
When a historic mixed-use neighborhood in Baltimore was cleared in the
1960s for a gleaming new state office complex on expansive superblocks,
architects of the day were impressed enough with this vision of a renewed,
suburbanized city that they selected it for a top state honor. But the ensuing
decades were not so kind to this collection of surface parking lots, monolithic
state office towers, and elevated walkways that allow workers to avoid what
turned out to be inhospitable streets and public spaces. Despite a number of
situational advantages, including an urban core location, a large workday
population, and access to both Metro and light rail public transit, the renewal
plan squandered local assets to create an area that neighbors avoided and com-
muters hurried to escape once the workday ended.

Called in to address the planning missteps of the past, Baltimore’s Design
Collective saw a prime opportunity to erase memories of windswept monot-
ony and restore the site to its former status as a vibrant, mixed-use neighbor-
hood. The new proposal, which is expected to take ten years and $1.5 billion
to complete, re-establishes the area’s urban fabric and tastefully brings hous-
ing and retail back to a reinvigorated site. 

During the design process, Design Collective worked closely with both
the current state government occupants and the local community. Neighbors
wanted to ensure that the project, which features 30 percent affordable housing,
would benefit the area, improving access to transit and meeting the community’s
social and economic needs. This early establishment of local support allowed
the plan to receive city approval in a record six months. Also, by working with
the state and city in the public-private partnership, the designers were able 
to ensure that Charter ideals about urban form and sustainability were
enshrined in the final legal agreements.

Rather than repeating the wasteful mistakes of past “urban renewal,”
the plan engages in adaptive reuse of current buildings. These include the his-
toric, pre-renewal armory, but the plan also radically reincorporates some of

the International Style structures built in the 1960s, including the central
power generation facility. All of these buildings will receive extensive
upgrades and additions so they better engage the public realm and achieve
LEED silver sustainability ratings. Furthermore, the plan will increase street
connectivity both within the project and to surrounding neighborhoods,
transforming the site from its current role as an urban psychological barrier
into a focal point for community activity. 

Crucial to this shift is the project’s approach to transit. While the current
layout meets Metro and light rail access points with unremarkable functional
boxes that serve to pigeonhole transit service,  this plan celebrates transit by
emphasizing retail and community uses around these connections. The
redesigned Metro station, for instance, anchors the site’s central public square
and market, reflecting the service’s local importance. Furthermore, this building
will serve as a bike depot and the centerpiece of a regional bicycle master plan.
Because of the intensification of use at this transit node, ridership for Metro and
light rail at these stations is expected to increase tenfold. This focus on transit
assets is combined with introduction of shared parking and car sharing to
reduce parking needs by more than 10,000 spaces, allowing for the site’s exist-
ing surface parking lots to be redeveloped as vibrant urban blocks.

The development goal is to meet 50 percent of the project’s energy needs
from renewable resources. The proposal accomplishes this by upgrading the
site’s existing “central plant” and supplementing this energy with that generated
from rooftop solar panels. In addition to sustainability requirements for indi-
vidual structures, green street strategies will both lessen infrastructure costs 
and increase the efficiency of existing storm-water management systems. This
proposal is a shining example of how flawed planning experiments can give
way to a more enlightened new generation of renewal that reconnects with
traditional urbanism models while incorporating cutting-edge retrofit and
sustainability models to reinvigorate urban areas. 
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SITE: A 62-acre office development in urban Baltimore that was transformed from a mixed-use neighborhood into an 
inhospitable autoscape. PROGRAM: Return a mix of uses to the site by filling in parking lots, adaptively reusing modernist 
slabs, and restoring the pedestrian-scaled street grid. Refocuses area around transit by upgrading and celebrating existing 
on-site Metro and light-rail stations.
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In 1990, a special designation was applied to most of southeast Lee County
Florida—an economically and environmentally sensitive 130-acre area of
high-yield farming and lucrative limestone mining, existing alongside endan-
gered Florida panther habitat, wetland ecosystems, and public water wells
that supply much of the region. But this “density-reduction” strategy relied
on large-lot residential zoning and instead left the area vulnerable to sprawl-
ing growth of the nearby Fort Myers urban area. 

By the mid 2000s, a long-term plan was needed to ensure the continued
viability of these regional assets, especially considering the increasing pressure
to develop the site. Dover, Kohl & Partners was brought in by the county to
organize a series of charettes that would establish a sustainable strategy. These
meetings benefitted from the involvement of local government officials,
landowners, and individuals from Fort Myers who depend on water obtained
from the site. DKP took the resulting 11 guiding principles, which empha-
sized careful and limited development of the land, and applied them to this
comprehensive and innovative plan.

The core premise of the plan is concentrating potentially disruptive
activities such as mining and urban development so that local agriculture can
continue and the area’s habitats and water flow-ways remain connected or are
reconnected as a system. Based on findings from a comprehensive hydrology
study (that made innovative use of historical aerial photos to locate pre-
irrigation-era wetlands), mining sites and natural restoration areas were 
carefully chosen in order to maximize this connectivity. This vision made pos-
sible through a creative application of transferable development rights (TDR),
through which landowners can cluster their development rights into compact
urban villages on their land, transfer them to larger villages on the boundary
of the site, or shift them to infill sites in the Fort Myers urban area. Rights are
multiplied if landowners choose the second or third options and there are fur-
ther incentives for returning agricultural land along water flow-way systems to
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a natural state. Each transfer means a minimum of 10 acres of farmland is
protected. For instance, a 440 acre new community requires 3,500 acres of
preserved land.

Importantly, Dover Kohl and its team took great care in working with
the local community to design and code the villages that the TDR program
will create. The county agreed to supply each site with appropriate transit
access, and every village has a form-based code that emphasizes the interac-
tion between a dense core and its agricultural surroundings. Because landown-
ers expressed interest in community-supported agriculture, DKP worked with
them to develop a plan to integrate farming into the villages through commu-
nity plots, rooftop gardens, and contact with the agricultural fringe. Each
planned community is ready for LEED-ND certification once built.

Equally in tune with social and economic needs as environmental ones, this
plan also brings much needed urbanism to an existing sprawl community called
Lehigh Acres, a neighboring bedroom community that lacks any retail or civic
space and has become a nationally known example of foreclosure-related prob-
lems in isolated “drive-til-you-qualify” communities. The new planned villages
with the highest priority within the TDR program are located adjacent to
Lehigh Acres and would provide this struggling area with necessary services
such as shopping, transit, and community space. Thus, DKP’s plan not only
prevents sprawl from infringing on a valuable natural and rural site, it also
helps re-center and revitalize a struggling auto-centric community.

The Southeast Lee County Plan for Conservation and Development has
been adopted and is already protecting this treasured regional resource. One
TDR village, a 500-unit mixed-use development called Daniel’s Parkway, is
currently underway and has preserved 6,000 acres of farmland and wetlands
on the site. This plan illustrates the remarkable accomplishments that flower
when local government, urbanist practitioners, and agricultural and environ-
mental interests work together with a vision guided by the Charter.
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SOUTHEAST LEE COUNTY PLAN FOR 
CONSERVATION AND DEVELOPMENT
LEE COUNTY, FLORIDA

SITE: An environmentally and agriculturally valuable 130-square-mile region outside Fort Myers, Florida that is under pressure
from potentially disruptive development. PROGRAM: An innovative collaboration with the county government that uses 
transferable development rights to focus growth into urban villages and control mining impacts, allowing agricultural and wetland
areas to remain regional assets. 


