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November 18, 2015 

 
By Hand Delivery 

Montgomery County Planning Department 
8787 Georgia Avenue 
Silver Spring, Maryland 20910 

Re: Concept Plan Stage 1Application 
WMAL Site, Bethesda  

Dear Mr. Pfefferle: 

On behalf of the Applicant, Toll Bros, Inc., 1 we submit this statement to accompany the Stage 1 
Concept Plan Application and highlight the issues for which the development team is seeking input 
from MNCPPC Staff and other County agencies. 

Property Background.  The property, known as the WMAL Radio Transmission site is approximately 
75 acres, as more specifically described in the materials accompanying this Application (the 
“Property”), located in the northeast corner of the grid created by the intersection of the Capital 
Beltway, I-495, and I-270.  Stratton Commons, a townhouse community, is located immediately to 
the northwest of the Property and a small subdivision of single family homes is located to the 
immediate west.  Single family homes surround the Property to the north and east, part of the West 
Fernwood/Stratton Woods community.  The Beltway forms the southern border of the Property. 

For more than 50 years, the Property has been home to four radio transmission towers for the WMAL 
radio station, located roughly in the center of the Property; a small transmission building along 
Greentree Road is also on the Property.  Last year, WMAL announced plans to sell the Property and 
relocate its transmission facilities.  The relocation plans are currently being planned by the property 
owner and the Applicant expects that the Property will be cleared of all improvements by the time the 
site is ready for construction. 

The Property is generally open with rolling topography and two major forest stands on the site. One 
forest stand is along I-495, along the southern edge of the Property, and the other is along the 
northern property line. A small portion of Stream Valley Buffer is located in the northeast corner of 

                                                      
1  A Letter of Authorization from the property owner, Cumulus Media, is included with this Application. 
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the site, delineated around an existing drainage inlet in the backyard of an adjoining property owner.2 
For some time, the immediate community has been using the Property as a de facto dog park.3  The 
Property also has evidence of walking trails around the perimeter, again created and used by the local 
community. 

The Property is zoned R-90 and the 1992 North Bethesda/Garrett Park Master Plan recommends 
residential development of the site under the R-90 Zone.  The Master Plan makes only one specific 
recommendation for the Property:  the creation of a connection between Greentree Road on the west 
and Greyswood Road on the east (see page 84).  All the necessary utilities serve the site, as do 
several roadways, all stubbed at the Property boundary, anticipating the future development of the 
site, as guided by the Master Plan.   

Proposed Use.  The Applicant intends to utilize the R-90 MPDU Optional Method to create 328 lots 
on the Property, roughly 60% (195) single family detached and 40% (133) attached units.4  The 
enclosed Concept Plan utilizes the development standards of the Omnibus ZTA currently awaiting 
action by the District Council.   

The site plan was structured around the “Healthy Living” movement at the forefront of modern 
community planning, focusing on walkability and sustainability.  To implement this development 
program, the overall design of the neighborhood is characterized by a number of aspects: 

 A ‘loosely curvilinear grid’ pattern of streets and blocks mostly parallel to the existing street 
system of adjacent West Fernwood. The grid is comprised of interconnected streets and 
pedestrian ‘mews’ green spaces that allow complete movement around the community.  

 The neighborhood is designed around a walkway trail system that pervades the whole 
community and provides or utilizes much of the recreational open space. The most recognizable 
aspect of the trail system and the one that fundamentally shapes the neighborhood is the north 
south-parkway that accommodates the trail and provides the connection between the forest 
conservation areas at the north and south border of the site. Besides utilizing the forest 
conservation areas and the parkway, the trail system courses through active recreation 
neighborhood park spaces, streetscapes, and mews. In many ways, the neighborhood is a setting 
for a lovely walking trail route. 

                                                      
2  NRI/FSD #420160220 was recently approved for the Property. 

3  There are signs posted along the perimeter of the Property noting that is a private property, not a dog 
park, but, acknowledging that people use it as such, the signs remind people to keep their dogs on a 
leash. 

4  74.83 acres x 4.39 units/acre = 328.5 units, or 328 unit maximum. 
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 The community is conceived to deliver ‘Curb Appeal’ for the homes and walkability for the 
residents. The streetscapes and open spaces are designed for beauty, pedestrian comfort, and 
livability. The community is designed to be a pleasure to walk about in and the whole 
neighborhood functions as an extension of the trail system. Many of the homes are rear loaded so 
the garage doors and services are located away from the streetscape, and curb cuts for driveways 
are minimized. Many of the front loaded homes are ‘drive by’ homes with the garage also in the 
rear, and a narrow curb cut on the street. The remainder of the homes are large lot homes with 
side loaded garages, again so that service areas are out of the view of pedestrians on the 
sidewalk.  

 The boulevard is the focus for the most advanced thinking today regarding Low Impact 
Design (LID) stormwater management techniques and the boulevard ‘parkway’ offers sites for 
stormwater Best Management Practices. 

Open spaces are an important part of the design plan.  There is a community common space east of 
the central parkway that will contain a more active recreational program, and two residential squares, 
one in the north and one in the west that are smaller and will contain more passive oriented 
recreational opportunities.   

In addition to creating open spaces that serve the new homes, the Applicant proposes two additional 
community-wide facilities.  First, the Applicant is proposing a dog park open to the public adjacent 
to the West Fernwood/Stratton Woods community, as well as a series of walking trails also 
accessible from the surrounding communities.  The dog park is deliberately located within the forest 
conservation area in the southeast corner of the Property, similar to the dog park at Cabin John:  a 
natural surface under the trees to preserve the natural setting that buffers the view from the Beltway.  
Second, a five acre site along Greentree Road is identified as in reservation for public acquisition for 
parks or other uses (the use to be determined by the County). 

Focus of Concept Plan Review.  Based on meetings with MNCPPC Staff, the community and 
internal discussions, the Applicant is requesting comments on the following matters (in no particular 
order): 

1. Reservation for Public Use.  The Applicant proposes to place the five acres shown 
on the Concept Plan in reservation pursuant to the provisions of Section 50-31 of the Montgomery 
County Subdivision Ordinance.  This area has been identified by the Applicant, with input from 
Parks Staff, as an appropriate location for parks facilities.  The Applicant will defer to Parks Staff 
(and/or MCPS) with respect to the programming of this space. 
 
The size of the reserved area is based on input from various interested parties, including Parks and 
Planning Staff, to ensure the most flexibility as to the ultimate use.  The size and location of the 
reservation parcel is also a product of ensuring the by-right development, and associated engineering 
and environmental regulations, could be accommodated.  Given the push-and-pull nature of the 
competing regulations, the Applicant cannot place any additional land in reservation and efficiently 
pursue the development program while providing the other amenities to the adjoining communities. 
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Because the relevant planning documents do not make any specific designation for public use space 
on the Property, the dedication requirements of 50-30 are not implicated.  Therefore, the Applicant  is 
proposing a reservation of three years, during which time the County and/or Parks can determine the 
funding mechanism for acquisition of the site.  In the event that the County is unable to purchase the 
reservation area (at market value), the Applicant intends to re-plat the area to support 20 lots, as 
shown on the Concept Plan.5  Therefore, the Applicant requests subdivision approval of lots in the 
reserved area, with a condition that they can only be platted if the reservation expires without being 
exercised.   

2. MPDU Optional Method.  The Application is proposing 42 MPDUs, or one more 
than the minimum otherwise required,6 and will develop the site under the MPDU Optional Method 
described by Section 4.4.8.C of the Montgomery County Zoning Ordinance.  These MPDUs will be 
scattered throughout the Property (including proportionately within the reserved area) within the 
sticks of townhomes.  The Applicant has based this design on previous decisions of the Planning 
Board allowing all MPDUs within the attached portion of an attached/detached project.  

3. Omnibus ZTA Standards.  The R-90 standards in the Omnibus ZTA are reflected in 
the Concept Plan.  Specifically, the new common open space and townhouse minimum lot size 
standards are being utilized.   

4. New Subdivision Regulations.  The Applicant anticipates that the new Subdivision 
Regulations will be in place prior to the matter coming before the Planning Board, and, therefore, has 
incorporated private streets throughout the project.  If the regulations are not adopted prior to 
Planning Board action on the Preliminary Plan, the Applicant will request a waiver to permit the 
private street network.  

5. Recreation and Open Space.  The proposed development provides recreation and 
open space in a variety of locations, exceeding the new 15% threshold. 
 
In addition to the passive recreational areas within the forest stands, including the trail system and a 
dog park, there are six to seven acres of public use area incorporated into the plan, totaling 
approximately 22 acres or 29.3% of the site.  

4. Dog Park.  A dog park is proposed within the forest conservation area in order to 
preserve the natural features of the site, including the mature trees which buffer the Property and the 
neighboring homes from I-495.  The Cabin John Dog Park was used as an example of how the 
conservation area and recreational use can interact; like Cabin John, all the surfaces will be natural.  
No tree removal is anticipated, though some undergrowth will have to be removed. 
                                                      
5  As discussed below, the Reservation Area is not being included in the Applicant’s open space 

calculations. 

6  At 328 units, 12.5% equals 41 units. 
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6. Private Roads.  Private roads are proposed for the entire new development, 
consistent with the intent of the new Subdivision regulations, including the Master Plan road 
connection between Greentree and Greyswood Roads. 

The roads are being built to County standards.  However, flexibility regarding layout/design,, 
stormwater management and green spaces is needed to realize the vision for the community.  
Combining the streets with the “green” concept allows more efficient and aesthetic environments.  
For example, the central north-south access includes a roadway with amenities and stormwater 
management in the center (Private Street B) – this creates a landmark in the community and allows 
public use amenities and bio-retention facilities without encroaching onto lots. 

In addition to being able to use space more creatively and efficiently for stormwater management, 
private roads allow the front yard setback to be a minimum of ten feet, rather than 25 feet for single 
family detached units. This enables the units to be closer to the public domain and engage the street 
(particularly for rear loaded units):  the intent for the central green/boulevard is to have the units face, 
and frame, the public common open space with all garages and access via alleys in the rear.  

7. Tree Conservation Threshold.  This Property is unique in that it nearly meets the 
requisite conservation area without intervention.  However, in order to put in roads and provide 
additional amenity area, flexibility will be required to clear some areas and replant to the 
conservation threshold, pursuant to approval from the Planning Board. 
 
Specifically, per the Optional Method, the 20% Conservation easement must be met on site. The 
Concept Plan shows the majority of the existing forest saved. However, there are a few areas of 
existing forest that will need to be cleared for road connections or to accommodate the proposed 
design. The intent is to replant to maintain approximately 15 acres of forest on site to meet the 20% 
threshold requirement. Depending on the amount cleared, there may be an off-site planting 
requirement. 

8. Tree Variance.  There are a number of Specimen Trees (30” dbh or greater) located 
on site as shown on the approved NRI/FSD. A number of the Specimen Trees will need to be 
removed to accommodate road connections and other site features. In particular, two specimen trees 
will need to be removed to extend Greyswood Road into the site. The specific list of trees will need 
to be established at Preliminary Plan and a Tree Variance Waiver will be required.  

9. Noise Wall.  A noise study is being prepared. Preliminary results suggest that a noise 
barrier may be needed along I-495, as well as the portion of the Property closest to the I-270 Spur.  
The State Highway Administration has advised the Applicant that it prohibits new construction in the 
its right of way; therefore, the noise wall must be located in the existing forest conservation area 
along I-495. The Applicant proposes that the noise wall be located in the Category 1 conservation 
easement in order to have the most impact with the least mass; the wall will be field located to ensure 
minimal clearing and canopy coverage within a specified time period.  
 
In addition, the preliminary results from the noise study point the need for a wall along the 
western/northwestern portion of the Property, closest to I-270.  However, a noise wall at this 
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location, on the property, would effectively create an unwanted barrier between the Property and the 
immediately adjoining community (as well as worsen the noise impacts for those homes).  
Consequently, the Applicant is exploring alternative locations for the wall and/or construction 
techniques that would mitigate the need for the noise wall. 

10. Amenity Plan.  The Applicant is proposing a broad range of amenities to serve the 
community, as well as several amenities that serve the community at large.  The preliminary list 
includes a dog park, site trail system, various sitting and community gathering areas, open play areas, 
tot lot(s), and natural areas. The trail will be partially in the Category 1 forest conservation 
easements.  The dog park is also located in the conservation area, subject to the requisite agreements, 
to preserve the trees and natural environment.  

11. Traffic.  The scoping letter is still being addressed; however, based on preliminary 
data, it appears that three intersections will require improvements under the LATR guidelines.  The 
Applicant is also studying intersections outside of the peak periods in response to community 
comments and may develop specific proposals for DOT review to address these concerns. 

12. Demolition of Existing Improvements.  The property owner intends to demolish the 
existing transmission building and four towers within two years.  There is currently no restriction on 
such demolition and, therefore, the Concept Plan does not call for preservation of any existing 
features. 

13. Community Outreach.  The Applicant has engaged the immediately adjacent 
homeowners and communities, as well as the interested community associations in the immediate 
area to share its plans, answer questions and continue research based on the community feedback.  
These meetings are on-going and the Applicant intends to continue speaking with any interested 
party as the project proceeds. 

We look forward to your feedback.  Please do not hesitate to contact the team if you need additional 
information. 

Very truly yours, 

Erica A. Leatham 

EAL/akm 
Enclosures 

cc: Gary F. Unterberg 
Robert Goodill (rgoodill@tortigallas.com) 
Thomas M. Mateya RLA 
John Harris 


