
H 
ow will it look? What will be the impact on traffic, safety, schools, our town and 
our quality of life? The Plan will determine development in downtown Be-
thesda over the next 20 years. Over the coming months, the County Council 
will consider and vote on the draft plan. If we want any changes to the Plan, 
time is running out. We need to take action now.  

 

According to the Plan 

• Downtown development 
would be permitted up to 
32.4 million square feet —
37% above what is currently 
built. That additional space 
is significantly greater than 
the size of the Pentagon.  
 

• The height of proposed 
buildings could reach far 
beyond what you see now. 
The tallest building border-
ing our Town is 14 stories, 
at Wisconsin and Leland. 
The Plan would allow 29- 
and 25-story buildings on 
the three blocks south of the 
Metro along both sides of 
Wisconsin Avenue. Farther 
south, a 14-story structure is 
planned next to St. John’s 
Church at Bradley Lane. 
(The Plan allows 145 feet; 
10 feet of height is approxi-
mately one story.) 
 

• To mitigate the impact, the Plan recommends a “greenway” along the western border of our 
Town. Design standards—not yet drafted—are expected to provide guidelines recommending that 
heights taper down towards single-family homes.   
 

The Town’s Special Committee on the Bethesda Downtown Plan has met since June to assess the 
Plan and its impact. The committee produced this special section and will host a community meeting 
on October 6 at the Town Hall, 7:30 pm.  Come find out more, ask questions, and express your views. 
You can also send your comments to the Town Council at townoffice@townofchevychase.org. 

BETHESDA DOWNTOWN PLAN 
Coming Near You: The New Bethesda 

BETHESDA PLAN PUBLIC MEETING -- OCTOBER 6, Town Hall, 7:30 pm 
Become better informed and share your views before the Town takes positions on the Bethesda Plan,  

and before the County Council passes this legislation over the next few months. 

Looking south from the Farm Women’s Market (at left) to Bradley Lane, this view imagines 
building heights along Wisconsin Avenue as proposed in the Plan. Buildings in yellow show 
current heights. While maximum heights are designated for each property, the amount of 
density is still to be determined. All images were provided by the Town’s Special Committee 
on the Bethesda Downtown Plan as approximate representations.  



DEVELOPMENT IMPACT 
 

The Plan proposes raising the limit on building development by 4.4 million square feet above the 
previous plan’s cap. That’s 8.8 million square feet more than what is on the ground now. 
 
The Plan anticipates that the 
number of housing units in 
downtown Bethesda would 
increase by approximately 8,500. 
 
The Plan envisions high-rise 
development along the entire length 
of Wisconsin Avenue and along 
East-West Highway and Old 
Georgetown Road in Bethesda, 
including properties far from the 
Metro station.   
 

Key Questions 
 
The Town’s Special Committee on 
the Bethesda Downtown Plan has 
raised questions and developed 
initial recommendations for your 
consideration:  
  
Can area public schools support 
this level of development?   
The Montgomery County Board of 
Education sent a letter to the 
Planning Board objecting to the 
level of development in the Plan. 
The Board of Education noted that 
the Plan, when combined with other 
area plans,  would require 
construction of a new elementary 
school and would pose significant 
challenges at B-CC and other area 
high schools, which are already at 
or over capacity. 
 
 
Can roads sustain proposed development without unreasonable congestion?   
The County Planning Department concluded that intersections within downtown Bethesda can 
sustain the development proposed by the Plan, while noting that four nearby intersections will be 
over-congested. Rather than using state-of-the-art modeling, the Planning Department's analysis 
used a traditional traffic model, which considers the entire downtown area. The Planning Department 
did not use more precise modeling, which can estimate impacts on individual intersections.  
 

Initial Recommendation 
 

The Plan should include a multistage-development approach specifying interim limits that, once 
reached, would stop further development until it could be demonstrated that schools and roads could 
accommodate more development. Staging is not a new idea—the County Council recently 
established a multistage-development approach for White Flint and Chevy Chase Lake.  

This rendering approximates the height and rear step-down proposed for 
development next to St. John’s Church at Bradley Lane.  All images were 
provided by the Town’s Special Committee on the Bethesda Downtown Plan as 
approximate representations. 



BUILDING HEIGHTS 
 
The Plan authorizes significant building-height increases in all areas adjacent to the Town. Currently, 
the tallest buildings along our borders are the 14-story “Ford” building (7101 Wisconsin at Leland), 
and the 13-story “Air Rights” building (7315 Wisconsin at Elm). The Plan would allow buildings con-
siderably higher, for example:  
 

• 25 stories at 7121 Wisconsin (Panera) 

• 20 stories at 7201 Wisconsin (Villain and Saint, next to Farm Women’s Market) 

• 14 stories North of Bradley at 6801-6807 Wisconsin (Bray and Scarf/Jaffe property) 

• 12 stories at 6831 Wisconsin (Trader Joe’s) 

• Next to our northern boundary, 14 stories at 4424 Montgomery (PNC), and 12 stories at 4400 
Montgomery (Bethesda Sport and Health)  

 

Many of these properties are just across a street from homes in our town.  

 
Key Question 
 
Are the proposed 
heights in   
Bethesda  
reasonable?  
 
In the last Plan, the 
most intense devel-
opment and tallest 
buildings were con-
centrated around 
t h e  B e t h e s d a 
Metro, while taper-
ing down away from 
it. The new Plan is 
based on a pattern 
of hills and valleys, 
which brings very 
tall buildings to the 
Town’s borders, 
and almost to Brad-
ley Lane.  
 

 
Initial Recommendations 
 
The Town should work to reduce proposed building heights on the Town’s borders, and advocate for 
density and heights concentrated near the Metro station. The Town also should support mandatory 
building design guidelines that will require new buildings to taper down toward the edges of residen-
tial communities. The guidelines would help retain Bethesda’s appeal as a walkable community.  

Looking north from Bradley Lane to Bethesda Metro, this image represents how buildings along 
Wisconsin Avenue could shape up as proposed in the Plan. While maximum heights are designated 
for each property, the amount of density is still to be determined. All images were provided by the 
Town’s Special Committee on the Bethesda Downtown Plan as approximate representations. 



PARKS, OPEN SPACE, BUFFERS 
 

Currently, 2.2% of downtown Bethesda’s 450 acres are dedicated to public parks and open space. 
That compares to nearly 20% public open space in New York City. 
 

Parks and open spaces rank first among the Plan’s overarching goals. But under the most optimistic 
scenario proposed, open space in Bethesda would increase to only 4.4%. 
 

The Town’s western and northern borders are now buffered from excessive commercial 
development by public parking lots and properties where development is strictly limited. The Plan 
eliminates these buffers. By up-zoning the public parking lots, as well as properties on West Avenue 
and some on Montgomery Avenue, more intense development next to our homes will be allowed. 
 

Key Questions  
 

What parks are proposed near the Town?   

• A “civic green” would replace surface parking around the Farm Women’s Market.  

• A narrow “greenway” is recommended along 46th Street and West Avenue.  

• A recreational space is proposed for a portion of the 4300 block of Montgomery Avenue, where 
small businesses now stand.  

 

What mechanisms assure parks will be added? 
The Plan allows developers several options for the right to acquire additional square footage to fill 
out buildings beyond the densities designated in the Plan. One option would require developers to 
pay into a park fund; proceeds would be used to buy land for parks. The order and timing of adding 
parks in Bethesda has not been determined. 
 

What will happen to the two public parking lots behind Wisconsin Avenue?   
Lot 24 (behind the Farm Women’s Market) and Lot 10 (behind the “Tudor” shops) are operated by 
the County’s Department of Transportation. The Plan offers DOT a way to raise funds from Lot 10 
without having to sell the property for development. It sets the stage for the land to remain as open 
space, but does not guarantee that it will. The Plan does not provide a similar arrangement for Lot 
24, which has been considered for development with a relatively narrow “greenway” along 46th 
Street.  
 

Initial Recommendations 
 

The Town should advocate for reinstating the buffer zones between our homes and commercial 
development. The Town should support keeping both parking lots as open space and oppose efforts 
to permit large-scale development in buffer zones.  

 
COUNTY COUNCIL HEARINGS ON OCTOBER 18 & 20 

 

The County Council will hold public hearings on the Bethesda Downtown Plan on October 
18 and 20. Your attendance matters. So does your voice. Send your comments to County 
Council members; email links are posted on the Town website 
(www.townofchevychase.org). Or to testify, call 240-777-7803. 
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