"To build a better city is to work at the heart of civilization." 

Mort Hoppenfeld, designer of the Columbia Downtown Lakefront,
to whom the sculpture “The Hug” is dedicated
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The view from Hug Park
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COALITION FOR COLUMBIA’S DOWNTOWN

FRAMING THE FUTURE OF DOWNTOWN COLUMBIA

Principles and Implementation

Executive Summary
Introduction
On Saturday, October 15, 2005, a group of over 300 community members participated in the first day of a week-long Charrette process to discuss their needs, hopes, and dreams for the completion of Columbia’s Downtown. Their initial excitement and optimism were tempered, however, when it became clear that much of the citizens’ input was dismissed or ignored by County officials. Attention was instead steered into a plan many saw as pre-determined by the Charrette organizers. Participants who were without ties to the development community began to drop out. Not surprisingly, the plan that eventually emerged differed significantly from that envisioned by the original 300+ citizens on October 15th.

The plan unveiled at the end of the Charrette week is often referred to as the “Charrette plan” or “the plan that came from the citizens.” We disagree. Only the October 15 vision can legitimately be referred to as coming from the community.

The purpose of the Coalition for Columbia’s Downtown is to represent the community’s true aims and priorities, as expressed during the first day of the Charrette, and which we see aligned with the values that have made Columbia the best place to live east of the Mississippi.

We favor the continuing development of Downtown, but there are many models of diverse and vibrant downtowns. We offer Georgetown and Annapolis as examples of communities that do not rely on high density to provoke an exciting sense of place. These locations are especially interesting, and they exude excitement – even though their skylines rarely exceed four stories. It is important to remind ourselves that Jim Rouse’s dream was to create The Next America, built to a human scale, not another version of existing urban development. 
Cultural and Civic Amenities

We support various types of interior and exterior spaces dedicated to the arts, humanities, recreation, and intellectual pursuits. Among those suggested by community members are museums and galleries, performing arts spaces, and multipurpose community centers. These should be intermixed with residences, offices, and shops throughout Downtown.

We support requiring that a minimum of 20 percent of the lot area of each individual parcel be devoted to public open space. We view green open space as an important civic amenity.

We note that developers customarily pay infrastructure costs associated with development. In highly attractive areas, developers are typically eager to provide additional amenities in return for highly profitable development rights. Completion of Columbia’s Downtown will require a change in the zoning pattern that will, if granted, increase the value of undeveloped Downtown property by up to $1 billion. Jim Rouse voluntarily ensured that a substantial amount of land would be devoted to open space and other amenities. We believe that developers, if they are unwilling to do this voluntarily, should be required to contribute a substantial share of their windfall to the amenities needed for a truly vital Downtown.
The Lakefront
Charrette participants identified the Lakefront as the heart of Columbia. It is the cherished center of Columbia’s early days, as well as a currently important community gathering place. The Lakefront area should be enhanced for community use by installing additional comfortable seating that can be moved to suit the users. The small pavilion over the boat dock is badly underutilized and could immediately contribute vitality with minor adjustments.
We support establishing the Lakefront area as a protected Historic District, to include the beloved “Hug” statue and its surrounding park, the two original Gehry buildings (GGP headquarters and the Exhibit Center), and the Teachers Building and the American City Building. 

We emphatically resist the County’s proposal to extend Wincopin Circle through this area. 
Symphony Woods/Merriweather Post Pavilion

Symphony Woods has the potential to become Columbia's “Central Park." It is important to complete Columbia’s new Downtown in a manner that supports and enhances this use of Symphony Woods. 
We strongly endorse the “Save Merriweather” movement and encourage a continuing commitment to maintaining its place in Columbia. The Gehry-designed Merriweather Post Pavilion, with its Balanchine-inspired stage, should be acquired by the County and operated by a private firm under a long-term contract. 

We believe that Merriweather’s future is endangered by the County’s current proposal to construct residential towers in the Crescent area. There is no way that concert sound can be attenuated sufficiently to forestall complaints by residents whose units would face the park. We believe it would only be a matter of time before pressure from residents would cause the closing of this East Coast gem.
Community Connections
We propose that Downtown be made welcoming and comfortable for people traveling by foot, bike, wheelchair, etc. People-friendly accommodations would include broad sidewalks, well-marked crosswalks, shelters, overhangs for protection from rain and snow, and plenty of bike racks.

Symphony Woods and points south: We join many others in endorsing a major promenade from the Mall’s central area into the heart of Symphony Woods and continuing beyond to the Crescent area.

Wilde Lake and points west. We propose enhancing the pedestrian connections between Wilde Lake Village Center and the Mall.
Hickory Ridge and points southwest: We propose a pedestrian/bicycle pathway along Broken Land Parkway crossing US 29 and connecting to the Columbia Association and County pathways on both sides.

Oakland Mills and points east: We propose a major improvement of the pedestrian bridge over US 29 that connects Town Center with Oakland Mills to make it safer and more appealing. We also suggest a pedestrian/bicycle pathway along Broken Land Parkway crossing US 29 and connecting with existing pathways on both sides.


Human Scale
Jim Rouse and his planning team envisioned a moderately sized, human-scale Downtown having a mix of retail, entertainment, and cultural facilities, giving the area a Tivoli-style ambiance. The group designed a limited street system and building layout appropriate to this vision. In recognition of the Charrette participants’ emphatic resistance to high density levels and in order to maintain a high quality of life throughout Columbia –  including acceptable traffic volume – the density of new development must be significantly lower than the County proposes.


We propose that the Downtown Master Plan include the development of no more than approximately 1,600 new residential units. This number is consistent with a plan proposed by General Growth Properties (GGP) in May, 2005, and is in vast contrast to the County’s proposed 5,500 new residential units. No change in zoning is needed to permit the construction of the full range of office space and retail space proposed by the County. We urge GGP and the County to redouble their efforts to attract the additional commercial opportunities needed to establish a truly mixed-use community.
The number and size of Downtown buildings should not overwhelm residents, workers, and visitors. We believe that no structure should be allowed that is higher than the tallest building now in place in downtown Columbia (approximately 150 feet), and tall buildings should be strictly limited in number. All buildings should be subject to approval by a Design Review Board to ensure that their scale complements the surrounding environment and blends naturally with existing structures. New structures in the Lakefront area should be limited to 40 feet so as not to overwhelm the attractive ambience of the Historic District.


We believe that the proposed 275-foot-high Plaza condominium, if built, would have a negative impact on downtown Columbia and would set a dangerous precedent for future development. The County should not have deliberately excluded the Plaza building from the Charrette process.
A Spectrum of Housing
Charrette participants emphasized their support for Columbia’s signature value: inclusiveness. Specifically, they stressed that they wanted Downtown housing to be affordable to a wide range of Columbians, not just the affluent. 

We propose firm requirements that each developer of Downtown housing must price at least 20% of their residential units for low- and moderate-income housing. We look forward to the report of the Housing Task Force recently appointed by the County Executive.

The County suggests a 10% set-aside for moderate-income housing and 5% for middle-income units, but provides no detail as to how this would be achieved. The County’s plan makes no provision for low-income families, an omission we cannot condone.
Sustainability

Sustainability requires designing “from the ground up.” We support requiring nationally recognized environmentally appropriate land development standards which, when implemented, cause minimal disturbance to the land. We suggest a requirement that all new Downtown buildings meet “green” standards, as defined by the national Leadership in Energy and Environmental Design (LEED) organization. We recommend incentives for "green” enhancements to existing facilities.

A major part of the effort to create a green Downtown should be to keep Lake Kittamaqundi blue. Development practices must minimize siltation and general pollution of Downtown’s signature feature.

Traffic 
Charrette participants were emphatic that traffic in Downtown should be kept at a manageable level through the use of well-designed roads and parking facilities, as well as by encouraging alternatives to private auto use, especially mass transit. We propose a mix of transportation improvements, combined with moderate levels of development, in order to promote a high quality of life in Columbia’s Downtown.
Downtown’s pedestrian and bike friendliness is severely impaired by the speed of traffic on Little Patuxent Parkway, Governor Warfield Parkway, and the Mall’s ring road. We support the implementation of strong and continuous speed limit enforcement to slow traffic on these roads, along with the construction of safe pedestrian crossings. To paraphrase Jim Rouse: It can be done if we have the will to do it.
The high-density development recommended by the County would result in a level of congestion in significant violation of current County highway standards. The County advocates dealing with this congestion simply by changing the highway standards, reasoning that uncomfortable levels of traffic congestion will force people out of their cars. We find this to be an ineffective and, in fact, negligent answer to the problem of auto dependence. We believe that the community does not support a major increase in Downtown traffic levels. 

Public transportation for Downtown was one of the highest priorities expressed by Charrette participants. There is already ample justification for improving mass transit in Columbia, given the size of our community of nearly 100,000 residents and the certainty of additional development. We support a truly viable public transportation system consisting of:

· Free shuttle buses running every 10-15 minutes throughout Downtown
· Frequent and low-cost local bus routes connecting Downtown with the rest of Columbia and Howard   County
· A frequent and low-cost commuter bus or rail system linking Columbia to the Baltimore and Washington areas

· Reserving land for eventual development of a public transportation hub
· Examining the option of extending the DC Metro system and Baltimore light rail system into Columbia environs
We propose constructing some, but not all, of the County’s proposed “Future Street System”.
We strongly object to the County plan to narrow Little Patuxent Parkway to two lanes each way, while adding parallel parking on the street. The County has released a traffic study showing that this will lead to a very high level of traffic congestion, which is clearly unacceptable to the community.

We strongly oppose the County’s plan to designate Governor Warfield Parkway as the major through-road for the Downtown area. This would soon result in pressure to widen the Parkway as a stopgap measure to make room for increased traffic, leading to the destruction of the extraordinarily valuable and beloved stand of mature trees on the Parkway’s median.

We tentatively support widening the Route 175 bridge over US 29 – if physical, environmental, and financial constraints permit.

We support studying the possibility of improving the South Entrance connection with southbound US 29. As part of this study, we suggest looking at transforming the intersection of Little Patuxent Parkway and South Entrance Road into a very large circle with cultural facilities on the perimeter, incorporating the existing Toby’s Dinner Theatre and the main Howard County Library. The center of the circle might include underground parking, topped by generous amounts of green space. 

Parking

We strongly believe that a large percentage of public parking must be guaranteed to remain free of charge, using recorded easements and County agreements as enforcement tools.
As much as possible, all parking should be contained within the building or structure that creates the parking demand.

It is important that residents and their guests have sufficient parking, in amounts that truly reflect the actual need as established by independent surveys.
In Summary – The Community’s Vision For Downtown As Expressed At The Charrette:

1. The community supports the continuing development of Downtown and wants it to be done on a human scale and at low-to-moderate density.
2. The community backs mixed-use development throughout Downtown.
3. The community is determined that new housing units be affordable to a wide cross-section of people.
4. The community rejects the proposed major increase in traffic congestion.
5. The community wants to move about safely and conveniently by foot, bicycle, auto, and mass transit.
6. The community desires Downtown to have a wide variety of civic and cultural amenities.
7. The community recognizes the Lakefront as the heart of Columbia and wants it to be protected against overdevelopment.
8. The community considers Symphony Woods and the Merriweather Post Pavilion as Columbia’s “Central Park” area, deserving of special consideration.
9. The community expresses strong support for implementing sound environmental practices in future development.
10. The community is intent on continuing to be actively engaged in decisions concerning their Columbia – the Next America.
For more information, please contact Alan Klein at alan@coalitionforcolumbiasdowntown.org


