
 
 
 
 

 
 

September 12, 2014 
 
To: Columbia Association Board of Directors 

Advisory Committee Chairpersons 
Village Board Chairs 
Village Managers 
Members of the Press 
CA Management 
 

From: Andrew Stack, Board Chair 
 
The Columbia Association Board of Directors Meeting will hold a Work Session on  
Thursday, September 18, 2014 at 7:30 p.m. at the Columbia Association Building, 10221 
Wincopin Circle, Columbia, MD  21044. 
 
 

BOARD WORK SESSION AGENDA 
 

1. Call to Order (Announce Directors/Staff in Attendance) 1 min. 
2. Approval of Agenda 1 min. 
3. Resident Speakout 15 min. 
4. Work Session on New Town Zoning 120 min. 
5. Adjournment – Approximately 9:45 p.m.  
6. Closed Meeting of the Board of Directors follows the adjournment of the 

Work Session 
 

 
Next Board Meeting: Thursday, October 9, 2014 

 
ARRANGEMENTS FOR AN INTERPRETER FOR THE HEARING IMPAIRED CAN BE MADE BY 
CALLING 410-715-3111 AT LEAST THREE DAYS IN ADVANCE OF THE MEETING. 
 

CA Mission Statement 
 
Working every day in hundreds of ways to make Columbia an even better place to live, work, and 
play. 
 

CA Vision Statement 
 
Making Columbia the community of choice today and for generations to come. 
 



 
 
To:    CA Board of Directors 
 
From:   Jane Dembner, Director, Community Building and Sustainability Bureau 
 
Through: Milton Mathews, President/CEO 
 
CC:  Sheri Fanaroff, General Counsel 
  Scott Templin, Community Planner 
 
Subject:  New Town Zoning Work Session 
 
Date:  September 12, 2014 
 
 

Attached is a New Town zoning briefing paper prepared by staff in preparation for the Board’s 
upcoming work session on Thursday, September 18, 2014. The main body of the paper is brief 
(11 pages) and is presented in eight sections: seven that provide a concise overview of NT 
zoning and an eight section that highlights some issues that should be considered when the 
county undertakes the planned review and update of New Town regulations in 2015. The paper 
is supplemented by three short appendices  
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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. 
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• 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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I.    Executive Summary 

 

ames Rouse’s vision of a self-sustaining, racially and economically diverse city comprised 

of ten villages surrounding a core downtown has for the most part been achieved. In order to 

make this vision a reality, Rouse proposed a New Town Zoning District which would permit 

greater flexibility in mixing land uses. Howard Research and Development (HRD), was 

appointed to act as a “gatekeeper” to control where, and what kinds of housing would be 

developed, where village centers would be located and what kinds of businesses could be in those 

centers. 

As an additional protection, HRD added private covenants to some parcels in the centers which 

limited or prohibited certain uses. Howard Hughes Corporation (HHC), acting as HRD, no longer 

carefully controls what uses go into specific locations. The enforcement aspect of the gatekeeper 

role has disappeared.  HCCA created a New Town committee to come up with recommendations 

for a Gatekeeper to ensure coordinated, well planned redevelopment in order to maintain the 

vision of keeping Columbia a planned community, to build a foundation that will last for many 

years while also allowing Columbia to evolve.  

The county is planning to develop an open process to create an updated Master Plan for 

Columbia. The NT committee has identified ten issues that need to be addressed in this new 

Master Plan. The Plan must: address the whole of Columbia; have a gatekeeper to enforce it; 

adhere to a public process; address development and re-development in the industrial areas; 

include a plan for Open Space, which includes the watershed; ensure that parkways must remain 

as parkways; address infill development and a solution for the out parcels; ensure that village 

centers and Downtown plan are not threatened by new development; and address connectability 

and transportation. The Gatekeeper would ensure that these will be addressed and enforced. 

Over the course of eight months the NT committee met with or spoke with over a dozen 

community leaders, reviewed at least fourteen documents, and identified eight possibilities for a 

gatekeeping entity. The concept we think works best is a Columbia Planning Board. It would be 

an independent, self-governing non-profit offshoot of CA, much like the Inner Arbor Trust. The 

makeup of the board would all be residents of New Town, both professionals and non-

professionals, chosen by the community working in conjunction with the CA board. There would 

be a technical advisory group with expertise in land use planning, development and law. This 

technical support committee role is to advise in the same way as DPZ does with the Planning 

Board. The details can be found on page 11 of the report. 
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II.    Background 

 

olumbia, MD is one of the most successful planned communities in the United States. 

James Rouse’s vision of a self-sustaining, racially and economically diverse city 

comprised of ten villages surrounding a core downtown has for the most part been 

achieved. Columbia, because it would be planned from the beginning, “. . . would avoid 

urban sprawl, the waste and inconveniences that have come to typify spot development. The new 

city would provide jobs and recreation, shopping and health care, and the many other facilities 

and services people want and need in a city, along with a broad range of housing choices. 

Residential development would be balanced by commercial and industrial development.” 

In order to make this vision a reality, Rouse proposed a new kind of zoning which would permit 

greater flexibility in mixing land uses. In August 1965, the County passed a "New Town District" 

zoning ordinance and granted zoning for Columbia's development. The Rouse Company created a 

separate corporation, Howard Research and Development (HRD), to act as a “gatekeeper” to 

control where, and what kinds of housing would be developed, where village centers were located 

and what kinds of businesses could be in those centers.  HRD eventually controlled most of the 

village centers built in Columbia and almost all of the commercial land in Columbia.  HRD 

spread out the uses so that centers didn’t compete with each other for customers.  The Final 

Development Plan (FDP) process for each village center listed some allowable uses at each center 

which provided further control.    

As an additional protection, HRD added private covenants to some parcels in the centers which 

limited or prohibited certain uses, such as the sale of food at a particular gas station site. HRD 

still retains control over some parcels or entire village centers as a result of private covenants on 

the properties.  In addition, many other commercial parcels in Columbia still have private 

covenants with HRD (now Howard Hughes Corporation), that restrict or prohibit certain 

uses. Howard Hughes Corporation (HHC) no longer carefully controls what uses go in what 

location in order to prevent competitors from opening near existing businesses. John DeWolf, 

senior vice president of HHC, said that the gatekeeper/covenant enforcement role is not on his 

radar at this time, and indicated he would be glad to turn it over to someone else. 

The enforcement aspect of the gatekeeper role has not been evenly applied.  Outparcels not under 

the NT zoning classification have never been controlled by the gatekeeper and have developed 

under the more standard Howard County Zoning Regulations.  These zoning regulations do not 

have any rules or restrictions regarding competing businesses opening near existing ones, and, 

due to the de facto absence of a gatekeeper, Columbia appears to be headed to the same scattered, 

uncoordinated redevelopment that is already occurring along Snowden River Parkway. 
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III.    Purpose of HCCA’s Effort 

 

s part of Plan Howard 2030, Howard County is beginning a Comprehensive Review of 

NT Zoning to “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.”  The Columbia Association (CA), 

Howard County Department of Planning and Zoning (DPZ), and Howard County Economic 

Development Authority (HCEDA) are currently funding a study of the village centers and the 

Snowden River/Gateway commercial areas as an early step in determining what changes should 

be made to the zoning classification. What is missing in this discussion is the creation of a new 

gatekeeping entity that will continue to ensure that Columbia remains a planned community and 

that any and all development in New Town be considered in the context of the whole of 

Columbia and be true to the vision of Jim Rouse.  

The Howard County Citizens Association (HCCA) believes that the Gatekeeper role is being 

neglected. Whether it is seen as unimportant or unnecessary or a hindrance to “progress” is 

anybody’s guess. According to a document obtained from DPZ, the county is already making 

plans to determine “an appropriate and streamlined process to maintain a planned community 

over time.”  Given these concerns, and in light of the County and HRD/HHC’s indifference to the 

issue, HCCA created a New Town committee to come up with recommendations for a 

Gatekeeper to ensure coordinated, well planned redevelopment and allow property owners access 

to the zoning in order to maintain the vision of keeping Columbia a planned community, to build 

a foundation that will last for many years while also allowing Columbia to evolve. 

PlanHoward 2030 calls for the NT Zoning Regulations to be revised to establish clear criteria for 

redevelopment in New Town, and a new Gatekeeper is required to continue to approve or 

disapprove changes to the FDP and enforce covenants that govern what can and cannot be done 

with various properties in New Town. The HCCA New Town committee has been working on the 

task since July of 2013. The process has been instructive, enlightening, frustrating and, we hope, 

fruitful. We have interviewed County administrators, elected officials, representatives of 

businesses (including the current gatekeeper), CA staff and board members and researched 

archival documents in attempting to be as thorough as possible in developing our 

recommendations. We believe that the Gatekeeper, as conceived by James Rouse, is essential to 

keeping Columbia a planned community, and we believe our recommendation for the entity to 

carry on this function is sound and workable. 
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IV. Ten Issues Facing New Town Columbia 
 

he HCCA New Town (NT) committee believes that a new (or updated) Master Plan for 

Columbia needs to be developed. Columbia is almost 50 years old, and major changes in 

the way people live, shop, travel and work need to be taken into account. One of the 

County Council members we interviewed told us that the County is planning to conduct 

a participatory process to help create a new Master Plan. The NT committee has identified ten 

issues that need to be addressed in any such plan. The Gatekeeper would ensure that these will be 

addressed. 

1. The Plan must address the whole of Columbia. We have a downtown plan and some 

village visualization plans, but nothing is coordinated. Ideally the plan should also 

include issues related to infill, GE plant development and the new CA/DPZ/ EDA market 

study. 

2. There must be an entity to enforce the Plan. A new Gatekeeper is required to ensure that 

a Columbia Plan is followed. 

3. The gatekeeper entity must adhere to a public process. 

4. The Plan must address development and re-development in the industrial areas. Only one 

industrial area has an architectural committee; HRD has a spotty enforcement record for 

the rest of the industrial area. 

5. CA must be required to adopt an overall plan for Open Space, which includes the 

watershed. The CA does maintenance, but this fails to recognize issues related to storm 

water or reflect more progressive ideas related to plantings, other than rain gardens.CA 

does have a watershed committee and a plan that is now 5 years old.. 

6. The Parkways must remain as parkways, with limited entry and exit points. Parkways are 

being eyed for future development. The county plans to rename the parkways “Urban 

Boulevards” and grant more entry and exit points than allowed for roads designated as 

Parkways. 

7. There must be guidelines for infill development. 

8. There needs to be a solution for the out parcels inside the geographical area of 

Columbia. 

9. The Plan must ensure that outparcel retail centers and perimeter retail centers do not 

threaten the village centers and Downtown plan.  

10. Connectability and transportation have to be addressed in an overall Columbia plan.  
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V.   NT Committee Process  

 

he NT committee’s methodology for arriving at our recommendation was fairly simple: 

Gather as much data as possible from a number of knowledgeable sources; review the 

data; and make a recommendation.. Over the course of eight months, we met with the 

following people –some on more than one occasion – both formally and informally to 

discuss the Gatekeeper issue. 

Jane Dembner, CA 

Mary Kay Sigaty, Howard County Council 

Jen Terrasa, County Council 

Calvin Ball, County Council 

Marsha McLaughlin, DPZ Director 

Bill Mackey, DPZ 

Andy Stack, CA Board member and lead author of 2007 study concerning a new gatekeeper  

John DeWolf, HHC Vice President 

Kathy Rockefeller, Howard County Mediation and Conflict Resolution Center (MCRC) 

Bill Santos, Planning Board member 

Barbara Kellner, Manager of the Columbia Archives 

 

Furthermore, we contacted village board chairs, CA board members and community activists with 

knowledge of the New Town zoning process to enlist their input. These interviews and meetings 

provided some useful insights into the preferred process of CA and DPZ regarding a gatekeeper. 

The preferred process is to go slowly. HCCA was asked to wait until the Market Analysis is 

completed before beginning the research on a new Gatekeeper model. A second insight had to do 

with the benefits and limitations of New Town zoning, especially with respect to the county’s 

zoning regulations. Essentially, if the Gatekeeper does not employ its covenant enforcement 

function, there is no real benefit to New Town zoning.  

In addition to interviews, committee members went to the Columbia Archives to locate material 

that might help us understand what James Rouse, himself, might have written or said about a 

successor to HRD as Gatekeeper. We also reviewed the following documents: 

1. Plan Howard 2030 

2. CA mission and vision statements 

3. Columbia Association Deed 

4. CA Strategic Plan (07-22-12) and recent update  

5. Village revitalization plans 

6. M1 and NT zoning. (Including section 125) 

7. Examples of Deed restrictions 
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8. Examples of covenants, agreements and easements in Columbia Industrial Parks 

9. Redline process 

10. Village and village center covenant enforcement.  

11. Howard Community College Center for Mediation and Conflict Resolution 

12. CA/DPZ/HCEDA Market Study RFP 

13. Notes from HCCA meeting with John E DeWolf III (1-26-2012) 

14. 2007 NT task force report* 

 

 

*Regarding item 14, a New Town task force was convened in 2005 to take up the issue of a new 

Gatekeeper. One of the members of the task force is a high ranking employee of DPZ who 

professed to know nothing about the task force. Their work was finished in 2007, and nothing has 

been done since.  
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VI.    Possible Gatekeeper Entities 

  

o, where does all this leave us? The top ranking executive for HHC/HRD, the gatekeeper 

of record, has said that enforcing private covenants is not on his radar. He also said that he 

offered the role to CA, but CA turned him down. DPZ, the de facto gatekeeper, does not 

want the job. In fact, they cannot be the gatekeeper; we were told there is a wall between 

DPZ and New Town. DPZ does believe, however, that a new gatekeeper is needed. HCCA 

discovered a document in the DPZ offices in January of 2013 that stated directly, “A new 

gatekeeper to replace HRD is wanted. The gatekeeper functions to maintain the balance of the 

(Columbia) Plan by exercising a single power to allow (desired) or prevent (undesired) 

applications being submitted to the County.” Some of the possibilities for a gatekeeper include:  

1. Howard County Planning Board. 

a. Pro: Known entity utilizing a somewhat familiar (albeit, to-be-revised) process. 

b. Con:  “Always approves” perception, dependent on DPZ (ultimately making 

DPZ the gatekeeper), and is constrained to making decisions based on legislation 

only. 

c. Concern: A new Columbia only Planning Board may result due to public 

pressure. 

d. Problem: PB should not be deciding whether or not an applicant may apply to the 

PB. 

 

2. Zoning Board / County Council. 

a. Pro: May be less likely to be appealed than PB; also takes pressure off DPZ. 

b. Con: Probably not wanted by CC; would politicize decision-making process. 

c. Concern: May lead to micro-management and/or site-by-site compromises. 

d. Problem: If ZB approves ability to apply, is there an implied final approval?? 

 

3. Columbia Association Board of Directors and/ or Representation from Village Boards. 

a. Pro: Already responsible for covenant enforcement in New Town. 

b. Con: A citizens’ board already involved as a final decision-maker (PB). 

c. Concern: This will be expressed as a desire by CA/VBs but not advisable since 

the CA Board and the Village Boards have had a long history of limited 

functionality. 

d. Problem: Without an independent alternative, there will be arguments for CA.  
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4. Independent Professional Group 

a. Pro: Able to say “no” based on broader reasons than legislative checklist, thus 

adding outside, private expertise to the initial decision of what should proceed. 

b. Con: Would require creation (but County has done similar, so it knows how). 

c. Concern: DPZ might be tasked with staffing, so independence must be stressed. 

 

5. CA could use the same process that it uses now for resident covenant enforcement to 

enforce the commercial area covenants.  

a. Pro: We did receive one legal opinion saying that the CA could do this.  

b. Pro: This might be a good temporary solution until a plan for the whole of 

Columbia is completed.  

c. Recommendation: CA could use same process as it used for the "Arbor" entity. 

 

6. Columbia Planning Board made up of village covenants advisors. 

a. Pro: They have been part of this process in the past. 

b. Con: The current AC members could be seen as amateurish. 

c. Concern: There is not the same HRD leadership now. 

d. Recommendation: Blend this idea in with the Independent Professional Group. 

 

7. Work with Howard Hughes (HRD) 

a. Pro:  They have the process in place. 

b. Recommendation: Add Columbia community input, so they consider the whole 

of Columbia. 

c. Concern: This could work as a temporary solution but HH is leaving when 

downtown is finished. 

 

8. Howard County Public Board or agency with County Executive nominating members.  

a. Problem: This puts everything in the hands of the county rather than the 

Columbia community. 

 

9. A combination of the best ideas from 1-8, a hybrid solution. 

 

The issue of a gatekeeper/covenant enforcer should not be such a mystery. There is already a 

documented process. Procedures for reviewing architectural plans proposed in Columbia are 

reviewed and approved by the Columbia Villages (CVs), the Columbia Association (CA), and 

HRD. These adopted procedures assured the participation of CA, HRD and the VCs in the 

programming and planning of Columbia. The roles and relationships by and among the three 

entities have constantly been evolving. Originally, it was contemplated that CA and the CVs 

would assume all covenant enforcement from HRD. On all the declarations covering various 

commercial, industrial and residential, CA is named as co-enforcer with HRD. However, what we 

have found is that CA does not want the role. This conclusion is drawn by the following: 
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 The 2007 report of the New Town Task Force, whose members included a high ranking 

DPZ official and a CA board member was shelved as soon as it was completed. 

 CA was offered the HRD role by Howard Hughes Corporation (HHC) because, as John 

DeWolf said, they have no interest in covenant enforcement. 

 CA turned down HHC’s offer. 

Therefore, the HCCA NT Committee recommends a Columbia Planning Board. 
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VII. Recommendation:   Columbia Planning Board (CPB) 

 

ltimately, the HCCA believes that the best solution is a Columbia Planning Board. New 

Town zoning is complex and different enough from the other zoning in Howard County 

that a planning board with expertise in NT zoning would be able to be that power that “. 

. . allows or prevents applications being submitted to the County.” 

Goals 

 Act as architectural committee for New Town. 

 Lead a public process in the development a plan for the whole of Columbia.  

 Enforce the plan. 

 Enforce covenants and deed restrictions related to the industrial and commercial areas of 

Columbia.  

Make up of board (all would be residents of NT) 

 Architect 

 Columbia (non-professional) NT resident 

 Urban Planner 

 Business owner 

 Village board chair 

Technical support and advisory committee (advice to the CPB) 

 President of CA 

 Land Use attorney 

 Developer 

Details 

 CPB nominations from the community and CA board and approved by CA board. 

 Technical support committee role is to advise in the same way as DPZ does with PB. 

 Columbia Planning board decision can be overturned by the Howard County Planning 

Board if ALL members vote to send it back to CPB. (E.g., it is out of synch with General 

Plan) 

 While Howard Hughes is developing Columbia Downtown, the CPB will not be 

responsible for downtown.  

 CPB will be responsible for all NT areas including business, commercial and industrial 

parks in NT.  

 DPZ will be responsible for zoning and the new entity will be responsible for covenants 

and deed restrictions. The design of this relationship will be developed so the 

responsibilities are clear. 
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VIII.  Summary 

 
his is the second time the New Town gatekeeper role has been reviewed in detail.  Now 

is the time for implementation, ideally with full support of the CA. It is important that 

this take place in the next 6-9 months so that there is an entity in place to enforce a "New 

Columbia Plan” and the "new market study" as well as to end piecemeal development. If 

the CA fails to act quickly we fully expect a totally independent group to take up the HHC offer 

of taking over the enforcement.  

T 



 

 

 

 

Prepared by:  HCCA New Town Committee 

 

Page 13 

New Town Columbia - Preserving the Vision  June, 2014 

 

IX.  Acknowledgements 

 

im Rouse has said:   "Everyone is equal."      "Whatever ought to be can be."   "Have brilliant 

expectations."  In working on this project we have kept to these ideals.  

Thanks go out to all of those who helped us. Special thanks go out to those who went out of 

their way to give input and provide time and documents: 

Andy Stack, for providing the original NT study 

Jen Terrasa, for spending hours with us and providing documents 

Barbara Kellner, for giving us valuable leads to information and people to contact 

Chis Alleve, for detailed documents on NT zoning and archival research 

Jane Dembner, CA 

 

Mary Kay Sigaty, Howard County Council 

 

Calvin Ball, County Council 

 

Marsha McLaughlin, DPZ Director 

 

Bill Mackey, DPZ 

 

John DeWolf, HHC Vice President 

 

Kathy Rockefeller, Howard County Mediation and Conflict Resolution Center (MCRC) 

 

Bill Santos, Planning Board member  

J 



April 2007 
 

EXECUTIVE SUMMARY 
 
 Forty years ago visionary Jim Rouse launched the development of 
Columbia.  He aimed to create a new kind of planned community, and he clearly 
succeeded.  The Task Force believes it is necessary to update his plan to 
preserve what is best and to adapt it to changed circumstances.  New issues 
have arisen and redevelopment is on the horizon.  For example, residents ask 
these questions.  What should Downtown look like?  How should affordable 
housing fit into Columbia?  Should density be increased?  What role does mixed 
use have?  What is the future role of village centers? 
 
 A master plan for Columbia Downtown is underway.  We need a modified, 
written master plan for the rest of Columbia which creates a role for the residents 
in addressing new questions and in implementing solutions.   Based on its review 
the Task Force has several recommendations. 
 
Recommendation 1:  Update the Master Plan 
 
 The master plan should be updated and the community should be 
involved in the process.  This plan should be a written document available to the 
public unlike the existing Rouse plan which is scattered among various 
documents. 
  
Recommendation 2:  Retain New Town Zoning 
 
 New Town Zoning was the key tool in designing Columbia because of its 
flexibility.  It should be preserved but enhanced to make it more responsive to the 
Columbia community.  New Town Zoning is unusually adaptable because it is 
site specific, designating uses for individual lots rather than for large areas as in 
conventional zoning.  This allows creativity and fine tuning. 
 
Recommendation 3:  Modify the Enforcement Mechanism 
 
 Zoning changes requested for specific properties are currently submitted 
through HRD, Rouse's original company, now incorporated into General Growth 
Properties (GGP).  The original intent was to have a gatekeeper which ensured 
changes were consistent with the master plan and that New Town Zoning 
requirements were met. 
 
 It may not be fair to expect GGP to carry this burden.   Also, GGP could 
leave Columbia, be subject to a takeover or undergo a shift in corporate 
philosophy.  A more permanent mechanism may be desirable, which involves the 
community.  Any modified enforcement mechanism would need to ensure public 



notice and input into the planning process and the villages should be allowed to 
contest zoning decisions. 
 
 Any gatekeeper must be a permanent, independent entity which can make 
decisions with community participation.  An alternative to a gatekeeper would be 
an overlay district for all of New Town although it might be cumbersome and less 
flexible. 
 
Recommendation 4:  Establish Procedures for Out parcels 
 
 Those properties not acquired by Jim Rouse are out parcels both within 
and adjacent to Columbia.  They are not under New Town Zoning; they come 
under the standard zoning of the rest of Howard County.  Because they affect the 
properties around them mechanisms should be developed for coordination.  At a 
minimum owners of out parcels should be required to give notice to the local 
community of any proposed zoning change. 
 
  
 We need to be proactive, planning now for Columbia's future.  A written 
master plan which ensures community participation may be the best course, 
together with an effective implementation mechanism. 
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Introduction 
 
 
 
 This June, Columbia will be forty years old. Consider that forty years ago, James 
Rouse began the development of Columbia. He had a vision to create a community in a 
new way; to plan a new community. And he succeeded. Look at how successful 
Columbia is. One of the key tools that Mr. Rouse used to develop Columbia was New 
Town Zoning. He convinced the Howard County Commissioners to adopt New Town 
Zoning, a very unique zoning district for those times. There was nothing else like it in 
Howard County. Columbia would not have developed in the same way without New 
Town Zoning. The task force still considers New Town Zoning to be unique and 
valuable. Many who live in Columbia do not fully appreciate how unique New Town 
Zoning was 40 years ago and how unique it still remains. The task force has prepared a 
short overview of New Town Zoning to explain its features (see Overview of New Town 
Zoning document). Columbia's success in consideration of New Town Zoning leads to 
the first recommendation.  
 
Recommendation 1: Keep New Town Zoning. 
 

In fact, the task force suggests that a goal for Columbia should be "to preserve 
and enhance New Town Zoning in order to make it more responsive to the Columbia 
community". This is the thrust of the report. 
 
 Fast forward forty years from the founding of Columbia. It is difficult to believe 
how much of Jim Rouse's vision has been turned into reality. Columbia is a successful 
planned community and the key word is planned. Columbia did not just happen; it was 
planned. Jim Rouse developed a master plan to guide Columbia development. In fact that 
plan continues today to guide Columbia development. But what about the future? 
Columbia is nearing final development. Are we done planning? The task force does not 
believe that planning is done. Columbia should continue to be a planned community. 
Columbia faces redevelopment. It faces questions such as: What should the Downtown 
look like? How should affordable housing fit into Columbia? Should Columbia's density 
be increased? What is the role of Village Centers in the future? Does Mixed Use 
development have a role in Columbia? Even though Columbia nears final development, 
planning cannot stop. This leads to the second recommendation. 
 
Recommendation 2: Columbia needs an updated, written, publicly available master plan, 
a vision to guide the next forty years. 
 



Columbia needs to understand the existing master plan and adjust it to handle the 
future. But the Columbia community needs to be involved in updating the master plan. 
Forty years ago, the Columbia community did not exist. Now over 90,000 people live in 
Columbia. The Columbia community needs to have a say in an updated master plan. The 
master plan needs to be a written, publicly available document. Just like for Mr. Rouse, 
New Town Zoning can continue to be a key tool in the future development or  
redevelopment of Columbia. 
 
 Having a master plan is crucial to being a successful planned community. But a 
master plan, by itself, does not work if there is no method to enforce adherence to the 
master plan. A master plan and an enforcement mechanism go hand-in-hand. It is great 
having a master plan, but if you can't insure that development occurs according to the 
master plan, what good is the master plan? Why spend countless hours developing an 
update master plan if no one is going to follow it? This leads to the third 
recommendation. 
 
Recommendation 3: Columbia needs a mechanism to enforce adherence to the master 
plan. 
 

New Town Zoning has both an ability/requirement to create a master plan and a 
method to enforce adherence to the master plan. This should not be a surprise as Mr. 
Rouse proposed New Town Zoning. He knew that he needed both a plan and a way to 
enforce adherence to the plan in order for Columbia to be successful. But what exactly is 
New Town Zoning? What concepts of New Town Zoning are important for the Columbia 
community to know? 
 
 New Town Zoning is not a traditional type of zoning. Because of this, it avoids 
some of the problems which occur with traditional zoning. Traditional zoning categories 
tend to be very broad and do not allow the zoning, particularly related to uses allowed, to 
be tailored to a specific site. New Town Zoning has several key concepts: 
 
 1. the ability to have site-specific "zoning" for parcels of land; 
 2. the ability to have a vision or plan to guide development;   
 3. the ability to enforce adherence to the vision or plan; and 
 4. the ability to have public input. 
 
 In New Town Zoning, the Final Development Plan (the FDP) provides the ability 
to have site-specific "zoning", to tailor a site's uses and structures to fit into the 
surrounding neighborhood. The ability to allow "zoning" to be tailored to an individual 
piece of property gives enormous flexibility. The FDP concept was crucial to the 
development of Columbia and will be even more important in the re-development of 
Columbia.  
 
  



In New Town Zoning the ability to have a plan to guide development and the 
ability to enforce adherence to the plan is generally denoted as the "gatekeeper" 
function. Since the beginning of New Town Zoning, HRD/GGP has been the gatekeeper. 
As the gatekeeper, HRD/GGP developed the plan and insured that all development 
conformed to the plan. The plan was considered a living document. As time went by, 
changes were made to the plan. Having a plan and the ability to enforce adherence to the 
plan is crucial to the development of Columbia. That is why Columbia as a planned 
community, has developed so closely to Mr. Rouse's vision. But the question arises as to 
whether or not HRD/GGP is still the best organization to fulfill the gatekeeper role.  
 
 The idea behind the gatekeeper concept was to insure that development of all of 
Columbia was planned in advance, that the actual development met the master vision, 
that all requirements of New Town Zoning were met, and that any changes would be 
compatible with the master vision. The gatekeeper role was assigned to Columbia's 
developer HRD, now GGP. It made sense that the developer should be the gatekeeper as 
Columbia was developed. After all it was Jim Rouse, through HRD, who created the 
Columbia vision/plan and convinced Howard County to accept the Columbia vision. Now 
that Columbia is almost fully developed, should HRD/GGP remain as the gatekeeper for 
the New Town Zoning district in Columbia? Is it even fair to expect HRD/GGP to bear 
the gatekeeper burden? It cannot be assumed that HRD/GGP will be around for the next 
40 years or that they will continue to be as interested in Columbia as they were in the 
past. The Columbia portion of GGP could be sold. There could be a takeover of GGP by 
another company. A shift in corporate philosophy could occur which would lessen GGP 
interest in Columbia. This leads to the fourth recommendation. 
 
Recommendation 4: More Columbia community control of the gatekeeper function is 
required. 
 
 New Town Zoning provides for some public input in the overall process. 
However, additional public notice and input is desired. Public input should not be limited 
to just the master plan. Public notice and input into the New Town Zoning process also 
needs to be considered. Public notice is important. If one doesn't know, how can one 
provide input? This leads to the fifth recommendation. 
 
Recommendation 5: Some changes to the New Town Zoning process are needed to 
improve public access and make the process more transparent and open. 
 
 But property under New Town Zoning is not the only property which impacts the 
Columbia community. There are many out parcels within the boundaries of the Columbia 
New Town Zoning district. There is also land bordering Columbia (i.e., adjacent parcels). 
Out parcels and adjacent parcels have standard zoning, but a zoning change to an out 
parcel or adjacent parcel does affect Columbia. At a minimum, should owners of out 
parcels and adjacent parcels be required to meet with the local Columbia community to 
explain the proposed zoning change? Shouldn't the Columbia community be notified if a 
proposed non-New Town development impacts Columbia? This leads to the sixth 
recommendation. 



 
 Recommendation 6: Owners of out parcels and adjacent parcels should be required to 
notify and meet with any Village within a 1 mile radius of the property subject to the 
zoning change. 
 
 Another issue which is tied into public notice and input is the ability to challenge / 
contest a zoning decision or change. Who should have the ability to challenge zoning 
decisions in the New Town Zoning district? No process is perfect. Sometimes mistakes 
occur. How can people who truly believe a mistake has occurred take action to correct the 
mistake? The Columbia Villages represent the residents of Columbia. Residents petition 
their Village to take action on a number of different issues. New Town Zoning should be 
one of these. This leads to the seventh recommendation. 
 
Recommendation 7: Give each Columbia Village the ability (the right) to contest or 
challenge New Town Zoning decisions or changes. 
 

The document entitled Issues Concerning Columbia New Town Zoning provides 
the rationale for the various recommendations made by the task force. In considering 
which recommendations to make, the task force believes that the New Town Zoning key 
concepts are still very important.  
 
 1. The FDP must be kept (site-specific zoning is crucial); 
 2. Additional public input into the process is required; and 
 3. The gatekeeper role should be kept and enhanced by public input or control 
(i.e., Columbia requires an updated master plan formed through community input and the 
ability to enforce adherence to the plan). 
 
 It has already been mentioned that having a master plan for Columbia requires 
also having a method to enforce adherence to the master plan. It makes no sense to have a 
plan and not have an enforcement mechanism. Similarly, it makes no sense to have an 
enforcement mechanism which isn't enforcing the master plan. Columbia needs a master 
plan with a mechanism to enforce adherence to the master plan. The document entitled 
Keeping Columbia as a Planned Community discusses having a master plan with an 
enforcement mechanism. Currently, New Town Zoning provides for this combination 
through the gatekeeper function.  
 
 If there is no gatekeeper, then another mechanism will have to be developed to 
enforce adherence to the master plan. One possibility is a large overlay district for all of 
New Town Zoning. This might work, but it would be cumbersome and not as flexible as 
the gatekeeper. Since New Town Zoning already has the gatekeeper (the enforcement 
mechanism) why try to create some other method? The current method has worked for 40 
years.  Let's just use what already exists. This leads to the eighth recommendation. 
 
Recommendation 8: The gatekeeper function in New Town Zoning should be kept, but 
modified to meet the needs of the Columbia Community. 



 
 If the Columbia community decides to keep the gatekeeper function, consider 
what attributes would be required for a gatekeeper. The task force settled on the 
following attributes for a gatekeeper. 
 
 1. The gatekeeper has to be a permanent organization. 
 2. The gatekeeper has to be able to make decisions. 
 3. The gatekeeper has to operate independently. 
 4. The gatekeeper has to operate in an open, fair, impartial, and trustworthy 
manner. 
 5. The gatekeeper has to be answerable to the Columbia community.  
 6. The gatekeeper has to have its focus on all of Columbia. 
 
The gatekeeper role is crucial. But how should it be modified to meet the requirements of 
the Columbia community? After considerable thought, the task force proposes three 
options.  
 
 Option 1: Work with GGP to add Columbia community involvement in the 
existing gatekeeper.  
 
 Option 2: Turn over the gatekeeper role to the ten Columbia Villages. 
 
 Option 3: Create a new gatekeeper. 
 
Option 1 would be the most straight forward one to implement. GGP already has the 
gatekeeper role. But it would depend upon the cooperation of GGP. Would GGP be 
willing to share the gatekeeper role with the Columbia community and eventually allow 
the Columbia community to control the gatekeeper? Can an equitable sharing relationship 
be created, one that would meet the needs of both parties? This option could be 
implemented just with GGP concurrence. 
 
 Option 2 would treat the gatekeeper function just like the architectural covenants. 
Each Village oversees the enforcement of the architectural covenants. The Villages 
would assume a new responsibility, that of the enforcement mechanism (the gatekeeper). 
Would the Villages be willing to assume this role? Covenant enforcement costs money 
and so would the gatekeeper function. The Villages would have to charge fees for 
providing this service. Would the Villages act in a unified manner in order to preserve the 
unity of New Town Zoning? Would GGP or the County be willing to have the Villages 
assume this role? Implementing this option would require the agreement of the County 
and possibly GGP. 



 
 Option 3 involves the creation of a new gatekeeper. This definitely requires 
County involvement; actually it requires County agreement. Only the County could 
change the gatekeeper from GGP to another organization. It is not clear that the County 
would agree to make this change. GGP could oppose it. The new gatekeeper must 
oversee the updating of the master plan for Columbia, must itself adhere to the updated 
master plan, and must force all development to adhere to the updated master plan. The 
new gatekeeper would have to charge a fee for providing its services. There are several 
alternatives under this option.  
 
 1. The new gatekeeper could be a public board or agency; 
 2. The new gatekeeper could be an organization of all the Villages; or 
 3. The new gatekeeper could be a hybrid entity. 
 

Each of these alternatives has advantages and disadvantages. The document 
entitled Keeping Columbia as a Planned Community contains a much more detailed 
discussion of the options and the option 3 alternatives. The task force has decided not to 
make a recommendation concerning these options. The task force believes that more 
discussion involving the Columbia community is needed. The Columbia community 
needs to discuss and decide this important issue. Once a direction has been chosen, then 
the task force can study and report on how to best implement the decision.  
 
 Forty years ago James Rouse had a vision; a vision of a planned community. That 
planned community now exists and must plan for the future. New Town Zoning was a 
key tool used by James Rouse to develop his vision into a reality. The Columbia 
community now needs to use the New Town Zoning tool to plan and direct its future. 
New Town Zoning worked for James Rouse and New Town Zoning can work for the 
Columbia community if we so chose.  
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An Introduction to New Town Zoning 

 
 New Town Zoning (NT) is just one of the many zoning districts in Howard 
County. The New Town Zoning District is the zoning classification for Columbia and 
Columbia is currently the only New Town Zoning district in Howard County. 14,272 
acres of land are within the New Town Zoning district and the district covers all or 
portions of all ten Villages (Dorsey Search, Harpers Choice, Hickory Ridge, Kings 
Contrivance, Long Reach, Oakland Mills, Owen Brown, River Hill, Town Center, and 
Wilde Lake) and most industrial parks. The requirements for New Town Zoning are 
found in Section 125 of the Howard County Zoning Regulations (see web site: 
www.howardcountymd.gov).  
 
Development Steps
 
 There are four major steps in the development and planning process for New 
Town Zoning, the Preliminary Development Plan (PDP), the Comprehensive Sketch Plan 
(CSP), the Final Development Plan (FDP), and the Site Development Plan (SDP). All 
plans are on file with the Howard County Department of Planning & Zoning and can be 
accessed by the public. These four steps move progressively from the large area 
development (the Preliminary Development Plan) to the smallest unit of development 
(the Site Development Plan). 
 
 The Preliminary Development Plan maps the general location of land uses, major 
roads, and major public facilities in the entire New Town Zoning district and defines 
specific acreage allocations for each of these land categories. The land categories in 
Columbia's Preliminary Development Plan are  
 
 - Single Family Residential (Low Density and Medium Density),  
 - Apartments (which includes townhouse areas),  
 - Employment Center (Commercial and Industrial), and 
 - Open Space.  
 
 A Comprehensive Sketch plan covers a portion of the New Town Zoning District 
and establishes items such as location and acreage of land use areas, the number and 
types of dwelling units, and specific locations of roads, open space, schools, and other 
public or community uses. The Comprehensive Sketch Plan also can include 
requirements such as minimum lot sizes, setbacks, parking requirements, building 
heights, permitted uses, and other development regulations. Unlike most other zoning 
districts in Howard County (where requirements are set in the Zoning Regulations), in the 
New Town Zoning district, these requirements are tailored in the Comprehensive Sketch 
Plan to fit the development plan for a particular area. 
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 A Final Development Plan provides exact boundary descriptions and acreage for 
the land use shown on a Comprehensive Sketch Plan and must include the detailed 
development requirements (such as size of building, set-back requirements, height limits, 
what uses are allowed, etc.). Final Development Plans are very important because they 
are the primary source of zoning requirements for any specific property in the New Town 
Zoning district.  
 
 A Site Development Plan shows exactly how a site will be developed and 
includes items such as: 
 
 - grading,  
 - utilities,  
 - buildings, 
 - driveways,  
 - parking areas, and 
 - landscaping (and other details).  
 
A Site Development Plan is the last stage before building permits are issued and 
construction can begin. 
 
 In New Town Zoning districts, the Howard County Zoning Regulations set the 
following percentage requirements for land use categories in terms of the total acreage in 
the district: 
 
 Open Space use - Minimum 36% 
 Single Family Low Density use - Minimum 10 % 
 Single Family Medium Density use - Minimum 20% 
 Apartments use - Maximum 13% 
 Employment Center-Commercial use - Minimum 2% and Maximum 10% 
 Employment Center-Industrial use - Minimum 10% and Maximum 20% 
 Other uses - Maximum 15% 
 
The "Other uses" category allows other types of zoning to be used. The original 
developer of Columbia chose not to use this category. So no land in Columbia New Town 
Zoning district currently falls under the "Other uses" category. In the Columbia New 
Town Zoning district there are two types of Open Space, credited and non-credited. 
Credited Open Space counts toward the minimum 36% requirement. Non-credited Open 
Space does not count toward the minimum 36% requirement. The Howard County 
Department of Planning & Zoning monitors the development of the Columbia New Town 
Zoning district to insure that these percentages are met. 
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 The most recent Preliminary Development Plan for the Columbia New Town 
Zoning district is dated 23 October 1995 and was approved by the Howard County 
Zoning Board in April 1996 (Zoning Case 969M). This Preliminary Development Plan 
shows the following breakdown of 14,272 acres of land. 
 
 Single Family Low density    1,479 acres   10.4% 
 Single Family medium density 3,015 acres   21.1 % 
 Apartments      1,707 acres   12.0% 
 Employment Centers     2,711 acres   18.9% 
 Open Space      5,360 acres   37.6% 
      -------------- --------- 
      14,272 acres   100% 
 
The Preliminary Development Plan allows 2.35 dwelling units per gross acre. Based on 
the acreage, the Columbia New Town Zoning district can have a maximum of 33,539 
dwelling units. In February 2004, 96 age-restricted dwelling units for the former Exxon 
gas station site in Oakland Mills were added. In March 2004, 100 additional dwelling 
units for Non-Downtown Columbia Villages were added. This brings the density to 
2.3643 dwelling units per gross acre. The Department of Planning & Zoning tracks all 
Final Development Plans to insure that the Preliminary Development Plan figures are 
being met. As of 8 January 2007, the Final Development Plan database showed the 
following. 
 
 Single Family Low density       1,478.161 acres 
 Single Family Medium density     3,014.601 acres 
 Apartments         1,706.955 acres 
 Employment Centers        2,576.453 acres 
 Open Space         5,391.521 acres 
      ------------------ 
      14,167.691 acres 
 
According to the database, there are 104.309 acres of land not yet placed in the Final 
Development Plan database (8 January 2007). Most of this remaining land is 
Employment Centers (potential of 134.547 acres), Single Family Medium density 
(potential of 0.399 acres) and Single Family Low density (potential of 0.839 acres). The 
database provides a further breakdown of some of these categories. 
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Apartments:  Single Family Attached 756.534 acres 
   Multi-family     950.421 acres 
       ---------------- 
   Total    1,706.955 acres 
 
Employment Centers: Commercial   1,026.822 acres 
   Industrial   1,549.631 acres 
       ----------------- 
   Total    2,576.453 acres 
 
Open Space:  Credited   5,124.349 acres 
   Non-credited      267.172 acres 
       ----------------- 
   Total    5,391.521 acres 
 
As of 8 January 2007, the Dwelling Units breakdown is as follows. 
 
 Single Family Low density      2,712 
 Single Family Medium density     8,670 
 Single Family Attached      7,254 
 Apartments     13,841 
 Employment, Single Family Attached      287 
 Employment, Apartment             520 
       -------- 
 Total Units     33,284 
 
 Total Units Allowed by PDP   33,539 
 
 PDP Remaining Units in New Town       255 
 Additional Units for OM Exxon site        96 
 Additional Units for Non-Downtown     100 
       ----- 
 Total remaining Dwelling Units    451 
 
 As stated above, New Town Zoning is the major zoning district for Columbia. 
Columbia's Preliminary Development Plan was developed by Howard Research & 
Development (HRD), the original developer, in the 1960s and has been modified several 
times. HRD was acquired by General Growth Properties (GGP). New Town Zoning was 
created specifically to allow the development of Columbia in a consistent and unified 
way. In essence, it functions as a Master Plan for Columbia. As Columbia nears total 
development, is New Town Zoning still the appropriate zoning district for Columbia? 
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Synopsis of the New Town Zoning Process 

 
 The development process in the New Town Zoning district varies from other 
zoning districts. At various stages, either public meetings or public hearings on the 
proposal under consideration may be required. Citizens may attend and comment on the 
proposal under consideration at both public meetings and public hearings. The difference 
between a public meeting and a public hearing is one of formality. 
 
     - Public hearings have more formal procedures and more rigorous advertising 
requirements than public meetings. They must be advertised by posting a sign on the 
property and by placing a notice in at least two newspapers.  
     - Public meetings are advertised in the Howard Country Planning Board agenda.  
 
 Only the Howard County Zoning Board may approve the petition to create a New 
Town Zoning district, may approve the petition to add land to an existing New Town 
Zoning district, or may approve a petition to make changes to an existing Preliminary 
Development Plan. The Zoning Board is required to hold a public hearing before voting 
on any of these cases. Currently, only the original developer (also referred to as the 
original petitioner) of the New Town Zoning district may submit these petitions or 
changes. Hearings are generally held at the Howard County government complex in 
Ellicott City. 
 
 The Howard County Planning Board is the final approval authority for 
Comprehensive Sketch Plans and for changes to existing Comprehensive Sketch Plans. 
The Planning Board may hold either a public meeting or a public hearing. Currently, only 
the original developer (HRD/GGP) of the New Town Zoning district may submit 
Comprehensive Sketch Plans or changes to Comprehensive Sketch Plans. Hearings are 
generally held at the Howard County government complex in Ellicott City. 
 
 The Howard County Planning Board is the final approval authority for Final 
Development Plans and for changes to existing Final Development Plans. For new Final 
Development Plans, the Planning Board will hold a public meeting. Meetings are 
generally held at the Howard County government complex in Ellicott City. The Final 
Development Plan must be consistent with the corresponding Comprehensive Sketch 
Plan. Since the Final Development Plan will be considered at a public meeting, there is 
no requirement for the developer to post a sign on the property. 
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 If any subdivision of land will occur, the Planning Board generally requires a 
developer to also submit a subdivision Sketch Plan and a subdivision Preliminary Plan 
before the Final Development Plan will be considered. A Sketch Plan displays 
information such as density, road network, lot layout, and an environmental analysis of 
the land. A Preliminary Plan addresses the lot and road arrangement, traffic and noise 
conditions, forest conservation, environmental impact, sewage disposal, water supply, 
drainage, storm water management, and proposed grading. Depending on the type of 
change requested, either the property owner or the original developer (HRD/GGP) of the 
New Town Zoning district must request the change. Changes to an Final Development 
Plan may require either a public hearing or a public meeting. Whether a public hearing or 
a public meeting is required depends on the type of change being requested.  
 
 At its discretion, the Howard County Planning Board may decide to approve a 
Site Development Plan after a public meeting is held or it may delegate authority to 
approve the Site Development Plan to the Department of Planning & Zoning. Many 
times, at the Comprehensive Sketch Plan meeting, the Planning Board will decide if it 
needs to approve future Site Development Plans associated with the Comprehensive 
Sketch Plan. Any required meetings would generally be held at the Howard County 
government complex in Ellicott City. 
 
 Only HRD (now GGP), through its role as gatekeeper, can request changes to 
New Town Zoning, and for Comprehensive Sketch Plans and Final Development Plans. 
Individual property owners, except in limited situations, can't request changes without 
having HRD/GGP agree with the changes. A property owner can request a 
change/adjustment to the bulk regulations (building setbacks, building height, lot 
coverage, lot size, and number of parking spaces) by applying to the Planning Board for 
approval. The Planning Board can approve the change/adjustment if it finds that: 
 
 - 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 
 - the adjustment is needed due to practical difficulties or unnecessary hardships, 
which arise in complying strictly with the Final Development Plan, and/or results in a 
better design than would be allowed by strict compliance with the development criteria. 
 
A homeowner may apply to the Planning Board for a change to a Final Development 
Plan to allow a specific use so long as the property remains primarily residential and the 
allowed density is not increased. Except for this situation, only HRD (now GGP), through 
its role as the gatekeeper, can apply to change the uses listed in an Final Development 
Plan. 
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Issue #1 

 
New Town Zoning versus Standard Zoning? 

 
 
ISSUE: The New Town Zoning district is the only zoning district for most of Columbia. 
This is quite different from the rest of Howard County. Most land in Howard County uses 
standard zoning districts such as M-1, M-2, B-1, B-2, R-20, R-12, etc. New Town Zoning 
served Columbia well as it was being developed, but perhaps a more standard type of 
zoning should be adopted. Should the New Town Zoning district for Columbia be 
replaced with standard zoning districts? 
 
PRO: Using standard zoning districts would integrate Columbia into the rest of Howard 
County. It would give property owners more control over their land. The same zoning 
regulations and processes would apply county-wide. Parts of Dorsey Search (north of 
Route 108) already have standard zoning districts so it will work for the rest of Columbia. 
Why keep a zoning district whose primary purpose was to develop Columbia? 
 
CON: Why change something that works? New Town Zoning is a key factor in 
establishing Columbia, in implementing the vision of Columbia, and has guided the 
development of all of Columbia.  It treats Columbia as a whole; it unifies Columbia. It 
has guided the development of Columbia for almost 40 years. It serves like a Master Plan 
for Columbia. Clearly, Columbia would not be what it is today without New Town 
Zoning. It is very flexible and can serve us well into the future. Keep New Town Zoning. 
 
Task Force Recommendation:  Keep the New Town Zoning District. 
 
Rationale:  Columbia New Town Zoning works! The development of Columbia has 
turned out quite well. The task force's recommendation comes from our sense of New 
Town Zoning and how important it is in the overall development of Columbia. New 
Town Zoning was, and still is, a public/private partnership; a partnership between a 
public organization, Howard County, and a private company, HRD, now GGP.  Howard 
County's role was as overseer, retaining ultimate control via the Zoning Board and the 
zoning regulations, and insuring that development met the agreed upon conditions. HRD 
was given the flexibility to create a vision of Columbia and using its authority as the 
gatekeeper, insure that all development conformed to the vision. New Town Zoning has 
four important features: 
 
 1. the Final Development Plan (FDP) 
 2. the vision or plan to guide development 
 3. the implementation of the gatekeeper role 
 4. Howard County's role as overseer and final authority (i.e., checks and balances) 
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 The Final Development Plan concept was crucial to the development of Columbia 
and will be even more important in the re-development of Columbia. The Final 
Development Plan actually allows "zoning" to be tailored to an individual piece of 
property. In New Town Zoning, it's like every piece of property has its own zoning 
district with its own zoning regulations. One can take a piece of property and tailor its 
uses, the size and layout of the buildings, height limitations, etc. based upon the property, 
its location, the surrounding property, and the overall vision. For example, in the 
Columbia New Town Zoning district, one can take a piece of property, identify it as 
commercial, then restrict the size of the building and restrict uses because it borders a 
residential neighborhood. An adjacent parcel of land could also be commercial, but could 
have a totally different set of restrictions. This can not be done in the standard zoning 
which is used in the rest of Howard County. It is one of the reasons that zoning is so 
contentious in the rest of Howard County. The ability to allow "zoning" to be tailored to 
an individual piece of property gives enormous flexibility. It is a flexibility which will 
serve the Columbia community well into the future. 
 
 New Town Zoning allowed Mr. Rouse to put into place the vision or plan for 
Columbia without having to specify everything at once. New Town Zoning set the 
minimum amount of Open Space required throughout Columbia, specified how much 
land could be set aside for commercial development, single family housing, and multi-
family housing. Five key concepts of the Columbia New Town Zoning district are as 
follows. 
 
 a. It treats Columbia as a whole. It allows a balanced picture across all of 
Columbia. It recognizes that a change in one part of Columbia can impact all of 
Columbia. 
 
 b. It sets a minimum amount of Open Space and insures that Open Space is spread 
across all of Columbia. 
 
 c. It broadly defines where activities such as commercial, industrial, and housing 
will occur and sets percentages so that there will be a balance between housing and 
commercial and industrial. 
 
 d. Only HRD/GGP, through its role as gatekeeper, can request changes to New 
Town Zoning and for Comprehensive Sketch Plans (CSPs) and Final Development Plans 
(FDPs). Individual property owners, except in limited situations, can't request changes 
without having HRD/GGP agree with the changes.  
 
 e. A process for public input was provided.  
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 New Town Zoning goes hand-in-hand with the Columbia Village covenants. Both 
restrict an individual's use of his or her land. New Town Zoning and the Village 
covenants provide a balance between individual desires and community desires. All 
property owners in Columbia agree to abide by the covenants when purchasing property. 
Similarly property owners agree to abide by New Town Zoning. Both New Town Zoning 
and the Village covenants, unlike standard zoning, realize that an individual's desires for 
his or her property must be tempered by its impact on the surrounding community. 
Columbia is a planned community and both New Town Zoning and Village covenants 
help keep it a planned community.  
 
 This is not to say that New Town Zoning is perfect. Although the current New 
Town Zoning district has served Columbia well for 40 years, there are 
concerns/problems. Now that Columbia is almost completed, the focus should change 
from development to re-development and maintenance. Realistically, there aren't going to 
be any other New Town Zoning districts in Howard County. So Columbia and New 
Town Zoning are equivalent. Any changes to New Town Zoning should only come from 
Columbia and should conform to the needs and requirements of the residents of 
Columbia. New Town Zoning may need changes, but that is very different from a 
wholesale replacement.  
 
 New Town Zoning, with its concept of a vision/plan, a gatekeeper to enforce the 
vision/plan, the Final Development Plan (which in essence allows site-specific zoning), 
and county oversight, is unique, versatile, flexible, and well-positioned to serve 
Columbia. Keep what works and just make the necessary changes to improve New Town 
Zoning. 
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Issue #2 

 
An Updated Master Vision for Columbia? 

 
ISSUE: New Town Zoning allowed Mr. Rouse to put into place his vision, his master 
plan, for Columbia. This master vision has guided the development of Columbia. 
However, Columbia is 40 years old and almost fully developed. Many changes to society 
have occurred. We need to consider the future. Is the current master vision still viable? 
Should there be an updated master vision to guide the future development of Columbia? 
 
PRO: The world is not the same as it was when Columbia was planned in the 1960s. In 
addition, Columbia is almost fully developed and now faces redevelopment. How should 
this redevelopment occur? What should Columbia look like in the future? Mr. Rouse's 
master vision, his master plan, was fine for development, but does it still apply? Times 
have changed. New issues and concerns have arisen. How should they be addressed? 
Doesn't the vision need to be more detailed? The original master vision was developed 
without input from Columbia residents. Shouldn't Columbia residents have a say in the 
future of Columbia? Shouldn't Columbia have an updated master vision? 
 
CON: HRD/GGP has guided Columbia for 40 years. They have a vision, a master plan, 
which has turned out well. Why change? HRD/GGP has done a good job. They are a 
private company which is more attuned to the market and can react quicker that a 
governmental body can. Look at how successful Columbia is. Why not let HRD/GGP 
continue to guide Columbia? If we open the planning to the public, won't it become very 
political? Developing a master plan, will cost money. Who is going to pay for it? 
 
Task Force Recommendation: Columbia needs an updated vision, an updated master 
plan. 
 
Rationale: Columbia is a planned community. Back in the 1960s a lot of time and effort 
was spent developing a plan (master vision) for Columbia. Mr. Rouse's master vision has 
worked. The development of Columbia has turned out quite well. But Columbia needs an 
updated master vision, one that is written and available to the public. It needs an updated 
master vision developed in conjunction with the residents of Columbia. It needs an 
updated master vision for future development. It needs a written, publicly-available 
updated master vision so that people can judge whether or not a proposed development 
fits into the master vision. Columbia developed according to a vision and its future 
success also requires a vision to guide development/redevelopment. The vision must be 
adjusted as time passes. We cannot assume that HRD/GGP will be around for the next 40 
years or that they will continue to be as interested in Columbia as they were in the past. 
The Columbia portion of GGP could be sold. There could be a takeover of GGP by 
another company. A shift in corporate philosophy could occur which would lessen GGP 
interest in Columbia. The Columbia community needs to prepare for the future. Is it even 
fair to place the entire burden for the master vision on HRD/GGP? Columbia needs to 
develop an updated master vision. Call it the Columbia New Town Vision. 
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 The Columbia New Town Vision would be based upon the original vision, the 
master plan, for Columbia as proposed by Mr. Rouse. It would update that vision. It 
would tie into the Howard County General Plan. The Vision would be revised at least 
every 10 years. The Vision would have broad goals as well as specific criteria. The 
Vision can have sections dealing specifically with areas in the Columbia New Town 
Zoning district such as a section on Downtown Columbia, a section on a particular 
Village, a section on village centers, a section on industrial parks, etc. As an example, the 
Vision could incorporate the Columbia Downtown Master Plan. The Vision could be as 
specific or as general as needed. The Vision would guide the future development of 
Columbia. All development would have to conform to the Vision. If Columbia had a 
Vision, there would be no need for Overlay Districts in the New Town Zoning district. 
Howard County uses the concept of an overlay district to get around some legal and 
regulatory restrictions. If you have a Columbia New Town Vision and require all 
development to conform to the Vision, the need for overlay districts disappears. If you 
don’t have a Columbia New Town Vision, then overlay districts would be needed. 
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Issue #3 

 
New Town Zoning Regulation Changes? 

 
ISSUE: New Town Zoning is 40 years old. Many changes have occurred in the past 40 
years. Columbia has grown from very few residents to 90,000 residents. Do we need 
changes to the New Town Zoning regulations/process to reflect the growth of Columbia 
and the fact that Columbia now has a substantial population? 
 
PRO: Columbia is almost fully developed. The current New Town Zoning process was 
acceptable for when development first occurred, but Columbia is facing redevelopment. 
The existing process for New Town Zoning goes through the Preliminary Development 
Plan, Comprehensive Sketch Plan, Final Development Plan, and the Site Development 
Plan. This was acceptable when Columbia was being developed, but it needs 
modification to better serve the redevelopment of Columbia. The process must allow for 
additional public notice and public input. 40 years ago, the Columbia community didn't 
exist. Now they do and they should have input into the process. 
 
CON: The current process has worked well. People understand it. Are the changes really 
desirable and workable? Will the changes improve residential input into the process? Will 
the changes create too much of a burden on developers or petitioners? 
 
Task Force Recommendation: Some changes to the New Town Zoning process are 
needed to improve public access and make the process more transparent and open. 
 
Rationale: Any one of the 10 Villages should be allowed to submit to the New Town 
Zoning gatekeeper a change proposal to the New Town Zoning regulations or a change 
proposal to the Preliminary Development Plan. The gatekeeper must be required to hold a 
public meeting on the change proposal. The change proposal should be evaluated against 
the Columbia New Town Vision. If the gatekeeper agrees that the change proposal is in 
the best interests of Columbia, then the gatekeeper will file a petition with the Howard 
Country Zoning Board requesting approval of the change to either the zoning regulations 
or to the Preliminary Development Plan. The Howard County Zoning Board will make 
the final determination as to whether or not a change should be approved. This will allow 
for more openness and public input. Right now there is no method to have a public 
discussion on such a change unless HRD/GGP wants the change. 
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 The existing process for New Town Zoning goes through the Preliminary 
Development Plan, Comprehensive Sketch Plan, Final Development Plan, and the Site 
Development Plan. This was acceptable when Columbia was being developed, but it 
needs modification to better serve the redevelopment of Columbia. Almost all land in 
Columbia is under a Final Development Plan. So the focus should be on the process to 
change an Final Development Plan. All changes to an existing Comprehensive Sketch 
Plan, Final Development Plan, or Site Development Plan must be submitted to the New 
Town Zoning gatekeeper. Appropriate notification must be given to any Village within a 
1 mile radius of the property to which the change applies. Better public notification is a 
must. No change to a Comprehensive Sketch Plan should be allowed without a change to 
a Final Development Plan under that Comprehensive Sketch Plan.  
 
 A proposed change to a Final Development Plan or Site Development Plan must 
be submitted by the property owner to the New Town Zoning gatekeeper. Only property 
owners can request changes to Final Development Plans/Site Development Plans. 
Appropriate notification must be given to any Village within a 1 mile radius of the 
property to which the change applies. Any Village within a 1 mile radius of the property 
to which the change applies can request that the petitioner attend a public meeting hosted 
by the Village or Villages to discuss the change proposal. If requested, the petitioner must 
attend such meeting. No further action by either the New Town Zoning gatekeeper or the 
Department of Planning & Zoning will occur until proof is submitted that the requested 
meeting was held. Changes to a Final Development Plan and Site Development Plan for 
the same property can be combined into one submission. Any changes will be evaluated 
against the Columbia New Town Vision. Should the change request be of the type which 
would require approval from the Department of Planning & Zoning (such as Subdivision 
plans), then the submission for the change must include the same information or 
documentation which would be required by the Department of Planning & Zoning. The 
property owner will bear the burden of any costs associated with this submittal.  
 
 A pre-subdivision meeting must be held for any subdivision change request. The 
pre-subdivision meeting must be in held in a Village within a 1 mile radius of the 
property to which the change would apply. Appropriate notice of the meeting must be 
given to all Villages within a 1 mile radius of the property to which the change applies. If 
the New Town Zoning gatekeeper believes that the change is in the best interests of 
Columbia, then it will submit the change, on behalf of the property owner, to the 
Planning Board for approval. The property owner will bear the burden of any costs 
associated with this submittal.  
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Issue #4 

 
Who Can Challenge? 

 
ISSUE: Who should have the ability to challenge New Town Zoning decisions? Right 
now challenging zoning decisions is difficult. Many times citizens must band together to 
challenge zoning decisions. Columbia Villages represent the local community. Should 
Columbia Villages be able to challenge New Town Zoning decisions and changes? 
 
PRO: The ability to challenge decisions is a fundamental check on power. The power 
residing within zoning has a major impact on people in the community to which a zoning 
change is being contemplated. There must be a check on this power. Right now it is very 
difficult to challenge zoning decisions. Look at the recent court cases. People in the 
community should have the right to challenge zoning decisions which they perceive to be 
detrimental to their interests. 
 
CON: Currently, only people who can show that they are especially aggrieved and 
participated in the zoning case have the ability to challenge a zoning decision. This 
should remain the standard. Only those individuals who can demonstrate a serious 
problem with a zoning decision should be able to challenge the decision. People have a 
right to use their property without having to please every one of their neighbors. People 
don't like change even when it is in the best interest of the entire county. The interest of 
the county and the state should outweigh the interests of a local community. The current 
zoning process gives people an opportunity to express their views on a zoning case. Once 
the decision is made, only especially aggrieved people who participated in the zoning 
case should be able to challenge the decision. 
 
Task Force Recommendation: Give each Columbia Village the ability to challenge New 
Town Zoning decisions and changes. 
 
Rationale: The ability to challenge is a very important concept in zoning. Recent court 
cases show how important this ability is. Some court cases never get to the stage where 
one can argue over the merits or demerits of a particular zoning decision. Instead time 
and effort is spent on determining whether one has the right to challenge the zoning 
decision. Yet zoning decisions have a major impact on the local community. The New 
Town Zoning regulations should be changed to give each Columbia Village the ability to 
challenge zoning/planning board decisions related to the Columbia New Town Zoning 
district. Villages should be given this right as their primary purpose is to represent 
residents. The local community needs to be heard. The local community is more than just 
the people living adjacent to the property. Changes can have a ripple impact. For 
Columbia, the local community is represented by the Village. Perhaps, if developers 
understood that they could no longer use the requirement on who can challenge zoning 
decisions to push aside community interests, then the developers would try much harder 
to involve the local community and arrive at a mutually acceptable position regarding a 
proposed zoning change. 
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Issue #5 

 
Out parcels and Adjacent Parcels? 

 
ISSUE: There are many out parcels within the boundaries of the Columbia New Town 
Zoning district. There is also land bordering Columbia, call these parcels adjacent 
parcels. Out parcels and adjacent parcels have standard zoning, but a zoning change to an 
out parcel or adjacent parcel does affect Columbia. At a minimum, should owners of out 
parcels and adjacent parcels be required to meet with the local Columbia community to 
explain the proposed zoning change? 
 
PRO: Columbia has a master vision for its future. What occurs on out parcels and 
adjacent parcels can have a major impact on Columbia's vision. At a minimum, owners of 
such parcels should be required to meet beforehand with the local Village to explain what 
is being proposed. The local Village could then decide what action, if any, to pursue.  
 
CON: The zoning process requires notification of certain proposed zoning changes. If a 
village is interested, it should follow the appropriate web sites or notices to determine if 
any changes are being proposed to out parcels or adjacent parcels. The Villages can then 
testify at the appropriate hearing. 
 
Task Force Recommendation: Owners of out parcels and adjacent parcels should be 
required to notify and meet with Villages within a 1 mile radius of the property subject to 
the zoning change. 
 
Rationale: There are many out parcels within the boundaries of Columbia. Since we are 
considering changes to New Town zoning, we should also address out parcels as well as 
adjacent parcels bordering the Columbia New Town Zoning district. Out parcels and 
adjacent parcels have standard zoning, but a change to an out parcel or adjacent parcel 
does impact Columbia. The Villages, as representing the local community, need to be 
aware of proposed zoning changes. There should be some rules placed upon out parcels 
and adjacent parcels in terms of requiring a petitioner with a significant change to meet 
with Villages within a 1 mile radius of the property subject to the zoning change. This is 
particularly true in terms of re-zoning requests and pre-subdivision meetings. Villages are 
ideal places to hold county-required pre-subdivision meetings as they have space, they 
conduct open meetings, and they can communicate with residents. Every petitioner 
should also be required to formally notify any Village within a 1 mile radius of the 
petitioner's property of the proposed change. 
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 Meetings can head off problems. Meetings at least allow interested parties to see 
what is being planned or proposed. Meetings should also be required if a significant 
change has been made to a proposal already presented to the Village. Mandatory 
meetings enforce the sense of openness in the overall zoning process. It gives citizens 
confidence that someone isn't trying to slip something by. When Columbia was being 
developed, HRD required developers (even though they didn't always want to) to meet 
with the local Village to explain their proposal. This actually worked very well. The local 
community could find out what was being planned. Since the developers knew they had 
to meet with the local community, they carefully considered how their proposals would 
be received by the local community. Many times, small changes were made in the 
proposals which made them acceptable to the local community. It actually was a win-win 
situation for both developers and citizens. Sometimes openness works. 
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Issue #6 
 

The New Town Zoning District Gatekeeper? 
 
ISSUE: One of the main features of New Town Zoning district is that of a gatekeeper or 
controlling authority. The idea behind the gatekeeper concept was to insure that 
development of all of Columbia was planned in advance, that the actual development met 
the vision/plan, that all requirements of New Town Zoning were met, and that any 
changes would be compatible with the vision/plan. The gatekeeper role was assigned to 
Columbia's developer HRD, now GGP. It made sense that the developer should be the 
gatekeeper as Columbia was developed. After all it was Jim Rouse, through HRD, who 
created the Columbia vision/plan and convinced Howard County to accept the Columbia 
vision. Now that Columbia is almost fully developed, should HRD/GGP remain as the 
"gatekeeper" for the New Town Zoning district in Columbia? 
 
PRO: HRD/GGP has done a good job in being the gatekeeper. Look at how well 
Columbia has developed. They have the resources to fulfill the gatekeeper role. The 
gatekeeper function is crucial to the success of New Town Zoning. Who has the expertise 
to handle this function? Why risk an unknown entity? Would another entity do any better 
of a job than HRD/GGP has done?  
 
CON: HRD/GGP should not continue in the role of gatekeeper. HRD/GGP is a private, 
for-profit corporation which has developed Columbia. But development is almost done. 
HRD/GGP no longer owns all the land in Columbia. The gatekeeper function is very 
important to New Town Zoning and should be beholden to the residents of Columbia and 
not HRD/GGP. 
 
Task Force Recommendation: The gatekeeper role should be retained, but the Columbia 
community should have more input/control. 
 
Rationale:  The gatekeeper concept is a good idea. It is one of the key ideas in New Town 
Zoning. It is crucial to the success of New Town Zoning. A gatekeeper can insure that 
changes, particularly in regard to Final Development Plans (FDP), are compatible with 
the Columbia vision/plan, the local neighborhood, and residents' desires. Change is 
necessary, but change should be planned and fit into a vision of a Columbia for the 
future. The primary role of the gatekeeper should be to insure that there is a vision/plan 
of Columbia for the future and that changes/development/redevelopment match that 
vision/plan.  
 
 The original developer has done a good job, but Columbia's future focus is 
redevelopment and not development. At the beginning of Columbia, the original 
developer owned all the land. It made sense for HRD/GGP (the original developer) to be 
the gatekeeper. Now, 40 years later, the original developer owns less than 5% of the land. 
The largest landowner in Columbia is the Columbia Association (CA). Does it make 
sense for the original developer (HRD/GGP) to continue in the role of gatekeeper? 
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 We can not assume that HRD/GGP will be around for the next 40 years or that 
they will continue to be as interested in Columbia as they were in the past. The Columbia 
portion of GGP could be sold. There could be a takeover of GGP by another company. A 
shift in corporate philosophy could occur which would lessen GGP interest in Columbia. 
Why should the role of gatekeeper continue to reside with a for-profit corporation? Why 
shouldn't the residents of Columbia have a say in the gatekeeper function? 
 
 New Town Zoning is structured to have only the gatekeeper submit proposals to 
the Planning Board and Zoning Board. The gatekeeper has no zoning authority; it can't 
approve anything. Its power lies in the ability to say no. If the gatekeeper doesn't agree to 
submit the proposal, it can't happen. The gatekeeper has a plan/vision and won't submit 
any proposal which does not conform to the plan. It isn't denying anything, it's just 
refusing to submit a proposal.  
 
 It is true that ultimately, the Zoning Board makes the final decisions on changes 
to New Town zoning. But the Zoning Board can't realistically function as the gatekeeper. 
Their role is really that of overseer. The Zoning Board focus is Howard County and not 
just Columbia. More Columbia community involvement in the gatekeeper is needed. The 
gatekeeper should operate in a more publicly assessable manner. 
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 From the very beginning of its existence, Columbia has been a planned 
community. It is a very successful planned community. New Town Zoning has been a 
key element in allowing Columbia to be planned. Although Columbia is almost at full 
build out, planning does not stop. Columbia faces redevelopment in the future and this 
also requires planning. For planning under New Town Zoning to be successful, two 
things are required: a plan and a method of enforcing adherence to the plan. If you don't 
have a plan, then how do you know what is to be achieved? If you don't have a method to 
enforce adherence to the plan, how can you achieve the plan? New Town Zoning has 
both. It required a plan to be created and it provided a method of enforcing adherence to 
the plan (the gatekeeper). These two things go together. 
 
 For New Town Zoning to continue and be successful in guiding Columbia 
forward into the future, an update master plan and a gatekeeper are needed. Right now 
both the master plan and the gatekeeper role are handled by HRD/GGP. This has worked 
as Columbia was being developed. However, the current situation does not allow the 
Columbia community adequate input or oversight of the master plan and gatekeeper role. 
The Columbia community, through some organization, needs to take responsibility for 
producing an updated master vision and for handling the gatekeeper function.  
 

1. A Columbia New Town Vision is needed, an updated master plan to guide 
Columbia development and redevelopment. It has to be Columbia-wide to 
preserve the unity of Columbia. This is not a trivial task. 

2. Howard County, CA, and the Villages all have to be involved. Howard 
County has a vested interested in the success of Columbia and insuring that 
the master plan is compatible with the Howard County General Plan. CA has 
Columbia-wide interests and is the largest land owner in Columbia. The 
Villages represent the residents. Villages are the tool envisioned by Mr. Rouse 
to have Columbia residents assume responsibility for their community.  

3. Resident input and oversight of the updated master plan and gatekeeper are 
crucial.  

4. Someone (some organization) has to be responsible for the updated master 
plan and the gatekeeper. It cannot be done on an ad hoc basis. That someone 
has to be able to make decisions for Columbia as a whole. But that someone 
doesn't have to do everything. Responsibilities can be assigned to different 
organizations. 

5. Producing a master vision and performing the gatekeeper role will cost 
money. Even through volunteers will be needed, day-to-day activities 
involving the gatekeeper role and the master vision will have to be handled by 
a paid staff. At times, zoning can be contentious and at some point a legal 
disagreement will occur. How will the lawyers be paid? 
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 Columbia faces some serious issues which need to be addressed (examples: the 
fate of village centers, affordable housing, mixed use development). These issues should 
be addressed through the updated master plan. The Columbia New Town Vision, the 
updated master plan, is more than just the Preliminary Development Plan. An example is 
gas stations. In Columbia, one does not see gas stations located near each other. They are 
scattered through out Columbia and no two gas stations are adjacent to each other. This 
did not just happen. It was planned. It is part of the overall plan for Columbia.  The work 
which has come out of the Downtown process is an example of what should be included 
in the updated master plan. Work on an updated master plan needs to begin as soon a 
possible and the Columbia community must be involved. The Columbia community does 
respond; look at all the people who participated in the Downtown process and in the 
development of the Oakland Mills revitalization effort. There are five areas which need to 
be addressed in the updated master plan. Others will certainly occur in the future. 
 

1. Building heights - what should the skyline of Columbia look like; should it 
match Washington DC which has a height limit or should it look like New 
York City with a mixture of building heights? 

2. Affordable housing - how to implement affordable housing into the Columbia 
New Town Vision and insure that it occurs Columbia-wide; 

3. Density - what is an appropriate increase in density and how should a density 
increase (if appropriate) be implemented within the Columbia New Town 
Vision; 

4. Mixed use development - how should the concept of a mixed use development 
be implemented within the Columbia New Town Vision; and 

5. Village centers - how should village centers be re-developed; what is the role 
of village centers for the future. 

 
 The gatekeeper enforces adherence to the master plan. It is a very important role 
in New Town Zoning and in ensuring that Columbia remains a planned community. The 
gatekeeper needs to be more open and accessible to the Columbia community. It needs to 
be somewhat quasi-public in nature and answerable to the residents of Columbia (just 
like the Villages in Columbia). The gatekeeper should be required to  
 

a. Hold public meetings; 
b. Prepare and distribute agendas for public meetings to all 10 Villages, CA, and 

the Department of Planning & Zoning; 
c. Maintain a database accessible to the public of all proposals submitted; 
d. Allow public (including Columbia residents, Columbia property owners, CA, 

or a Village) input, testimony, and questions at meetings; 
e. Prepare and distribute (to the Villages, CA, and the Department of Planning & 

Zoning) quarterly reports listing activities and actions; and 
f. Vote only at public meetings. 
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The task force considered the idea of not having a gatekeeper, however it was 
rejected. The gatekeeper is viewed as the method to enforce adherence to the master plan. 
If you don't have a gatekeeper (i.e., if there is no enforcement mechanism), there why 
bother producing a plan? Why spend all this time and effort to develop an updated master 
plan, if there is no mechanism to require adherence to the plan? Columbia is successful 
because it had both a plan and an enforcement mechanism. Both are needed for future 
success. An enforcement mechanism and a gatekeeper are one and the same. No 
gatekeeper means no enforcement mechanism. 
 

Consider some important attributes of a potential gatekeeper. 
 

1. The gatekeeper has to be a permanent organization. 
2. The gatekeeper has to be able to make decisions. 
3. The gatekeeper has to operate independently. 
4. The gatekeeper has to operate in an open, fair, impartial, and trustworthy 

manner. 
5. The gatekeeper has to be answerable to the Columbia community.  
6. The gatekeeper has to have its focus on all of Columbia. 

 
The gatekeeper role is crucial. But how should it be modified to meet the 

requirements of the Columbia community? After considerable thought, the task force 
proposes three options.  
 
 Option 1: Work with GGP to add Columbia community involvement in the 
existing gatekeeper.  
 
 Option 2: Turn over the gatekeeper role to the ten Columbia Villages. 
 
 Option 3: Create a new gatekeeper. 
 
 Option 3 involves the creation of a new gatekeeper. Only the County could 
change the gatekeeper from GGP to another organization. It is not clear that the County 
would agree to make this change. GGP could oppose it. The new gatekeeper must 
oversee the updating of the master plan for Columbia, must itself adhere to the updated 
master plan, and must force all development to adhere to the updated master plan. The 
new gatekeeper would have to charge a fee for providing its services. There are several 
alternatives under this option.  
 

A. The new gatekeeper could be a public board or agency; 
B. The new gatekeeper could be an organization of all the Villages; or 
C. The new gatekeeper could be a hybrid entity. 

 
Each of these options and alternatives has advantages and disadvantages which are 
discussed in the following pages. 
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Option 1: Work with GGP to add Columbia community 
involvement in the existing gatekeeper. 

 
PRO: Option 1 would be the most straight forward one to implement. GGP already has 
the gatekeeper role. But it would depend upon the cooperation of GGP. This option could 
be implemented just with GGP concurrence 
 
CON: Implementing this option would require the agreement of GGP. Would GGP be 
willing to share the gatekeeper role with the Columbia community and eventually allow 
the Columbia community to control the gatekeeper? Can an equitable sharing relationship 
be created, one that would meet the needs of both parties? 
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Option 2: The gatekeeper as the individual Villages 
 
PRO: Option 2 would treat the gatekeeper function just like the architectural covenants. 
Each Village oversees the enforcement of the architectural covenants. The Villages 
would assume a new responsibility, that of the enforcement mechanism (the gatekeeper). 
Each Village already has a role in covenant enforcement, which goes hand-in-hand with 
the vision of Columbia and with New Town Zoning. Each Village has a "vision" of itself 
and uses the covenants to enforce that vision. Each Village deals with "zoning" issues. 
Each Village has staff, newsletters/residential contact, and meeting places. Note that the 
individual Villages represent their residents. Finally, each Village, by its mission, seeks 
to provide for the welfare of Columbia residents and property owners. Each Village has a 
stake in preserving the vision of Columbia and guiding its future. 
 
CON: This would be a major commitment for each Village. It will not be easy to do. 
Would the Villages be willing to assume this role? How will the Villages pay for their 
gatekeeper role? Covenant enforcement costs money and so would the gatekeeper 
function. The Villages would have to charge fees for providing this service. With each 
Village being a gatekeeper, there will be no unifying vision across all of Columbia. 
Would the Villages act in a unified manner in order to preserve the unity of New Town 
Zoning? What about all the property in Columbia which doesn't fall within a village? 
Who gets to be the gatekeeper for the industrial parks in Columbia? How do you handle 
the situation where what one Village desires has a negative impact on other Villages? 
How will Columbia-wide issues be handled? Would GGP or the County be willing to 
have the Villages assume this role? Implementing this option would require the 
agreement of the County and possibly GGP. 
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Option 3A: The gatekeeper as a Public Board or Agency. 
 
PRO: The gatekeeper could be a public board or agency just like the Planning Board, the 
Appeals Board, or the Board of Health. Certainly the county has the capability to provide 
the resources needed to adequately support to the gatekeeper (staff, supplies, legal 
counsel, office space). The County Executive could nominate citizens to serve on the 
gatekeeper and the County Council could approve citizens to sit on the gatekeeper. All 
the resources of the County, and in particular, the Department of Planning & Zoning 
would be available to the gatekeeper.  
 
CON: The County's role in New Town Zoning was that of overseer. Planning and the 
gatekeeper role were given to the HRD/GGP, a private organization. If the gatekeeper is a 
county board, then the county role significantly changes. The county basically assumes 
total control over New Town Zoning. What about resident input and control of the 
gatekeeper? One would simply be exchanging a county board for a private developer. 
How much realistic control would the Columbia community have over a county board? 
New Town Zoning was in essence a partnership between a public organization (Howard 
County) and a private organization (HRD/GGP). That partnership should continue and 
the gatekeeper should be a private organization the Villages. If the County would create 
the gatekeeper, would other areas of the County (like Elkridge or Ellicott City) also 
demand a similar gatekeeper?  
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 Option 3B: The gatekeeper as an organization of all the Villages 
 
PRO: Villages are those strange hybrid entities; which stand between a truly private 
corporation and a truly public corporation. Villages are private corporations controlled by 
Columbia residents and property owners. A Village Board of Directors is elected by the 
residents and property owners and is answerable to them. Villages were created by Mr. 
Rouse to represent the residents and property owners. Villages are the tool envisioned by 
Mr. Rouse to have Columbia residents assume responsibility for their community. The 
gatekeeper would be an organization created and controlled by the Villages which are in 
turn controlled by the residents and property owners. With 10 Villages, no one part of 
Columbia would dominate the gatekeeper. Another reason to involve the Villages is that 
the Villages already do some of this work via the covenants. Each Village already has a 
role in covenant enforcement, which goes hand-in-hand with the vision of Columbia and 
with New Town Zoning. Each Village has a "vision" of itself and uses the covenants to 
enforce that vision. They already deal with "zoning" issues. The Villages have staff, 
newsletters/residential contact, and meeting places, which could support the gatekeeper. 
Finally, the Villages, by their very mission, seek to provide for the welfare of Columbia 
residents and property owners. They have a stake in preserving the vision of Columbia 
and guiding its future.  
 
CON: Are the Villages capable of coming together and creating the gatekeeper? Funding 
would be a major concern. The Villages rely on CA for most of their funding. The 
Villages would have to charge a fee for providing the gatekeeper services. But  would 
that raise enough funds to operate the gatekeeper?  
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 Option 3C: The gatekeeper as a hybrid organization 
 
PRO: Each of the solutions previously mentioned have pros and cons. None, by itself 
seems to be the appropriate solution. What about a combination? Perhaps a hybrid 
organization could have most of the positives while avoiding some of the negatives.  
 
CON: Can it be done? It would take a concerted effort by all parties involved to create 
the hybrid organization. What would a hybrid organization look like? 
 
An Example of a Potential Hybrid Organization: The gatekeeper would be a non-profit 
private corporation chartered by CA and the 10 Villages. The Commission would have 5 
members, one member selected by CA, two members selected by five Villages (DS, KC, 
LR, OM, and OB), and 2 members selected by the other five Villages (HC, HR, RH, TC, 
and WL). This would give the gatekeeper its independence. Each member would have a 
five year term of office. A method for removal of members which would involve all the 
Villages and CA would be included in the gatekeeper's charter. Funding, office space, 
and other services would be provided by CA. The County could also help fund the 
gatekeeper and insure that the Department of Planning & Zoning works closely with the 
gatekeeper. Both CA and the Villages would have to agree to work with the gatekeeper. 
Villages must agree to provide meeting space for the gatekeeper and allow use of their 
communication sources to allow the gatekeeper to inform the Columbia community. This 
is only one example of a hybrid organization. There are other ways to form a hybrid 
organization. 
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Conclusion 
 
 Keeping Columbia a planned community requires an effort by the Columbia 
community. New Town Zoning is one important tool in this planning effort. The 
Columbia community needs to give serious thought and discussion to the Columbia New 
Town Vision and the gatekeeper role. How does the Columbia community want to handle 
the gatekeeper role and how does it want to produce the updated master plan?  
 

The task force believes that more discussion involving the Columbia community 
is needed. The Columbia community needs to discuss and decide this important issue. 
Once a direction has been chosen, then the task force can study and report on how to best 
implement the decision.  
 

Once the Columbia community settles on a solution to the gatekeeper question, 
there still is a lot of work to be done. There is a big difference between concept and 
reality. Many details would have to be decided and implemented. Legal issues would 
have to be explored. The task force hopes that once the Columbia community decides 
upon a solution that Howard County, CA and the Villages together work together to 
make the concept a reality! 
 
 One last thought; if a new organization (be it county, Villages, or some hybrid) 
does get created to handle the gatekeeper function, the task force suggests that this 
organization be called the Columbia Planning Commission. The name is symbolic. 
 
 a. Columbia Planning Commission - its focus is Columbia, not a Village, not the 
county. 
 b. Columbia Planning Commission - its purpose is planning; ensuring that 
Columbia remains a "planned" community and is prepared for the future. 
 c. Columbia Planning Commission - it is a permanent organization, not a 
committee, not a task force. 
 
 Forty years ago James Rouse had a vision; a vision of a planned community. That 
planned community now exists and must plan for the future. New Town Zoning was a 
key tool used by James Rouse to develop his vision into a reality. The Columbia 
community now needs to use the New Town Zoning tool to plan and direct its future. 
New Town Zoning worked for James Rouse and New Town Zoning can work for the 
Columbia community if we so chose.  
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