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Bethesda Downtown Sector Plan: 
Opportunities for Promoting Sustainability and Enhancing the Urban 

Landscape 
 
 
Sustainability in real estate development comes in many forms.  In the ongoing 
process of updating the Bethesda Sector Plan, Montgomery County Park and 
Planning staff is presenting a unique opportunity to engage in sustainability by 
organizing it into three central themes: social sustainability, economic sustainability 
and environmental sustainability.  Being centered around the Metro station, 
Bethesda has the chance to thoughtfully maximize heights and density near an 
established and heavily used transit system. In addition to the metro, Bethesda also 
has a proposed Purple Line stop, a capital crescent trail for both bicyclists and 
pedestrians as well as a network of existing roads – that move vehicles north and 
south and east and west.  Prior planning policies restricted heights and density 
preventing Bethesda from realizing its ultimate potential as a model for sustainable 
and transit-oriented smart growth.    This can be rectified through the Bethesda 
Sector Plan process.   
 
 
Plan Area and Park & Planning Staff Concept Recommendations: 
 
The Bethesda Sector Plan encompasses the area shown in the map below.   Park & 
Planning Staff has begun to share concepts of Bethesda and their 
recommendations, based on input from community members and property 
owners, and such concepts represent a good start.  The vision is the creation of 
smaller planning areas which will be interconnected, yet have an independent 
sense of place.  New Districts have been defined and are denoted in the below 
map. 
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Park & Planning has begun to identify low, medium and high density areas, as well 
as emerging centers of activity as shown on the plan below.  There is a recognition 
that while Bethesda has a number of existing established centers, like Woodmont, 
Bethesda Row and by Metro, this plan presents an opportunity to have additional 
places where it is appropriate to have emerging and expanded centers of activity 
like in Arlington South, Wisconsin South and in the Pearl Street District. 
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Sustainability through EcoDistricts? 
 
Park & Planning is proposing to adopt its recommendations in the context of the 
creation of ecodistricts.   Park & Planning states:  

 
“In short, an ecodistrict aims to integrate objectives of sustainable 
development and reduce an area's ecological footprint by setting 
ambitious levels of requirements. Each ecodistrict sets its own performance 
area goals, objectives, and strategies for maximizing sustainability. Most 
often, goals exceed local regulation and standards.” 

 
The details of ecodistrict requirements will determine how palatable these goals 
are, and whether they will result in being a benefit or deterrent to enhancing the 
private and public realms.  There is an EcoDistrict Summit that will be occurring in 
the District of Columbia from September 24-26th.   Learn more at: 
http://ecodistricts.org/summit/ 
 
 
Opportunities: 
 
Many property owners are evaluating how to improve their properties to not only 
maximize density and heights, but also create a place where individuals will want 
to shop, live and work.  If you own a property in Bethesda, it is very important to 
engage in the Sector Plan process to ensure that your vision is realized.   A link 
follows to the Park & Planning website, where one can follow and engage in the 
Sector Plan process.  Park & Planning expects to issue initial recommendations in 
the Fall of 2014.  One can follow Park & Planning’s activities at:  
http://www.montgomeryplanning.org/community/bethesda_downtown/index.sht
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