




4 • Community Design 
and Identity

Design plays an important role in shaping and defining the built environment. A 
community’s design character, which typically reflects a collection of design choices 
over time, often forms the core of its identity. Design is not just about style or visual 

beautification; instead, it encompasses a broader range of considerations, including how spaces 
interrelate, how the arrangement of spaces and objects affects activity, and how these elements 
express community values. Design choices affect the way we experience our environments at a 
range of scales: from single lots to streets, neighborhoods, and whole communities.  

Design preferences change over time, and with these changes come adjustments in how we 
understand and use the built environment. The Glenn Dale–Seabrook–Lanham plan area contains 
neighborhoods of various ages which possess different physical forms. The majority of plan area 
neighborhoods and commercial centers were constructed in the latter half of the twentieth century, 
following a suburban design model that focused on the need to accommodate the automobile. The 
scale of these areas differs from those of older neighborhoods, and use patterns within areas of 
different ages often stand in contrast to each other. As public interest has been renewed nationwide 
in community design principles used before World War II, new development models emphasizing 
context, connectivity, walkability, sensitive transitions, attractive public realms, and design that 
respects neighborhood character and cultural and environmental resources have begun to find 
favor again.  

The following chapter contains an analysis of changes in the Glenn Dale–Seabrook–Lanham 
community’s physical form over time and a discussion of design solutions that can address what 
we now perceive as deficiencies in late twentieth-century suburban design. These residential 
and commercial design principles value such things as gridded streets with sidewalks and trees, 
neighborhood centers containing retail and civic spaces, and new residential development that 
possesses a sense of place. Application of these design principles to new development and property 
improvements within the plan area can help establish a strong community design identity. 
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Key Findings
 � The majority of the plan area is composed of groups of stable residential 
neighborhoods constructed after World War II.

 � Pre-World War II neighborhoods tend to possess gridded streets and mature 
street trees.

 � The eastern portion of the plan area contains lower residential densities and has 
a more rural identity.

 � Many subdivisions do not connect to adjacent residential neighborhoods and 
community green spaces.

 � The majority of plan area neighborhoods lack continuous sidewalks.

 � Residential infill development is occurring in several neighborhoods throughout 
the plan area, but some of this recent development is out of scale with existing 
neighborhood character.

 � Some townhouse and multifamily development is disconnected from surrounding 
neighborhoods.

 � Transitions between residential and commercial areas often are abrupt and do 
not protect homes from negative impacts of adjacent commercial uses.

 � Most of the plan area’s commercial centers have a suburban, auto-oriented design 
that features prominent surface parking lots.

 � Pedestrian amenities, such as street trees, street furniture, human-scaled lighting, 
and covered bus shelters, are missing from most commercial corridors within the 
plan area.

Major Challenges
 � Transforming disconnected subdivisions into neighborhoods with defined 
centers and edges.

 � Improving the appearance of commercial areas along arterial corridors.

 � Connecting existing higher-density residential development to surrounding 
neighborhoods and commercial areas.

 � Developing safe and comfortable pedestrian connections between 
neighborhoods, public open space/recreational amenities, and other community 
destinations.
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Existing Conditions
Development Patterns

The plan area’s present physical form is the result of development trends 
common to many suburban communities throughout the Washington, D.C., 
metropolitan area. Much of the development pattern has been influenced by factors 
external to the plan area:  the proximity to Washington, D.C., and Baltimore, the 
construction of major transportation routes running through the plan area, and the 
development of large suburban employment centers in nearby planning areas.

The graphics on pages 72 and 73 depict changes in the built environment of the 
plan area between 1938 and 2005. These images are based on aerial photography 
of Prince George’s County and provide snapshots of different eras that, when 
viewed together, provide a clear history of suburban growth within the Glenn Dale–
Seabrook–Lanham plan area. 

More detailed information on plan area development history, including early 
settlements, the influence of the railroad and the highway, and the construction of 
major institutional uses, can be found in Chapter 5.

Neighborhood Identity

Neighborhood Form
Neighborhood form is determined by the physical elements of a residential area:  

street patterns, unit footprints, housing densities, and open spaces. Differences 
in neighborhood form often reflect development trends of different eras, and 
neighborhood form can be a clue to an area’s age. Before World War II, residential 
neighborhoods tended to be built with gridded streets; smaller, denser housing 
units; and neighborhood open spaces; the smaller scale reflecting a world in 
which the automobile did not yet dominate. After the war, however, the need for 
additional housing units and the availability of outlying land prompted rapid 
suburban development centered around the concept of easy automobile access. 
Neighborhoods became less human-scaled and more self-contained, without defined 
centers containing small public spaces or commercial areas.

The majority of the plan area’s residential units were built during the late 
twentieth century and follow typical suburban growth patterns:  larger units on 
larger lots set along curvilinear streets with few sidewalks and limited access points. 
Some older neighborhoods have traditional gridded forms with smaller residential 
lots, such as those located near the Seabrook MARC station and the historic 
Lincoln Vista neighborhood. Newer subdivisions—particularly those located in the 
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The Plan Area in 1938

Early development 
clustered in small 
communities 
along major 
transportation 
routes, including 
two major rail 
lines running 
northeast to 
southwest through 
the plan area.

The Plan Area in 1968

By the late 1960s, 
development 
patterns had been 
transformed by 
the presence of 
major suburban 
roadways, including 
the Capital Beltway 
running along the 
western boundary 
of the plan area. 
Numerous single-
family residential 
neighborhoods 
sprang up in 
response to easy 
roadway access to 
Washington, D.C.
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The Plan Area in 1993

Suburban 
development 
continued in the 
late twentieth 
century, with 
additional 
residential 
construction 
and the 
creation of 
multiple 
commercial and 
employment 
centers 
along major 
roadways.

The Plan Area in 2005

By 2005, the basic 
form of the plan 
area was well-
established: groups 
of stable, single-
family residential 
neighborhoods, 
arterial corridors 
with commercial and 
employment uses, 
institutional uses, 
large open space 
areas along stream 
valley corridors, and 
older agricultural 
properties in the 
eastern portion of the 
plan area.
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southeastern portion of the plan area—tend to be isolated residential pods rather 
than well-defined neighborhoods, with lower housing densities, curvilinear streets, 
and one or two connections to arterials or connectors.

Differences in neighborhood form over time can be seen by looking at street 
patterns. The first Selected Neighborhood Streets figure depicts major residential 
neighborhoods in 1965. Most neighborhoods contain a network of small blocks 
connected by streets in a grid pattern. Access to nearby commercial areas and major 
roadways can be achieved through multiple routes. The second figure, however, 
shows street patterns of some of the plan area’s newer residential subdivisions 
in 2005. Houses tend to be clustered around culs-de-sac, and access points are 
minimal. 

Selected Neighborhood Streets, 
1965:
Older neighborhoods within 
the plan area generally have 
gridded streets and multiple 
access points.

Selected Neighborhood 
Streets, 2005:
Neighborhood form changed 
during the late twentieth 
century to subdivisions with 
curvilinear streets, culs-de-
sac, and limited connections 
to nearby areas.
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Living Areas
Although historic and contemporary neighborhoods exist within the plan area, 

the 1993 master plan divided the area into 12 distinct living areas for the purpose 
of making planning recommendations. The plan defined a living area as “the basic 
components which form a community,” containing “a variety of residential housing 
types, local public facilities (schools, parks, fire station, etc.), quasi-public facilities 
(religious institutions, etc.) and locally oriented retail and service commercial uses 
to serve the convenience needs of local residents.”1 Living areas are differentiated 
according to physical character: each living area contains housing units of similar 
age and densities, street patterns, and urban design characteristics. Although living 
areas by plan definition should include a variety of uses and facilities, the 1993 
plan actually identified few living areas with distinct neighborhood centers, in large 
degree due to the suburban residential nature of the plan area.

The 2009 sector plan update retains the concept of living areas to analyze 
neighborhood form and character. Like the 1993 plan areas, the 2009 living areas 
contain residential areas with similar densities, forms, and designs. Boundaries 
between living areas are determined by changes in physical form or the location of 
roadways, rail lines, or natural features (e.g., streams or topographical changes). The 
plan update, however, identifies only 11 living areas, primarily because residential 
growth has occurred along the Glenn Dale Boulevard (MD 193) corridor in the years 
since 1993, diminishing the differences between two areas identified in the 1993 
plan as having distinct neighborhood characters. These 11 living areas are shown 
in Map 8. The gray-shaded area in the southern portion of the plan area that does 
not contain a living area designation is the Washington Business Park area, which 
contains only commercial and industrial uses. 2

The 2009 living areas designations help promote an understanding of the plan 
area’s existing physical character and development patterns. Many neighborhood 
characteristics and existing design issues extend across related living areas. The 11 
living areas generally can be described as follows:

 � Living Area 1:  Contains smaller, medium-density, single-family units generally set 
along gridded streets  

1 1993 Approved Master Plan and Sectional Map Amendment for Glenn Dale–Seabrook–
Lanham and Vicinity, pp. 54–55.

2 Similarly, the Prince George’s County Trap and Skeet Center, a large plan area parcel 
located to the north of Greenbelt Road (MD 193) off Good Luck Road, was not evaluated 
because it contains no residential uses.
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Map 8: Living Areas

 � Living Area 2:  Contains a variety of single-family homes, including newer 
subdivisions near Greenbelt Road (MD 193)

 � Living Area 3:  Contains smaller, lower-density, single-family homes lining 
gridded streets; one of the older residential neighborhoods in the plan area

 � Living Area 4:  Contains a variety of housing types, including single-family, 
townhouses, and multifamily units, set along curvilinear streets

 � Living Area 5:  Contains smaller, medium-density, single-family units and 
multifamily units in neighborhoods with both gridded and curvilinear streets

 � Living Area 6:  Contains smaller single-family units along gridded streets; one of 
the older neighborhoods in the plan area
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 � Living Area 7:  Contains single-family subdivision units set in curvilinear streets; 
form is determined to some extent by Folly Branch Stream Valley Park (which 
defines its eastern edge)

 � Living Area 8:  Contains older single-family residential properties (some historic) 
and newer large-lot residential development; also includes large open space 
areas on the former Glenn Dale Hospital site and the USDA Plant Introduction 
Station

 � Living Area 9:  Contains a variety of single-family units, including those in the 
historic Lincoln Vista neighborhood and newer subdivision properties

 � Living Area 10:  Contains new single-family units in isolated subdivisions 
interspersed with some older single-family homes in the Daisy Lane area

 � Living Area 11:  Contains some of the newest residential development in the plan 
area, including single-family subdivisions and higher-density townhouse units 
near Vista Gardens Marketplace

Community Design Issues
Most of the neighborhoods in the plan area are stable with good housing 

stock and well-maintained private spaces. The design of both private and public 
residential space tends to be representative of its time, with less attention to a 
human-scaled public realm and more emphasis placed on private spaces. Most of 
the urban design issues within the plan area are not unique to Glenn Dale, Seabrook, 
or Lanham, but arise as consequences of a broader late twentieth-century trend of 
focusing more on private spaces and accommodating automobiles in the design of 
the built environment.

Major residential urban design issues within the Glenn Dale–Seabrook–Lanham 
plan area include:

 � Limited connections to adjacent neighborhoods and community destinations. 

The self-contained nature of many of the plan area’s neighborhoods limits 
residents’ access to adjacent areas. “One-way-in, one-way-out” subdivisions have 
no street connections to neighboring residential areas, commercial centers, or 
public spaces, and residents must make longer car trips to these destinations 
because there are no direct roadways or pedestrian routes. In addition, many 
of the plan area’s medium-density residential units (i.e., townhouses and 
multifamily complexes) are isolated from their surrounding neighborhoods, due 
in part to concerns about their impacts on nearby single-family units.

The lack of continuous sidewalks throughout the plan area also contributes 
to poor residential connectivity and unsafe pedestrian conditions. Some 
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neighborhoods have piecemeal sidewalks, 
but many have vegetated swales or curb-
and-gutter streets that do not include 
sidewalks. The lack of sidewalks forces 
pedestrians to walk in the street or 
discourages pedestrian activity altogether.

 � Lack of distinct neighborhood identity in 
newer developments.

Many of the plan area’s newer residential 
developments are subdivisions 
with homogeneous designs that lack well-defined centers found in older 
neighborhoods, such as a public green space or community facility (e.g., a school 
or community center). Newer developments also generally lack physical ties 
to a broader community history, which can help create neighborhood identity. 
The plan area’s newer subdivisions tend to be similar in nature, with few 
distinguishing features that give them a unique identity with which residents can 
identify. 

 � Inadequate buffering from incompatible uses.

Although not a widespread problem throughout the plan area, some 
neighborhood edges are not well-buffered from adjacent commercial or 
employment areas. In many cases, rear or side yards abut commercial parking or 
loading areas, and little screening exists. 

 � Incompatible residential infill.

Some plan area neighborhoods are beginning to see infill on vacant lots or 
demolition and replacement units. In recent decades, residential trends have 
tended toward the construction of larger units, with more individual bedrooms 
and bathrooms, larger kitchen and family areas, and multicar garages. Smaller 
units from the 1940s, 1950s, and 1960s often are seen as inadequate for the 
needs of contemporary families. New homes in existing neighborhoods thus tend 
to be larger than those around them, which can create juxtapositions that detract 
from neighborhood character. Moreover, many newer housing units have modern 
designs that contrast sharply with general neighborhood design characteristics. 
Such variations in scale, massing, and design elements can erode neighborhood 
design identity. 

 � Limited street trees and green elements in public spaces.

The majority of the plan area’s neighborhoods possess attractive private spaces, 
with yards containing shade trees, ornamental trees, and other landscaping 

Many plan area neighborhoods have no 
sidewalks.
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elements. Public streets and publicly-owned rights-of-way in residential areas, 
however, often lack street trees and landscaping that would improve the 
appearance of the public realm and enhance pedestrian conditions. 

Commercial and Employment Areas

The plan area has a limited number of commercial and employment uses, which 
generally are confined to major arterial corridors. These include seven shopping 
centers, a number of office and industrial uses in the Washington Business Park 
area, small office and retail uses in the Greenbelt Executive Center off Good Luck 
Road, and several properties zoned Commercial Miscellaneous (C-M) along Lanham-
Severn Road (MD 564), Annapolis Road (MD 450), and Glenn Dale Boulevard 
(MD 193) near the shopping centers. Most shopping centers and employment areas 
were built before 1990 and follow standard suburban forms for office buildings, 
retail centers, and light industrial uses (see Table 16). Like the plan area’s residential 
neighborhoods, these commercial and industrial properties are products of their 
time, designed mainly to accommodate users arriving by automobile. 

Table 16. 
Age of Commercial and Employment Areas

Name Year(s) of Construction
Retail Centers
Enterprise Shopping Center 1957
Seabrook Station Shopping Center 1960
Lanham Shopping Center 1968
Eastgate Shopping Center (initial phase) 1981
Cipriano Square 1983
DuVal Village 1998
Vista Gardens Marketplace 2005
Employment Areas
Washington Business Park Late 1970s/early 1980s
Greenbelt Executive Center 1990s
Source:  Prince George’s County Shopping Center Directory (2008) and M-NCPPC data
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The planning area’s largest and newest 
(2005) shopping center, Vista Gardens 
Marketplace, contains three large retail 
stores and several smaller outbuildings.  
The center design shows little departure 
from that of earlier decades.

The Lanham Shopping Center, constructed 
in 1968 at an interchange along the 
Capital Beltway, embodies late twentieth-
century commercial center design:  linear 
siting along a major roadway, isolation 
from surrounding uses, few safe pedestrian 
connections, and buildings set back on the 
property behind large parking lots.
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Community Design Issues

Although several of the area’s shopping centers are low-performing or 
underutilized, none of them exhibit a high level of vacancies or abandonment (see 
Chapter 10). Additionally, several centers have undergone façade renovations as 
owners have attempted to refresh their properties in order to remain competitive. 
Most design issues associated with these shopping centers relate to their 
configurations and connections to the public realm, not the condition of their 
buildings.

Design issues for other commercial and industrial properties—particularly those 
falling within Commercial Miscellaneous (C-M) zoning districts—also relate to 
configuration and connections. Most of these properties were built in linear strips 
along major roadway corridors, with front parking areas and individual curb cuts. 
As with shopping centers, few of these properties were designed with pedestrian 
considerations, which limit human-scaled design. Moreover, the design of plan area 
commercial and industrial properties often places minimal emphasis on interfaces 
with adjacent properties and the public realm. 

Major urban design issues within the plan area’s commercial and employment 
areas include:

 � Buildings set back from the street.

Most plan area commercial and industrial properties, including shopping 
centers, office uses, and small commercial operations, contain one- or two-story 
buildings set back from a major roadway behind 
a front parking or landscaped area. In the case of 
shopping centers, these parking areas may be very 
large, as the zoning code requires them to construct 
one space per 250 square feet of floor space.3 For 
example, Vista Gardens Marketplace, the largest 
shopping center in the plan area, has 2,127 spaces 
in a surface parking lot.4

Parking ratios generally are meant to accommodate 
cars on the busiest shopping days of the year (i.e., 
the days after Thanksgiving and Christmas) and 
typically result in partially-empty lots at most other 
times. In addition to being visually unappealing, these large surface parking areas 

3 Subtitle 27, Section 27-568 of the Prince George’s County Code.

4 Prince George’s County Shopping Center Directory (2008), M-NCPPC Research Section.

Most plan area commercial centers 
contain buildings set behind large parking 
areas.
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discourage pedestrian access and fail to create a defined street wall that would 
give the commercial area a stronger sense of place.

 � Minimal landscaping along parking lot edges and within parking lots.

Parking lots on commercial and industrial properties in the plan area often 
contain minimal landscaping. The obvious result of this practice is a bare, 
harsh hardscape area along major roadways that detracts from the plan area’s 
appearance. The absence of street trees or shrubs to screen the parking area also 
creates an unfriendly environment 
for pedestrians and discourages 
access to the centers on foot. The 
lack of shade and the increased heat 
effects from asphalted areas tend to 
make these surface parking areas 
uncomfortable for all users.

 � Numerous curb cuts along busy 
roadways.

Particularly in the case of Annapolis 
Road (MD 450) near the Capital 
Beltway and Lanham-Severn Road (MD 564) near the Seabrook MARC station, 
individual commercial properties contain driveways (and sometimes multiple 
driveways) connecting directly to arterial roadways. Individual curb cuts increase 
traffic congestion, as cars on higher-speed arterials must slow to accommodate 

users entering and exiting driveways that 
are located very close to each other. This 
is particularly problematic in the MD 450 
corridor just east of the Capital Beltway, 
where multiple driveways complicate an 
already-difficult traffic situation created 
by an unusual roadway configuration and 
interstate interchange (see Chapter 8). 

 � Lack of human-scaled design.

All of the plan area’s shopping centers 
and most of its larger office and industrial 
properties are built at a scale designed 

for automobiles. These shopping centers have large front parking areas, little 
landscaping, and signage designed to be read from passing vehicles. The scale of 
these open areas overwhelms the pedestrian. In addition, individual stores often 

Many older plan area commercial centers have 
minimal parking lot landscaping.

Multiple curb cuts within short distances 
can cause traffic congestion.
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are assimilated into boxy “blocks” with minimal façade articulation (i.e., doors 
and windows). Large expanses of blank walls at ground level decrease pedestrian 
comfort. 

 � Limited pedestrian connections.

The scale of the plan area’s shopping centers and employment centers may 
discourage pedestrian access, but the lack of sidewalks to and pedestrian 
pathways within these areas also detract from their walkability. As discussed 
above, many parts of the plan area do not have continuous sidewalks, and when 
sidewalks exist, they often lack street trees, pedestrian-scale lighting, and other 
amenities that promote pedestrian comfort. Additionally, individuals using public 
transportation to access these business centers often find themselves confronted 
with poor connections between bus stops (or, in the case of the Seabrook MARC 
station, the train platform) and the business areas (see Chapter 8).

 � Unattractive signage within shopping centers and commercial areas.

Signage is one way by which businesses distinguish themselves within 
commercial areas. Signage should reflect a business’ unique identity; however, 
signage for multiple businesses within a shopping center or those located closely 
together along a linear corridor can create visual disharmony if their sizes, styles, 
and colors are not compatible. In addition, signs at a scale designed to be read 
from passing vehicles can contribute to 
visual clutter along arterial roadways. 
Signs within some shopping centers, 
such as Cipriano Square, and along 
Annapolis Road (MD 450) near the 
Capital Beltway often are inconsistent 
and visually unappealing.

Some commercial signage is visually 
unappealing.



88 Glenn Dale-Seabrook-Lanham and Vicinity Preliminary Sector Plan and Proposed Sectional Map Amendment

4 • Community Design and Identity

 � Poor buffering from adjacent residential uses.

As discussed above, many commercial 
and employment areas directly border 
the edges of residential subdivisions 
or neighborhoods. The transition 
between uses may be very abrupt:  in 
some cases, no buffering is provided; 
in others, a fence exists, but parking/
loading areas extend out to the property 
line. Neighboring residential properties 
are not substantially protected from 
the noise, lighting, and other effects of 
activities occurring on the commercial or 
industrial property. 

Design Recommendations for Specific Commercial Properties in the 1993 
Master Plan

The 1993 Glenn Dale–Seabrook–Lanham and vicinity master plan contained a 
series of specific design recommendations for Seabrook Station Shopping Center 
and Eastgate Shopping Center. Design-oriented recommendations for other 
commercial properties were included in a separate chapter discussing commercial 
centers and “activity areas.” Although conditions have changed in some areas due to 
different transportation plans and commercial area improvements, many of these 
design recommendations remain valid in 2009 and will be carried forward in the 
sector plan’s urban design recommendations.

Gateway Areas

Gateways are another method of conveying community character. Gateways 
should impart the sense of arrival at a well-defined place and typically are designed 
to depict unique aspects of this place. Gateways usually are found along major 
highways at key entrance points to a community, but also can be associated with 
natural features.

The Glenn Dale–Seabrook–Lanham plan area currently has no specific or 
definable gateway elements, since it consists of a number of individual residential 
communities. However, several major areas could function as gateways, such as the 
Annapolis Road (MD 450) corridor just east of the Capital Beltway, Greenbelt Road 
(MD 193) near the NASA Goddard facility, Martin Luther King, Jr. Highway (MD 704) 
near US 50, and the intersection of Glenn Dale Boulevard (MD 193) and MD 450 in 
the southeastern corner of the plan area. 

Abrupt transitions occur between 
neighborhoods and nonresidential uses.
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The Public Realm

Shared public and semipublic spaces, such as streets, sidewalks, and open 
spaces, form an area’s public realm. The public realm is the “face” of a community, a 
highly-visible network of spaces that frame the built environment and help define 
community character. Investments in the public realm not only enhance an area’s 
appearance, but also promote pedestrian activity and bring economic benefits.

Suburban building trends of the late twentieth century tended to discount 
the importance of the public realm, resulting in neighborhood streets without 
sidewalks, roadways without street trees, and public spaces (such as parks, schools, 
and community centers) often safely accessible only by car. The Glenn Dale–
Seabrook–Lanham plan area bears the legacy of these building trends throughout its 
neighborhoods and along its major roadways. In general, streetscape improvements  
will enhance the neighborhood pedestrian environment, such as networks of 
continuous sidewalks linking residential, commercial, and institutional areas; street 
trees along major corridors; and covered bus shelters, improved lighting, and street 
furniture in commercial/employment centers. 

Areas of Special Interest

Over the long term, few major changes are anticipated in the sector plan area. 
Residential neighborhoods for the most part appear to be stable, with housing stock 
in good condition and well-maintained private spaces. Commercial and employment 
centers also appear stable, with low-to-modest vacancy rates and evidence of 
continued investment in property upgrades. The majority of changes in the coming 
decades will involve retrofitting the automobile-oriented suburban environment 
to become more pedestrian-friendly, to include some new single-family residential 
subdivisions and infill in existing neighborhoods and the development of additional 
open space amenities. Overall, the character of the plan area will remain that of a 
pleasant, lower-density residential suburb.

However, a limited number of sites exist for redevelopment that will maximize 
public infrastructure investments and promote the type of “smart growth” 
envisioned for Developing Tier communities in the county’s 2002 General Plan. 
These areas include mixed-use redevelopment at the Seabrook MARC station and in 
the area immediately north of Vista Gardens Marketplace. Specific design scenarios 
and recommendations for these focus areas are discussed in detail in Chapter 11. 
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Recommendations
The following recommendations reflect design principles that should be applied 

to address issues identified in the plan area. The first two sections contain general 
recommendations for residential and commercial/employment areas; the final 
section contains specific recommended improvements for several of the plan area’s 
major commercial properties. Some of the following design principles are already 
standards, as they are achieved through various regulatory requirements in the 
Prince George’s County Code. Others, however, are guidelines intended to influence 
new residential construction and future “updates” of commercial properties. 

RESIDENTIAL DESIGN PRINCIPLES FOR NEW CONSTRUCTION

Site and Street Design

Ensure uniform setbacks.
Homes on adjacent parcels on 

the same street should be located 
approximately the same distance from 
property lines (this is known as a 
“setback”). Setbacks ensure the creation 
of open space on the lot and prevent 
buildings from encroaching upon 
neighboring properties. Similar setbacks 
help establish a sense of rhythm and 
form that defines a residential street.

Orient buildings to the street.
The main façade of all homes should 

face a public street. This ensures 
uniform access from the street and 
creates the formal public “face” of the neighborhood. Houses should not turn their 
sides or rears to the street, as these are less formal, private spaces. Private space 
areas should be located in side or rear yards away from the public street.

Incorporate landscaping and other devices to screen utility and service features.
All buildings, including homes, have utility and service features, such as HVAC 

units and trash disposal areas. These are secondary elements of the property and 
should not be visible from the public right-of-way or interfere with property access 
or use. Utility devices, trash areas, and other service features should be screened 

Residential buildings should be oriented to the 
street and have uniform setbacks.
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from view with landscaped elements, such as shrubs or trees, or fencing that is 
compatible with neighborhood character. 

Provide pedestrian pathways and common open space within townhouse and 
multifamily complexes. 

Higher-density residential units should 
be designed around common areas, such 
as small community green spaces or 
courtyards. Buildings should be clustered 
on the property to maximize the area of 
these open spaces. Open space placement, 
however, should not impair a building’s 
relationship with the street. Buildings set 
in the middle of open spaces or behind 
large open spaces adjacent to the street 
are not desirable, as they detract from 
the street wall. Open spaces should be 
accessible and functional, with pedestrian pathways connecting to the residential 
buildings.

Buffer adjacent nonresidential uses.
Neighboring nonresidential land uses can create incompatibilities that interfere 

with the use and enjoyment of residential properties. Sensitive transitions should 
be provided between residential and nonresidential properties, with elements that 
screen commercial/industrial parking and loading areas and reduce noise and light 
impacts on residential properties. Buffers can be created using trees, shrubs, and 
other landscaping elements; berms; or fencing that is compatible with neighborhood 
character.

Place parking to the rear of multifamily or townhouse buildings and avoid large 
parking areas. 

On-site parking areas for higher-density residential uses should be limited in 
size and placed to the rear of buildings to avoid creating large parking areas that 
detract from the streetscape in residential areas. Side or front yards should not be 
used for on-site parking, even if these areas are not hard-surfaced. Landscaping 
elements, such as trees and green islands, can be used to break up the hardscape of 
parking areas and make them more comfortable for users. Additionally, landscaping 
elements should be used to create an edge between the parking area and residential 
units that helps ease the transition between different environments. The use of 
pervious paving is strongly recommended. 

Interior open space should be provided in 
higher-density residential complexes.
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Eliminate direct driveway access to arterial roadways.
Residential driveways should not connect directly to arterial roadways, as cars 

exiting driveways onto higher-speed, multilane streets can create safety hazards. 
Instead, driveways should connect to neighborhood streets or internal access drives 
that join arterials at a limited number of intersections. 

Provide continuous sidewalks on both sides of residential streets.
When adequate right-of-way exists on 

both sides of neighborhood streets, sidewalks 
should be provided. Sidewalks should be 
continuous throughout the neighborhood to 
minimize the need for pedestrians to walk in 
the roadway or cross streets to get to sidewalk 
areas. Residential sidewalks should connect 
to neighborhood open space, schools, and 
commercial/employment areas.

Incorporate pedestrian-scaled lighting along 
streets and ensure that lighting on individual 
lots does not intrude onto neighboring properties.

Street lighting should be at a human scale and illuminate all sidewalk areas along 
a neighborhood street. Light should be directed toward the sidewalk and should 
have minimal spillover onto residential properties. Street lights should not shine 
directly onto homes or private areas of residential properties.

Provide street trees along residential streets.
Streets can be made more visually appealing and 

comfortable for pedestrians through the addition of street 
trees. Street trees reduce heat effects, help filter pollutants 
from stormwater, and provide a visual edge to the street 
that helps define neighborhood character. Street trees 
should be appropriate for their region and should be hardy 
enough to withstand weather changes, pollution, and 
disease.

Connect streets to adjacent residential areas.
Late twentieth-century subdivision design typically 

results in pod-like developments that contain only one way 
in and one way out. Although some residents feel that this 
enhances the safety of their streets, these limited access 
points make it difficult to reach neighboring areas on foot or by car. Residential 
areas should connect to adjacent properties to provide additional access points and 

Sidewalks should be provided on both 
sides of residential streets.

Street trees enhance 
neighborhood appearance 
and pedestrian comfort.
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avoid the creation of isolated areas. Additionally, developing connections between 
existing subdivisions and/or requiring road stubs for future connections can help 
knit together residential subdivisions into defined neighborhoods. 

Create small neighborhood open spaces.
As a community amenity, pocket parks, 

plazas, or other small open spaces can help 
anchor a neighborhood and create a distinct 
visual identity. These common open spaces 
are important elements of the public realm 
and serve as part of a community’s green 
infrastructure. All neighborhood open 
spaces should have adequate pedestrian 
connections to residential sidewalks.

Building Design

Use high-quality materials with harmonious colors and textures that are 
compatible with neighborhood character.

Residential units should be constructed with high-quality materials that are 
appropriate for the building’s context. Consideration should be given to regional 
character and the general design of existing residences. Material colors and textures 
should contribute to a harmonious design that complements buildings on adjacent 
properties. All building façades should be given similar design treatment in terms of 
materials, although secondary façades (e.g., the rear of a single-family house) may 
receive less articulation because they are not highly visible from the public right of 
way.

Maintain existing neighborhood scale, massing, and rhythm.
Residential infill should be sensitive to existing neighborhood characteristics. The 

“feel” of a neighborhood is established partially through the scale and massing of its 
residential units and their relationships with each other and the street. Residential 
units should continue the rhythm established by setbacks and complement buildings 
on adjacent properties. Houses should not be disproportionate to the surrounding 
built environment and overwhelm units on neighboring properties. 

Infill housing should not be disproportionate to existing residences.

Small open spaces contribute to neighborhood identity.
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Avoid placing garage doors on front façades.
A building’s front façade is its public face and 

should receive more detailed design treatment 
than other sides of the building, as its appearance 
contributes to the character of the public realm. 
Buildings with garage doors on front façades 
present large blank spaces to the street and 
emphasize design meant to accommodate cars, 
not people. Garage doors should be located on side 
or rear façades, where they are not highly visible 
from the public right of way. 

For townhouse and multifamily units:
 � Avoid large, undifferentiated buildings with a single entrance. 

Long expanses of relatively blank walls at street level should be avoided, 
as this diminishes pedestrian comfort and detracts from the public realm. 
Blank façades can be avoided through the use of multiple front entrances, 
with direct sidewalk access for many individual ground-floor units; stoops 
and porches; projecting bays; varying materials and textures; and door and 
window placement that yields a “stacking” effect and gives the impression of 
differentiated units.

 � Vary massing and rooflines and use setbacks/stepbacks to create amenities.

Variations in massing, 
rooflines, setbacks, and 
upper-floor stepbacks can be 
used to create visual interest 
and amenities in multistory 
townhouse and multifamily 
units. These variations can 
break up long façades and 
produce spaces such as 
balconies or patios for upper-
story residential units or 
landscaped areas for ground-
floor units. 

Variations in massing and rooflines can create 
residential amenities such as balconies and patios.

Front-facing garage doors emphasize design for 
automobiles and detract from the street environment.
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 � Raise first-floor units above street level for privacy.

Ground-floor units should be raised three feet above 
street level to provide privacy for occupants. Windows 
and doors should overlook the street so as to elevate 
interior spaces above eye level. Design may incorporate 
“stoops” or shallow stairs providing direct access to these 
units. 

COMMERCIAL/EMPLOYMENT CENTER DESIGN 
PRINCIPLES

Site and Street Design

Orient buildings to the public street.
Commercial and employment development should frame a 

network of public streets, creating a well-defined street wall 
that encourages pedestrian activity. Buildings should be built 
to or close to the front lot line to maximize pedestrian interaction with ground-
floor uses. Buildings that turn away from the street or are located behind large 
parking areas discourage pedestrian access and diminish the design character of the 
commercial/employment area.

Place parking areas to the rear of commercial/employment properties.
Parking areas are accessory features and should be relegated to secondary spaces 

in the site design. Rear parking areas are preferable, as they reduce the parking 
area’s visibility from a public street and allow buildings to form a distinct street 
wall on the front of the lot. If a commercial/employment property is large enough to 
justify structured parking (i.e., a parking deck), the parking structure should be lined 
with small retail or office units along the street frontage. 

Provide landscaped parking areas.
Parking areas should not occupy prominent spaces in a site’s design due to their 

secondary, supportive function. This, however, does not mean that they should not 
receive design treatment.

Landscaping should be incorporated into parking areas to soften edges and 
screen surface lots from public streets and internal pathways, making these 
pedestrian areas more attractive and comfortable for users. Landscaping also can 
visually break up large areas of empty space and reduce heat effects in summer 
months. Landscaping elements can include trees, shrubs, and ornamental plantings; 
however, no landscaping elements should obscure building entrances or walkways. 

Raising ground floor units 
above the street level provides 
greater privacy for residents.
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Create internal pedestrian pathways that connect parking areas to building 
entrances.

Special attention should be paid to moving pedestrians 
safely from parking areas to building entrances. Traditional 
parking lot design forces pedestrians to walk along parking 
aisles, creating potential conflicts with vehicles trying to 
exit and enter parking spaces. Separate pathways should 
be provided to remove pedestrians from the vehicular aisle 
area. These pathways should connect directly to pedestrian 
crosswalks and sidewalks that lead to building entrances.

Pedestrian pathways should link parking 
areas to building entrances.

Incorporate internal access drives to reduce the number of curb cuts onto major 
roadways.

Internal vehicular circulation should be considered in the context of circulation 
patterns on adjacent properties and roadways. Access points for vehicles should be 
minimized to reduce the number of driveways connecting to roadways, which often 
lead to traffic hazards. Internal connections should be provided to allow vehicles 
to travel between adjacent commercial properties without having to enter a major 
roadway and then exit again within a short distance. These internal access drives 
should, like parking areas, include appropriate landscaping elements. 

Provide adequate screening for utility and service features.
Commercial and employment uses require service and utility areas that, like 

parking areas, are secondary elements of a property. These areas should not be 
visible from the public right-of-way and should not block building access, views, 
or pedestrian pathways. Screening devices, such as walls and fences, may be used, 
but these should be compatible with the design character of the commercial/
employment area and adjacent properties. 

Create small areas of accessible open space as a public amenity.
A small public green space or plaza can be an important amenity within a 

commercial or employment area. This outdoor space invites pedestrian use and 
creates a small center for the commercial/employment development. Small plazas 
or green spaces with seating areas can provide important spaces for impromptu 
outdoor dining and socializing, community activities, or public art. These areas 
should easily be visible from a public street (which will help attract users to the 
private development), with good sidewalk connections and nearby pedestrian 
crosswalks.
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Provide functional and attractive outdoor lighting.
Outdoor lighting should provide adequate illumination 

for building entrances, walkways, and parking areas. 
Lighting, however, should be sensitive to impacts on 
adjacent properties and have minimal spillage onto 
neighboring areas or into the sky. Lighting standards and 
fixtures should be human-scaled and compatible with the 
design character of the commercial/employment area.

Ensure security and safety.
Site design should include consideration of safety 

issues for all areas. All parking lots and building 
entrances should have high degrees of visibility, along 
with appropriate lighting and walkways. The use of Crime 
Prevention Through Environmental Design techniques is 
strongly encouraged. Consideration also should be given 
to accessibility by public safety or emergency personnel 
and equipment.

Buffer residential uses.
Commercial/employment service areas and rear parking areas often abut 

residential properties, bringing noise, intrusive lighting, odors, and unattractive 
views to these neighboring areas. The interface between these different uses should 
be buffered to reduce negative impacts on the residential area. Buffers may include 
landscaped features, berms, and walls or fences that are compatible with the design 
of the commercial/employment area and the character of the nearby neighborhood.

Provide streetscape improvements that enhance the character of the public 
realm and support private investment.

Streetscape improvements promote an active public realm, as continuous 
sidewalks, crosswalks, street trees, planting strips, ornamental vegetation, 
lighting, and street furniture create a safe and pleasant environment for users who 
wish to shop, dine, and socialize in commercial/employment areas. Streetscape 
improvements encourage private investment, providing an attractive framework 

Lighting standards can contribute to 
design identity.

Buffers should be provided between residential and nonresidential uses.
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that supports the private buildings, spaces, and 
activities of commercial and employment centers. 
Streetscape improvements for commercial/
employment areas also should include covered 
bus shelters and underground utility lines, where 
feasible.

Streetscape improvements contribute to pedestrian-
friendly environments.

Building Design

Use high-quality materials with compatible colors and textures. 
Buildings should be constructed of high-quality, durable materials that are 

appropriate for the regional context and complement the design character of nearby 
properties. Colors and textures should create visual interest and contribute to a 
harmonious design. Materials may vary according to the importance of a particular 
façade in the overall design. For example, a less expensive material may be used on 
façades not readily visible from the public right of way. Vinyl siding, stucco, plastic, 
fiberglass, plywood, or false veneers are strongly discouraged. 

Employ consistent design on all façades.
Although it is permissible to vary materials on different façades, the overall 

design should have internal compatibility. Façades receiving lesser degrees of design 
treatment should continue basic design elements found on the more public façades. 
All façade design should be compatible with the character of neighboring properties. 

Incorporate rhythmic, human-scaled fenestration.
Human-scaled doors and windows are important design elements that help 

create the face of a building. Doors and windows indicate a building’s interior 
organization and help establish its overall design character. Doors and windows 
should be placed in ways that create visual interest through a unified design, but not 
in ways that lead to visual monotony.

Use design elements to break up long façades.
Long, blank façades are unfriendly to pedestrians, discourage street-level activity, 

and should be avoided. Windows, doors, changes in textures, varying rooflines, 
and vertical elements can be used to break long façades into smaller units that 
seem more porous and inviting to pedestrians. These units should not be overly 
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repetitive, however, as this tends to diminish the identity of individual commercial/
employment uses. 

Ensure a high degree of ground-floor transparency.
Ground-level windows and doors are very important 

for retail uses, as they generate visual interest and allow 
pedestrians to view merchandise displays. At least 75 
percent of the storefront area located between two and 
ten feet above street level should be composed of doors 
or windows of clear or lightly-tinted glass. Each ground-
floor retail use should have its own entrance and display 
window(s).

Coordinate upper-floor design and street-level design.
All levels of a building should contribute to the overall 

design, although street-level units may receive more 
elaborate design treatment. A building’s upper floor design elements should be 
organized to emphasize ground-floor entrances and 
other important design features. Upper floors should 
not be blank walls or otherwise contrast sharply with 
ground-level design.

Allow for areas in which building activities “spill out” 
onto the sidewalk.

Transitional areas between building interiors and 
the public sidewalk often provide important activity 
areas for commercial uses. Minor setbacks from the 
front lot line can be used to create small exterior spaces 
for merchandise displays or outdoor dining areas. This 
outside activity often has the effect of drawing users 
into a retail store or restaurant.

Varying design elements 
helps break the monotony 
of long street facades.

Ground-level retail uses should have large 
storefront windows.

Outdoor dining areas can enhance street life in 
commercial centers
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Screen rooftop equipment.
As with ground-level utilities and service areas, rooftop equipment should be 

screened from view from public rights-of-way. This can be achieved through the use 
of a parapet or other screening device that does not detract from the overall design 
of a building.

Create a unified signage system in commercial and employment centers.
Buildings that are part of the same shopping center or employment park should 

have coordinated signage that emphasizes the visual design character of the center. 
Signs do not have to have the same lettering, but should be of similar sizes and 
shapes and allow the display of the business name and/or logo. Signs for ground-
floor commercial uses should be attached flat to the front façade or project a 
minimal number of inches into the public right-of-way. In some instances, awnings 
displaying business names or logos may be appropriate. Additionally, a monument 
sign bearing the name of the commercial or employment center may be desirable 
at each center entrance. Signs should not obscure design features, windows, or 
entrances. Signs with internal illumination, LCD screens, or flashing/scrolling effects 
are not appropriate for commercial or employment uses. 

Promote energy-efficient design.
If feasible, building design should incorporate energy-saving elements, such 

as solar panels, wastewater recycling, water-saving fixtures, and energy-efficient 
windows, insulation, and HVAC systems. Certification by the United States Green 
Building Council’s Leadership in Energy and Environmental Design program or a 
similar program is strongly encouraged (see Chapter 6). 
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DESIGN RECOMMENDATIONS FOR SPECIFIC COMMERCIAL 
PROPERTIES

The following section contains urban design recommendations for many of the 
plan area’s retail and office centers, including Cipriano Square, Eastgate Shopping 
Center, Enterprise Plaza, Lanham Shopping Center, the Greenbelt Executive Center, 
and the commercial area lying in the northeastern corner of the Annapolis Road (MD 
450) and Glenn Dale Boulevard (MD 193) intersection. (Recommendations for the 
Seabrook MARC station area and Vista Gardens Marketplace are omitted from this 
section, as they are special mixed-use redevelopment focus areas discussed in detail 
in Chapter 11.)

The discussion of each center includes a brief identification of existing 
design issues, identification of potential improvements, and graphics showing 
what the center could look like with these design improvements. In most cases, 
recommendations reflect a series of short-term actions focusing mainly on 
landscaping and pedestrian improvements. Major redevelopment of these sites is 
not envisioned. All graphics depict possible improvements and should not be taken 
as mandatory site design or development plans.
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Existing Design Issues:
 � Poor vehicular circulation within parking lot

 � Lack of pedestrian connections within parking lot

 � Minimal tree plantings throughout

 � Unsafe pedestrian crossings across Greenbelt Road 
(MD 193) and Cipriano Road

Present

Potential Improvements:
 � Install crosswalks with special paving on all legs at:

 � Greenbelt Road (MD 193) between NASA and the retail area

 � Greenbelt Road (MD 193) and Cipriano Road

 � Cipriano Road and Green Oak Terrace.

 � Provide pedestrian refuges along Greenbelt Road (MD 193). 

 � Create outdoor dining areas. 

 � Reconfigure the parking lot to allow for better vehicular and pedestrian 
circulation.

 � Construct sidewalks throughout the parking lot for improved pedestrian access.

 � Provide additional tree plantings within the parking lot and retail area.

Potential improvements

Rendering of Cipriano 
Square
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Existing Design Issues: 
 � Flooding and unattractive stormwater management facilities

 � Poor internal vehicular circulation within the parking lot

 � Poor pedestrian connections within the parking lot

Existing stormwater management pond and 
parking lot.

Potential Improvements:
 � Properly maintain 
and plant stormwater 
management facilities to 
create a visual amenity.

 � Improve crosswalk 
design to provide 
pedestrian connections 
into the shopping center.

 � Reconfigure the 
shopping center 
entrance into shopping 
center and parking lot 
layout.

Eastgate Shopping Center
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Existing Design Issues:
 � Difficult parking lot layout

 � Poor connectivity across 
Annapolis Road (MD 450) 
into the retail area

 � Inconsistent signage 
throughout shopping center

Potential Improvements:
 � Install special paving in crosswalks and pedestrian refuges at the Carter Avenue 
and Annapolis Road (MD 450) intersection.

 � Provide sidewalk connections into the shopping center.

 � Encourage unified signage throughout the shopping center.
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Existing shopping center entrance
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Existing Design Issues:
 � Difficult exit out of retail—no 
left turns onto Annapolis Road 
(MD 450)

 � Lack of sidewalks within retail 
and along sections of Annapolis 
Road (MD 450)

 � Poor connectivity between uses

 � Poor connectivity across 
Annapolis Road (MD 450) into 
retail area

 � Not pedestrian friendly

 � Limited street trees and landscaping; the area has an industrial feel 

 � Residential (Whitfield Chapel Apartments) and retail uses disconnected by 
railroad tracks

Lanham
 Shopping Center A

nd Vicinity

Potential Improvements:
 � Construct gateway signage or feature at the Capital Beltway, Annapolis Road 
(MD 450), and Lanham-Severn Road (MD 564) interchange.

 � Install additional parking lot plantings and retrofit existing planters in the 
shopping center.

 � Provide 
sidewalks to 
connect retail 
uses within 
the shopping 
center.

 � Install 
additional 
parking lot 
plantings and 
retrofit existing 
planters in 
the shopping 
center.

Existing median area
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Existing Design Issues:
 � Lack of sidewalks

 � Unsafe pedestrian crossings across 
Greenbelt Road (MD 193) and Good Luck 
Road

 � Undeveloped and underutilized land

Potential Improvements:
 � Install sidewalks along Good Luck Road and Greenbelt Road (MD 193). 

 � Conduct a safety study for improving pedestrian conditions at the intersection of 
Greenbelt Road (MD 193) and Good Luck Road.

 � Install crosswalks with special paving on all legs and pedestrian refuges at the 
intersection of Greenbelt Road (MD 193) and Good Luck Road. 
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MD 450/MD 193 INTERSECTION
Another commercial center 

exists in the triangle formed by 
Annapolis Road (MD 450), Glenn 
Dale Boulevard (MD 193), and 
Bell Station Road. This property 
currently contains Bell Station 
Center, a professional office/
medical complex located in the 
northern portion of the property, 
and a gas station along Annapolis 
Road (MD 450). Additional 
development is anticipated 
for this site:  a proposal for an 
additional office park is pending 
at the time of plan writing. 

The 1993 master plan 
identified this area as an 
emerging small commercial 
center and presented several 
recommendations to guide its 
future development. These include commercial/service uses for the northern part 
of the area and office uses in the south. The 1993 recommendations for this area 
respond to its high visibility along two major roads, the potential impacts on the site 
due to its location, and the accessibility of the site from Annapolis Road (MD 450).

Many of the 1993 recommendations remain valid for this commercially-zoned 
triangle. The following recommendations should be carried forward:

 � The site should continue to develop in a comprehensive manner with well-
designed vehicular and pedestrian circulation. Connections should be provided to 
adjacent residential and commercial areas.

 � Any new development on the currently vacant portion of the site should be 
oriented toward Annapolis Road (MD 450) to ensure consistency with existing 
development. 

 � Access to the site should be limited to points along Annapolis Road (MD 450) and 
Bell Station Road.

Map 9. MD 450/MD 193/Bell Station Road Triangle
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 � Buffering and screening should be provided on the western edge of the site along 
Glenn Dale Boulevard (MD 193) and the northern portion of the site along Bell 
Station Road to reinforce the green character of these roadways.

 � No signage should be placed along Glenn Dale Boulevard (MD 193).


