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GUIDING PRINCIPLES
The guiding principles and design concepts in this chapter work
together with the Chapel Hill 2020 Comprehensive Plan to support
new public places that can be enjoyed by all while also fostering
community prosperity. The guidelines and the review process
through which they are administered seek to maintain Blue Hill
as a cohesive and active place with an attractive and pedestrianoriented environment. They promote the thoughtful design of new
development while respecting the Town’s traditional character. The
guidelines encourage a contemporary approach to architectural
creativity, a pedestrian-friendly experience and designing for
Chapel Hill’s climate and environment. The following guiding
principles provide a foundation for the design guidelines and
should be used to create a shared understanding when referenced
for Design Alternatives. Each project should be consistent with the
Guiding Principles.
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GP1: Achieve Excellence in Design

GP2: Promote Creativity

GP3: Design with Authenticity

Guiding Principles

GP1: ACHIEVE EXCELLENCE IN DESIGN
Each improvement in the Blue Hill District should express excellence in design and it should raise
the bar for others to follow. This includes using high quality materials and construction methods and
paying attention to detail.

GP2: PROMOTE CREATIVITY
Innovation in design is welcomed throughout Chapel Hill, including the Blue Hill District. Exploring
new ways of designing buildings and outdoor amenity spaces is appropriate when they contribute to a
cohesive urban fabric. This type of creativity should be distinguished from simply being “different.”

GP3: DESIGN WITH AUTHENTICITY
The Blue Hill District should be defined by buildings and outdoor places that reflect authentic design
and material choices, including distinct construction techniques as well. A building design is authentic
when it has a consistent design concept that speaks of its own time and does not convey a false
history by imitating historical styles. It also is one that uses design concepts, materials and forms in a
consistent manner such that an entire building is understood to be a single composition. Buildings and
places should also respond to local climate conditions and the richly vegetated character of Chapel
Hill. The result is a sense of authenticity and “timelessness” in buildings, outdoor amenity spaces and
materials. A design that has a strong concept, and that will provide enduring interest to the street is
timeless; it does not rely upon short-lived trends in design.
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GP4: Design with Consistency

GP4: DESIGN WITH CONSISTENCY
Buildings and places in Chapel Hill that are highly valued are those
which have a cohesive quality in their use of materials, organization
of functions and overall design concept. Each new project in the
Blue Hill District should also embody a single, cohesive design
concept in terms of its material palette and organization of design
elements, while connecting thoughtfully to the larger Town
network.

GP5: Design for Durability

GP5: DESIGN FOR DURABILITY
New buildings and public spaces throughout the Blue Hill District
should be designed for the long term with high-quality, durable
materials.

GP6: DESIGN FOR SUSTAINABILITY
Aspects of sustainability that relate to urban design and
compatibility should be woven into all new improvements in the
Blue Hill District. Plan for future retrofits as well.

GP6: Design for Sustainability

GP7: DRAW UPON LOCAL DESIGN
TRADITIONS
The Town of Chapel Hill exemplifies a unique character and
authenticity, with lessons for new designs. Many buildings may
share similar features, materials and forms that reflect the Town’s
design traditions and should inspire new work. In Blue Hill this does
not mean copying earlier styles, but rather learning from them.
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GP7: Draw Upon Local Design
Traditions
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GP8: ENHANCE THE PEDESTRIAN
EXPERIENCE (WALKABILITY)

GP8: Enhance the Pedestrian
Experience (Walkability)

Each improvement project should contribute to a pedestrianfriendly environment for people of all ages and abilities. This
includes defining street edges with buildings and spaces that are
visually interesting and attract pedestrian activity. Buildings that
convey a sense of human scale and landscapes that invite walking
are keys to successful design in the Blue Hill District. Designing
sidewalks and other walkways to safely accommodate pedestrian
traffic in an interconnected network is also important. This includes
providing sidewalks of sufficient width for circulation and outdoor
activities reflecting universal design principles, and installing
appropriate landscape treatments for shade, beautification and a
buffered pedestrian experience.

GP9: KEEP THE AUTOMOBILE
SUBORDINATE
GP9: Keep the Automobile
Subordinate

Parking structures and surface parking lots should support other
functions and should be attractive, and visually subordinate in
the urban setting. Parking facilities should be well-integrated and
visually buffered. Parking facilities should be located to avoid
disrupting pedestrian connectivity.

GP10: CREATE ENGAGING OPEN SPACES

GP10: Create Engaging Open Spaces

18

Each project should incorporate engaging elements, features or
open space amenities, for pedestrians to move through and enjoy.
These include public and private yards, promenades, plazas, and
courtyards. Linking these elements and spaces while enhancing
and restoring existing natural resources such as Booker Creek will
provide a valuable green network as an amenity for the public to
experience.
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Design Concepts

The Blue Hill District draws upon basic design concepts that promote best practices in urban design
and establish a sense of scale and place. These are some key terms that appear in the body of the
guidelines:

Sense of Place
Sense of place describes our relationship with a site, district or
neighborhood. In urban design, distinctive characteristics of the
built environment contribute to a sense of place. It results from a
unique collection of qualities and characteristics – visual, cultural,
social and environmental – that provide meaning to a location.
Outdoor spaces that invite human activity, signature design
features such as public art and iconic architectural features, as well
as an overall sense of visual continuity contribute to a sense of
place. This is a fundamental concept that underlies many of the
design guidelines in this document.
Sense of Place

Local Context
Local context refers to the combination of buildings, places, social
traditions, abutting neighborhoods and environmental conditions
that compose the Town of Chapel Hill and the Blue Hill District.
Together these elements help to define principles for new designs
and improvements. Context sensitive design provides a roadmap
where new development projects relate to the character of the
existing area. Note that local context for the Blue Hill District does
not refer to the older, suburban development that characterized
the district prior to adoption of the Form-Based Code. In the earlier
stages of the District’s redevelopment, the Vision for the Blue
Hill District (pg 4) can be used to support the definition of local
context.

Local Context

Sustainable Development
Sustainable development meets the needs of current generations
without compromising the ability of future generations to meet
their own needs. Development in the Blue Hill District should
incorporate sustainable design features whenever possible to
reduce environmental impacts and to conserve energy, water
and material resources. This will also help the Town’s overall
sustainability objectives as outlined in its 2020 Comprehensive
Plan, which promotes compact, mixed-use development,
alternative transportation, greenway development, and
environmental protection. Consistent with the Council’s policy
on energy performance, applicants are encouraged to meet the
guidelines of the AIA-2030 Challenge, as amended. In addition, a
green building incentive providing a 30% rebate of building permit
fees is available in the Blue Hill District.
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Sustainable Development
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Public Realm

Public Realm

The public realm primarily consists of the roadways, sidewalks,
parks, plazas, and other open spaces that comprise the arteries
and focal points of the urban framework. In the Blue Hill District,
Booker Creek also serves as part of the public realm. It is the
main space where civic interaction occurs and is often defined in
contrast to private property. A well designed public realm balances
the mobility and access needs for all users and contributes to the
efficient functioning of a town and its sense of place. The quality
of the public realm determines how people experience and relate
to the surrounding environment. Therefore, it is important to
encourage a public realm that is safe, sustainable and enriching.

Visual Continuity

Visual Continuity

The design guidelines promote a sense of visual continuity among
properties, especially along their frontages. Visual continuity results
when similar features align, such as awnings, canopies and sets of
windows, and when similar materials are used. Buildings of similar
scale and those that align at the sidewalk edge also can contribute
to visual continuity. In landscape design, the repetition of similar
elements, including plants and site furnishings, can also contribute
to visual continuity. This does not mean, however, that designs
should be copied along a street. Diversity and creativity can occur
while also achieving visual continuity, particularly with gradual
transitions along a street. Establishing a balance is a key objective
in the Blue Hill District.

Streetscape
Streetscape

The streetscape is the public area between the edge of the street
and parking areas or building fronts. Elements include sidewalks,
walking trails, curb extensions, street trees and lawns, street
furniture and lighting.

Pedestrian Orientation

Pedestrian Orientation

20

Buildings and places that are visually interesting and invite
exploration by pedestrians are considered to have a pedestrian
orientation. At the street level, this includes building fronts that are
visually interesting, inviting and have a sense of scale. Walkways
and outdoor spaces that are comfortable, active and safe also
contribute to a pedestrian orientation. This concept appears in
many of the design guidelines in this document.
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Scale
Scale refers to the overall size of building elements and
details, including floors, windows, doors and materials as they
proportionally relate to each other and to people. When these
elements appear similar in size to those with which we are familiar,
we can understand the size of a building in the context of our
previous experience. Thus, the way in which individual parts of a
project relate to each other, how the project relates to the size of
the human body and how the project relates to its contextual scale
are part of this concept. Conveying a sense of human scale is a key
consideration in many of the design guidelines that follow.

Scale

Walkability
Walkability is the extent to which the built environment is friendly
to the presence of people living, shopping, visiting and spending
time in an area. It is a product of connected streets, sidewalks and
paths, which are enhanced with attractive landscape features and
outdoor spaces. These are framed with buildings that provide
visual interest and access to activities than enliven the public realm.
These are important considerations for design in the District,
and especially when alternatives for extending block length are
discussed.

Walkability

Visible from a Public Street
The Chapel Hill Land Use Management Ordinance establishes
standards for design of buildings and site features that are visible
from a public street. In many cases, this focuses on the fronts
of buildings and other elements within the Street Frontages as
defined in the code, but in some conditions, also relates to some
features that are visible from other viewpoints along the public way.
The visibility of all sides of a parking structure is an example.

Visible from a Public Street

Active Use/Frontage
Where buildings line the street, visual connections should be
established between the interior spaces on the ground floor of
the building and the people on the street and sidewalks outside
the building. Orienting storefronts to face the street, designing
main entrances to open onto the street and increasing the amount
of windows used along the ground floor are a few of the ways to
increase activity around a street-facing facade.
Active Use/Frontage
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Massing
Massing is a term which refers to the general shape and form
as well as size of a building. Building mass is established by the
arrangement and proportion of basic building components,
including the main building volume, any wall offsets and
projections, such as porches and arcades, as well as the roof and
the foundation. Building massing that contributes to walkability is a
key concept in the design guidelines.

Varied Massing
Massing/Varied Massing

The design guidelines emphasize using variations in massing to
help reduce the overall mass of a building and to establish a sense
of human scale. This may be achieved by changing the heights of
different parts of a building and by creating offsets in wall planes
to express individual building modules. Varying massing to express
different building modules also is a key concept in the design
guidelines.

Modularity

Modularity

Varying the mass of a building can be expressed as a set of
subordinate volumes, which although combined as a complete
building, are distinct enough to read as a set of small forms linked
together. These are considered building modules. Modularity also
can be expressed by changes in wall planes, building materials and
architectural details.

Articulation
Articulation is the design of a building wall to provide visual
interest, reduce mass and establish a sense of human scale. This
may include variations in wall surfaces, changes in materials,
and differences in fenestration patterns, as well as other design
techniques that are described in the design guidelines.

Articulation
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