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MHP Nebel Street 

Retention of Above-Grade Utility Poles 

April 27, 2022 

This statement is submitted on behalf of MHP (the “Applicant”) and is intended to respond to the 
following DRC comment on the MHP-Nebel Street Site Plan (the “Project”):  “Relocation of 
utilities along existing roads to accommodate the required roadway improvements shall be the 
responsibility of the applicant.”  

BACKGROUND 

As indicated by the Nebel Street section shown on Preliminary Plan Sheet PP-1, the Applicant 
can adequately accommodate the 2 foot minimum maintenance buffer, the 8 foot wide sidewalk 
and the 6 foot tree panel buffer without having to underground the existing utilities along Nebel 
Street.  In those areas where the six poles will remain, the sidewalk width will be eight feet.  All 
of the poles are located two to three feet behind the curb (in essentially the street tree zone) and 
will not impede sidewalk traffic. The proposed streetscape will be an inviting environment 
that will encourage pedestrian activity (See Illustrative Section, Attachment A).  In addition, 
the required bike path, buffered from the travel lane by a concrete median, will also be 
provided in connection with the Project.   The proposed streetscape represents a significant 
improvement over the existing conditions, consisting of an 8 to 12 foot wide sidewalk, no 
buffer and a bike lane that is delineated by plastic bollards, many of which have been removed or 
destroyed.  The Applicant acknowledges that in a perfect world, locating the utilities below grade 
is the preferred approach, but in this case, it simply is not possible and the streetscape is more 
than acceptable.    

STREETSCAPE GUIDELINES 

The Advancing the Pike District Streetscape Guidelines contemplate instances such as the 
subject situation, where undergrounding simply is not feasible.   More specifically, the 
Guidelines provide as follows:  

All new Optional Method development projects are generally expected to 
place all utilities within and along their property frontages underground. The 
consideration of whether a development project is responsible for the 
undergrounding of existing above-ground utilities should be evaluated in 
coordination with the utility provider at the appropriate stage of the 
development approval process on a case-by-case basis. Final decision should 
be based on context-specific factors including, but not limited to, 
proportionality, cost, and the extent of the improvements funded by the White 
Flint Special Taxing District or through a Capital Improvements Program 
(CIP) project. 
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Cost:  

The Applicant’s utility consultant Steve Richter has determined, and PEPCO is in the process of 
verifying, that the undergrounding of the utilities will cost approximately $1.5 million (Attachment 
B).  

 
Funding by the White Flint Special Taxing District or through a Capital Improvements Program: 

To the Applicant’s knowledge, there is no funding available through either the White Flint Special 
Taxing District or a CIP to underground the utilities.  The Applicant has also researched other 
potential available funding sources, including those targeting affordable housing, but to date, has 
not identified any available funding.    

 
Proportionality: 

The Property has an unusually long street frontage at 640 feet, especially when compared to the 
amount of developable land available on the property, which, based on the stream valley buffer 
delineation, is limited to only 24 percent of the Property.   This extensive frontage significantly 
increases the cost of the undergrounding.  At the same time, as a result of the limited amount of 
developable land on the Property and the need to keep construction costs down by not triggering 
high-rise construction codes, there are only 163 units proposed in the building.  Thus, the cost per 
unit to underground the utilities is extraordinarily high at $9,202 per unit.     

The burden of the $9,202 per unit cost is exacerbated many times over in this case, given that the 
Project is developed by a nonprofit housing provider and will be at least 80 percent affordable.   If 
the Property were being developed for market rate housing by a for-profit developer, the cost to 
underground the utilities could potentially get passed down to the consumer.   Even then however, 
the requirement to underground utilities may be too burdensome even for market rate developers, 
such that they decide not to go forward with the proposed development. Whereas developers of 
market-rate apartments expect an annual cash on cash yield of approximately 5 percent to 7 percent 
and a leveraged internal rate of return (IRR) of about 15 percent to 17 percent, developers of 
affordable communities, like the proposed Project, generate annual yields of less than 1 percent.  
It is for this reason that the imposition of this requirement, absent an alternative funding source, 
severely jeopardizes this Project.   Given the overall challenges associated with the development 
of the Property, it is very likely that this Property will not be developed if the utilities are required 
to be underground.  And, if the Property is not developed, the utilities (and the streetscape), will 
remain; the stream improvements will not be made; the invasive species will not be removed, the 
environmental improvements will not occur; and the current state of the Property will remain “as 
is,” for the foreseeable future.   
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The Streetscape will not be Adversely Impacted: 

The Applicant recognizes the County’s ultimate goals regarding the undergrounding of utilities.  
However, there are examples throughout the County of utilities remaining above-ground and co-
existing with an improved pedestrian environment (Attachment C).   In all of these situations and 
similar to the proposed Project, the sidewalk is sufficiently wide to accommodate pedestrian 
activity and the poles.   Moreover, the Project is designed as a single use.  There is no intent to 
provide any ground floor retail or restaurant use in the building.   As a result of the singular use, 
as well as the location of the Property, the overall pedestrian activity in this area will generally be 
limited.  The utility poles will not interfere with the anticipated level of activity in this area.   
 

CONCLUSION:  

The Property is not located within a Central Business District where the undergrounding of utilities 
is typically required.   In addition, the Country’s own Advancing the Pike District Streetscape 
Guidelines recognize that there may be instances where the cost and burden to underground the 
utilities simply cannot be justified.   This is such a case.  The insignificant qualitative difference 
that undergrounding the utilities may have on the pedestrian environment simply does not 
outweigh the provision of 163 affordable housing units in an area of the County that has very few 
affordable units.   In terms of County priorities, we believe that the need for affordable housing 
should take precedent over the desire for undergrounding the utilities in this instance.  
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Attachment B



North Bethesda Market
Rockville Pike, White Flint

Attachment C



Bethesda Avenue at Arlington Road
Bethesda



7001 Arlington Road
Bethesda
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