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Abstract 
The Designing Public Spaces: Energized Public Spaces Design Guidelines should be used in conjunction with Sector Plan Design Guidelines. This document will be used to 

guide the design of public spaces within the Energized Public Spaces Functional Master Plan (EPS Plan) Study Area as outlined in more detail in these guidelines. The guidelines 

are based on existing conditions analysis, stakeholder input and current best practices in public space design from the region and beyond. Design guidelines help provide 

information about how plan recommendations and zoning code requirements can be met, and the overall context for the different types of spaces within an integrated system of 

public spaces in the County. Design guidelines are approved by the Montgomery County Planning Board for use by public entities and developers in preparing design proposals, 

and planners and the Board in reviewing them. These guidelines may need to be reviewed and updated by the Planning Board as best practices and conditions in the EPS Plan 

Study Area evolve overtime. 

Sources of Copies 
Montgomery County Department of Parks 
The Maryland-National Capital Park and Planning Commission 
9500 Brunett Ave. 
Silver Spring, MD  20901 

Online at www.montgomeryparks.org

http://www.montgomeryparks.org
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1 
INTRODUCTION 

“The way we build cities, the way we make places, can have a profound effect on what kinds of lives are lived 
within those spaces.”  

William H. Whyte 
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Delivering Energized Public Spaces 
Integrating a system of public spaces where the County is growing 

The need to provide adequate public spaces within the 

most densely populated areas of Montgomery County 

is critical and challenging. Our region continues to 

grow and diversify towards these centers. Designing 

Public Spaces: Energized Public Spaces Design 

Guidelines is a companion to the Energized Public 

Spaces Functional Master Plan (EPS Plan). The scope 

of these guidelines addresses the network of public 

spaces within the adopted EPS Plan Study Area - refer 

to Figure 1.2. For the criteria used to select the study 

area, refer to Energized Public Spaces Functional 

Master Plan, March 2018. 

The role of public spaces must adapt to a community’s 

evolving social, recreational and environmental needs. 

The terminology “public spaces” includes “urban 

parks” and “non-urban parks”. The terminology “urban 

parks” allows the M-NCPPC to apply for different 

public or private grants. 

In Chapter 2, the document provides areawide design 

guidelines that are applicable to all public spaces 

within the EPS Study Area. The network of public 

spaces within the EPS Study Area will be inviting, 

easily accessible, attractive, comfortable and safe, and 

provide a range of experiences. 

The Vision 2030 Plan and the 2017 Parks, Recreation 

and Open Space (PROS) Plan recognize the need to 

focus on urban parks in the County’s growing urban 

centers and lay the groundwork for a new urban 

park typology that will require partnerships, grants, 

creative funding and comprehensive and sustainable 

approaches to their planning, design, construction, 

maintenance and programming. 

Urban parks offer a larger design challenge due to 

their location within expensive and scarce land: they 

necessitate more condensed, efficient and multi-use 

public spaces. Chapter 3 focuses on the urban park 

typology established in the 2017 PROS Plan, and 

provides specific key elements based on the main 

function of each park type. All public spaces that fit 

in the description of one or more urban park types, 

or were identified as such in master or sector plans, 

should follow the guidelines in both Chapters 2 and 3. 

Depending on the property ownership, public spaces 

could be privately- or publicly-owned. These spaces 

are accessible to the public within a larger network 

owned by: 

• M-NCPPC 

• Montgomery County 

• Public Schools 

• Other Municipalities bounding the EPS Study Area 

• Private Owners (POPS - Privately-Owned Public 

Spaces) 

The Appendix of this document provides links to our 

upcoming online library showing detailed examples 

and Case Studies of Urban Park and Public Space 

Types for additional guidance on open space design.
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Figure 1.1 - Energized Public Spaces Design Framework
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Figure 1.2 - Energized Public Spaces Plan Study Area and Pilot Area Map
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1.1 Vision and Purpose 
“Provide stronger, healthier and happier communities in the County. In the places where we have the 

most people, everyone can walk to a public space to enjoy the outdoors.”  Energized Public Spaces Functional Master Plan 

Klyde Warren Park, Dallas Art District, TX. Source: Pinterest
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Vision and Purpose 

The EPS Plan’s vision is to provide access to a network 

of public spaces within a 10-minute walking distance 

for a resident or worker in our denser urban areas. The 

EPS Plan was created to provide a comprehensive 

approach to define and locate different park types 

within the EPS Study Area. This document, Designing 

Public Spaces: Energized Public Spaces Design 

Guidelines, provides overall design guidance for all 

existing and proposed public spaces within the EPS 

Study Area. This document aligns with and supports 

the policies included in the 2017 PROS Plan, the EPS 

Plan, and the 2017 Recreational Guidelines for Private 

Residential Development (Recreation Guidelines). 

This document will provide overall design guidance 

to all stakeholders including planners, designers, 

decision-makers, developers, land owners and 

citizens during master and sector plan processes. It 

will also be used in the development review process 

by the Maryland National Capital Park and Planning 

Commission (M-NCPPC) staff. 

How to Use these Guidelines 

A. Master and Sector Plans, 
Associated Design Guidelines and 
Streetscape Standards: 

For Master and Sector Plans and associated 

documents within the larger EPS Study Area, this 

document should be used to assist in the development 

of recommendations for park and public space design.  

For Plan areas not covered within the EPS Study Area, 

these guidelines will serve as an available resource for 

the same purpose. 

B. Development Review: 

For Development Review applications within Master 

and Sector Plans within the larger EPS Study Area, 

this document will provide guidance on the design 

of privately-owned Public Open Space.  Specific site 

recommendations in the Master or Sector Plan and 

the associated Plan Design Guidelines relating to the 

design of Public Open Space will take precedence. 

However, in the absence of specific language for 

designing public spaces in Master and Sector Plans, 

these guidelines should inform the design of Public 

Space. 

For Development Review applications in Master and 

Sector Plans outside of the EPS Study Area, these 

guidelines will serve as an available resource to help 

achieve excellence in the design of the space. 

Guidelines Flexibility 
The Planning Board may approve alternative design 

approaches that better meet the intent of the design 

guidelines. This review flexibility will allow room for 

truly exceptional and unexpected creative solutions to 

improve public spaces. The guidelines described in 

this document are intended to provide applicants with 

an understanding of what will be expected of the public 

spaces within their proposed developments. They will 

provide M-NCPPC staff and the Planning Board with a 

framework to guide the development review process.  

In addition to compliance with the guidelines, design 

proposals and alternative solutions will be evaluated 

based on the surrounding context, site conditions, and 

how the project meets the EPS Plan, master/sector plan 

goals, design principles and design guidelines intent, 

and other studies and policies affecting the specific 

development site.
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• 

1.2 Goals 
Develop Flexible Design Guidelines... 
• That are adaptable, supportive of the existing network of public spaces, and are responsive to diverse, changing demographics and needs within the County (Refer to Chapter 

2). 

• That offer a flexible menu of options within different contexts and settings for each urban park type identified in the 2017 PROS Plan and in master or sector plans as they are 

created and adopted (Refer to Chapter 3). 

Create a Common Language for Urban Parks and Public Spaces... 
• That allows alignment of input from County officials, staff, the development community and citizens on the types of amenities and/or programming they can expect in a 

particular type of park or public space. 

• That clarifies the roles and expectations from developers and landowners when zoning requires publicly accessible spaces. 

• That guides M-NCPPC staff in the planning, design, and  development review processes. 

Provide Examples... 
That illustrate the design intent proposed in this document through photographs with explanatory captions in Chapter 3 and additional case studies in upcoming online library.  
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1.3 Integrated Public Process 
This document was created through a public process that provided input and information from different groups. Specifically, these groups included: 

Urban Parks Advisory Group 
Formed with volunteers representing the following three major stakeholder groups: 

• Citizen or Community Group Representatives 

• Property Owners, Developers, Designers 

• Montgomery County Government Staff 

The goals of this group were to help staff analyze and develop overall design guidelines for a diverse network of parks and public spaces within the EPS Plan Study Area. 

Core Team and Designers Groups 
An internal core team of designers and planners from the Montgomery County Departments of Parks and Planning met throughout the process to create, write and coordinate the 

written and graphic content of these guidelines. 

Operations Framework Document 
Following the adoption of these guidelines, an Operations Framework - another companion document to the EPS Plan - will be created. This document will align the 

programming, policing, maintenance and operations of new and existing public spaces with the principles and design guidelines discussed in this document. 

The integration of these two documents will help in the delivery of successful public spaces through partnerships that will maximize use and programming, offset costs and help 

serve a more inclusive and larger public. 
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spaces 

1.4 Outcomes 
“City parks play a vital role in the social, economic 
and physical well-being of America’s cities and 
their residents. Parks are now recognized as 
powerful tools for urban communities and local 
economies.”  City Parks Alliance 

Well-designed parks and public spaces, particularly 

within our populated centers, promote social 

interaction, provide a respite with nature for citizens, 

create economic value for surrounding neighborhoods 

and property owners, and help relieve and mitigate heat 

island effects and storm water runoff. They also provide 

natural habitat and views of nature. They are a platform 

for many community experiences that have direct and 

indirect benefits to the lifestyle and health of residents, 

employees, and visitors. 

Parks and public spaces have always played an 

important role in the quality of life in Montgomery 

County. They support mental and physical health for all 

of us. Our parks are inclusive and enjoyed by all county 

residents and visitors, no matter one’s economic 

standing, ethnicity or physical ability. They have been 

the places where our natural environment and cultural 

attractions are emphasized and preserved, where we 

learn about and enjoy nature, where we recreate, and 

where we can just relax. 

In the past, County parks were used to frame 

neighborhoods and preserve natural features and 

corridors. As the County continues to grow and densify, 

a greater emphasis on parks as central focal points and 

points of refuge for neighborhoods and communities 

needs to be realized. 

Socially Inclusive Design - An integrated, welcoming, 

safe, comfortable, inviting and easily-accessible 

network of parks and public spaces promotes 

community-building and encourages stewardship 

of our cultural and natural resources. Well-designed 

parks and public spaces generate community identity, 

pride, and advocacy as well as champion and promote 

physical and mental health. 

Economic Development and Design Excellence  - 

Well-designed parks and public spaces increase 

surrounding property values and become the 

“postcards” of communities by promoting their 

livability and attractiveness. As economic drivers, 

they increase the desire to live, work and visit these 

communities. 

Environmentally Sustainable Design - The 

implementation of sustainable design practices in 

parks and public spaces will continue to 

support the County’s desire to reduce greenhouse gas 

emissions by 2027 (Resolution 18-794) and promote 

community resilience to climate change. Offsetting 

urban heat island effects, reducing stormwater run 

off, connecting wildlife corridors, and absorbing more 

carbon, parks and public spaces protect our limited 

natural resources while promoting human and habitat 

health.



People EXERCISE 

MORE if they have access 

to PARKS and other 

safe outdoor places. Physlcal 

actlvlty can reduce or prevent 

serious health problems. 

PARKS INCREASE 

PROPERTY VALUES 

Houses near parks or trails have 

5-20% higher property vaIues 

than those In the surrounding 

communlty . 

PARKS KEEP CITIES 

COOLER 

Parks help to cool cities by 

reducing the heat island effect. 

PARKS ATTRACT 

RESIDENTS AND 

BUSINESSES 

PARKS SAVE 

MONEY ON 

INFRASTRUCTURE 

Cities are creating and using 

parks as a green infrastructure 

approach to managing 

and preventing 

flooding. 

GRAY 
INFRASTRUCTURE 

$40 
MILLION 

GREEN 
INFRASTRUCTURE 

$24 
MILLION 

Using just one park and investing 

in green infrastructure instead 

of gray infrastructure, the City 

of Atlanta is saving at least 

$16 MILLION Infographics in this page illustrate the series of benefits associated to an integrated network of parks and public spaces within 
urban areas. Source: City Parks Alliance
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