Columbia: A Community Vision” provided that General Growth Properties would 
prepare a general plan amendment and zoning regulation amendment for submittal to the County 

Council; and

WHEREAS , “Downtown Columbia: A Community Vision” also explicitly provided that the proposed 
amendments “would be introduced to the public at the same time, so that the relationship between the 

downtown development master plan and its implementation through the Zoning Regulations would be clearly 
understood”; and

WHEREAS , on October 1, 2008, General Growth Properties formally submitted its Downtown Columbia 
redevelopment package consisting of a zoning regulation amendment and a general plan amendment, 

along with the following supplemental documents:

1. Adequate Public Facilities Amendment (draft proposal)

2. Columbia Town Center Sustainability Framework;

3. Columbia Town Center Merriweather and Crescent Environmental Enhancements 
Study;

4. Columbia Town Center Design Guidelines (draft proposal);

5. Columbia Town Center Generalized Traffic Study;

6. Columbia Town Center Generalized Traffic Study, Technical Appendix; and

7. Best Management Practices for Symphony Stream and Lake Kittamaqundi 
Watersheds; and

iii



WHEREAS , the Howard County Planning Board, following advertisement for 30 days, held a series of 
public hearings/meetings and heard public testimony on December 11, 2008, January 8 and 22, 2009, 

February 5, 2009 and March 5 and 19, 2009; and

WHEREAS , the Howard County Planning Board also conducted a series of public worksessions on April 13 and 
30, 2009, May 14 and 27, 2009, June 11 and 25, 2009, July 9, 16 and 23, 2009, August 20, 2009 and September 

2 and 3, 2009; and

WHEREAS , on September 17, 2009, the Planning Board recommended approval with recommended 
changes to the general plan amendment; and

WHEREAS , the attached Downtown Columbia Plan, a General Plan Amendment, is being considered 
together with a bill proposing the adoption of a zoning regulation amendment based on Zoning Regulation 

Amendment 113 as amended pursuant to the recommendations of the Department of Planning and Zoning and the 
Planning Board; and

WHEREAS , the zoning regulation amendment is the principal means of implementing the revitalization 
and redevelopment plan for Downtown Columbia; and

WHEREAS , the attached Downtown Columbia Plan will be implemented by additional legislation, 
including but not limited to, Downtown Columbia Design Guidelines and amendments to the Adequate 

Public Facilities Act, the Design Advisory Panel and the Green Buildings Law; and

WHEREAS , these implementing mechanisms will promote the ongoing evolution of Downtown Columbia in a 
manner that reflects its unique character and aspirations in order to become a model for smarter, more livable 

communities.

NOW THEREFORE:

Section 1. Be it enacted by the County Council of Howard County, Maryland, that the Downtown Columbia 
Plan, a General Plan Amendment attached hereto, is adopted as the revitalization and redevelopment plan 

for Downtown Columbia.

Section 2. Be it further enacted by the County Council of Howard County, that the Director of the Department 
of Planning and Zoning is authorized to publish this Plan adding covers, title pages and graphics to improve 

readability.

Section 3. Be it further enacted by the County Council of Howard County, Maryland, that the Downtown 
Columbia Plan, a General Plan Amendment, shall become effective 61 days after its enactment.

iv



WHEREAS , on February 1, 2010, the Howard County Council (“County Council”) approved Bill No. 
58-2009 approving the Downtown Columbia Plan, A General Plan Amendment (“Downtown Columbia 

Plan”); and

WHEREAS , the Downtown Columbia Plan envisioned a full spectrum housing program for Downtown 
Columbia to be achieved through the creation of a Downtown Columbia Community Housing Foundation 

subsequently recognized as the Columbia Downtown Housing Corporation (“CDHC”) which would administer 
the Downtown Columbia Community Housing Fund (“Fund”) to be created from contributions from the 
Downtown Columbia Community Developer or Howard Research and Development Corporation (“HRD”), 
other developer and property owner contributions, and other sources; and

WHEREAS , on March 31, 2014, CDHC presented its Second Annual Report in which CDHC advised 
that without changes in legislation it would be difficult to realize its goals regarding the development of 

affordable housing in Downtown; and

WHEREAS , between June and September of 2015, representatives of CDHC, HRD, the Howard County 
Housing Commission (“Commission”) and Howard County, Maryland (“County”) met to develop an 

alternative means of achieving a full spectmm of housing in Downtown Columbia, referred to as the Joint 
Recommendations; and

WHEREAS , on September 8, 2015, CDHC, HRD, the Commission and the County presented the Joint 
Recommendations to the County Council, and

WHEREAS , between September and November of 2015, the County conducted a series of analyses of the 
Joint Recommendations and presented them to the County Council; and

WHEREAS , the Joint Recommendations formed the basis of requests for legislative changes to the 
Downtown Columbia Plan, PlanHoward 2030, the Howard County Zoning Regulations, and the Howard 

County Code of Ordinances; and

WHEREAS , this Act amends certain provisions of the Downtown Columbia Plan in order to accomplish 
the goals of providing a broad spectrum of affordable housing in Downtown Columbia as laid out in the 

Joint Recommendations; and

WHEREAS , on May 10, 2016, the Howard County Planning Board recommended approval of the 
Downtown Columbia Plan amendments included in this Act with modifications.

NOW, THEREFORE,

Section 1.  Be It Enacted by the County Council of Howard County, Maryland, that the Downtown Columbia 
Plan is hereby amended as follows and as more specifically shown in the attached pages:

1. Section 1.5, Diverse Housing, is amended as shown in the attached Exhibit A;

2. Section 4.1, General Plan, is amended as shown in the attached Exhibit B;

Bill No. 52-2016



3. Remove the existing Downtown Revitalization Phasing Progression, as shown in   
              Section 4.2, Phasing on page 73 of the adopted Downtown Columbia Plan, and   
                 substitute the attached revised Downtown Revitalization Phasing Progression as    
  shown in the attached Exhibit C; and

4. The Downtown Columbia Community Enhancements, Programs and Public Amenities  
  (CEPPAs) Implementation Chart is amended as shown in the attached Exhibit D.

Section 2. And Be It Further Enacted by the County Council of Howard County, Maryland that the Director 
of the Department of Planning and Zoning may correct obvious errors, capitalization, spelling, grammar, 

headings and similar matters and may publish this amendment to the Downtown Columbia Plan, A General 
Plan Amendment, by adding or amending covers, title pages, a table of contents, and graphics to improve 
readability.

Section 3. And Be It Further Enacted by the County Council of Howard County, Maryland, that this 
amendment be attached to and made part of the Downtown Columbia Plan, A General Plan Amendment.

Section 4.  And Be It Further Enacted by the County Council of Howard County, Maryland that if any 
provision of this Act or the application thereof to any person or circumstance is held invalid for any reason 

in a court or competent jurisdiction, the invalidity shall not affect other provisions or any other application 
of this Act which can be given effect without the invalid provision or application, and for this purpose the 
provisions of this Act are severable.

Section 5. And Be It Further Enacted by the County Council of Howard County, Maryland, that this Act shall 
become effective 61 days after its enactment.
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   1A General Plan Amendment

Columbia has an active and engaged community that was born out of 
the progressive urban planning ideas of the late Jim Rouse, its founder, 
more than 40 years ago. Now Rouse’s pioneering planned community is 
embarking on a new phase in its growth and development, as its residents 
and officials seek to redesign and rebuild its unique downtown. 

Rouse hoped to make Columbia a new kind of American community that 
would, through rational planning, avoid the problems associated with the 
decay that was settling upon America’s big cities and the unplanned and 
often unsightly sprawl that marked its ever-burgeoning suburbs. Though 
in part motivated by social concerns, Rouse also was a successful business 
man who knew that Columbia had to be profitable if it was to survive and 
thrive.

Almost since Columbia’s founding, its residents and officials have debated 
how to improve its downtown core. Most recently, in October 2005, 
residents gathered with Columbia and Howard County government 
officials for a week-long series of public meetings called a “charrette.” The 
meetings were designed to listen to the thoughts of the community on how 
Downtown Columbia should be redeveloped over the next 30 years and 
from the input, to develop a master plan to guide downtown’s continued 
evolution as the County’s economic and cultural center.

Officials of General Growth Properties, Inc. which acquired Columbia’s 
original developer, The Rouse Company, in 2004, and its affiliates, including 
The Howard Research and Development Corporation, participated in those 
meetings as a majority landowner in the plan to redevelop Downtown 
Columbia. General Growth Properties, its affiliates, any successor or assign, 
and/or any purchaser of equity interests or assets that continues to serve 
in the capacity of the community developer of Downtown Columbia, is 
hereinafter referred to as “GGP” even if unaffiliated with General Growth 
Properties, Inc. 

The consensus of those meetings was that Downtown Columbia should 
become more vibrant and relevant to Columbia’s residents and that 
these goals could be achieved by increasing the number of people living 
downtown and by adding more residences, shops and recreational and 
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cultural amenities in Downtown Columbia, while also making downtown 
more attractive and easier for pedestrians to navigate.

As a result of the charrette, County officials, with the assistance of residents 
and planning consultants, released a preliminary draft master plan in 
February of 2006 that proposed new residential, office, retail and cultural 
development downtown, along with reconfigured road and pedestrian 
networks. A community-based task force was formed by the County to 
provide feedback. They met between February and September of 2006 
and provided feedback that the County utilized in the writing of their 
subsequent vision plan.

In late 2007, the County released a document entitled Downtown 
Columbia: A Community Vision, which lays out a series of planning 
guidelines that County officials recommend will lead to a redeveloped 
downtown that is lively, friendly to pedestrians and sensitive to the 
environment. The document makes clear that County officials consider that 
Rouse’s original goals for Columbia continue to be relevant and must guide 
any plan to rebuild downtown. 

DOWNTOWN COLUMBIA PLAN, 
AN AMENDMENT TO THE HOWARD COUNTY GENERAL PLAN

This Plan for Downtown Columbia (“Plan”) in response to the guidance 
provided by Downtown Columbia: A Community Vision, is an amendment 
to the Howard County General Plan and creates a 30-year master plan for 
the revitalization and redevelopment of Downtown Columbia that is true 
to Jim Rouse’s original vision and adheres to the guidelines contained in 
Downtown Columbia: A Community Vision. It specifically takes each chapter 
and sub-section outlined in the County’s framework plan and provides a 
response.

This Plan reconfirms the recommendations of General Plan 2000 
concerning the future of Downtown Columbia. It also provides additional 
recommendations about its future redevelopment. Both General Plan 
2000 and Downtown Columbia: A Community Vision aim to continue 
the evolution of Downtown Columbia into a mixed-use urban center 
supported by a variety of open spaces and amenities in a pedestrian-
friendly environment. This Plan focuses on Downtown Columbia specifically 
and recommends a number of policies and approaches to guide its 
redevelopment in the future. 

This Plan does not attempt to modify existing language in General Plan 
2000. Rather, the Plan is intended to provide a guide for creating the future 
of Downtown Columbia and recommends specific land use, transportation, 
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Introduction

EXHIBIT A. DOWNTOWN COLUMBIA
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Introduction

environmental, community conservation and housing policies central to 
that guidance. This Plan is intended to be the controlling expression of 
planning policy for Downtown Columbia. 

Unless otherwise provided in this Plan or other implementing documents, 
the drawings, sketches, photographs, and diagrams included in this Plan are 
for illustrative purposes only and are intended to convey a general sense of 
desirable future character rather than specific commitment.

The following recommendations for the revitalization and redevelopment 
of Downtown Columbia have been prepared to meet the demands and 
aspirations of today’s residents, businesses and visitors, while providing the 
flexibility necessary to assure that the future will also be served.

Lakefront Gathering Place, Downtown Columbia
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Chapter 1:      Making a Special Place
“Downtown Columbia will be a diverse, mixed-use, livable, physically distinctive 
and human-scaled place with a range of housing choices and recreational, civic, 
cultural and educational amenities.”

“Continue and enhance Jim Rouse’s 
vision of Columbia as a thriving, 
socially responsible and 
environmentally-friendly place for 
people of all ages, incomes and 
backgrounds.” 
Downtown Columbia: A Community Vision

Jim Rouse envisioned the planned community of Columbia as a socially 
responsible, environmentally-friendly and financially successful place 
in which people of all ages, incomes, and backgrounds could grow as 
individuals, neighbors and citizens. His strategic goals for what was to be a 
new kind of community included:

� Provide a real, comprehensive, balanced city 

� Respect the land and allow the land to impose itself as a    
discipline on the form of the community

� Provide the best possible environment for the growth of people

� Realize a profit

Downtown Columbia will be a diverse, mixed-use, livable, physically 
distinctive and human-scaled place with a range of housing choices and 
recreational, civic, cultural and educational amenities. These goals remain 
as relevant today as they were 40 years ago, when Rouse first broke ground 
on Columbia. To achieve these goals, Rouse built Columbia as a series of 
nine interconnected residential villages, each with its own civic/service 
center, which surrounded a larger Downtown Columbia, intended to serve 
as Columbia’s downtown. Rouse’s new community was designed to provide 
a wide spectrum of retail, office, educational, recreational, and cultural uses, 
as well as a mix of residential offerings for people with a range of incomes. It 
has been successful in much of what was intended.

Despite the passage of four decades, however, Columbia’s downtown never 
developed the character one expects in the heart of a community. It is still 
primarily suburban in nature with relatively undistinguished office buildings 
and an enclosed shopping mall at its core. It is a sparsely populated, 
automobile-dependent area, with isolated amenities separated from one 
another by what has become a vehicular thoroughfare.

1.1 ROUSE VISION

James W. Rouse
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“Conserve symbols of Columbia’s 
past found throughout the 
downtown area, recognizing that 
they contribute to the authentic 
character of downtown and 
reinforce its qualities as a special 
place.” 
Downtown Columbia: A Community Vision

The planning challenge today is how best to complete Rouse’s vision of a 
“real city” by creating a vital Downtown Columbia in which residents can 
live, shop, work, entertain, exercise and enjoy cultural opportunities in an 
enriched natural setting. General Growth Properties intends to redevelop its 
property in Downtown Columbia and work with other property owners to 
create a dynamic, walkable downtown that lives up to its existing as well as 
future citizens’ needs and its founder’s expectations: a downtown that will 
serve as a strong new heart for Columbia.

Chapter 1 
Making a Special Place

1.2 SYMBOLS

A revitalized and redeveloped Downtown Columbia will look to the future 
in its planning and design, as it preserves the culturally and historically 
important features of the built and natural landscape.*

Such art and artifacts as “The People Tree,” the statue of Jim Rouse and his 
brother Willard, the granite sculpture of “The Bear” and its cubs, as well as 
“The Hug,” a memorial to Columbia architect and planner Mort Hoppenfeld, 
and the plaque listing the names of Wilde Lake High School’s first graduating 
class are part of Columbia’s history and will be part of downtown’s future 
redevelopment.

Lake Kittamaqundi and Symphony Woods intended as the primary landscape 
elements of Downtown Columbia, were planned to become lasting and 
emblematic symbols in the region. The redevelopment of Downtown 
Columbia will fulfill the vision for these seminal places. 

The former Rouse Company Headquarters building, located at the Lakefront 
Core and designed by renowned architect Frank Gehry, is recognized as an 
existing signature building in downtown. Many residents view the building as 
a symbol of Jim Rouse and a reminder of Columbia’s beginnings and growth 
as a planned community. This Plan recognizes the cultural significance of the 
building and recommends that it be a part of Columbia’s future, although 
some interior and/or exterior renovation may be needed to assure its 
economic viability. 

It is therefore recommended that the concept plan submitted with the first 
Final Development Plan for the Lakefront and Lakefront Core Neighborhood 
include a feasibility study for the former Rouse Company Headquarters 
building. The feasibility study should be completed before the Downtown-
wide Design Guidelines2 and should identify the best uses for the building 
and any architectural modifications that might be proposed. This Plan 
recommends that consideration be given in the feasibility study to how the 
building might integrate better with its surroundings and how to activate
the adjacent pedestrian spaces, including the existing open space plaza 

Former Rouse Company Headquarters

Downtown Art: Bear and Nursing Cubs, 
The Hug, The Dealings

2 See page 88
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Chapter 1 
Making a Special Place

at the Lake. The redevelopment of Downtown Columbia also creates the 
opportunity to raise the design standards of Columbia with attractive and 
distinctive office buildings, retail shops and housing, as well as with artisan-
quality public benches and lighting, street furniture and signage, color and 
other elements to add diversity and interest for people of different ages and 
backgrounds and for visitors and residents alike.

1.3 DISTRICTS

“Shape new development to 
form well-defined districts within 
downtown; orient structures to 
the street, making them inviting 
to pedestrians; and establish bulk 
regulations, including height limits, 
appropriate to each district’s 
character.” 
Downtown Columbia: A Community Vision

THE NEIGHBORHOODS

This Plan includes six new and reconfigured downtown neighborhoods 
– Warfield, The Mall, The Lakefront and Lakefront Core, The Crescent, 
Merriweather-Symphony Woods and Symphony Overlook. The 
neighborhood structure for downtown encourages a greater mix of uses 
with the emphasis on certain uses varying between neighborhoods. As 
these new neighborhoods develop, it will be important to create convenient 
connections to the existing Town Center neighborhoods of Vantage Point, 
Banneker, Warfield Triangle and Lakefront. These connections along with 
the varied mix of uses and each neighborhood’s plan for amenity spaces 
will create a more cohesive community with distinctive identities for each 
neighborhood.

WARFIELD
A Traditional Mixed-Use Neighborhood for Families
Location: East of Governor Warfield Parkway and west to northwest 
of The Mall in Columbia.

Warfield will be directly adjacent to existing residential and retail areas. 
Future development will be compatible with these existing areas and will 
occur along streets connecting to The Mall. Mixed-use buildings will include 
up to seven stories of residential units and offices above retail shops. Streets 

Residential Side Street, Warfield

Street Scene, Warfield
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EXHIBIT E. THE NEIGHBORHOODS

-SYMPHONY WOODS
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Chapter 1 
Making a Special Place

and sidewalks are expected to be active with both residents and shoppers. 
Parking will be provided both on-street and in garages. The sidewalks, 
parks, plazas, playgrounds and other public spaces in this distinctly urban 
residential neighborhood encourage interaction of residents and are activity 
centers for all ages. 

The Warfield neighborhood will have a number of unique features. 
Development will include a cross-town walking route from the Warfield 
Parkway entrance to The Mall and through it to the Lakefront. After regular 
Mall operating hours, new sidewalk connections along all new streets 
will provide alternate routes for accessing the various Neighborhoods 
and amenity spaces downtown. These pedestrian connections should be 
attractive and well lighted. The existing plaza entry to The Mall will be 
expanded with additional green space; the resulting Warfield Plaza will 
be the focus of the neighborhood and serve as a daytime and evening 
gathering space for programmed and impromptu activities. Warfield Square, 
adjacent to restaurants and a cinema, will be another important gathering
space that will be active into the evening hours. Warfield Plaza and Warfield 
Square will be connected by a retail-lined street. Warfield Playground will 
be a small neighborhood children’s park that provides a safe and secure 
area for young children to play. Soft surfaces along with planted areas will 
characterize the space. Other small green respites and recreation spaces will 
further enhance the Warfield neighborhood.

Warfield to Lakefront

Santana Row, San Jose, CA
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THE LAKEFRONT AND LAKEFRONT CORE
Bringing Community Life and Activity Back to the Water’s Edge.
Location: Lake Kittamaqundi westward to The Mall and from Little 
Patuxent Parkway on the north to The Crescent on the south.

The Lakefront neighborhood will be a walkable community, connected 
and oriented to the Lakefront Core and Lake Kittamaqundi. The Lakefront 
and Lakefront Core should be designed to encourage access to Lake 
Kittamaqundi and the public spaces adjacent to the Lake. Design objectives 
for new construction in this area should include the creation of inviting and 
welcoming spaces and outdoor corridors to enhance visibility and access to 
the Lake. This is also the potential location for the development of additional 
signature buildings, in addition to the existing former Rouse Company 
Headquarters’ signature building. The Design Advisory Panel Review of 
proposed Neighborhood Design Guidelines will be particularly important in 
the Lakefront and Lakefront Core.

The recorded open space in the Lakefront Core will retain its identity as 
an important historic and symbolic gathering place. Although additional 
public amenities may be added to enhance this area, its character will be 
preserved. The remaining land in the Lakefront Core may be revitalized 
with new development that could include cultural, retail, restaurant, office, 
residential and hospitality uses adjacent to the amenity area that will help 
bring people to this part of Downtown Columbia and activate the Lake. 
Specific Design Guidelines for the Lakefront Core must be prepared to 

Chapter 1 
Making a Special Place

Fountain Terrace, The Lakefront

Illustrative Master Plan, The Lakefront
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Chapter 1 
Making a Special Place

address building height, massing, scale, building orientation, pedestrian and 
vehicular access and amenity area appropriate for its lakefront location. 
Restoration of the area’s physical amenities and natural environment will 
also encourage more active use, as well as provide an enhanced setting for 
performances, festivals and other events. 

The Lakefront area has been isolated from other areas of Downtown 
Columbia, and this Plan includes a variety of means to enhance connectivity. 
Three new amenity space corridors extending east to west will link The 
Lakefront neighborhood to other downtown destinations. The Mall will be 
connected to the central lakefront area by a series of terraces with fountains 
that descend down the slope to the water. The Symphony Overlook 
neighborhood will be linked to Lake Kittamaqundi by extending a major 
east/west retail street to a green park that slopes and terraces down to 
the water’s edge. To the north, a pedestrian promenade will extend from 
the Warfield neighborhood to the natural area north of Lake Kittamaqundi. 
Each of these connections to the lake crosses Little Patuxent Parkway which 
will be transformed into a more pedestrian-friendly street with sidewalks, 
crosswalks and signal timing for pedestrians to encourage walking between 
adjacent neighborhoods. 

Additionally, this Plan encourages exploring the possibility of improving the 
existing pathway connection between the Lakefront and Symphony Woods 
or providing a new pedestrian connection between these two activity 
centers. This Plan further recommends completing the pedestrian pathway 
around Lake Kittamaqundi.

Cafe and Promenade, The Lakefront

Lakefront Event Space and Activities
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THE CRESCENT
Where New Urban Settings Face an Extensive Wooded Park
Location: East of Broken Land Parkway, south of Little Patuxent 
Parkway, west of South Entrance Road and south of  the Merriweather-
Symphony Woods neighborhood

The Crescent neighborhood will have many distinctive features. Its greatest 
asset will be its natural setting amidst preserved and enhanced woodlands 
and tributaries to Symphony Stream and the Little Patuxent River. A new 
mixed-use neighborhood with residences, offices, shops, restaurants, and 
other uses, The Crescent will become a live-work location as well as an 
employment center. Maximum building heights of 15 to 20 stories will frame 
the Merriweather-Symphony Woods neighborhood in a distinctive curving 
arc. A new street between The Crescent and Merriweather will provide an 
entry for these buildings. This curving street with sidewalks along building 
fronts and paths along the edge of the green space will connect The Crescent 
north to Symphony Overlook and The Lakefront. Paths will also connect The 
Crescent to Merriweather, which will allow parking built for office uses in The 
Crescent to be shared by patrons of Merriweather Post Pavilion.

Chapter 1 
Making a Special Place

Weekend Market, The Crescent

Legacy, Plano TX

Park Side Residences, The Crescent
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Chapter 1 
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MERRIWEATHER-SYMPHONY WOODS
A Strengthened Tradition in a New Kind of Cultural Park
Location: South of Little Patuxent Parkway between The Crescent and 
Symphony Overlook

Merriweather-Symphony Woods will be a new kind of cultural park where 
the landscape becomes a setting for arts, cultural and civic uses. It will be 
anchored by an enhanced Merriweather Post Pavilion and Symphony Woods 
Park. These uses may have compatible commercial uses such as a café in the 
park or museum shop. A new system of paths and infrastructure will support 
festivals and other events in the park. Natural areas will be improved by 
removing invasive species, restoring stream corridors with native vegetation 
and the planting of up to 15,000 new trees in accordance with the
Columbia Town Center Merriweather & Cresent Environmental 
Enhancement Study. Merriweather-Symphony Woods will be connected to 
the heart of Symphony Overlook along a new north/south axis from Market 
Square at The Mall. Pedestrians will cross Little Patuxent Parkway at a new 
entrance to Symphony Woods Park. This intersection, designed to allow 
for safe crossing of the Parkway, will lead to a new Fountain Plaza which 
connects to Merriweather Post Pavilion. The access through Merriweather-
Symphony Woods that connects the civic and cultural uses will be 
compatible with the topography.

Santana Row, San Jose, CA

Cynthia Woods Mitchell Pavilion, The 
Woodlands, TX

Symphony Woods Park
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SYMPHONY OVERLOOK
Where the New Downtown Meets Culture in the Park
Location: North of Little Patuxent Parkway and south of The Mall

Symphony Overlook will connect The Mall to the cultural uses in the 
Merriweather neighborhood. It will be a crossroads of activity where a 
vibrant mix of retail, office, hotel/convention and some residential uses are 
focused on two walkable urban streets lined with retail at street level. One 
is west-to-east connecting Warfield to The Lakefront. The other key street is 
north-to-south connecting The Mall to Merriweather. These two streets will 
intersect at Market Square, a new amenity space to be created in the heart 
of Symphony Overlook. Market Square will be an urban plaza that changes 
with the seasons and with events staged in the space. At various times, an 
overhead structural frame could become an interactive fountain, a canopy 
for a market or concert, or even a shelter for ice skating. Programming of 
Market Square will be done to complement activities and events planned 
throughout Downtown Columbia as well as in the other villages.

Chapter 1 
Making a Special Place

Market Square, Symphony Overlook

Symphony Overlook Plan
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Chapter 1 
Making a Special Place

THE MALL
Where the community gathers to shop, eat and be entertained.
Location: Centered between Warfield, Symphony Overlook and the 
Lakefront neighborhoods

The Mall in Columbia is currently a successful regional center with five 
department stores, a movie theatre and a diverse collection of restaurants. 
To enhance the economic strength of the Mall and as a response to 
increased competition, special attention is given to the Mall in this Plan 
by placing the Mall in its own neighborhood. Any redevelopment of the 
Mall must comply with the Neighborhood Design Guidelines for The Mall. 
Through the Design Guidelines, any redevelopment of the Mall will provide 
amenities including but not be limited to, improvements to underutilized 
areas around the Mall such as sidewalks, curbs, plantings and landscaping, 
street furniture and other streetscape improvements, lighting, public art, 
enhanced hardscaping, transit improvements and improved safety features. 
These improvements will strengthen linkages between the neighborhoods 
and will provide attractive, pedestrian-friendly environments around the 
Mall that will encourage businesses to locate and remain in Downtown. The 
Neighborhood Design Guidelines will also promote the Mall as a
center of social activity and economy for Howard County.

Easton Town Center, Columbus, OH

1.4 COMMERCIAL BALANCE

“Design a variety of downtown 
commercial activities that 
complement the flexible evolution 
of neighboring Village Centers 
in Oakland Mills and Wilde Lake, 
recognizing each center’s identity 
and role.” 
Downtown Columbia: A Community Vision

From the beginning, Jim Rouse intended to provide Columbia’s residents 
with a mix of amenities and activities that would appeal to people of 
different incomes and backgrounds. 

Columbia’s earliest village centers, built in the late 1960’s and early 1970’s, 
reflected their times. Their retail operations were sometimes “mom and 
pop” stores that responded to basic needs of residents; each center usually 
included a barber shop, drycleaners, a neighborhood restaurant, as well as 
a grocery store. There were offices for dentists and accountants and other 
service providers. The Mall, on the other hand, has always included major 
department stores and a variety of smaller clothing and shoe stores, toys, 
books and record shops, and other popular stores.

Both the village centers and The Mall in Columbia have experienced changes 
over the years. Currently, the village centers, in particular, are in the throes 
of market change and economic pressures. Redevelopment of the older 
villages may occur as they seek to adapt to current economic conditions 
and consumer habits. However, the older village centers in particular 
are struggling with vacancies. Keeping the village centers economically 
strong is vital to Columbia and the redevelopment of Downtown Columbia 
Any redevelopment of village centers should be consistent with the Santana Row, San Jose, CA
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village concept and should provide retail, services and community space 
designed to meet the local convenience needs of the village of which it 
is a part. Consequently, strong pedestrian orientation from and to the 
village neighborhoods and a mix of use types should be encouraged. 
The appropriate balance and intensity of uses should correspond to the 
individual village’s needs and character, and specific guiding principles and 
priorities should be developed for each village center. The Village Centers 
can also serve as important transit nodes in Columbia, and should be 
considered in developing County wide transit and parking strategies.

The redevelopment of Downtown Columbia will include the addition of 
many new shops, restaurants and cultural facilities, in addition to expansion 
at The Mall. As the downtown residential community grows, the needs 
for products and services will also grow, providing customers for current 
and future downtown retailers but also for retailers throughout the area. 
It is expected that village centers will experience an increase in business, 
particularly when improvements are made in the range of transportation 
services, including buses, shuttles, local taxis and shared cars that could 
bring them customers from other villages and Downtown Columbia. 

Merchandising strategies for downtown and the village centers should be 
developed by property owners within the larger context of Columbia taking 
into consideration the current state of retail, restaurant and entertainment 
offerings; and the shifting needs of residents and other customers.

These factors must then be weighed against what the market is currently 
able to attract. The downtown should have a strong selection of restaurant 
and entertainment entities comprised of national and regional chains as well 
as locals that will complement offerings at the village centers. Retail and 
restaurants may be clustered to create areas of destination. This can serve 
as a strategy for attracting desired local commercial entities and for ensuring 
their success. The “balance” ahead will be afforded by customers who 
frequent both village centers and Downtown Columbia. A better market for 
one is a better market for all.

Santana Row, San Jose, CA

Bethesda Row, Bethesda, MD

1.5 DIVERSE HOUSING

“Provide a full spectrum and diverse 
mix of housing, ensuring that low-, 
moderate- and middle-income 
families have an opportunity to live 
in Downtown, thus continuing the 
original vision of Columbia as an 
inclusive community.” 
Downtown Columbia: A Community Vision

This Plan recognizes and celebrates the original vision of Jim Rouse to create 
a socially responsible city for people of all ages, incomes and backgrounds. 
The establishment of an ongoing mechanism to provide a full spectrum 
of housing into the future is an important social responsibility shared by 
us all. Of related but equal importance is encouraging within downtown 
Columbia itself the diversity of people that exists elsewhere in Columbia 
today. Realizing this diversity will be important to the social and economic 
success of the downtown, where the mixing of individuals with different 
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backgrounds and incomes will result in an ongoing exchange of ideas in an 
environment where residents, workers and visitors will have an opportunity 
to learn from one another and grow together as a community. 

Downtown Columbia: A Community Vision recaptures the spirit of the Rouse 
vision for a complete city in which different types of people live together to 
create a fully realized community. In such respect, this Plan also recognizes 
the enrichment a community can experience through the diversity of its 
people. This Plan strives to achieve this objective through the provision of 
expanded residential opportunities for in-town living in both housing form 
and affordability, and through the establishment of a baseline moderate 
income housing unit requirement, a community housing fund, and the 
flexibility for developers to propose a mix of affordable housing policies 
that exeed the minimum requirements, which will be used to help meet the 
affordable housing needs of the community.

BACKGROUND

The need for affordable housing exists today and will likely continue to grow 
into the future. Significantly, however, what at times can be overlooked 
is the important relationship between reasonable opportunities for 
affordable housing and the economic health of the County. General Plan 
2000 recognized this significance and identified the important relationship 
between the need for affordable housing and the County’s employment 
growth, and its demand for low- and moderate-income workers. In this 
regard, General Plan 2000 recognized that to the degree low- and moderate-
income workers can be housed in the County, the County’s economic 
development prospects are improved. In addition, General Plan 2000 
further recognized that by providing more affordable housing it becomes 
possible for residents’ children and parents, as well as teachers, firemen and 
policemen to live in the County. The accommodation of work force housing 
is a goal shared by all. 

General Plan 2000 (Policy 4.2) recommends providing affordable housing 
for existing low- and moderate-income residents and for the diverse labor 
force needed for continuing economic growth. Policy 4.2 also recommends 
that new funding sources be identified to enable the Office of Housing and 
Community Development to expand the supply of affordable housing to serve 
low- or moderate-income households, including seniors and persons with 
disabilities. In a similar context, Downtown Columbia: A Community Vision 
expands upon these objectives and suggests that new models for developing 
affordable housing in combination with mixed-use development should 
generate new and innovative techniques for achieving these objectives. 
PlanHoward 2030 expands on General Plan 2000 affordable housing policy 
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emphasizing the most dominant impediment to achieving affordable housing 
choice is an inadequate supply of housing available to households below the 
median area income level. Policy 9.2 calls for expanding full spectrum housing 
for residents at diverse income levels and life stages, and for individuals with 
disabilities, by encouraging high quality, mixed income, multigenerational, 
well-designed, and sustainable communities. It is with these policy statements 
in mind that this Plan proposes a means of providing a full spectrum of 
housing for Downtown Columbia.

DOWNTOWN COLUMBIA AFFORDABLE HOUSING PROGRAM

The Downtown Columbia Plan recommendations for the creation of full spec-
trum housing serving Downtown Columbia are designed to encourage a com-
prehensive set of options to meet affordable housing needs. The plan envisions 
use of the following methods for the development of affordable housing:

1. A minimum of 12% or 15% of all residential dwelling units, 
depending on the number of stories in the building, should 
be designated as affordable as defined by Howard County’s 
Moderate Income Housing Unit (“MIHU”) program;

2. A dedicated trust fund be established and managed by the Downtown 
Columbia Community Housing Foundation (“DCCHF”); and

3. The option for developers to propose innovative approaches 
to exceeding the minimum affordability requirement through a 
Development Rights and Responsibilities Agreement (“DRRA”).

This Plan recommends amending the Downtown Revitalization provisions of the 
Zoning Regulations (which govern redevelopment in Downtown Columbia) to 
require that affordable housing be provided in Downtown Columbia in connection 
with these three methods, which are described in more detail below.

Methods for the Development of Affordable Housing

Method 1: A minimum of 12% or 15% of all residential dwelling units, de-
pending on the number of stories in the building, should be designated as 
affordable as defined by Howard County’s Moderate Income Housing Unnit 
program.

To ensure affordable housing is created within each downtown residential 
development, this plan recommends that the zoning regulations require 
either 12% or 15% of all units offered in each development, depending on 
the number of stories in a building and excluding Metropolitan and Parcel 
C, must be approved as MIHUs persuant to the MIHU law of the Howard 
County Code.

Clingman Avenue Lofts, Asheville, NC

Pearl District, Portland, OR
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To ensure affordable housing is created concurrent with market rate housing 
in each phase of development, this Plan also recommends a minimum 
number of residential dwelling units in each development phase must be 
affordable before moving on to a subsequent phase. These minimums 
provide a baseline for establishing affordable housing in proportion to 
market rate housing and will apply to all property owners.

Method 2: A dedicated trust fund be established and managed by the 
Downtown Columbia Community Housing Foundation.

A full spectrum housing program for Downtown Columbia should establish a 
flexible model that aspires to make new housing in downtown affordable to 
individuals earning across all income levels. In order to create an effective, 
flexible means of providing a full spectrum of housing for Downtown 
Columbia, GGP will establish the DCCHF, as detailed below. 

           
GGP will establish the DCCHF at its expense and will contribute $1.5 million 
to the DCCHF upon issuance of the first building permit for new housing in 
Downtown Columbia. GGP will contribute an additional $1.5 million upon 
issuance of a building permit for the 400th new residential unit in Downtown 
Columbia. Each payment will be contingent on expiration of all applicable 
appeal periods associated with each building permit without an appeal being 
filed, or if an appeal is filed upon the issuance of a final decision of the courts 
upholding the issuance of the permit.

Ongoing Developer Contributions

Each owner of property developed with commercial uses pursuant to 
the Downtown Revitalization Zoning Regulations shall provide an annual 
payment to the DCCHF in the amount of five cents ($0.05) per square foot 
of Gross Leasable Area for office and retail uses, and five cents ($0.05) per 
square foot of net floor area for hotels. The payment will be made annually 
by the property owner, with the initial payment being made prior to the 
issuance of an occupancy permit for net new commercial development on 
the property. The amount of the charge will be subject to annual adjustment 
based on a builder’s index, land value, or other index provided in the 
implementing legislation.

DCCHF Notice of Sale

The DCCHF should be notified by the developer or joint venture, via first 
class mail, of land for or all residential units offered for initial sale in each 
new residential or mixed use building in Downtown Columbia. No later than 
10 days after the sale of rental housing, the owner must provide written 
notice of the sale. The DCCHF also should be notified by the developer, 

The Woodlands, TX

Cherry Creek, CO



Downtown Columbia Plan20

Chapter 1 
Making a Special Place

Reston Town center, Reston, VA

Downtown Columbia

1.6 ECONOMIC ACTIVITY

via first-class mail, of all apartment units offered for rental in each new 
residential or mixed-use building containing rental units. In support of these 
objectives, GGP should involve DCCHF in meaningful discussion with land 
purchasers in Downtown Columbia in order to encourage full spectrum 
housing in each and every neighborhood.

DCCHF Organizational Structure

It is anticipated that Howard County, in consultation with GGP, will determine, 
by legislation, the organizational entity, organizational structure, membership, 
functions, and implementation of the DCCHF. The legislation should provide 
that, in order to be eligible to receive the funds provided for in this Plan, the 
DCCHF must be a non-profit entity organized for the purpose of providing 
full spectrum, below market housing in Downtown Columbia. Use of DCCHF 
funds is limited to providing full spectrum, below market housing in Downtown 
Columbia, which may include, but is not limited to, funding new construction; 
acquiring housing units; preserving existing homes; financing rehabilitation of 
rental housing; developing senior, family or special needs housing; providing 
predevelopment, bridge, acquisition and permanent financing; offering eviction 
prevention and foreclosure assistance.

Method 3: T  he option for developers to propose innovative approaches to 
exceeding the minimum affordability requirement through a Development 
Rights and Responsibilities Agreement.

DRRAs are  a County vehicle used for promoting above minimum compliance 
with existing zoning law. In order to further increase the total percentage of 
affordable units in Downtown Columbia beyond the required amount, the 
County can determine that the purposes of the MIHU Law will be served to 
a greater extent by entering into a DRRA with the developers of residential 
property in Downtown Columbia.

Examples of mechanisms developers are encouraged to consider when pursuing 
a DRRA petition to the County include: designation of units to a broader income 
spectrum; the formation of public, private and nonprofit partnerships; the use 
of Low Income Housing Tax Credits; land dedication and land exchanges; and 
other conditions, restrictions and enhancements.

“Support downtown’s function as 
a major financial and economic 
center for Columbia and for Howard 
County.” 
Downtown Columbia: A Community Vision

The continued role of Downtown Columbia as a major financial and 
economic center is dependent on enhancements to the variety and 
availability of land uses and activities. Currently the economic core of 
Columbia is supported by the office concentration, The Mall in Columbia and 
other retail, the Sheraton hotel, Merriweather Post Pavilion and the existing 
residential base. Economic activity in terms of employment, spending and 
tax revenue generation is woven throughout these uses. 
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In order to sustain and increase this economic activity, this Plan provides 
strategies across a number of different areas and issues. The foundation 
underlying these strategies is the creation of a vibrant mixed-use 
environment where various economic drivers support each other. There are 
many relevant economic success stories of well-planned, mixed-use projects 
incorporating principles of new urbanism. Reston Town Center in Virginia, 
The Woodlands in Texas and Santana Row in California are three widely 
known examples  of economically successful mixed-use projects.

Over recent years, the core of job growth in Columbia has shifted from 
Downtown Columbia to Gateway which features newer and higher 
quality office product and closer access to I-95. Downtown Columbia has 
been experiencing job loss with a current office vacancy rate of about 25 
percent in it’s approximately 2.5 million square feet of office inventory. 
Comparatively, the county-wide office vacancy rate is about 16 percent and 
Gateway is at a relatively low eight percent. The current high vacancy rate of 
office space in Downtown Columbia is not a reflection of regional demand 
but of the absence of new class A office space integrated with a mixed-use 
setting. Negative occupancy trends in downtown have also begun to affect 
surrounding village centers in Columbia. If not corrected, this trend could 
threaten the economic life of the entire community.

Downtown Columbia, however, has multiple assets at its disposal which, 
if deployed properly, will create a dynamic environment for employers, 
employees, visitors and residents. Downtown Columbia still enjoys a strong 
retail environment and its centrally located mall attracts some 15 million 
visitors a year. This retail-driven vitality is often the hardest element to 
create in economically successful mixed use settings; therefore, downtown 
should be well-positioned to reverse negative economic trends. Additionally, 
Columbia is in the heart of a region which stands to benefit from changes to 
military operations. Job growth stemming from the relocation of many jobs 
related to the Base Realignment and Closure (BRAC) Act is expected to bring 
as many as 40,000 new jobs to the area approximate to Fort Meade. The 
lack of any significant nearby comprehensively planned area with a walkable 
vertical mixed-use component provides an opportunity for Downtown 
Columbia to regain its prominence as a major employment base. With 
Columbia optimally located between Baltimore and Washington D.C.,
being relatively close to an international airport, and the additional jobs 
mentioned above as a result of BRAC, the demand for office product in 
Columbia should continue to increase into the future.

In terms of the creation of additional employment opportunities, this 
Plan designates a total of four million three hundred thousand square 
feet of new office space to be developed in phases over its 30-year time 
frame. As the office market continues to evolve, a redeveloped and Rockville Town Square, Rockville, MD

Pioneer Square, Portland, OR
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revitalized Downtown Columbia will be viewed as an attractive alternative 
for employers looking for high quality space within an amenity filled 
environment. Much of this office space will feature retail uses on the first 
floor, creating both convenient and vibrant streetscapes for employees, 
as well as the general public. In economic terms, by providing space for 
expansion of current employers and opportunities for new and relocated 
businesses, this additional office space will establish Downtown Columbia 
as a major economic center for the County and will generate significant 
new employment opportunities and millions of dollars in wages and tax 
revenues.

To support downtown’s function as a major financial and economic center, 
new businesses must be attracted to Downtown Columbia. These businesses 
will need quality hotel, meeting and conference facilities, preferably within 
walking distance to their offices. There are a number of downtown sites that 
are ideal for hotels, and 640 additional hotel rooms for Downtown Columbia 
is recommended in this Plan.

In addition to commercial uses, Downtown Columbia’s cultural amenities 
create economic benefits for not only Columbia, but the County as a whole. 
Currently, Merriweather Post Pavilion attracts thousands annually with a 
variety of concerts and events. In addition to direct spending at the venue, 
many patrons eat at local restaurants or shop at local stores before or after 
events. 

This Plan calls for significant improvements to Merriweather Post Pavilion 
which will enhance the attractiveness of the venue and ultimately improve 
the economic benefit of this entity. Moreover, the enhanced pedestrian 
connections between Merriweather Post Pavilion and existing and new 
restaurant, retail and entertainment uses will increase synergy and 
economic activity throughout Downtown Columbia.

Along with cultural attractions, shopping venues draw people to Downtown 
Columbia, and The Mall in Columbia is one of Maryland’s top-performing 
regional malls. Non-enclosed, open-air expansions of The Mall in the areas 
surrounding the current mall complex will provide opportunity for adding 
many new retailers and uses. Additionally, retail, restaurant and service 
entities will be incorporated on the first floor of office, residential, hotel and, 
possibly, civic and cultural buildings throughout the redeveloped Downtown 
Columbia. These will provide ample opportunities for accommodating local
merchants and expanding the appeal and vibrant marketplace ambiance of 
the downtown area as a whole.
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Bethesda Row, Bethesda, MD
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Pentagon Row, Arlington, VA

The existing residential base in Downtown Columbia also generates 
economic activity. Increased revenue to both the County and the Columbia 
Association are direct and immediate results of adding housing downtown. 
Residents will support the retail, restaurants, services and cultural facilities 
in the redeveloped Downtown Columbia and will be considered the 
primary customer base for these entities. In order to support the necessary 
conveniences desired in residential communities, a sufficient number of 
residences will need to be developed. 

In the most basic sense, it is the mix of uses that will fuel the economic 
vitality of the area and enhance the experience and attractiveness of 
downtown for each use and occupant. Retail, restaurants and services 
will not be willing to locate in Downtown Columbia without a sufficient 
customer base. This usually entails office workers during the day; and 
residents at night and on weekends. By the same token, businesses will not 
be willing to locate to Downtown Columbia without strong amenity offerings 
including retail, restaurants, services and lodging within walking distance. It 
is this bundling of uses that will distinguish Downtown Columbia from other 
potential locations for businesses, residents, civic and cultural entities.
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Civic life is one of the hallmarks of the Columbia experience. The redevelopment 
of Downtown Columbia affords a unique opportunity to enhance that 
experience and to actually help build a sense of community. In order to 
contribute to Columbia’s civic life, General Growth Properties plans to create a 
dynamic hub of community space that will encourage public engagement and 
enhance the local quality of life. This will be accomplished through thoughtful 
and creative urban planning and by strategically building facilities in Downtown 
Columbia that will house established and new civic organizations.

Howard County Library

The Howard County Library is one of the best library systems in the country. 
While its success as a public institution is irrefutable, it has the exciting 
opportunity, given the right tools, to grow further into a leader of library 
innovation. This Plan recommends that a new Central Library be built 
downtown. This new library complex could move the Howard County 
Library in the direction of an “Experience Library,” an intellectual, interactive 
learning center combining visual exhibitions with interesting architecture 
and typical library elements. The potential for a land swap could be explored 
as a means of facilitating construction of a new library complex and 
redevelopment of the existing library site.

Fire and Police Station

GGP will work with the County to determine a suitable location for an 
expanded fire station and a police substation in Downtown Columbia. 
Because the County owns the existing fire station, this Plan suggests that 
opportunities could be explored for a potential land swap if the County 
determines to relocate the fire station. The opportunity exists to utilize this 
facility as a community gathering and youth recreational space. Additionally, 
incorporating mixed-use and affordable housing into the new fire station are 
among the ideas to be considered when selecting its location.

Columbia Archives

The Columbia Archives is another important public institution that contributes 
to Columbia’s vibrant community-focused culture. The Archives plays a vital 
role in preserving the unique past of Columbia as well as educating the 
public about how the beginnings of Columbia affect its life today. This Plan 
recommends the construction of a Columbia Visitor Center in downtown. 
This center will serve as an informative resource center for visitors, house 
educational resources about the city, act as a vibrant community center and 
provide a new and more appropriate home for the Columbia Archives.

Chapter 1 
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1.7 CIVIC LIFE

“Expand civic, community and 
educational facilities to augment 
Columbia’s nationally recognized 
quality of life.” 
Downtown Columbia: A Community Vision

Cerritos Library, Cerritos, CA

Archive & Exhibition Space Concept
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Public Spaces

In order to encourage community gathering and interaction, this Plan 
includes abundant public spaces both natural and planned. Water features, 
a sculpture park and garden, a children’s park and a dog park are a few of 
the concepts that could be included in these public spaces. These or similar 
features will provide an unexpected, unique, spontaneous and interactive 
experience that encourages community engagement and contributes to the 
quality of life in Columbia.

This Plan also recognizes the importance freedom of speech plays in civic 
life. The zoning regulation recommended by this Plan should require 
conveyance to the County of an outdoor amenity space containing at least 
25,000 square feet. The site will be deeded to the County for public space 
and should be available to all for purposes of assembly and public discourse. 
The deeded site will be located in one of the future neighborhoods 
discussed in this Plan, although not in a predominantly residential area. The 
preferred site should also be located near existing or proposed activity areas 
where pedestrian activity is anticipated and encouraged. Identification of 
the specific site should wait for additional refinement of the redevelopment 
plans for downtown and its amenity areas so that an appropriate location in 
relation to surrounding uses and activities can be provided.

Educational Facilities

A complete community should incorporate design features and public 
facilities planning that respond to the needs and expectations of the 
community as it exists today and as it grows over time. Significant among 
these objectives is the ability to meet the educational needs of the 
community as it matures.

Public school students who live in downtown have typically attended 
Running Brook Elementary School, Wilde Lake Middle School or Wilde Lake 
High School. As the downtown develops, it is unknown what educational 
resources will be needed. As a way of assessing the educational needs, but 
not intending to limit the timing of redevelopment, this plan recommends 
that prior to issuance of the first building permit, the Howard County Public 
School System (HCPSS) and the Department of Planning and Zoning conduct 
and publish a Columbia Schools Analysis, subject to Howard County Board 
of Education approval, which will study all available options for school 
system needs and characterize the best options for a range of possible pupil 
yields. When 10 percent of the new residential units planned for Downtown 
Columbia are built and occupied, the HCPSS will consider updated student 
enrollments and, subject to Board of Education approval, select the most 
appropriate pupil yield ratio and associated option outlined in the Columbia 
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Public art and cultural activities play a vital role in sharing the life stories of 
the people who shaped the cultural history of Columbia. Merriweather and 
Toby’s Dinner Theatre have entertained Columbians for over 40 years. Local 
sculptures, including The People Tree, The Hug, The Bears and Willard and 
Jim Rouse, each tell a different part of Columbia’s story. As later additions, 
the James Rouse Theatre for the Performing Arts and the Horowitz Visual 
and Performing Arts Center have housed many local performing arts groups 
and given visual artists a venue for exhibitions. Columbia is also fortunate to 
have the professional Rep Stage as part of the arts scene.

This Plan envisions a dynamic and continuously increasing role for visual 
and performing arts in Downtown Columbia. In pursuit of this goal, this Plan 
calls for the formation of a Downtown Arts and Culture Commission, an 
independent non-profit organization, to oversee the planning, coordination 
and implementation of artistic and cultural activities, opportunities, events 
and works displayed in Downtown. The Downtown Arts and Culture 
Commission should complete a Cultural Master Plan that sets specific and 
measurable goals and identifies the means to achieve these goals for arts 
and cultural priorities identified for Downtown. The Cultural Master Plan 
for Downtown Columbia will encompass the potential expansion of visual, 
performing and literary arts and the potential roles that Merriweather 

1.8 ARTS AND CULTURE

Rep Stage, Howard Community College

Visual Art

Schools Analysis for implementation. Prior to the Site Development Plan 
approval of 25 percent of the new residential units in downtown, the County 
will request the Board of Education to review their earlier identification of 
the best educational facility option to accommodate student population 
growth based on the observed and projected pupil yield ratio. Following on 
this review, GGP will work with HCPSS to identify and provide, if necessary, 
an adequate school site or equivalent location within the downtown, subject 
to Board approval.

Chapter 1 
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“Enhance art and cultural offerings, 
providing new spaces and 
opportunities for an active arts 
community and for public art.” 
Downtown Columbia: A Community Vision
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Post Pavilion, the Howard County Central Library, Howard Community 
College, other existing performing arts facilities and existing and new public 
spaces could play in creating a 21st century cultural identity for Downtown 
Columbia.

In support of the long history of arts and culture in Columbia, this Plan 
includes the renovation of Merriweather Post Pavilion. An icon of Columbia, 
Merriweather Post Pavilion was the community’s first performance venue 
and continues to be a major regional destination. As identified in the report 
by Howard County’s 2005 Citizen Advisory Panel on Merriweather Post 
Pavilion, the facility has long needed major renovation and capital repairs in 
order to continue bringing quality music and entertainment to the region. 
Merriweather Post Pavilion will be updated to become a state-of-the-art 
entertainment facility that should more effectively compete in attracting 
the most popular performers, better provide a suitable venue for a greater 
variety of artists in order to expand artistic and cultural offerings and serve 
as a catalyst for other new performance venues in Downtown Columbia. 
Recognizing the importance of this major community asset, this Plan also 
anticipates donation of Merriweather Post Pavilion to the Downtown 
Arts and Culture Commission in order to ensure its continued use as a 
performing arts center and premier regional concert venue.

Successful operation of the pavilion will require alternative customer parking 
arrangements when the adjacent land currently used for parking is either 
environmentally enhanced or developed. Alternatives which would be 
phased in through the development program implementation could include 
construction of shared use publicly owned parking facilities or agreements 
with existing facilities for off peak use of their garages and parking. 

In addition, it may be desirable for various arts organizations to move their 
offices and/or operations downtown. Considering the popularity of Toby’s 
Dinner Theatre, opportunities should be explored for a new and improved 
facility for the theatre as well as the possibility of a new children’s theatre. 

Wolftrap National Park for the 
Performing Arts, Vienna, VA

Boy With Hawk, The Woodlands, TX

Merriweather Post Pavilion
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Included in this Plan are a variety of new amenity spaces appropriate for 
public discourse, performance and arts-related activities. The Merriweather-
Symphony Woods neighborhood will include many natural and planned 
spaces for small and large gatherings. Elsewhere, plazas will provide open air 
sites for enjoyment of the arts and other entertainment. Built environments, 
like the new Market Square addition to The Mall, should be designed and 
programmed to accommodate such activities as dance and music concerts, 
thus increasing performance space capacity in Columbia.

The use of visual arts as a means for embedding meaning into the physical 
landscape also helps people form bonds with the places where they live 
and work. Learning from the examples of public art at the Lakefront, a 
downtown development master plan should include public art to continue 
building a memorable place filled with life and character that reflects the 
complexity and diversity of Columbia.

Works of art, art places and performance spaces should be incorporated 
into both newly formed and existing amenity spaces throughout 
Downtown. Within these centers of civic life, art can play an important role 
in communicating what Columbians value. Some of Columbia’s existing 
institutions such as the library, hospital, community college and Columbia 
Archives could also provide appropriate locations for enhancing the artistic 
and cultural life of the community.

An equally important goal is to include art in private developments. The 
architectural form of buildings could feature sculptural reliefs and integrate 
the design of both freestanding and attached installations. In addition to 
other locations, mixed-use storefronts wrapping parking garages could 
become studio and live-work space for local artists adding to the vitality of 
Downtown’s art scene.

Additionally, the walls of buildings and parking garages could become the 
surfaces for murals and sculptural relief that tell the story of Columbia and 
its people. Common elements such as water fountains, bus shelters and 
signage could be transformed into objects of cultural meaning. 

Local Artist, Marie Robinson

Sculptural Artwork, The Woodlands, TX

Merriweather Updated
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To support public art in Downtown Columbia, this plan envisions the 
creation of the Art in the Community program. To this end, the plan 
recommends that subsequent legislation be adopted to describe and 
establish the program. This program will be supported by a percentage of 
funding to be included in the total cost of construction for projects in the 
Downtown. It is anticipated that property owners in Downtown Columbia 
will either provide art as an integral part of their projects, work together 
with other owners to provide a more significant Art in the Community 
contribution, perhaps as part of one or more of the Downtown Community 
Commons or, if either of those choices is impractical, support the program 
with an in-lieu fee. This Plan also envisions the Downtown Arts and Culture 
Commission as playing a critical role in the administration and coordination 
of the Art in the Community Program. 

Because this is a new program for Columbia, there could be an artist registry set 
up through the Howard County Arts Council that would assist owners in finding 
local or regional artists for their projects. There could also be multidisciplinary 
project teams including artists and landscape architects, together with the 
community, which would assist property owners with designing unique pieces of 
art that will become the hallmarks of Downtown Columbia.

Public Art

Howard County’s Downtown Columbia: A Community Vision recognizes that 
design is a critical dimension of any proposed development plan. The design 
of buildings, open spaces and landscapes establishes the physical character 
of a place, creating memorable places that people want to use and return 
to. Such places have lasting aesthetic and civic value. They also help provide 
places with “predictable futures” – a sense of what a place will look like over 
time – which, in turn, attracts people to invest, visit and live in those places. 

Downtown Columbia: A Community Vision calls for Design Guidelines, 
to be considered and approved by the County Council. The Downtown-
wide Design Guidelines will ensure that what is built in a downtown will 
be attractive, aesthetically coherent, practical and of beauty and value. 
Specifically, the guidelines will show how buildings and landscapes support 
and reinforce the physical, three-dimensional intentions of the Plan and 
create places containing pleasing proportions, scale and character that 
people will want to inhabit. The guidelines also lay out the framework for 
developing a community’s sense of place and its identity and connection to 
the region. Design rules (and how they are administered) are therefore very 
important. The plans and concepts included in this Plan will be executed 
across a long period of time and in light of continuous, contemporaneous 
assessment of community needs. Markets, public preferences and design 
trends will shift in unforeseeable ways. This requires that the guidelines be
flexible enough to promote creativity and high-quality design over time. 

“Improve the design of Downtown 
Columbia development through 
flexible design guidelines and a 
design review panel to ensure that 
buildings, streets, and public spaces 
will be aesthetically pleasing and 
contextually appropriate.” 
Downtown Columbia: A Community Vision

1.9 DESIGN
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The Woodlands, TX

Santana Row, San Jose, CA
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THE NEW DESIGN GUIDELINES WILL CONTAIN SPECIFIC 
DIRECTION TO:

� Neighborhood Purpose and Character: Conformance with land   
 use and density requirements, sustainability and transportation   
 goals of this Plan.

� Site Design: Nature of surrounding spaces, softscape vs.    
 hardscape, location of bus stops, public amenities, lighting,   
  special features and building parcels, landscaping and    
 how it relates to immediate neighbors and the overall amenity   
 space plan for its neighborhood.

� Street Design: Street dimensions, layout plans, sections showing  
 sidewalk widths and options for sustainable “green street”   
 designs, accommodation for parking, planting, pedestrian   
 crossings, lighting and curb cuts and service entries.

� Building Design: Height and setback, pedestrian-level zone,   
 middle, top (including materials, horizontal regulating lines,   
 skylines, fenestration, and mechanical equipment penthouses).

� Signature Buildings: Structures which require special             
architectural attention including the former Rouse Company 
Headquarters. Downtown-wide Design Guidelines will 
provide for the preservation of the former Rouse Company 
Headquarters building and specifically set forth criteria for 
acceptable alteration to the exterior of that building. The 
Guidelines will not prohibit interior alterations or future 
adaptive reuse that would better integrate the building 
into its surroundings and activate the adjacent pedestrian 
spaces as described in the guidelines and this Plan or prohibit 
reconstruction of the building in the event of casualty.

� Amenity Space: Guidelines to ensure that amenity space within 
both Downtown Columbia and the nearby open space respects 
the natural surroundings, enhances the site’s biodiversity and 
sense of place. The guidelines also uphold the community’s 
environmental ethic and commitment to environmental 
stewardship, as well as a commitment to high-quality design. 
All plant materials used in Downtown Columbia and open space 
landscaping are to come from the “approved plant list” and be 
indigenous to the Maryland Piedmont area.

As recognized by Downtown Columbia: A Community Vision, downtown 
building design review is undertaken by the developer of Columbia. In the   
future, this review will be augmented by Design Advisory Panel review at  
the following three important decision points to provide design input:

1. After the submission by GGP of draft guidelines to the Design 
Advisory Panel as discussed below, the County Council should 
adopt downtown-wide broad design guidelines (“Downtown-wide 
Design Guidelines”) that will be used as a measure against which 
specific neighborhood design guidelines (“Neighborhood Design 
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Guidelines”) will be developed for each of the neighborhoods 
(Warfield, Symphony Overlook, The Lakefront and Lakefront Core, 
The Mall, Merriweather-Symphony Woods, and The Crescent). 
The Neighborhood Design Guidelines will then be used to 
evaluate the design elements of specific projects downtown. 

2. To assist the County Council in its review of the of the draft 
Downtown-wide Design Guidelines, the Design Advisory Panel 
Act should be amended to require Design Advisory Panel 
review of the draft Downtown-wide Design Guidelines and to 
provide the County Council with any suggested modifications 
for its consideration prior to its adoption of the Downtown-
wide Design Guidelines. Thereafter, it is recommended that the 
petitioner submit proposed Neighborhood Design Guidelines, 
along with a Neighborhood Concept Plan, with each Final 
Development Plan. The Design Advisory Panel should then 
review the proposed Neighborhood Design Guidelines to 
evaluate their consistency with the Downtown-wide Design 
Guidelines adopted by the County Council. The Design Advisory 
Panel would provide its recommendations to the Planning 
Board, and the Planning Board would then be responsible for 
approving the final Neighborhood Design Guidelines along with 
the Final Development Plan.

3. During the Downtown Redevelopment process, petitioners 
are required to submit Site Development Plans to the Design 
Advisory Panel for review. The Design Advisory Panel is to make 
recommendations on Site Development Plans to the Planning 
Board. The Design Advisory Panel recommendation is to be 
made in accordance with the applicable provisions in Title 16, 
Subtitle 15 of the County Code and the Design Advisory Panel 
review of the Downtown-wide Design Guidelines and the 
Neighborhood Design Guidelines will assure a consistent and 
high level of design standard for Downtown Columbia.

Street Character

Example of Street Section

Mixed-Use Development Illustration
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EXHIBIT F. MAXIMUM BUILDING HEIGHT PLAN
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EXHIBIT C. STREET AND BLOCK PLAN
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EXHIBIT D. ILLUSTRATIVE MASTER PLAN 
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“Develop a multi-modal 
transportation system through 
investment in transit programs and 
roads that will provide a pedestrian- 
and bike-friendly environment.”* 
Downtown Columbia: A Community Vision

A balanced, multi-modal transportation system is one that will allow 
residents to move throughout a community without depending on 
automobiles. Such a system should include a connected network of local, 
collector and arterial streets; existing, new, and improved transit facilities 
and services; and a network of sidewalks, on-street bike lanes and off-street 
pedestrian/bike paths and trails. A successful system also should provide 
enough capacity to meet user demand during all phases of development. It 
also should be promoted by the community it serves.

CONNECTED STREET NETWORK

This Plan seeks to create a Downtown Columbia served by a connected 
street network that would offer more route choices, disperse traffic over 
a wider network, provide more capacity and result in shorter, more direct 
trips with less delay. This network will consist of existing streets, new streets 
in new alignments, and the transformation of the mall inner and outer ring 
roads and selected surface parking lot drive aisles into genuine streets. The 
Plan envisions that the new streets will be predominately public.

Route 29 will continue to be the principal road that links Columbia with 
Baltimore, Washington, and the region. Broken Land Parkway and Governor 
Warfield Parkway will continue to be intermediate arterials. Minor arterials 
will include Little Patuxent Parkway, Twin Rivers Road and a new east-west 
link to Route 29.

Major collector roads will include Broken Land Parkway north of Little 
Patuxent Parkway; the former outer ring road on the south side of The 
Mall; Hickory Ridge Road and its extension through The Crescent; and 
Little Patuxent Parkway extended to the Route 29/Broken Land Parkway 

“Downtown Columbia will enhance multi-modal connectivity through a variety of 
safe, convenient and innovative transportation alternatives.”

	2.1	MULTI-MODAL	SYSTEM

Chapter 2:      Moving and
                                    Connecting People

Shirlington Village, Arlington, VA
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EXHIBIT H. STREET FRAMEWORK DIAGRAM
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interchange. Minor collector roads will include the transformation of The 
Mall’s outer ring road. Local streets will include new links in Symphony 
Woods and the transformation of The Mall’s inner ring road and drive aisles 
into genuine streets.

“Complete streets” will be designed for motorists, transit passengers, 
bicyclists and pedestrians within the Downtown Columbia grid. These 
streets will be safe, comfortable and attractive to all users, including 
those in wheelchairs. Existing travel speeds will be reduced to those more 
compatible with the speeds traveled by pedestrians and bicyclists.

Major Intersection Improvements

Major improvements to existing intersections include:

� Construction of a fourth southbound through lane on Broken 
Land Parkway at Hickory Ridge Road

� Additional turn lanes at the Little Patuxent Parkway/Broken Land 
Parkway intersection

� Additional turn lanes at the Little Patuxent Parkway/Symphony 
Promenade intersection

� Re-configuration of Little Patuxent Parkway/Governor Warfield 
Parkway (North)

Interchange Improvements

A third, full-movement, grade-separated interchange at Route 29 is 
proposed approximately mid-way between the two existing interchanges 
with Broken Land Parkway and Little Patuxent Parkway (MD 175). This 
interchange could take one of several forms, depending upon the outcome 
of subsequent, detailed engineering studies. The interchange could link 
Route 29 to Downtown Columbia only or could directly link Oakland Mills, 
Route 29 and Downtown Columbia. The planning, design and funding of this 
interchange would be coordinated among the private sector, Howard County 
and the State.

Phasing

This network will be built over time as this Plan is implemented. 
Improvements to the existing transportation system, construction of new 
facilities and implementation of new services and programs will occur as 
required to adequately accommodate new travel demands. The phasing 
of these road improvements is related to the development density levels 
recommended by this Plan and is discussed in the Generalized Traffic Study 
included as a technical supplemental document. The final extent of the road 
improvements will be determined by the Adequate Public Facilities Act. 

Chapter 2 
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EXHIBIT J. AMENDMENT TO GENERAL PLAN 2000 TRANSPORTATION POLICIES MAP
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“Mitigate traffic congestion so 
that vehicles will be able to 
move smoothly into and around 
downtown without impeding 
pedestrian flow; encourage outside 
traffic to bypass downtown.” 
Downtown Columbia: A Community Vision

Funding

Responsibility for funding and constructing and implementing these 
improvements and programs will be shared among the private sector, 
public-private partnerships, Howard County (through the Adequate Public 
Facilities road excise tax and tax increment financing) and/or public sector 
capital budgets.

Design

To the extent necessary, the Howard County Design Manual should be 
modified to accommodate the design intent expressed in this Plan.

Chapter 2 
Moving	&	Connecting	People

 2.2 TRAFFIC

ADEQUATE ROAD FACILITIES TEST EVALUATION

This Plan will create adequate road capacity to accommodate peak traffic 
demands that will be generated by existing and future development in 
Downtown Columbia, in accordance with the Adequate Public Facilities Act 
of Howard County, as amended (APF). This new capacity will be provided in 
phases over time, prior to or concurrent with future development. A new 
level of service standard is needed to ensure that adequate street capacity 
and safe, efficient, convenient and comfortable pedestrian and bicycle 
facilities are provided to support existing and future development.

Constrained Facilities

Under current law, the APF Act includes what is known as the “Constrained 
Facilities” provision. This provision actually exempts intersections along Little 
Patuxent Parkway from the Adequate Public Facilities test. This means that, 
under current law, new development can proceed even if the intersections 
impacted by the development have failing levels of service. This Plan 
recommends changing the APF so that, in the future, all roads in Downtown 
Columbia will be subject to the test for APF. In addition, in the future all 
intersections within downtown should be subject to improvements that do
not compromise pedestrian and bicyclist comfort and safety. To this end, 
this Plan recommends that the APF be amended to require preparation of a 
pedestrian impact statement as part of the APF traffic study to ensure safe 
and efficient pedestrian and bicycle access and circulation within downtown.

New Level of Service Standard

The level of service for all County-controlled intersections serving Downtown 
Columbia should reflect its more urban, pedestrian oriented character. 

Street Character
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Therefore, this plan anticipates a higher critical lane volume (CLV) than exists 
in the rest of the County. The appropriate level of service standard will be 
established as part of the Adequate Public Facilities Ordinance legislation. 
This new standard is justified because:

� As recommended by General Plan 2000 and Downtown 
Columbia: A Community Vision, it directs development to 
Downtown Columbia where adequate road facilities exist and 
improvements can be made.

� Downtown Columbia is the focal point of transit facilities and 
services in Howard County. Unlike in many other areas of 
Howard County, residents, employees and visitors in Downtown 
Columbia have the choice of walking, bicycling or taking public 
transportation. 

� Incentives to direct growth to areas served by public 
transportation would result in greater use of the County’s 
considerable investment in Howard Transit. It also would 
encourage further investment by the public and private sectors 
in non-auto modes of travel.

� It makes it possible for Downtown Columbia to become a 
more vibrant, mixed-use, walkable, transit-oriented place as 
recommended by General Plan 2000 and Downtown Columbia: 
A Community Vision. 

� Multiple-levels-of-service standards can encourage smart 
growth, revitalize mixed-use centers and focus growth where 
recommended by the County’s General Plan.

Mitigation measures should include any intersection capacity   
improvements except grade separation of the roadways and ramps within  
the intersection or improvements to the through lanes of intermediate   
arterials and higher classified roads. 

To consider the many recommended changes to the adequate public   
facilities ordinance, this plan envisions the filing of an amendment to the  
act within 120 days.

Chapter 2 
Moving	&	Connecting	People

“Improve pedestrian connections 
throughout downtown, to 
surrounding villages and to nearby 
destinations to encourage strolling 
and human interaction.” 
Downtown Columbia: A Community Vision

Under this Plan, Downtown Columbia would become the heart and major 
destination of an expanded and improved pedestrian system in Columbia. 
The new grid pattern of blocks in Downtown Columbia that the Plan 
proposes would encourage pedestrian traffic along the streets through a 
network of sidewalks and crosswalks. These would logically connect to key 
destinations, such as entrances to The Mall and other retail destinations, 
as well as entrances to residential, hotel and office buildings. Sidewalks 
from Downtown Columbia would extend along promenades to connect 
to Symphony Woods and Lake Kittamaqundi. Howard Community College 

 2.3 PEDESTRIANS

Transportation Facilities
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and the nearby villages of Wilde Lake and Oakland Mills would be linked 
to Downtown Columbia by new or improved multi-purpose paths for 
pedestrians and bicyclists. Given Symphony Woods central location, it is 
further recommended that improvements to Symphony Woods be designed 
with special attention to enhance connections within the downtown area.

Streets that form the grid within Downtown Columbia would be planned 
for pedestrians as well as vehicles. Sidewalks would be scaled and designed 
for the intensity of pedestrian use. Retail streets would have generous 
sidewalks with space for street trees, plantings, benches and other 
amenities. Additional space for outdoor dining could occur on retail streets 
within parcels and extend into the sidewalk zone as long as certain minimum 
walking areas are maintained. Retail streets, as well as other typical 
downtown streets, would have on-street parking on at least one side of the 
street to provide conveniently located parking, but also to make a better 
pedestrian environment. Where significant Downtown Columbia streets 
connect with parkways and boulevards, intersections and signal timing 
would be designed to facilitate pedestrian crossing.

Under the Plan, promenades would act as significant pedestrian connections 
to and from Downtown Columbia to key destinations. For example, the link 
from Symphony Overlook to Symphony Woods would include a promenade 
that features a double row of trees shading a wide sidewalk zone. This 
promenade and an improved Symphony Woods would accommodate 
the flow of large crowds to and from Merriweather Post Pavilion. The 
promenades would have sufficient width to direct runoff from impervious 
surfaces to tree planting zones to allow rainwater infiltration and connect 
The Mall and Symphony Overlook to Lake Kittamaqundi. The street crossings 
providing access to Merriweather Post Pavilion should be at grade and 
designed to enhance the safety of pedestrians.

Street Level Activity

Enhanced Pathway, Twin Rivers Road, below, 
Little Patuxent Parkway, right

Pedestrian Promenade
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Columbia’s extensive system of off-road paths and trails would be extended 
to and from Downtown Columbia. New and enhanced pedestrian paths 
would connect to Howard Community College, Blandair Park, Wilde Lake 
and Oakland Mills.* The path from Wilde Lake would connect the Wilde 
Lake Village Center to Downtown Columbia on the south side of Twin Rivers 
Road. A lighted multipurpose path would expand an existing walk, overcome 
discontinuities in the current path and be designed for pedestrians and 
bicyclists. It would be setback from the road and laid out to avoid existing 
trees, curving amidst native plantings of grasses and shrubs. The walkway to 
and from Downtown Columbia to Oakland Mills would be upgraded to the 
same standards, extending from Lake Kittamaqundi to the pedestrian bridge 
over Route 29. This pathway would also be extended to Blandair Park to 
provide a direct connection to this regional park facility.

These improvements, taken together, would create a continuous pedestrian 
network. When coupled with a more interesting and active downtown, 
walking and bicycling would become a key part of movement and 
connection of people in Columbia.

It is recommended that the Access Committee of the County’s Commission 
on Disability Issues be consulted in the development of the pedestrian 
connections throughout Downtown Columbia.

Chapter 2 
Moving	&	Connecting	People

Lake Edge Path To Oakland Mills, below, 
Woodland Path to College, right
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“Improve and expand transit 
service, reinforcing downtown 
as the central hub for the local 
bus system, adding a downtown 
circulator shuttle and setting the 
stage for the possibility of future 
bus rapid transit and rail mass 
transit.” 
Downtown Columbia: A Community Vision

In order to reduce reliance on single-occupant vehicles as the predominant 
mode of transportation to and within Downtown Columbia, one of the key 
components of this Plan is to develop and implement alternative options for 
people to move around as well as to and from downtown. This will be one of 
the primary responsibilities of the Downtown Columbia Partnership.

TRANSPORTATION DEMAND MANAGEMENT PLAN (TDMP)
 
This Plan recommends that the County develop a Transportation Demand 
Management Plan (TDMP) in conjunction with the Downtown Columbia 
Partnership, General Growth Properties, Howard Community College, 
Howard County General Hospital, the Columbia Association, and other 
employers in Downtown Columbia. It is envisioned that all of these parties 
will be engaged in implementation of the TDMP. As redevelopment 
progresses, the TDMP may be revised over time to reflect changing 
conditions.

The TDMP should include recommendations for programs aimed at 
increasing the use of transit, walking, bicycling and ride-sharing for both 
commute and non-commute trips. In developing these recommendations, 
the TDMP should consider both the short and long term transportation 
initiatives discussed in the remainder of this section. In addition, this TDMP 
could include such things as: (1) installation of physical facilities such as 
bike racks and way finding signage, information kiosks, bus stops and 
the new transit center; (2) services including promotion of flexible work 
hours, promotion of transit benefits programs, promotion of the use of 
ZIP cars, distribution of ridesharing and transit information, formation and 
maintenance of a ride matching database, development of websites, etc; 
and (3) parking management programs such as reserved carpool/vanpool 
parking, parking information systems and reduced parking ratios.

To maximize the effectiveness of the TDMP, it should be developed and 
implemented as early in the Downtown Columbia revitalization and 
redevelopment process as possible.

HIERARCHY OF SERVICES

This Plan also seeks to provide a hierarchy of new and improved transit 
facilities and services that would reduce auto use, improve mobility for 
people of all ages and physical abilities and support a more pedestrian-
friendly and walkable environment. This hierarchy of services would help 
facilitate trips within Downtown Columbia and connect Downtown with 
other parts of Columbia, and Howard County, Washington, Baltimore and 
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 2.4 TRANSIT

The Shirlington Transit Station, VA
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the region. These services will converge at a new transit center where 
passengers could transfer between lines in a comfortable, attractive and 
interesting environment. This Plan therefore recommends that a suitable 
site be provided within the downtown area for a new transit center, and that 
the TDMP address the coordination of these various levels of service.
 
Bicycle and Pedestrian Routes

Bicycle Routes may be incorporated into roadways, as part of a shared 
pedestrian pathway system, or as dedicated bikeways. As indicated in this 
Plan, new downtown infrastructure and bicycle routes will be developed 
by GGP and other developers as a part of their infrastructure frontage 
improvements. See Section 4.2 for a full discussion of bicycle improvement 
phasing, and Exhibit I for the proposed circulation plan.

As an integral component of the new Downtown-wide Design Guidelines, 
design standards will be prepared for sidewalks, bicycle lanes and multi-use 
pathways. While sidewalks and bicycle lanes will be part of the design for 
“complete streets” and the urban core of Downtown, multi-use pathways 
typically used by pedestrians, joggers, skaters and bicyclists as two-way 
facilities will extend to outlying areas. These pathways will offer an aesthetic 
experience that attracts cyclists and pedestrians while also connecting 
land-uses, such as businesses, shopping, downtown, schools, recreational 
facilities and other community destinations to allow for alternate 
commuting and transportation modes. 

These multi-use pathways will strive to be separated from traffic and 
roadways by locating them within existing recreational pathway alignments 
through Columbia’s open space, and on existing County road rights-of-
way adjacent to a roadway. Where they are adjacent to roadways, there 
should be a minimum five foot or greater planting buffer, bio-swale or other 
physical barrier separating the path and edge of roadway. 

Multi-use paths which are intended for two-way use by commuters and 
recreationists will be designed and built to a standard that accommodates 
the various users with minimal conflicts. The standard width of these 
paths will be ten feet with a two foot clear distance on both sides for safe 
operation. 

Decorative light poles scaled appropriately for pedestrian usage will be 
placed along the path alignments to heighten visibility and safety of users. 
Shoulders will be widened at regular intervals for placement of benches 
and trash cans for user convenience and enhanced landscaping as well as 
enhanced landscaping and clearing of undergrowth on existing pathways to 
increase visibility to housing and businesses. Bicycle parking facilities should 
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EXHIBIT I. BICYCLE AND PEDESTRIAN CIRCULATION PLAN
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be provided at both the trip origin and trip destination locations and at 
intermediate facilities and points of recreational interest. Providing bicycle 
parking facilities is an essential element in an overall effort to promote 
bicycling and path usage.

As its initial pilot pathway program and after completion of the new 
Downtown-wide Design Guidelines, GGP will complete the first multi-use 
pathway from Blandair Park on Columbia’s east side, through Oakland 
Mills Village Center, linking Downtown Columbia, Symphony Woods and 
Howard Community College and Howard County General Hospital on 
Columbia’s west side. Inclusive in this program may be a renovation of the 
existing Route 29 bridge to include new decorative guard rails allowing clear 
sightlines to vehicular traffic, resurfacing of the surfaces, enhanced and 
decorative lighting, potential video security and other enhancements to 
assure greater aesthetics and security of path users.

Downtown Columbia Circulator Shuttle Service

A key component of this Plan is to ensure that a circulator system serving 
Downtown Columbia is developed and maintained as recommended by the 
shuttle feasibility study discussed in Community Enhancement, Program 
and Public Amenity (CEPPA)  No.5. Shuttle service will reduce Downtown 
Columbia traffic as residents, employees and visitors “park once,” then walk 
or take the shuttle to other destinations in Downtown Columbia. Frequent 
and attractive shuttle service could be provided along a double loop route. 
This service will provide easy access to all parts of Downtown Columbia. 
Shuttle stops will be co-located at Howard Transit stops and at parking 
garages to facilitate easy transfer. The shuttle may also include a route that 
provides service to Howard Community College and Howard County General 
Hospital.

Howard Transit Improvements

Future improvements by Howard County to existing Howard Transit service 
might include new bus routes, higher frequency of service and improved 
stops and service information. The new transit center could include 
sheltered waiting areas, bicycle parking facilities, transit information booth, 
realtime service information, adjacent cafes and convenience stores. Future 
enhancements may be made to the connections between Downtown 
Columbia and the Village Centers, Gateway, Fort Meade, and other areas 
outside of Downtown Columbia. 

The downtown transit center should be appropriately located within 
Downtown Columbia, and preferably within a five-to-ten minute walk from 
each of the downtown neighborhoods. The center will form a key transfer 
point between a range of services, including the Downtown Columbia 

Bicycle Parking Facility

Howard Transit Routes

Circulator Shuttle
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circulator shuttle, Howard Transit, existing commuter bus service and 
potential future regional transit.

Long Term Regional Improvements

As recognized by General Plan 2000, transit service requires significant 
public sector subsidies. To achieve even modest shifts from autos to transit 
requires a serious commitment of capital and operating funds from local and 
state governments.

In this regard, Columbia is not presently a strong market for potential rapid 
transit extensions due to its low density and dispersed single-land uses. 
However, the development recommended by this Plan and the anticipated 
private investment in Downtown Columbia would provide a strong incentive 
to the State and County to improve existing regional bus transit service and 
to implement new services due to the following:

� Mixed uses (providing strong passenger demand throughout the 
day in both directions)

� Higher intensity (providing many more people – employees and 
residents – within walking distance)

� Integrated local transit (Howard Transit and Downtown 
Columbia Circulator Shuttle)

� A relocated and enhanced transit center

By recommending additional development downtown and through the 
implementation of the recommended TDMP, Downtown Columbia Circulator 
Shuttle, improved pedestrian and bicycle linkages and new transit center, 
this Plan supports new and improved regional transit links to Columbia, 
including regional bus transit; bus rapid transit (BRT); light rail transit (LRT); 
and extension of the Baltimore and Washington Metro systems.

Chapter 2 
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“Provide an appropriate level 
of parking fostering a park-once 
approach, substantially reducing or 
eliminating surface parking lots and 
integrating well-designed structured 
parking into downtown.” 
Downtown Columbia: A Community Vision

Downtown Columbia redevelopment should be served by a sufficient 
number of parking spaces in accordance with the shared parking 
methodology and parking ratios in the Parking Requirements section of the 
Zoning Regulation Amendment. Excess parking should be avoided in order to 
discourage auto use and encourage walking, bicycling and transit use.

This Plan proposes a compact, mixed-use Downtown Columbia development 
that presents numerous shared parking opportunities. Shared parking is the 
use of a parking space by vehicles generated by two or more individual land 
uses without conflict or encroachment. The ability to share parking spaces is 

 2.5 PARKING

Mass Transit Line

Town Center Shuttle
Village Connector
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Future Connectivity Diagram, Region
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the result of two conditions:

� Variations in the accumulation of vehicles by hour, by day, or by 
season for the individual land uses

� Relationships among the land uses that result in visiting multiple 
land uses on the same auto trip

Shared parking reductions of more than 40 percent have been measured at 
other mixed-use town centers as referenced in Table 3.5 of the Generalized 
Traffic Study included with this submission.

Additionally, to foster a “park once” approach strong pedestrian connections 
must be provided to link parking facilities with activity centers, retail and 
entertainment opportunities, work place and residences. Shuttle stops 
should be located adjacent to or near parking garages, which would allow 
drivers to park once and then walk or take a shuttle anywhere in Downtown 
Columbia.

As each parking structure is developed and constructed, consideration 
should be given to alternate forms of parking management systems to 
determine the most efficient means of utilizing shared parking concepts, and 
to assure efficient access and usage of all downtown garages. Systems could 
include “smart park” technologies, remote town wide space availability 
signage, paid parking systems and other means of assuring appropriate 
levels of service and inventory.

This Plan discourages the construction of large open surface parking lots in 
favor of attractively designed multi-level parking garages. Garage structures 
should be well-lit and designed for easy access and for the safety of users.
Parking structures should be located and attractively designed so that 
they enhance the architecture of Downtown Columbia and, wherever 
possible, be located internal to the block. Parking structures which are 
located along a street should be “laminated” or “veneered” by residential, 
retail or commercial space on the ground floor facing the street, or the 
structures should be designed to be architecturally compatible with adjacent 
structures. Parking structures may also be located on building upper levels 
over ground floor uses.

Direct access to parking garages should be provided from collector or local 
streets, not arterial streets. Where feasible, multiple driveways should 
be provided to multiple parking levels in order to disburse traffic among 
several driveways and parking levels rather than concentrating it at a single 
driveway or on a single level.

Examples of Parking Structures Internal 
to Blocks and Faced by Buildings

Screened Multi-Level Parking Facility

Upper Level Parking Structure
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Chapter 3:      Sustaining the Environment
“Downtown Columbia’s natural resources will be protected and enhanced; a 
network of public spaces will provide places for individual contemplation and 
social gathering.”

“Include green technologies to help 
build a sustainable environment, 
incorporating measures to reduce 
energy consumption and pollution 
while preserving the environment.” 
Downtown Columbia: A Community Vision

With Howard County’s efforts toward making the County a model green 
community, the Columbia Downtown Columbia redevelopment has the 
potential to be the single largest effort toward that end and a catalyst 
that invigorates the application of green technologies and sustainability 
countywide. These efforts will undoubtedly enhance a natural sense of pride 
in place that many Columbia residents already share and might also appeal 
to others in the County. 

This Plan recommends that each developer under the Plan comply with Title 
3, Subtitle 10. of the Howard County Code (the “Green Building Standards”), 
with regard to building energy efficiency and environmental design, except 
that the Green Building Standards for Downtown Columbia will apply to
buildings containing 10,000 square feet or more and will be reflected in the 
Downtown-wide Design Guidelines. In addition to Green Building Standards, 

 3.1 GREEN TECHNOLOGY
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this Plan recommends development and implementation of the Downtown 
Columbia Sustainability Program that will be submitted simultaneously with 
the first final development plan proposing new development in Downtown 
Columbia. Submitted with this Plan is the Downtown Columbia Sustainability 
Framework which will guide final development of this program.

THE SUSTAINABILITY PROGRAM

The Sustainability Program is an ambitious effort to use whole systems 
thinking to guide further development of Downtown Columbia and the 
design of a livable community. A sustainable community is a place that 
promises a quality of life now, and into the future. For a community to be 
sustainable, it includes:

� Public spaces and amenities where residents can socialize, work, 
shop and play;

� An increased ease in mobility, where residents can walk to 
accommodations or access public transit more readily;

� Buildings that are energy-efficient; 

� A healthy environment with clean water, clean air and increased 
connections to the natural environments.

A sustainable community is not an endpoint; rather it is a continuous 
process of adapting and improving, so that each generation can 
progressively experience a higher quality of life. Like nature, Columbia 
must have the resources and flexibility to adapt and evolve. Moving 
toward sustainability requires recognition that today’s practices may yet be 
improved. The Downtown Columbia redevelopment aims to address many 
needed improvements while planning for an enriching future.

This Plan strives to reach beyond green buildings and technology and 
consider all of the elements that comprise the fabric of the community. 
The Downtown Columbia Sustainability Program will serve as one of the 
primary guidance documents for the design, construction, operations and 
programming of Downtown Columbia. The intent of the Program is to fulfill 
a vision for a livable, socially, economically and environmentally sustainable 
urban community. 

The Program’s Architecture Consists of Three Main Components:

1. Sustainability Framework

2. Implementation Plan

3. Institutional Framework

The Sustainability Framework submitted with this Plan provides the 
overarching components of the future Sustainability Program. The 
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Implementation Plan describes the process, methods and resources required 
to meet the goals and targets established as part of the Sustainability 
Framework. The Institutional Framework provides the structure and 
mechanisms for the Sustainability Program to continue in perpetuity, 
including governance, operations and long-term stewardship. 

The Sustainability Framework will serve as the preliminary outline for the 
Downtown Columbia Sustainability Program. The Sustainability Program 
will strive to set clear, measurable and achievable long term goals for all 
elements of the community (energy, water, transportation, ecology, livability 
and materials). 

The Sustainability Framework is comprised of two interdependent 
subsections: the Land Framework and the Community Framework. The Land 
Framework focuses on the physical or built elements of sustainability that 
are the result of land planning, site design, architecture, construction and 
management: water, transportation, energy, ecology, materials and livability. 
Each element includes a statement and description of goals, followed by a 
presentation of potential avenues for achieving them. The Land Framework 
shall identify the locations of those Downtown Environmental Restoration
projects to be located in Downtown Columbia consistent with those 
identified in the Merriweather & Crescent Environmental Enhancement 
Study and the Best Management Practices for Symphony Stream and Lake 
Kittamaqundi Watersheds. Future Site Development Plans shall identify the 
specific restoration project(s) or alternative means of addressing the intent 
of these environmental studies. 

The Community Framework addresses social elements of sustainability: 
justice, relationships, collaboration, stewardship, vitality and service. While 
the elements of the Land Framework are discussed at length in the outline, 
the Community elements must be developed, refined, implemented and 
managed by the community itself. The final structure of the Community 
Framework will be determined through an extensive community stakeholder 
effort. 

The application of the Sustainability Framework in the future Sustainability 
Program will allow for the long-term, ever-evolving realization of a 
Downtown Columbia that continues to foster the growth of its people, 
respect the land, promote economic prosperity and celebrate the diversity 
of all life.

Downtown-wide Design Guidelines will be directly linked to the 
Sustainability Program to facilitate cross referencing, monitoring and 
compliance.

Community Planting

Recycling Program
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Once the Sustainability Program goals have been established, the 
Downtown-wide Design Guidelines will be reviewed and revised through 
an integrated team process to articulate sustainability, green building and 
green neighborhood strategies and approaches that will help achieve the 
goals. Emphasis will be placed on allowing flexibility to accommodate future 
technologies as they emerge.

As part of the approval process for the Downtown-wide Design Guidelines, 
the Environmental Sustainability Board will be invited to review, evaluate 
and comment on the Sustainability Program. Their participation will ensure 
that the program fits the community’s unique needs and includes practices 
and standards that satisfy those needs.

Green Technologies

The emerging market for green technologies is driven by the increasing cost 
of energy and a heightened concern over pollution, especially greenhouse 
gas emissions and water quality. Improvements that focus on energy and 
water efficiencies are most commonly evident with the U.S. Green Building 
Council (USGBC) Leadership in Energy and Environmental Design (LEED) 
standards, which were approved for adoption by Howard County in 2007. 
Building/home energy use, along with transportation, are the largest 
contributors to greenhouse gas emissions, and it is within these systems that 
the latest green technologies will be applied. 

Green Technologies, Market Square Green Roof Solar Array

Solar Powered Light
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Additionally, the USGBC is in the process of developing LEED for 
Neighborhood Development (LEED ND), which gives credits to projects 
that are sited as infill, designed to be compact, complete and walkable, 
have good transit access and incorporate resource conservation and 
efficiency mechanisms. Downtown Columbia’s awareness and application 
of components of the LEED ND framework will support many of Downtown 
Columbia’s goals for a more livable, complete and environmentally 
intelligent community in the heart of Columbia.

Outlined below are a series of green building and Sustainability systems 
and technologies that may be used in Downtown Columbia development. 
As future technologies and the Downtown Columbia program develop, 
the County green building guidelines as well as the Downtown Columbia 
Sustainability Program will be used together to guide final system and 
programmatic solutions.

Energy

Green building standards allow for the application of a range of energy 
efficiency and production technologies, from low-tech passive solar 
orientation and the unique design of new buildings to the next generation of 
solar and wind power generation incorporated into roof and building design. 
Recent advances in lighting, insulation, water use, heating and cooling have 
been made that not only reduce energy use and carbon emissions but provide 
for significant cost savings over the life of the systems. The influence of trees 
as a natural energy saver should not be underestimated. In the summer, shade 
has been shown to lower building energy costs. In significant densities, trees 
can modify and cool the local area microclimate further reducing the cooling 
required during peak summer energy usage. The energy reductions from the 
broad application of these systems within and around new and old buildings in 
Downtown Columbia can be calculated in estimating the overall reduction of 
Downtown Columbia’s greenhouse gas emissions.

Sustainability Program Goals

Street Tree Plantings
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Water

Much of the Downtown Columbia landscape is impervious, with buildings, 
roads and parking lots blocking the natural infiltration and cleansing of 
stormwater through soil and plants. The construction of green roofs, where 
appropriate, could help address this problem. Flat-roofed buildings existing 
and planned within Downtown Columbia lend themselves to green or 
living-roof technology. This creative alternative to pitch or gravel roofs is 
attractive due to its multiple benefits. Green roofs can substantially reduce 
stormwater runoff through storage, vegetative uptake, evaporation and 
plant transpiration. Implementing measures that help to improve the water 
quality of Lake Kittamaqundi and the Little Patuxent River are important 
aspects of this Plan. By trapping, treating and reusing stormwater closer 
to its source, green roofs and other bioretention and water storage and 
treatment technologies would support improved water quality and reduced 
water usage. 

Stormwater capture (harvesting) and treatment has gained greater 
acceptance and the reuse of stormwater for irrigation can provide significant 
cost savings as well as indirect reductions in energy use and carbon 
emissions. Green roofs also have been shown to reduce high ambient air 
temperatures associated with urban areas (Urban Heat Island) through 
evaporative cooling; provide insulation resulting in lower energy costs; 
improve air quality through carbon uptake and oxygen production; and 
provide habitat for birds and insects. Green roofs are aesthetically pleasing 
and can be a significant source of interest and pride to those living and 
working around them. 

Other green technology solutions to water quality and quantity problems 
from roads, sidewalks and parking lots will be introduced with new 
construction or retrofitted into existing infrastructure. These include 
vegetated roadside infiltration swales, structured soil tree pits, stormwater 
planters, pervious paving, forested wetlands and vegetated buffer areas. 
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Appropriately incorporated into the redesign of Downtown Columbia, these 
green solutions have the potential to significantly address the water related 
impacts on Lake Kittamaqundi and the Little Patuxent River by mimicking 
natural soil retention and infiltration processes. The proper recognition of 
these best management practices (BMPs) within the community through 
interpretive signage also would foster an education in the environmental 
ethic in Downtown Columbia and adds to the existing community sense of 
pride.

Transportation

Transportation and the local and regional connectivity of Downtown Columbia 
is an integral part of the sustainability program. Making Downtown Columbia 
more efficiently served by mass transit through the use of a downtown 
shuttle, provision of a site for a new transit hub and establishment of a 
Transportation Management Association will reduce the negative impact to 
the natural environment on the area and increase the quality of life for all 
Columbians. Sustainable site design to encourage a “park once” goal for those 
residents and visitors using cars will create a fuller, more vibrant Downtown 
Columbia. With increased pedestrian activity will come a palpable sense of 
a town that is alive. Improved pedestrian connections between Downtown 
Columbia and the nearby villages would reduce vehicular trips and also would 
reinforce the local economy, significantly reducing the need to leave Columbia 
for services and entertainment.

Green Jobs

When fully realized, the application and concentration of green technologies 
on such a large scale should generate significant regional if not national 
interest. This favorable and timely attention could be capitalized upon by 
marketing to and attracting green businesses. If successful in attracting new 
jobs for the emerging green economy, Columbia would be able to reinvent 
and rightfully claim for itself something very few large towns can boast - the 
renewed realization of a progressive vision in town planning that has been 
40 years in the making.

Chapter 3 
Sustaining the Environment

Stream and Wetland Restoration

This Plan strives to enhance the ecological environment by restoring and 
maintaining the current Symphony Stream and Little Patuxent River riparian 
corridors. Stream and wetland restoration opportunities have been identified 
throughout Downtown Columbia as indicated in the Columbia Town Center 
Merriweather & Crescent Environmental Enhancements Study submitted 

“Protect the natural resources and 
natural beauty of Downtown’s lake, 
streams and woodlands, forming 
them into a greenway system.” 
Downtown Columbia: A Community Vision

 3.2 NATURE

Circulator Shuttle

Stormwater Planter
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Wooded Wetland Repair

with this Plan. The environment will be enhanced through corridor 
management activities such as invasive species management, reforestation 
and understory plantings. In addition, pedestrian connectivity to nature will 
be enhanced by creating green fingers that penetrate Downtown Columbia. 
Green streets that produce an environment that encourages pedestrian use 
will serve as vital links to Columbia’s natural resources.

A stream analysis and assessment of Symphony Stream and its tributaries 
was performed using the “Rapid Bioassessment Protocols for Use in Streams 
and Wadeable Rivers” produced by the U.S. Environmental Protection 
Agency (Barbour et. al, 1999). This assessment examined the stream channel 
for areas of erosion and degradation, as well as impacts to aquatic habitat 
within the stream channel. Areas suitable for stream and wetland restoration 
were identified through this analysis and opportunities for development 
consistent with this Plan exist while maintaining and enhancing ecological 
stability and integrity from a water quality and wetland habitat perspective.

Forest Restoration

A comprehensive forest assessment was recently performed to evaluate 
the conditions of Downtown Columbia’s existing forest resources. The 
intent of the study was to establish a baseline and identify areas suitable 
for conservation and enhancement, forest restoration and invasive species 
management control. 

In the assessment, forested areas were ranked based on a host of ecological 
metrics, including but not limited to species richness, age class, structural 
diversity, interior habitat quality, disease, proximity to other natural features 
(streams, wetlands) and presence of non-native invasive species. An 
inventory of the large trees in Symphony Woods was also performed and 
areas of healthy significant trees were identified. This inventory will be used 
to guide planning and development decisions. 

The results of the study indicate that Downtown Columbia currently contains 
some quality forested features. However, many of its ecosystems have been 
affected by a number of factors including the encroachment of non-native 
species. A total of 16 invasive non-native species exist within the study area. 
They include three tree species, four shrub species, five vine species and 
three herbaceous species. The complete list of all the invasive species can be 
found in the Columbia Town Center Merriweather & Crescent Environmental 
Enhancements Study.

Areas suitable for conservation and enhancement, forest restoration and 
invasive species management control should be identified in connection with 
future development downtown consistent with this Plan.
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Bioswale

Watersheds and Stormwater Management

In an effort to increase community awareness of water quality issues 
outside the Downtown Columbia redevelopment area and their impacts to 
Chesapeake Bay, GGP also performed watershed assessments for the three 
sub watersheds of Symphony Stream, Wilde Lake and Lake Kittamaqundi 
located up stream of the Merriweather & Crescent Environmental 
Enhancements Study area. The Best Management Practices for Symphony 
Stream and Lake Kittamaqundi Watersheds assessment consisted of 
the compilation and analyses of existing information as well as field 
reconnaissance to identify stormwater retrofit and stream restoration 
opportunities.

GGP is committed to working with the County and various property owners 
located upstream from the Downtown Columbia redevelopment area to help 
coordinate and facilitate the enhancements identified in the Assessment 
referenced above. In this regard, GGP has participated with Howard County 
and The Columbia Association in a joint application to The Maryland 
Department of Natural Resources for Local Implantation grant funding from 
the Chesapeake and Atlantic Coastal Bays 2010 Trust Fund.

When implemented, upland stormwater retrofits should include structural 
practices installed in upland areas to capture and treat stormwater runoff 
at its source before it is delivered to the storm drainage and stream channel 
systems. Specific types of stormwater treatment options prescribed for 
the different retrofit locations vary but include bioretention practices, 
sand filters, swales and forested wetlands. These stormwater retrofits if 
undertaken will increase stormwater runoff quality and recharge, mitigate 
localized and downstream channel erosion, protect riparian corridor 
restoration sites and serve as demonstration and education sites.

This Plan anticipates that the upstream stormwater management retrofits 
discussed in the Best Management Practices for Symphony Stream and Lake 
Kittamaqundi Watersheds dated September 2008 (the “Assessment”) will 
be implemented over time. This Plan further recommends that the County 
consider; (i) recommendations in the Assessment when developing its 
annual capital budgets and (ii) how the County may incentivize upstream 
property owners to obtain their consent to, and participation with the 
County and State in the upstream stormwater management improvements 
program. With respect to the environmental enhancements in the 
downtown area that are identified in the Merriweather & Symphony Stream 
Environmental Enhancements Study, dated September 2008 (the “Report”), 
this Plan recommends their implementation by respective property owners 
in accordance with the Report.

Rooftop Stormwater Treatment

Chapter 3 
Sustaining the Environment

Permeable Pavement



Downtown Columbia Plan60

“Identify Symphony Woods as 
Columbia’s “Central Park” area, 
which deserves special design and 
conservation measures.” 
Downtown Columbia: A Community Vision

What was once a healthy forest ecosystem, Symphony Woods unfortunately 
has been degraded through impacts to soil and plants under the aging tree 
canopy. Efforts to maintain a lawn below the trees at Symphony Woods have 
prevented the growth of beneficial native shrubs and herbaceous plants, 
impaired the growing ability of the soil, and eliminated future generations of 
trees, all important factors in a healthy, sustainable forest. 

Under this Plan, environmentally sensitive areas in Symphony Woods should 
be restored and enhanced and Symphony Woods should remain a principle 
amenity space of Downtown Columbia with multiple purposes and functions 
from natural to cultural. It should become a place for contact with nature 
where the Symphony Stream and Little Patuxent River riparian ecology 
extends through low lying areas of Symphony Woods. It also should be a 
significant community and regional gathering space. 

In the future, the Symphony Stream and Little Patuxent River watersheds 
and stream beds within Symphony Woods should be restored to a condition 
that will allow them to become rich habitats for animals, birds and aquatic 
life. Invasive species should be removed and thick vegetation established 
in this east-west corridor. This area should store and process runoff as 
part of a larger rainwater harvesting strategy for Downtown Columbia. 
This restoration to a more natural condition also should occur in corridors 
extending northward to filter rainwater runoff from impervious surfaces 
at higher elevations north of Symphony Woods. These natural areas of 

 3.3 CENTRAL PARK

Bryant Park, New York, NY
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“Require additional open space and 
amenity areas so that downtown 
will retain the character of a “city 
in a park” with plazas, greens, 
promenades, paths, public art, 
natural areas and street trees.” 
Downtown Columbia: A Community Vision

Columbia’s heritage as a city in a park will be carried forward with a series of outdoor 
spaces integrated into the fabric of Downtown Columbia. While Symphony Woods 
and Lake Kittamaqundi are the principal green spaces for Downtown Columbia, new 
parks or squares will be created as the focus for each neighborhood of the downtown. 
In addition, smaller parks and plazas will be an integral part of the pedestrian 
environment. This Plan proposes a Downtown Columbia consisting of a series of 
neighborhoods that will be organized around centrally located green spaces or plazas, 
typically within a five-minute walk of any location in the neighborhood. These outdoor 
spaces will be defined and framed by buildings and serve as the central gathering 
space for each neighborhood. The intensity of use will dictate how much green 
space is to be included. Typical activities in these spaces include informal recreation, 
lawn games and sunbathing, jogging, dog-walking and other casual activities. 
Neighborhoods with retail, restaurants and other commercial uses might have plazas 
as the neighborhood focus in combination with green spaces.

Outdoor spaces, including small plazas and urban parks, will be strategically located 
at the confluence of pedestrian paths, sightlines and streets. Alternatively, they may 
be an oasis or refuge along downtown streets. These small urban spaces will be easily 
accessible at street level and highly visible from adjacent streets and sidewalks. These 
spaces will be located at logical intervals between the main neighborhood squares 
and a newly designed Symphony Woods. When combined with street trees along 
sidewalks, double rows of trees along promenades and green neighborhood squares, 
Columbia will have a downtown that is truly a city in a garden. 

To assure the continued viability of existing open space downtown, this Plan 
recommends the adoption of legislation creating distinct definitions for the different 
types of open spaces that either will be preserved or enhanced downtown. Spaces in 
particular that should be addressed include Symphony Woods, the existing recorded 
open space at the Lakefront, Merriweather Post Pavilion, and environmentally 

Symphony Woods should create an aspect of wildness that will contrast with 
the community and social spaces in the groves of trees at higher elevations 
in the park. 

In addition to the events at Merriweather Post Pavilion, a rich array of 
community and social activities can take place in Symphony Woods. The 
infrastructure at Merriweather Post Pavilion, including restrooms and food 
concessions, can be designed to open outward supporting other planned 
and programmed events in Symphony Woods. In the pre-design phase, a 
detailed program should be developed that defines the range of events 
that could be accommodated in Symphony Woods. Because of its central 
location, Symphony Woods should also be designed to enhance important 
connector functions between other downtown gathering spaces.

3.4 OUTDOOR SPACES

Children’s Play Area
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EXHIBIT G. PRIMARY AMENITY SPACE FRAMEWORK DIAGRAM
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EXHIBIT K. DOWNTOWN OPEN SPACE PRESERVATION PLAN
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sensitive areas. Limited enhancements that are consistent with this Plan and consistent 
with the space’s functionality should be permitted. However, the character of these 
existing open spaces should be retained with the one exception discussed below.

With respect to Downtown Parkland, implementing legislation should require that 
new parkland be provided to replace any parkland lost to development. Improvements 
such as playgrounds, walks, gardens, and fountains and minimal structures such as 
gazebos, pavilions, cafes, outdoor stages and kiosks will not require replacement space 
to be provided. This Plan intends that open space shown on a Final Development 
Plan recorded under the existing NT District continues to count toward the overall 
Columbia open space requirements, thus the obligation to retain its character. This 
Plan also intends that environmentally sensitive areas located within the Crescent 
Neighborhood be protected and recorded as open space under the existing NT 
Regulations.
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“The development of Downtown Columbia will be served by public facilities 
provided in a timely manner.”

“Recognize and implement the 
General Plan 2000 policy to direct 
growth into Downtown as the 
largest of the County’s mixed-use 
centers.” 
Downtown Columbia: A Community Vision

General Plan 2000 addresses Downtown Columbia under Policy 5.5: 
Encourage Downtown Columbia’s continuing evolution and growth as the 
County’s urban center. This Plan builds on and reinforces this policy as 
discussed in detail in the following sections. The successful evolution and 
growth of Downtown Columbia as recommended in Downtown Columbia: 
A Community Vision and General Plan 2000 will depend on not only the 
addition of jobs and housing, but on the provision of a variety of high 
quality amenities and services that will attract new businesses, employees 
and homeowners to live, work and invest in downtown. Although most 
of the enhancements, amenities and services recommended by this Plan 
will be provided through private investment, a small portion of the public 
infrastructure (such as public parking garages) may be financed through 
alternative public or private mechanisms, such as, without limitation, tax 
increment financing (TIF) or Revenue Authority bonds. PlanHoward 2030 

Chapter 4:      Balancing and 
        Phasing Growth
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builds upon the vision for Downtown Columbia as a targeted growth and 
revitalization area and establishes Policy 10.2 for continued focus on its 
growth as an emerging urban downtown community.

More Downtown Columbia Residential Units 

“Increase the number of housing units and people living in Town Center 
to maintain activity and support restaurants, shops and entertainment 
uses after normal office hours. Consider, in particular, the potential to 
address the growing market for active senior citizens.”

General Plan 2000     

This Plan recognizes the need for additional housing in Downtown 
Columbia and recommends development of 5,500 additional Market Rate 
and Affordable Dwelling units, excluding up to 744 units in developments 
financed with Low-Income Housing Tax Credits, including both market 
rate and affordable units. This additional housing will be fundamental to 
the economic future of Columbia. The additional people living downtown 
will also be needed to provide an active pedestrian environment after 
normal office hours as well as customers for shops, restaurants and other 
entertainment uses. Additional housing will also help populate the streets 
downtown, enhancing the safety of residents, workers and visitors. 

Development of additional housing units in downtown must provide 
increased housing opportunities for residents at different income levels 
and should provide a range of housing choices. Housing types could include 
among other possibilities, high and mid-rise multifamily; mixed-use high 
rise multifamily located above retail or office uses; loft-style housing 
located above retail or office space; single family attached housing; live-
work housing with office or retail uses within a single housing unit; student 
housing; and mixed-income housing. 

This Plan also recommends development of 640 additional hotel rooms in 
Downtown Columbia. With the recommended increases in commercial and 
residential uses, additional hotel resources will be necessary to serve the 
present and future needs of the community. The addition of a convention/
conference center and exhibit space also will add to the demand for quality 
hospitality accommodations and services. Depending on market conditions, 
a variety of hotel product types could be desirable and should be permitted. 
Hotel uses should be available to serve all of the needs of Downtown 
Columbia’s residents, businesses and visitors. 

Redevelopment of Older Properties 

“Encourage the selective redevelopment of obsolete or underused  
properties for additional office, housing, retail, entertainment and 
cultural uses. Encourage property owners to seek vertical mixed uses, 
including residential, for Lakefront redevelopments as well as for 
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currently undeveloped infill sites.” 

                                                                                                   General Plan 2000

This Plan recommends the redevelopment of older and obsolete properties 
to achieve the vision expressed in Downtown Columbia: A Community 
Vision. Many of downtown’s older office buildings were built 20 or more 
years ago. In many instances, the existing floor plates and mechanical 
systems of these buildings restrict marketing opportunities and the ability 
to attract Class A tenants. Furthermore, when these older buildings were 
constructed, the desirability of providing multiple vehicle and pedestrian 
links through Downtown Columbia was not fully recognized. This Plan, 
therefore, recommends the redevelopment of certain properties as 
necessary to implement the Downtown Columbia vision, including the 
vehicle and pedestrian connections recommended in this Plan.

To implement the General Plan 2000 recommendation for the continued 
evolution and growth of Downtown Columbia as the county’s urban center, 
this Plan further recommends development of approximately one million 
two hundred fifty thousand square feet of additional retail uses over the 
current approved Final Development Plans, and four million three hundred 
thousand square feet of additional office use.

Improve Pedestrian Connections 

“Design new development and redevelopment to strengthen the 
connections between the Lakefront, The Mall and Town Center 
housing. Relieve traffic congestion without degrading pedestrian 
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use or further dividing Town Center into isolated pockets. Replace 
the asphalt walkway around the outer perimeter of The Mall, Little 
Patuxent Parkway and Governor Warfield Parkway with a concrete 
sidewalk to improve pedestrian convenience and safety and to 
enhance the urban downtown ‘look.’ Use a joint public-private effort 
to replace this walkway.”
                                                                                                   General Plan 2000

This Plan includes enhancements to the existing pedestrian circulation 
system, both in Downtown Columbia and to adjacent activity centers, such 
as Howard Community College. The pedestrian connections plans show 
potential connections and additional pathways that could be implemented 
as part of the redevelopment of Downtown Columbia. The exact location 
and nature of these pedestrian improvements must be shown on the Final 
Development Plan, which is required to conform with this Plan.

In addition, in order to improve walkability and develop more complete 
internal pedestrian connections and to avoid isolation for early residents, 
this Plan recommends development that promotes connectivity between 
the Mall, Lakefront, Merriweather and existing development.

As General Plan 2000 recognizes, further isolation of any portion of the 
downtown is to be avoided. This Plan forwards this policy by requiring 
enhanced pedestrian connections and a contribution toward the capital 
costs of funding a Downtown Columbia circulator shuttle at an appropriate 
time in the redevelopment. In general, pedestrian enhancements must be 
constructed as development occurs within each neighborhood of Downtown 
Columbia. Specific staging of pedestrian improvements and the Downtown 
Columbia Circulator Shuttle are discussed in the phasing recommendations 
in Section 4.2 of this Plan.

Transit Integration 

“Improve the bus transfer point at the mall to complement The Mall’s 
design and to better serve transit patrons.” 
                                                                                                   General Plan 2000

This Plan recommends the Transit Center be located in an appropriate 
location downtown that is within comfortable, walking distance to public 
spaces, employment and housing uses. The timing for the relocation 
and enhancement of the bus transfer point is set forth in the staging 
recommendations included with this Plan in Section 4.2. 

Open Space 

“Enhance Town Center’s open space, such as the edges of Lake 
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Kittamaqundi and Symphony Woods, to promote enjoyment by 
the growing numbers of Town Center residents and visitors. Work 
with Howard Research and Development Corporation, Columbia 
Association and the Town Center Village Board to continue the 
lakeside path either as a full loop around the lake or through bridge 
connections to the island in the lake.”
                                                                                                   General Plan 2000

In order to support the additional residential and commercial possibilities 
recommended by this Plan, it will be necessary to enhance existing open 
spaces. The creation of additional open space and the implementation of 
improvements to the Downtown Columbia environment in the form of 
natural and man-made amenity areas will be important to the creation of a 
sustainable downtown and are discussed previously in this Plan.

Enhancing existing open space areas is also recommended to increase 
the level of amenity provided and to encourage regular use by residents, 
workers and visitors. The introduction of arts, cultural and community uses 
in certain areas would further this goal and could be achieved with positive 
environmental results. Arts, cultural and community uses could include such 
things as a new library, museums, a children’s theater, galleries, sculpture 
gardens and a public square for assembly and the exercise of free speech. 
Where appropriate, development may also include related infrastructure 
intended primarily to serve these designated uses including pedestrian and 
bicycle paths, parking, road connections, utilities, and storm drainage and 
stormwater management facilities. 

This Plan recommends that each downtown neighborhood be provided 
with a significant amenity space to serve as a community gathering place 
or neighborhood square. Each neighborhood square shall contain not less 
than 25,000 square feet and should be compatible with existing and planned 
adjacent uses and improvements. One of these neighborhood squares 
should be deeded to Howard County for public land. These gathering spaces 
could include plazas, parks, promenades, greens, gardens, arts, cultural and 
community uses or other public spaces. With respect to the Merriweather
neighborhood, this recommendation may be satisfied by enhancing areas 
designated as open space on a previously approved Final Development Plan. 
This Plan also recommends incorporating additional amenity space where 
appropriate, including pedestrian and bicycle circulation systems, enhanced 
streetscapes and revitalizing environmentally sensitive areas as discussed 
elsewhere in this document. This Plan specifically recommends continuing 
the path around Lake Kittamaqundi to provide a complete loop around the 
lake. 

Cultural Center 

“Encourage efforts to develop Town Center as an art, cultural and civic 
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Lakefront Amenity Area

Outdoor Gathering Space
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center (including indoor facilities and outdoor/open space activities) 
in addition to its function as an employment and retail focal point.” 
                                                                                                   General Plan 2000

By encouraging efforts to develop Downtown Columbia as an art, cultural 
and civic center, this Plan recognizes and celebrates the power of art and 
culture to regenerate our communities by renewing the human spirit 
through continuing exploration of great ideas. 

The cultural vision for Downtown Columbia will be unique to Columbia. 
Inclusion of cultural amenities in Downtown Columbia will be based in 
significant part on input received from the community. In this respect, this 
Plan recognizes the critical importance of having community members 
participate in forging Downtown Columbia’s cultural and civic identity. The 
cultural infrastructure to be developed from the vision that emerges from 
this dialogue should fit comfortably within the environment of which it is to 
become a part. The potential for bundling cultural infrastructure in a central 
location that enhances the connection between various uses in Downtown 
Columbia, including retail, residential and civic uses, should continue to 
be explored. The cultural infrastructure of Downtown Columbia also must 
further the intent of this Plan to create a self-sustaining and walkable 
environment. 

To this end, this Plan recommends the formation of the Downtown Arts and 
Culture Commission and that GGP’s cultural consultant should work with 
the Commission in guiding the development of a Cultural master Plan for 
Downtown Columbia.

Infrastructure 

“Encourage the Columbia Association, Howard Research and 
Development  Corporation, and other private property owners in 
Town Center to adhere to high maintenance standards for streets, 
medians, pedestrian ways, landscaped areas and street furniture. 
Encourage them to develop a program of well-designed directional 
signage to aid orientation to Town Center sites, facilities, amenities 
and activities.” 
                                                                                                   General Plan 2000

In order to create the sustainable environment needed to support the new 
Downtown Columbia, existing and future public spaces and amenities must 
be maintained to the highest standards. The standard of maintenance for 
open spaces, plazas, gardens, medians, pedestrian and bicycle systems and 
street furniture reflect the values of the community and therefore must be 
scrupulously maintained. As discussed elsewhere in this Plan, the potential 
creation of a Downtown Columbia Partnership among private landowners, 
the County, Columbia Association and other community entities should be 
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Cultural Streetscape

Addison Circle, Dallas, TX

©
20

07
 R

TK
L.

co
m

/D
av

id
 W

hi
tc

om
b



   71A General Plan Amendment

Overview

This Plan at the end of this chapter recommends that the redevelopment 
of Downtown Columbia occur in three phases over an approximately thirty 
year period. The recommended phasing guidelines are based on currently 
anticipated absorption rates for the recommended land uses. Changing 

considered as a means of assuring that the desired level of maintenance is 
achieved.

This Plan also recommends a comprehensive signage plan be developed for 
Downtown Columbia and recommends that the Access Committee of the 
County’s Commission on Disability Issues be consulted in the development 
of this Plan. Clear signage will help orient residents, workers and visitors. 
Signage also can reflect the character of individual neighborhood within 
downtown, thus helping to establish local identity.

Symphony Woods 

“Encourage measures that enhance Symphony Woods as an 
attractive, inviting open space in which families and individuals could 
enjoy natural beauty within the urban setting.” 
                                                                                                   General Plan 2000

As discussed above, this Plan recommends the creation of a cultural district 
in the Merriweather-Symphony Woods Neighborhood. Creation of a cultural 
district including pedestrian and multi-modal linkages to the Lakefront and 
Symphony Overlook neighborhoods would complement the renovation of 
Merriweather Post Pavilion, activate and enhance Symphony Woods and 
create a destination by bundling different opportunities for residents and 
visitors. However, the Merriweather-Symphony Woods Neighborhood is not 
the only potential location for additional cultural amenities Downtown. This 
Plan recognizes that selective development of arts, cultural and community 
uses might also occur at other locations, including near or at the Lakefront 
Core. The addition of cultural uses or amenities near the Lake could increase 
activity and use of the Lakefront open space that already exists and could 
(with the Lake) form an anchor for the Lakefront Connection depicted on the 
Primary Amenity Space Framework Diagram (Exhibit G). Such development 
would also conform with and would further the objectives of this Plan.
Pedestrian improvements to Little Patuxent Parkway between Broken 
Land Parkway and South Entrance Drive are recommended to enhance the 
pedestrian experience and pedestrian safety. Installation of a pedestrian 
crossing signal at these locations might also be desirable. These pedestrian 
improvements will improve access to and encourage further use of 
Symphony Woods.
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“Establish targets for commercial 
and housing development for a 
balance of land uses and public 
services. This ensures that 
development does not place undue 
burdens on existing residents, 
infrastructure or service providers.” 
Downtown Columbia: A Community Vision

4.2 PHASING

Washington Park, Portland, OR

District Identification
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market conditions could result in actual absorption rates that differ from 
what is recommended in this Plan, and should be anticipated to some extent 
given the thirty-year estimated schedule for completion of the downtown.
To create the special place downtown recommended by Downtown 
Columbia: A Community Vision, it will be necessary to assure an ongoing 
balance of uses downtown and the timely provision of new amenities and 
required infrastructure. Accordingly, legislation should be adopted that 
requires adherence to the CEPPAs and the flexibility provisions of this Plan. 
The legislation should also provide that before land disturbance activities 
associated with any development can begin that: (i) the Community 
Enhancements, Programs and Public Amenities identified in the Downtown 
CEPPA Implementation Chart in section 4.2 must be provided; and (ii) 
building permits for at least the minimum levels of development for each of 
the land use types designated in the Downtown Revitalization Phasing Plan 
for each phase must have been approved. In addition, the requirements 
of the Adequate Public Facilities Act must be met for each individual 
development project, regardless of which phase the project is in.

Infrastructure

This Plan recommends that private developers, not current residents, be 
responsible for the cost to design, permit and construct, in addition to 
their own buildings and facilities, all necessary County roads, intersections 
and sidewalks, including upgrades to existing roads in accordance with the 
Adequate Public Facilities Act and new non-program sized sewer and water 
lines within Downtown Columbia. Water and sewer system improvements 
should continue to be funded by user revenues paid to the Water and Sewer 
Enterprise Fund.

The use of structured parking would support the more compact, vertical 
development scheme of Downtown Columbia. The goal of this development 
effort is to provide a “park-once” approach, whereby visitors to Downtown 
Columbia will park upon arrival in centrally located parking structures and 
walk or take public transit to the retail and commercial uses, as well as parks 
and recreational facilities being provided throughout the area. The parking 
structures would replace the large, open, surface parking lots that exist 
today, making room for more compact, higher density development.

Geographic Phasing Relationships

This Plan recognizes that phasing can be related to both development levels 
and location. Although General Growth Properties controls a significant 
portion of the land in Downtown Columbia, there are a number of third 
party land owners. General Growth and its affiliates own about 240 acres. 
Third parties own the remainder, including the Columbia Association 

Shirlington Village, Arlington, VA

Development Pattern Example
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property at Symphony Woods and the Lakefront. In addition, the major 
department stores at the Mall in Columbia have certain contractual rights 
that could affect the timing of redevelopment activities on property located 
within the mall ring road. This could have implications on the timing of 
redevelopment within Downtown Columbia. 

To avoid potential geographic implementation problems associated with 
third party ownership or control, this Plan focuses instead on providing 
detailed guidance for each neighborhood to assure that each is developed 
in accordance with the comprehensive vision expressed for Downtown 
Columbia. The specific recommendations detailed elsewhere in this Plan 
for each neighborhood address important issues, such as development 
levels, maximum building heights, environmental responsibility, affordable 
housing, amenity spaces and arts, cultural and community uses. These 
recommendations will apply to new development, regardless of when or in 
what sequence the development occurs.

A key factor in evaluating any proposal for development or redevelopment 
downtown will be the ability of each project to fit within and help complete 
the Vision expressed in this Plan. It is therefore recommended that 
legislation allowing for the implementation of this Vision expressly require 
conformity with this Plan, including the Downtown CEPPA Implementation 
Chart or the CEPPA flexibility provisions discussed herein. The implementing 
legislation should also require an express determination that the amenity 
spaces, environmental enhancements and transportation infrastructure 
identified in this Plan are being provided in conformity with the Downtown 
CEPPA Implementation Chart or CEPPA flexibility provisions. 

Moreover, to assure each development and redevelopment project 
fits within the comprehensive Vision for downtown and is coordinated 
among other projects located within the same neighborhood; this Plan 
recommends that as a part of each Final Development Plan petition filed for 
Downtown Revitalization, a Neighborhood Concept Plan be included. The 
Neighborhood Concept Plan must show how the proposed development 
conforms with the overall plan for the neighborhood as described in 
the Design Guidelines adopted by the County Council and as depicted 
on the Street and Block Plan (Exhibit C), Maximum Building Height Plan 
(Exhibit F), Primary Amenity Space Framework Diagram (Exhibit G), Street 
Framework Diagram (Exhibit H), and Downtown Open Space Preservation 
Plan (Exhibit K). Any alternative must provide a clear rationale specifying 
why any proposed departure from the overall plan is necessary and will 
not compromise the overall Vision expressed in this Plan. In no event shall 
maximum building height for Downtown Revitalization exceed 20 stories. 
It is envisioned that the first Final Development Plan filed within each 
neighborhood will establish the neighborhood concept (which must be 

Downtown Neighborhood Plan

Design Plan, The Woodlands, TX
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consistent with the Design Guidelines and various framework plans identified above). Each subsequent petitioner 
must either conform its proposed development to the approved Neighborhood Concept Plan or provide a clear 
rationale specifying why any proposed departure from the approved Neighborhood Concept Plan is necessary and 
will not compromise the overall Vision expressed in this Plan.

Community Enhancements, Programs and Public Amenities (CEPPAS)

Of paramount importance to the neighborhood-by-neighborhood development approach and the success of 
Downtown Columbia, is the timely provision of Community Enhancements, Programs and Public Amenities to 
be implemented in phases consistent with the new commercial and residential development activity. The timely 
implementation of these features and their initiation will assure the creation of a culturally and environmentally 
enriched downtown.

This Plan requires that GGP or other developers provide these CEPPAs on a schedule corresponding to the 
implementation of new development as outlined in the Downtown Implementation CEPPA chart and CEPPA flexibility 
provisions included in this Plan.

Downtown Revitalization Phasing  Progression

Development should not be allowed to proceed to a subsequent phase unless building permits have been approved 
for at least the minimum levels of development identified below for retail, office/conference, residential units and 
the number of hotel rooms for the preceding phase.

DOWNTOWN REVITALIZATION PHASING PROGRESSION

Use Type PHASE I PHASE II CUMULATIVE PHASE III COMPLETION PHASE IV COMPLETION TOTAL

Min Max Min Max Min Max Up To Up To

Units SF Units SF Units SF Units SF Units SF Units SF Units SF

Retail 300,000 676,446 429,270 1,100,000 558,540 1,250,000 691,460 1,250,000

Office/ Conf* 1,000,000 1,513,991 1,868,956 2,756,375 2,737,912 4,300,000 1,562,058 4,300,000

Hotel Rms** 100 640 200*** 540*** 300 640 340 640

Residential** 656 2,296 1,442 4,700  2,228 5,500 4,016 6,244

*      Office/conference includes hotel conference/banquet space greater than 20 sq ft per hotel room.
**    For zoning and phasing purposes, hotel rooms and residential development are tracked by unit. Actual square footage of  
        hotel and residential development will be calculated for CEPPA compliance. 
       At least 5% of the residential units in Phase I, 12% of the residential units in Phase II, and 12% of the residential units in Phase       
       III, must be affordable before moving on to the  subsequent phase.
*** The minimum number of hotel rooms required in Phase II is 100 unless more than 540 rooms were constructed in Phase I;    
        the maximum number of hotel rooms for Phase II will be the difference between 640 and the number of rooms constructed     
        in Phase I.

DOWNTOWN COMMUNITY ENHANCEMENTS, PROGRAMS AND PUBLIC AMENITIES (CEPPAs) 
IMPLEMENTATION CHART

The Downtown CEPPA Implementation Chart identifies the timing and implementation of the various specific CEPPAs 
to be provided. The Downtown Columbia Plan anticipates that GGP, as the principal property owner, will undertake 
many of the CEPPAs. However, the responsibility lies with all property owners undertaking development or 
redevelopment in Downtown Columbia. Moreover, in the event of any future fragmentation of ownership of GGP’s 
holdings, the CEPPAs must still be provided in accordance with the benchmarks established in this chart. Under 
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such circumstances, the required CEPPAs could be funded by the developer(s) of individual parcels, a cooperative 
of developers or otherwise. In no case shall the obligation to provide a CEPPA be triggered: (i) by the development 
or construction of downtown arts, cultural and community uses, downtown community commons, or downtown 
parkland; (ii) residential development including at least 40% affordable units; or (iii) when the development of an 
individual parcel of land shown on a plat or deed recorded among the County Land Records as of April 6, 2010 
consists only of up to a total of 10,000 square feet of commercial floor area and no other development. The timing 
and implementation of other amenities discussed in this Plan or shown in concept on the exhibits to this Plan will be 
governed by the zoning regulation recommended by this Plan.

If a specific CEPPA identified in the Downtown CEPPA Implementation chart cannot be provided because: (i) the 
consent of the owner of the land on which the CEPPA is to be located or from whom access is required cannot 
reasonably be obtained; (ii) all necessary permits or approvals cannot reasonably be obtained from applicable 
governmental authorities; or (iii) factors exist that are beyond the reasonable control of the petitioner, then the 
Planning Board shall: (i) require the petitioner to post security with the County in an amount sufficient to cover the 
cost of the original CEPPA; or (ii) approve an alternate CEPPA comparable to the original and appropriate timing 
for such alternate CEPPA or alternative timing for the original CEPPA. In approving an alternate comparable CEPPA 
or timing, the Planning Board must conclude the alternate comparable CEPPA and/or timing: (i) does not result in 
piecemeal development inconsistent with the Plan; (ii) advances the public interest; and (iii) conforms to the goals of 
the Downtown Plan.

Additionally, because development phasing is inextricably linked to market forces and third party approvals, it will be 
important for the zoning to provide sufficient flexibility to consider a Final Development Plan which takes advantage 
of major or unique employment, economic development or evolving land use concepts or opportunities, and to 
consider a Final Development Plan amendment that adjusts the location, timing or schedule of CEPPAs and/or the 
residential and commercial phasing balance to take advantage of these opportunities.

PRIOR TO SUBMISSION OF THE FIRST FINAL DEVELOPMENT PLAN
1. GGP completed at its expense an environmental assessment of the three sub-watersheds of Symphony Stream, Wilde 

Lake and Lake Kittamaqundi located upstream of the Merriweather & Crescent Environmental Enhancements Study area. 
GGP participated with Howard County and The Columbia Association in a joint application to the Maryland Department of 
Natural Resources for Local implementation grant funding from the Chesapeake and Atlantic Coastal Bays 2010 Trust Fund.

2. GGP will commission at GGP’s expense (i) the preparation of the Land Framework component of the Downtown Columbia 
Sustainability Program and (ii) a detailed outline for the Community Framework component of the Sustainability Program 
(Community Framework Outline). The Sustainability Program must be developed around the Sustainability Framework 
document referenced with this Plan. The Howard County Environmental Sustainability Board must be provided with a copy 
of the Sustainability Program, and will be invited to provide comments to the Design Advisory Panel concurrent with the 
Design Advisory Panel’s review of the Downtown-wide Design Guidelines (Guidelines).

3. GGP will commission at GGP’s expense in consultation with Howard County a study evaluating a new Downtown 
Columbia Route 29 interchange between Route 175 and Broken Land Parkway and options for a connection over Route 29 
connecting Downtown Columbia to Oakland Mills, including potential bicycle, transit and multimodal improvements. The 
study will evaluate alternative alignments and geometry, capacity analysis, preliminary environmental assessments, right 
of way impacts, multimodal opportunities, interaction and options with regard to the Oakland Mills bridge connection, 
preliminary costs, design and implementation schedule. Once the study is completed, GGP will suggest funding 
mechanism(s) for the potential implementation of its recommendation(s). 
  If the study concludes that enhancing the existing pedestrian bridge is not recommended, then the funding for the 
renovation of the existing bridge should be used for the alternative connection recommended by the study. In addition, 
the pathways described in CEPPA No. 12 should be realigned to match the recommended connection.
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PRIOR TO APPROVAL OF THE FIRST FINAL DEVELOPMENT PLAN
5. GGP will commission at GGP’s expense and in consultation with Howard County one or more feasibility studies for the 

following: (i) a new Broken Land Parkway/Route 29 north/south collector road connection to Little Patuxent Parkway and 
(ii) a new Downtown transit center and Downtown Circulator Shuttle. 
      With regard to the collector road, the feasibility study will evaluate alternative alignments and geometry, capacity 
analysis, preliminary environmental assessments, right of way impacts, preliminary costs, design and phasing of 
construction for this connection. 
      With regard to the transit center, the study will evaluate both long and short term transit expectations and needs both 
locally and regionally so that an appropriate location and facility program can be determined. Consideration shall be given 
to how the facility will operate initially as a free standing building, and in the future as a mixed use component of the 
Downtown Plan. Recommendations will be provided with regard to goals, management and operations. 
      With regard to the Shuttle, the study will evaluate and determine appropriate levels of service and phasing in of 
service at various levels of development. As part of this, the study should examine the relationship between the shuttle 
and both long and short term, local and regional transit expectations and needs. The shuttle feasibility study will also 
analyze equipment recommendations, routes and stops, proposed vehicle types, and operational and capital costs. The 
feasibility study shall include an evaluation and recommendations regarding ownership, capital and operational funding 
opportunities, responsibilities and accountability to provide guidance to the Downtown Columbia Partnership and the 
County.

6. GGP and Howard County will jointly determine the functions, organizational structure, implementation phasing schedule 
consistent with the redevelopment phasing schedule, potential funding sources and projected funding needs of the 
Downtown Columbia Partnership, prior to GGP’s establishment of this Partnership. The Downtown Columbia Partnership’s 
role in promoting Downtown Columbia is outlined in Section 5.2 of the Plan. One of the primary responsibilities of the 
Downtown Columbia Partnership shall be the transportation initiatives outlined in the shuttle feasibility study and the 
promotion and implementation of the TDMP. As such, at least fifty percent (50%) of the revenue collected pursuant to 
CEPPA No. 25 shall be utilized for the implementation of transportation initiatives in the shuttle feasibility study or other 
direct transit services downtown.
      GGP will provide the Partnership’s initial operating funding as necessary to fund the initial efforts of the Partnership 
until other sources of funding and/or sufficient developer contributions are available to operate the Partnership. Funding 
provided by GGP to support initial start-up costs shall be in addition to funding provided for by CEPPA No. 23 and 25. 
However, after issuance of a building permit for the 500,000 square-foot of new commercial uses, GGP’s obligation as 
described in the previous two sentences shall end and thereafter the property owners developing pursuant to Section 
125.A.9 of the Howard County Zoning Regulations, including but not limited to GGP, will contribute toward funding the 
permanent ongoing operations of the Downtown Columbia Partnership as set forth in CEPPA No. 25.

PRIOR TO APPROVAL OF THE FIRST SITE DEVELOPMENT PLAN
7. GGP will submit a phasing schedule for implementation of the restoration work on GGP’s property and a Site Development 

Plan for the first phase of the environmental restoration work as described in CEPPA No. 15.
8. GGP, in collaboration with the County, will establish the Downtown Arts and Culture Commission, an independent 

nonprofit organization, to promote and support Merriweather Post Pavilion’s revitalization in accordance with this Plan 
and the development of Downtown Columbia as an artistic and cultural center.

4. GGP will prepare at its expense Downtown-wide Design Guidelines inclusive of sustainability provisions from the 
Sustainability Program and a Comprehensive Signage Plan for Downtown for approval by the County Council.
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UPON ISSUANCE OF THE FIRST BUILDING PERMIT
10. GGP shall contribute $1.5 million in initial funding for the Downtown Columbia Community Housing Fund. Payment will be 

contingent upon the expiration of all applicable appeal periods associated with each building permit without an appeal being 
filed, or if an appeal is filed upon the issuance of a final decision of the courts upholding the issuance of the permit.

UPON ISSUANCE OF THE BUILDING PERMIT FOR THE 400th RESIDENTIAL UNIT
11. GGP shall contribute $1.5 million in additional funding for the Downtown Columbia Community Housing Fund. Payment will be 

contingent upon the expiration of all applicable appeal periods associated with each building permit without an appeal being filed, 
or if an appeal is filed upon the issuance of a final decision of the courts upholding the issuance of the permit.
PRIOR TO ISSUANCE OF A BUILDING PERMIT FOR THE 500,000th SF OF DEVELOPMENT

12. GGP will complete at its expense (i) the pedestrian and bicycle pathway from the existing Route 29 pedestrian bridge to Oakland 
Mills Village Center and to Blandair Park; (ii) the pedestrian and bicycle pathway from the existing Route 29 pedestrian bridge to 
the Crescent and Merriweather-Symphony Woods neighborhoods, inclusive of the pathway located between the Town Center 
Apartments and Route 29; and (iii) the pedestrian and bicycle pathway from the Crescent and Merriweather-Symphony Woods 
neighborhoods to Howard Community College and Howard County General Hospital. The scope and design of new pedestrian 
and bicycle pathways in the Plan will be guided by the new Downtown-wide Design Guidelines, Adequate Public Facilities 
Ordinance, and as delineated in this Plan and its Exhibit I. 
      GGP will develop at its expense recommended maintenance standards and responsibilities for a heightened level of design 
and security for the new pathway improvements. When GGP submits the first Site Development Plan under this Plan, GGP will 
also submit a Site Development Plan to facilitate implementation of these pathway improvements. 
      In addition, GGP along with the County and community will develop a scope of work for renovation of the existing Route 29 
pedestrian bridge and will solicit a minimum of two proposals from separate architectural design consulting firms for alternative 
design improvements to the bridge structure to enhance its appearance and pedestrian safety. The consultant responses will 
be provided to the County for its selection, in consultation with GGP, of appropriate near-term improvements to retrofit the 
existing bridge. GGP will contribute up to $500,000 towards the implementation of the selected improvements. If enhancement 
of the bridge is not recommended by the study in CEPPA No. 3, GGP shall either post security or cash with the County in the 
amount of $500,000 to be used in accordance with CEPPA No. 3.

13. GGP will enter into and record in the land records of Howard County, Maryland, a declaration of restrictive covenants that shall 
(1) prohibit the demolition of the former Rouse Company Headquarters building, and (2) prohibit the exterior alteration of the 
former Rouse Company Headquarters building, except as provided for in the Downtown-wide Design Guidelines. GGP shall provide 
a copy of the recorded declaration to the County. The declaration of restrictive covenants will not prohibit interior alterations or 
future adaptive reuse that would better integrate the building into its surroundings and activate the adjacent pedestrian spaces as 
described in the Downtown-wide Design Guidelines and this Plan or prohibit reconstruction of the building in the event of casualty.

PRIOR TO ISSUANCE OF THE FIRST BUILDING PERMIT
9. To facilitate the renovation of the Banneker Fire Station, GGP and the County shall cooperate to identify a site for the development 

of a temporary fire station while the Banneker Fire station is being renovated. GGP shall make the site available at no cost to the 
County on an interim basis but not longer than 30 months. GGP shall not be responsible for the development or construction costs 
associated with the temporary fire station. 



   79A General Plan Amendment

PRIOR TO ISSUANCE OF A BUILDING PERMIT FOR THE 1,300,000th SF OF DEVELOPMENT
14. GGP in cooperation with Howard Transit shall identify a location in Downtown Columbia for a new Howard County 

Transit Center consistent with the recommendation(s) of the feasibility study (See CEPPA No. 5). GGP shall provide 
a location either by fee transfer at no cost or a long-term lease for a nominal sum subject to all applicable laws and 
regulations. Any contract of sale or lease may provide for the retention of air and subsurface development rights by GGP 
and allow for the co-location of public facilities or private development on the same parcel provided that any other use 
of any portion of the property does not interfere with the County’s ability to use, construct, or finance the facility in the 
manner most advantageous to the County.

15. GGP will complete, at GGP’s expense, environmental restoration projects, including stormwater management retrofit, 
stream corridor restoration, wetland enhancement, reforestation and forest restoration, on its property and on property 
included within GGP’s construction plans for the Merriweather-Symphony Woods and Crescent areas, as identified in 
the Land Framework of the Sustainability Program as referenced in Section 3.1 of this Plan.
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PRIOR TO APPROVAL OF THE SITE DEVELOPMENT PLAN FOR THE 1,375th NEW RESIDENTIAL UNIT
17. GGP shall, if deemed necessary by the Board of Education, reserve an adequate school site or provide an equivalent 

location within Downtown Columbia.

PRIOR TO ISSUANCE OF A BUILDING PERMIT FOR THE 2,600,000th SF OF DEVELOPMENT
18. GGP will construct at its expense, the Wilde Lake to Downtown Columbia pedestrian and bicycle pathway. The scope 

and design of new pedestrian and bicycle pathways in the Plan will be guided by the new Downtown-wide Design 
Guidelines, Adequate Public Facilities Ordinance, and as delineated in this Plan and its Exhibit.

19. GGP will construct at its expense the Lakefront Terrace (steps to the Lake) amenity space and pedestrian promenade 
(see Item 9, on Plan Exhibit G) connecting the Symphony Overlook Neighborhood to the Lakefront and Lakefront 
pathway. The final design of the Lakefront Terrace will be determined at the time of Site Development Plan review.

20. GGP will complete Phase II redevelopment of Merriweather Post Pavilion based on the redevelopment program scope 
and phasing as outlined in CEPPA No. 16.

PRIOR TO ISSUANCE OF A BUILDING PERMIT FOR THE 3,900,000th SF OF DEVELOPMENT
21. GGP will complete Phase III redevelopment of Merriweather Post Pavilion based on the redevelopment program scope 

and phasing as outlined in CEPPA No. 16.
22. At least one Downtown Neighborhood Square as defined in the Zoning Regulations shall be completed and deeded to 

Howard County for public land.

16. GGP will complete Phase I of the Merriweather Post Pavilion redevelopment program based on the redevelopment 
program scope and phasing outlined below. 
     The redevelopment program will generally follow the evaluation and conclusions outlined in the October 2004 
Ziger/Sneed LLP Merriweather Post Pavilion Study, Section III “Evaluation of the Site and Structures” and Section 
IV “Conclusions” included in the 2004 Merriweather Citizens Advisory Panel report to Howard County. Final design 
and scope will be determined by GGP’s consultants, program and industry needs, operator recommendations, site 
and facility conditions and code requirements. Major components of the redevelopment program will include new 
handicapped parking accommodation; entrance and access modifications; restroom, concession and box office 
renovations and or replacement; utility systems replacement and additions; new roofs over the loge seating areas; 
reconfigured and replacement seating; renovated and new administration, back of house dressing and catering areas; 
code upgrades including fire suppression systems and handicapped ramps and pathway access. 
     After development of preliminary renovation drawings, contractor input and schedule development, the program will 
be divided into three distinct phases to allow uninterrupted seasonal performances, staging and construction phasing.
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CEPPA #26 was removed by passage of Council Bill No. 52-2016

ADDITIONAL CEPPA CONTRIBUTION
27. Each owner of property developed with commercial uses pursuant to the Downtown Revitalization Zoning Regulations 

shall provide an annual payment to the DCCHF in the amount of five cents ($0.05) per square foot of Gross Leasable 
Area for office and retail uses, and five cents ($0.05) per square foot of net floor area for hotels. The payment will 
be made annually by the property owner, with the initial payment being made prior to the issuance of an occupancy 
permit for net new commercial development on the property. The amount of the charge will be subject to annual 
adjustment based on a builder’s index, land value, or other index provided in the implementing legislation.

PRIOR TO THE APPROVAL OF EACH FINAL DEVELOPMENT PLAN
25. Each owner of property developed with commercial uses pursuant to the Downtown Revitalization Zoning Regulations 

shall participate as a member in the Downtown Columbia Partnership established pursuant to CEPPA No.6 and provide 
an annual per-square-foot charge in an amount of twenty-five cents ($0.25) per square foot of Gross Leasable Area 
for office and retail uses and twenty-five cents ($0.25) per square foot of net floor area for hotels to the Downtown 
Columbia Partnership. Each Final Development Plan shall show a consistent means of calculating and providing this 
charge, and require that the first annual charge be paid prior to issuance of occupancy permits for those buildings 
constructed pursuant to that Final Development Plan and subsequent Site Development Plans under Downtown 
Revitalization. This per-square-foot charge shall be calculated at the time of Site Development Plan approval and shall 
include an annual CPI escalator to be specified in each Site Development Plan.

PRIOR TO ISSUANCE OF A BUILDING PERMIT FOR THE 5,000,000th SF OF DEVELOPMENT
23. GGP will provide $1,000,000 towards the initial funding of a Downtown Circulator Shuttle.
24. Transfer of ownership of Merriweather Post Pavilion to the Downtown Arts and Culture Commission for zero dollar 

consideration.
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“Monitor and evaluate 
implementation using a formal 
reporting process that will provide 
regular opportunity for public 
discussion and feedback, and 
that will allow for refinement as 
needed.” 
Downtown Columbia: A Community Vision

This Plan recommends continuing the County’s Development Monitoring 
System report as it relates to new development in Downtown Columbia. 
In addition, this Plan recommends preparation of a Downtown Columbia 
Revitalization monitoring report every five years. The five-year monitoring 
report should include a summary of the annual reporting discussed below 
by (i) each developer of a new project in Downtown Columbia; (ii) the 
umbrella organization for Downtown Columbia discussed in Section 5.2; and 
(iii) General Growth Properties. The five year report should also include a 
summary of the five year reassessment of traffic operations in Downtown 
Columbia as discussed below. The reporting process should monitor 
approved and in-process development plans by location, type and amount 
of development. The report also should include information on the provision 
of new housing in Downtown Columbia. Information on unit counts, type of 
unit and affordability should be included.

Although market conditions have and will continue to determine when 
specific development proposals move forward, each five year report should 
include information on the achievement of the development phasing 
objectives and targets recommended by this Plan. 

In addition, as previously noted, this Plan focuses on the creation of a 
sustainable community. For the recommended mix of uses and walkable 
environment to be successful, an enhanced level of amenity must be 
achieved and maintained. To this end, the timely provision and maintenance 
of amenities should be monitored. This Plan recommends that each 
developer of land in Downtown Columbia and General Growth Properties 
provide an annual report to the Department of Planning and Zoning that 
identifies the status of approved development and the provision of the 
amenities required by the approved plans. The annual report would be due 
approximately 12 months after approval of a Site Development Plan. There 
should also be an annual report prepared that summarizes the activities of 
the Downtown Columbia Partnership during the previous year and identifies 
significant activities anticipated to be undertaken during the coming year. 

In order to provide an opportunity for the public to review the annual 
reporting, this Plan recommends that the Downtown Columbia Partnership 
prepare a summary of the annual developer reports received during a given 
year and provide the information to the Department of Planning and Zoning 
for review and distribution at a public meeting annually. 

As noted above, this Plan recommends that transportation operations 
downtown be reassessed every five years. A Transportation Reassessments 
study is recommended to be undertaken by the County. The study should 

Chapter 4
Balancing & Phasing Growth

4.3 MONITORING

General Plan Monitoring

Major Road Phasing Study, Columbia
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include an evaluation of the level of development, transportation strategies 
and improvements, and an operational assessment of key facilities. Potential 
methods for evaluation may include: traffic counts, patron/employee/
resident surveys, transit ridership data, Critical Lane Volume analysis, and 
Pedestrian and/or Bicycle Level of Service evaluation. The Transportation 
Reassessment Study must recommend mitigation of any substandard
facility by identifying for potential acceleration of future transportation 
improvements construction, by recommending construction of additional 
transportation improvements or facilities, or by recommending new or 
expanded transportation demand management strategies.

Chapter 4
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Community Meeting, Downtown Columbia Plan
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“The community will be actively engaged in decisions concerning the evolution of 
Downtown Columbia.”

“Enhance communication between 
citizens and County decision-
makers through opportunities 
for public information and public 
participation, so that citizens are 
knowledgeable about the planning 
and development of Downtown 
and have multiple opportunities for 
input.” 
Downtown Columbia: A Community Vision

The process that has been undertaken to create this Plan began in the 
spring of 2005 with a series of Town Hall meetings hosted by General 
Growth Properties. This was followed in October of 2005, by a week long 
charrette, sponsored by Howard County, to further elevate the community 
engagement and conversation about the future of Downtown Columbia. The 
public release of Downtown Columbia: A Community Vision, the County’s 
resulting framework for the revitalization and redevelopment of Downtown 
Columbia, was accompanied by another set of public meetings. As GGP 
worked on the Downtown Columbia Plan, company representatives also met 
with a variety of civic and business organizations and other groups to gather 
information and guidance. Starting in March of 2008 and continuing through 
to the present, GGP has intensified its outreach, hosting an extensive series 
of community meetings.

THE COMMUNITY OUTREACH PROGRAM  THAT GGP 
UNDERTOOK IN 2008 INCLUDED:

Community Forums
Evening events in the Spear Center, GGP Building, featuring GGP 
design and planning team members:
March 5th Alan Ward, Sasaki Associates, Inc., the project landscape 

designer
March 19th Gail Dexter Lord, Lord Cultural Resources, the project arts 

and culture consultant
April 2nd Keith Bowers, Biohabitats, the project environment and 

sustainability consultant
April 9th Jaquelin T. Robertson, Cooper, Robertson & Partners, the 

project master plan architect

Chapter 5
Involving Everyone

Chapter 5:      Involving Everyone

5.1 PARTICIPATION

Community Forum
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Many Voices; One Vision

 � Draft Master Plan released April 28th

 � Community presentation in the Spear Center, GGP Building, 
featuring Greg Hamm,

 � Columbia’s General Manager for GGP, and GGP planning team 
members

Vision in Focus
Issue-based community forums held in the Spear Center, GGP Building, 
featuring GGP design and planning team members
May 6th Sustainability/Environment
May 7th Transit/Traffic
May 8th Culture
July 9th The Neighborhoods

Community Discussion Series
Village-based meetings to gather community comments and ideas 
relative to this Plan
May 12th - 22nd Dorsey Search, Harper’s Choice, Hickory Ridge,  

Kings Contrivance, Long Reach, Oakland Mills, 
Owen Brown, River Hill, Wilde Lake and Town Center

Vision in View
Exhibit showcasing key elements of the draft plan to revitalize and 
redevelop Downtown Columbia.
July 16th- July 24th The Spear Center, GGP Building*

These meetings engaged a wide variety of community members as 
participants in the planning process and contributors to the draft plans for 
the revitalization and redevelopment of Downtown Columbia.

Additionally, as the County detailed in its vision framework document, 
Downtown Columbia: A Community Vision, there are specific public 
processes – meetings where citizens can participate – included as part of 
the Planning Board and County Council review which will allow further 
community engagement and guidance.

It is only after this entire process is complete with all the requisite public 
meetings that the County Council will vote on the adoption of this Plan as 
an amendment to General Plan 2000 and the associated Zoning Regulation 
Amendment. 

Chapter 5
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“Encourage a partnership in 
planning and implementation, 
realizing that many of the 
recommended strategies will 
depend on collaboration among the 
County, private property owners, 
residents, business owners and 
community organizations.” 
Downtown Columbia: A Community Vision

This Plan proposes the establishment of the Downtown Columbia 
Partnership (DCP), an independent nonprofit organization, to carry out 
important services and community functions in Downtown Columbia. 
The mission of the Downtown Partnership will include supporting 
transportation initiatives as described in Section 2.4 and in the feasibility 
study of the Downtown Columbia Circulator Shuttle. Its mission will also 
include marketing and promoting Downtown Columbia and its businesses; 
promoting public safety and providing security patrols; implementing 
downtown beautification and maintenance projects; initiating and 
sponsoring cultural arts programs and sustainability programs; and 
coordinating with the Columbia Association for programming public spaces. 

It is envisioned the Downtown Columbia Partnership would be an 
independent nonprofit organization. The Downtown Columbia Partnership 
would be managed by a Board of Directors that could be comprised of 
representatives of the County, General Growth Properties, the Columbia 
Association and other representatives of businesses and individuals living 
within Columbia. The Downtown Partnership would be established prior to 
issuance of the first building permit under this Plan. 

Each owner of property developed with new commercial uses pursuant 
to the Downtown Revitalization Zoning Regulations shall participate as a 
member in the Downtown Columbia Partnership It is envisioned that the 
Downtown Columbia Partnership will be funded in part by an annual per-
square-foot charge in an amount of twenty-five cents ($0.25) per square 
foot of Gross Leasable Area to the Downtown Columbia Partnership 
assessed on each property developed with new commercial uses pursuant 
to the Downtown Revitalization Zoning Regulations.

Finally, even after the Plan is adopted, the review process will follow the 
zoning and subdivision regulations appropriate to each redevelopment 
phase, and at each step of that review there will be public meeting 
requirements and additional opportunity for community engagement. 

The Downtown Columbia community outreach has involved an extensive 
community conversation and produced a plan that reflects an engaged 
community. It is clearly one vision as a result of many voices.

Chapter 5
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Gail Holliday Screen Print
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Exhibits

A. DOWNTOWN COLUMBIA
The Downtown Columbia plan graphically shows the approximate geographic area and limits of the Plan which is 
generally bound by Broken Land Parkway and Governor Warfield Parkway to the west and north, the western edge of 
Lake Kittamaqundi and Route 29 to the east, and Broken Land Parkway to the south.

B. LAND OWNERSHIP PLAN
Of the 364 total acres in Downtown Columbia, General Growth and its affiliates own or control about 240 acres. Third 
parties own the remainder, including the Columbia Association property at Symphony Woods and the Lakefront. This plan 
exhibit is provided as a reference to delineate the ownership areas of GGP and these third party owners.

C. STREET AND BLOCK PLAN
The Street and Block Plan frames a possible layout and dimension of streets, blocks, open spaces, and illustrates how 
buildings, streets and landscape support and reinforce the urban grid of Downtown Columbia.

D. ILLUSTRATIVE MASTER PLAN
The Downtown Columbia Illustrative Master Plan identifies possible locations and configurations of uses, the potential 
layout and dimension of streets, blocks and amenity spaces within the five distinctive neighborhoods.

E. THE NEIGHBORHOODS
This Plan exhibit defines the general limits of six new and reconfigured neighborhoods in Downtown Columbia – Warfield, 
The Lakefront, The Mall, The Crescent, Merriweather and Symphony Overlook.

F. MAXIMUM BUILDING HEIGHT PLAN
The Maximum Building Height Plan illustrates maximum building heights by neighborhood and sub areas. It is intended 
to provide planning guidance as to maximum building heights, while recognizing that as the overall redevelopment 
proceeds the goal is to achieve variety in heights within a neighborhood.

G. PRIMARY AMENITY SPACE FRAMEWORK DIAGRAM
The Primary Amenity Space Framework Diagram suggests a network of Amenity Spaces, including parks, promenades, 
natural areas, squares, plazas, mews, and greens and paths that form a Downtown Columbia Amenity Space system.

H. STREET FRAMEWORK DIAGRAM
The Street Framework Diagram classifies and describes the intended street network based on the distinctive character 
of the roadway and sidewalks, which may be defined by the number of potential lanes, and the presence of medians or 
other special treatment of the vehicular and pedestrian ways.

I. BICYCLE AND PEDESTRIAN CIRCULATION PLAN
The Bicycle Circulation Plan identifies a comprehensive bicycle circulation system for Downtown Columbia. The plan is 
based on the Street Framework Diagram, Street and Block Plan and Design Guidelines submitted with this Plan.

J. AMENDMENT TO GENERAL PLAN 2000 TRANSPORTATION POLICIES MAP
The Transportation Policies Map is amended to include a future full-movement, grade-separated interchange at Rt. 29 
serving Downtown Columbia.

K. DOWNTOWN OPEN SPACE PRESERVATION PLAN
The Downtown Open Space Preservation Plan is a graphic depiction of Downtown Columbia including existing 
open space, public rights of way and recommended mixed use areas.

EXHIBIT DESCRIPTIONS

Planning Documents

Included in this Section are eleven plan documents which describe the intended configuration, massing, layout and 
master planning intent of the Plan. These conceptual documents should be used as a guide for review and approval 
of future development plans, infrastructure and amenities.
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Supplemental Documents 
(bound separately)

TECHNICAL SUPPLEMENTAL DOCUMENT DESCRIPTIONS

Supplemental Documents

Seven technical documents were submitted with this Plan for informational purposes. Although they are not 
intended to be considered as a part of this Plan, they are referred to occasionally and in some instances will require 
legislative action. They should be recognized as integral components for the implementation of this Plan and are as 
follows:

ZONING REGULATION AMENDMENT
In accordance with the Master Plan & Zoning Approach recommended by Downtown Columbia: A Community Vision, the 
attached Zoning Regulation Amendment (ZRA) establishes maximum levels of office, retail, hotel and residential development 
for Downtown Columbia and imposes new amenity space requirements. The ZRA also establishes specific development 
review criteria. The ZRA further requires each developer to provide a significantly greater level of detail at the first stage of the 
development review process, instead of waiting until the end of the process. Because a greater level of detail will be provided 
initially, the Zoning Regulation also modifies the development review process to increase its efficiency, while maintaining 
multiple opportunities for public review and input.
ADEQUATE PUBLIC FACILITIES AMENDMENT
The amendment to the Howard County Adequate Public Facilities Act (APF) eliminates the “Constrained Facilities” 
provisions of the APF in Downtown Columbia so that in the future all roads serving Downtown Columbia will be 
subject to the APF. The amendment also establishes 1,600 critical lane volume as the level of service standard for 
evaluating all County-controlled intersections serving Downtown Columbia. To assure safe and efficient pedestrian 
and bicycle access and circulation, the APF amendment also imposes a new requirement to prepare a pedestrian 
impact study as a part of the APF Traffic Study.
COLUMBIA TOWN CENTER DESIGN GUIDELINES
The Design Guidelines establish criteria for Downtown Columbia land development in order to ensure that new development 
contributes to the vision of Downtown Columbia as a sustainable, pedestrian-oriented environment with a desirable urban 
character through the design and placement of new buildings, streets and public amenity spaces. The Design Guidelines apply 
to all development within the boundaries of Downtown Columbia as depicted in this Plan.
COLUMBIA TOWN CENTER GENERALIZED TRAFFIC STUDY AND ITS TECHNICAL APPENDIX
This report presents the results of a Generalized Traffic Study of Downtown Columbia. Subsequent traffic studies will be 
submitted with each Final Development Plan application to satisfy the requirements of Howard County’s Adequate Public 
Facilities Act, as amended.
COLUMBIA TOWN CENTER SUSTAINABILITY FRAMEWORK
The Downtown Columbia Sustainability Program serves as one of the primary guidance documents for the design, 
construction, operations and programming of Downtown Columbia. The Sustainability Program is an ambitious effort to guide 
development of Downtown Columbia and the design of a livable, sustainable community. Submitted with this Plan is the 
Downtown Columbia Sustainability Framework which will provide the overarching components of the future program, and 
guide its final development.
COLUMBIA TOWN CENTER MERRIWEATHER AND CRESCENT ENVIRONMENTAL ENHANCEMENTS STUDY
A natural resources assessment was performed on over 5000 linear feet of stream and 120 acres in the Merriweather 
& Crescent neighborhoods of Downtown Columbia. This report describes the findings of the assessment and articulates 
proposed environmental improvements to streambeds, wetlands, forests and vegetation management.
BEST MANAGEMENT PRACTICES FOR SYMPHONY STREAM AND LAKE KITTAMAQUNDI WATERSHEDS
In an effort to increase community awareness of water quality issues outside Downtown Columbia and their impacts to 
the Chesapeake Bay, GGP and its ecological consultant performed watershed assessments for the three sub watersheds 
of Symphony Stream, Wilde Lake and Lake Kittamaqundi located up stream of the Columbia Town Center Merriweather & 
Crescent Environmental Enhancements Study area. Watershed assessments were performed to target stormwater retrofits 
and riparian corridor restoration opportunities for the watersheds of the two streams flowing through Downtown Columbia.
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For information or alternative formats contact:

Department of Planning and Zoning
3430 Courthouse Drive

Ellicott City, Maryland 21043
410-313-2350

howardcountymd.gov
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