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INTRODUCTION
The Blue Hill District (formerly Ephesus/Fordham) is emerging as a
vibrant part of Chapel Hill based on a vision for redevelopment that
is set forth in the area’s Form-Based Code. The code establishes
basic requirements for development as a series of prescriptive
standards to be administered by Town staff. It also provides for a
design review process, using design guidelines, for a specific set of
topics, in which the Town’s Community Design Commission (CDC)
participates. These design guidelines are published, therefore, as
provided in the code. The intent is to facilitate interpretation of the
code by staff and review of the specified topics by the CDC.
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Establishment of the Blue Hill District
The Chapel Hill Town Council established the Blue Hill District
in 2014, under its original name, the Ephesus/Fordham District.
This District grew out of a small area planning and economic
development initiative, with the goal of revitalizing and
reconnecting this area of town by encouraging reinvestment in a
collection of aging commercial properties.

A Form-Based zoning code was adopted for the District to facilitate
redevelopment with a mixture of uses that would support a
high-quality public realm in a pedestrian-friendly area. The FormBased zoning regulations (found in Section 3.11 of the Land Use
Management Ordinance or LUMO) prescribe the physical form of
buildings and their relationship to the street. Blue Hill also functions
as a Special Appearance District, for which design guidelines may
be used to maintain a consistent and cohesive design aesthetic.

UNIQUENESS OF THE AREA
The Booker Creek natural area serves as a central feature of the
Blue Hill District, running roughly north to south. With the adoption
of the Chapel Hill Mobility Plan in 2017, the District also acts as the
confluence of many existing and planned multi-use corridors.
This network of trails and enhanced natural areas suggests a reorientation of buildings and sites within the Blue Hill District, away
from the arterial roads that previously characterized the area. This
can become a unique aspect of the District as more development
is completed. While the construction of new local Complete Streets
and the retrofitting of major roads is still an important opportunity,
the high-quality public realm envisioned for the District becomes
more achievable when considering the potential for interconnected
open spaces and non-vehicular thoroughfares.
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RECENT AREA HISTORY
As redevelopment of the Blue Hill District began, Chapel Hill
residents identified flooding and traffic congestion as issues that
needed to be addressed. In 2016, the Town funded $2 million
of infrastructure projects in the District to improve access, traffic
flow, and bicycle and pedestrian safety. Following completion of
a subwatershed study, the Town initiated design of a 4-acre flood
storage facility to alleviate flooding in the District along Lower
Booker Creek.
The zoning regulations have been refined since their initial
adoption, including a series of code improvements enacted by
Town Council in March 2017 with a focus on achieving greater
walkability and public open space through redevelopment
within the District. New requirements include design elements
like building pass-throughs, block length and block perimeter
maximums, as well as greater amounts of publicly accessible
outdoor amenity space.
In October of 2017, the Town Council adopted a Mobility Plan that
outlines a network of bicycle, pedestrian, and greenway corridors
throughout the town. A Sub-Area Plan dedicated to the Blue Hill
District identifies a series of current and future connections and
also provides a palette of street types that support varying levels
of vehicular and non-vehicular connectivity. These street types
have been incorporated into the street standards of the Town’s
Engineering Design Manual.
The rebranding of the Ephesus/Fordham District as the Blue Hill
District was announced in August 2017, following the decision of a
majority of the property owners. The new brand was seen as a tool
to help frame the market and drive the evolution of the District.
The name change did not affect the boundaries or regulatory
framework of the District.

INTRODUCTION
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Vision for the Blue Hill District
The Blue Hill District builds on the active, green and creative
traditions found throughout Chapel Hill. The District’s design
guidelines contribute by promoting the development of a walkable
community with opportunities for all to live, shop, work and share
community experiences in one place. In the future, there are a
variety of characteristics that will define the Blue Hill District, which
are described below.
A pedestrian-friendly environment will exist throughout the District,
with attractive, inviting streetscapes and interconnected multi-use
paths. Street edges will be defined with buildings that themselves
are pedestrian-friendly. A dense canopy of trees and interwoven
landscaped areas will soften the urban fabric while offering places
to rest or play. Natural resources will be valued and actively used,
and new developments will be designed to complement and
enhance the connections to the natural resources. The District
will include residences, vibrant daytime businesses and enjoyable
night-time uses.
The District will be a harmonious blend of local tradition, cuttingedge design and sustainability. With a range of living options,
shopping, offices spaces, restaurants and outdoor spaces, the
Blue Hill District will thrive on its mix of uses and a walkable, wellconnected urban environment. The District will be distinct in the
sense that people can walk from place to place, dine at an outdoor
café, run or bike along Booker Creek, shop at a local boutique or
relax in inviting outdoor spaces.
To maintain its urban vibrancy, the Blue Hill District will focus on
people – not cars. Buildings will contribute to the urban fabric by
stepping down as they meet the sidewalk’s edge. Architecture will
invite the attention of passersby through innovative design, details
and variations in massing and high-quality materials. Storefronts,
architectural screens and landscaping will minimize the visual
presence of garages and parking lots. Public spaces, streets,
greenways and parks, plazas and the creek’s edge, will all cater to
the pedestrian’s enjoyment with safe sidewalks, ample landscaping,
artwork, resting spots and places for gathering.
Visually, the Blue Hill District will convey a distinct identity
that builds on the character of Downtown Chapel Hill while
simultaneously offering a local alternative for all types of residents,
students and visitors to enjoy. A diverse series of mixed-use
developments will weave together to create the urban fabric. Its
streets and pathways will be busy during the day and into the
evening.
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PURPOSE OF THE DESIGN GUIDELINES
Design Guidelines help establish a common understanding of
design principles and standards and provide a basis for making
decisions about the appropriateness of new development. They
also serve as an educational and planning tool for property owners
and design professionals. While the guidelines are written such that
they can be used by the layman to plan improvements, property
owners are strongly encouraged to enlist the assistance of qualified
design and planning professionals, including architects and
landscape architects.

PROCESS OF DEVELOPING DESIGN
GUIDELINES
The Town of Chapel Hill Planning Department created this
document with assistance from the Community Design Commission
(CDC), the Planning Commission (PC), town residents, business and
property owners.
Outreach and public engagement included a series of on-site
public meetings and two online public surveys. Initial meetings
with Town staff, the CDC, the PC and local business and property
owners provided a preliminary direction for the design guidelines.
Two subsequent public workshops and the results from the online
survey were then used to steer and refine the overall document.

DO THE DESIGN GUIDELINES DICTATE
TASTE?
The guidelines reflect basic approaches to design that will help
espouse best practices in urban design. They do not dictate style,
but they do require compatibility with the neighborhood context
and the surrounding natural environment.

INTRODUCTION
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Administering the Design Guidelines

ADDITIONAL COA
REVIEW ELEMENTS
INFORMATION
Refer to the corresponding
column in the Design
Guideline Authority table
on pages 10-11 for a list of
guidelines that inform COA
Review Elements.

NOTE
Note that this list is current
as of the date of adoption of
the design guidelines. Refer
to Section 3.11.4.7.D for any
updates that may occur.

The Design Guidelines are a tool for preparing and evaluating
development applications in the Walkable Residential and
Walkable Mixed Use subdistricts of the Blue Hill District, as shown
on the Town of Chapel Hill Official Zoning Map. Applicants should
consult the Design Guidelines to understand how a project
can best meet the intent of LUMO 3.11, and to understand the
opportunity for flexibility with the review of design alternatives. For
Town staff and the Community Design Commission, the Design
Guidelines inform the following three aspects of design review:

CERTIFICATE OF APPROPRIATENESS
REVIEW ELEMENTS
The Community Design Commission (CDC) will refer to the
Design Guidelines when reviewing an application for a Certificate
of Appropriateness (COA), to determine whether the following
elements of an application meet the intent of the Form District as a
base requirement:
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
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Architectural style
Building elements listed in LUMO 3.11.2.6
General design and arrangement of the building exterior
Type and texture of building materials
Type and style of windows and doors
Type and style of light fixtures
Aesthetic quality of masonry walls, fences, steps and pavement
Aesthetic quality of above-ground, accessory utility features,
including the screening of transformers and cabinet structures
Appearance of structured parking visible from the public realm,
architectural compatibility with the principle building
Perimeter screening for Type C Frontage along Fordham
Boulevard
Appearance of above-ground stormwater control measures
Quality of streetscape environment
Quality of building pass-throughs
Quality and activation of amenity spaces
Reduced visibility of vehicular and service areas
Appropriate transitions to surrounding developments
Orientation and treatment of building entrances
Appropriate use of lighting affixed to buildings
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DESIGN ALTERNATIVES
When an applicant is seeking an alternative to a Form District
standard, the Community Design Commission will refer to the
Design Guidelines for assistance in determining whether the
intent of the Form District is still being met and the alternative
is warranted. In the case of multiple Design Alternatives, the
Commission will look at the interaction of the Alternatives to
ensure the proposed design meets the intent of the Form District.
Appropriate opportunities for applicants to pursue a Design
Alternative are identified in the Form-Based Code. These may
be context-sensitive design solutions as well as deviations from
standards due to a site constraint.

INTERPRETING CODE COMPLIANCE
Other guidelines in this document may assist staff in their
interpretation of compliance with the Form District standards
as base requirements. The images and language of the Design
Guidelines aid in interpretation of design standards found in
LUMO 3.11.

BEST PRACTICES

ADDITIONAL DESIGN
ALTERNATIVES
INFORMATION
Refer to the corresponding
column in the Design
Guideline Authority table
on pages 10-11 for a list of
guidelines that inform Design
Alternatives review.

ADDITIONAL
COMPLIANCE
INTERPRETATION
INFORMATION
Refer to the corresponding
column in Design Guideline
Authority table on pages
10-11 for a list of guidelines
that inform Code compliance
interpretation.

Some of the guidelines provide direction on approaches that are
widely accepted as being correct or most effective in achieving
design excellence. These “Best Practices” are included to inform
users of some additional non-regulatory options to consider
during the planning and design of a project.

INTRODUCTION
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Application of the Design Guidelines
WHO USES THE DESIGN GUIDELINES?
The guidelines are primarily for use by property owners and
applicants considering development projects and by the Town’s
review authority. Property owners and applicants should review
the guidelines to ensure that proposed development projects will
contribute positively to the character of the Blue Hill District and to
Chapel Hill as a whole.

HOW THE DESIGN GUIDELINES ARE
APPLIED
The design guidelines provide the foundation for a design review
process that ensures that new construction and redevelopment
projects include high-quality design and promote Blue Hill’s
community objectives.
Projects subject to review using the design guidelines include:
• New commercial, office, institutional or public construction,
additions and other exterior improvements
• New multi-family residential construction, additions and other
exterior improvements
• Phased or incremental projects as defined within these
guidelines
• Outdoor amenity spaces, recreation spaces or landscaping
projects on commercial, office, multi-family or public properties

All projects subject to review are required to meet the intent of the
guidelines. See “Interpreting the Design Guidelines” on page 14
for more information.
Types of projects for which the guidelines do not apply, include:
• Interior improvements and remodeling
• Projects that include only single-family or two-family residential
uses
• Signage
• Accessory structures
• Minor modifications to floor area (as defined in the LUMO)
• Demolition
• Projects in the Blue Hill District located outside of the Walkable
Residential and Walkable Mixed-use subdistricts

The design review process using these guidelines will be conducted
by Chapel Hill Town staff and the Community Design Commission
(CDC) as summarized in “Administering the Design Guidelines” on
page 6.

8
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INTERACTION WITH OTHER DOCUMENTS
The following resources should be consulted during the design
process, to ensure compliance with all applicable rules and
regulations. Where conflicts occur with the Design Guidelines, it is
typical that other rules and regulations will govern.
•
•
•
•
•
•

Chapel Hill LUMO Section 3.11
Chapel Hill Public Works Engineering Design Manual
Chapel Hill Mobility and Connectivity Plan
Chapel Hill Town Code of Ordinances
North Carolina Fire Code
North Carolina BMP Manual

ADDITIONAL
INFORMATION
See page 14 for more
information about how the
Design Guidelines interact
with the Form-Based Code
found in LUMO Section 3.11

DESIGN REVIEW PROCESS
1. The review process for applications in the Form District is
established in LUMO 3.11.4.7.
2. The pre-application meeting between the applicant and the
Town (LUMO 3.11.4.7.C.4.a) should include a discussion of the
Design Guidelines and topics herein that are relevant to design
of the particular site.
3. Staff will consult the Design Guidelines as necessary to assist
in determining whether an application is in compliance with all
applicable provisions of LUMO 3.11 (see LUMO 3.11.4.7.C.4.b).
4. The Community Design Commission will consult the Design
Guidelines to inform their decision on whether to issue or deny
a Certificate of Appropriateness (see LUMO 3.11.4.7.D.4).

INTRODUCTION
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Design Guideline Authority

Best Practices

Alternatives

Design

Review Elements

Appropriateness

Certificate of

Chapter/Design Topic

Code

A more detailed “Design Guideline Overview Table”
is included in the Appendix for individual Design
Guidelines.

Compliance

The table below outlines the applicable review authority for each design topic, as outlined in the Town
of Chapel Hill Land Use Management Ordinance (LUMO). In some cases, the review authority will vary
within a design topic based on the individual guideline. Checks in the “Design Alternatives” column
represent a range of options for applicants to choose
from.

CHAPTER 2

Public Right-of-Way
The Public Realm
View from the Public Right-of-Way
Pedestrian and Bicycle Connectivity
Public Streetscape Character
Public Art

Site Design
Building Placement and Setback Character
Building Orientation
Connectivity
Outdoor Amenity Space

CHAPTER 3

Recreation Space
Outdoor Dining Areas
Surface Parking
Structured Parking
Landscape Design
Fences and Site Walls
Working with Topography
Service Areas and Utilities
Drive-thru Areas
Stormwater Management (appearance)
Phased Improvements
Sensitive Site Design Transitions
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Design

Review Elements

Appropriateness

Certificate of

Compliance

Chapter/Design Topic (continued)
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Building Design
Architectural Character
Energy Efficiency and Building Performance

CHAPTER 4

Environmental Performance in Building Elements
Building Mass and Scale
Architectural Features (Design Elements)
Four-sided Building Design
Building Elements
Building Materials
Windows
Exterior Lighting
Incremental Building Improvements

THE HIERARCHICAL STRUCTURE OF THE DOCUMENT
This document presents a series of design concepts in a hierarchical structure with four levels: At the
highest level, a Vision Statement describes the long-term goal for the Blue Hill District. The Vision
Statement in turn informs a set of Guiding Principles. These also are at a relatively high level and
are the foundation for the guidelines that follow. The guidelines are organized in sets of topics, each
of which is headed with an Intent Statement that outlines the anticipated outcome of the related
design guidelines. Finally, the Design Guidelines themselves provide the more detailed directives
for appropriateness. When a new or innovative approach is considered, how it meets the Intent
Statement, Guiding Principles and Vision should be considered, from the bottom up.

Vision for the Blue Hill District

Guiding Principles

Intent Statements

Design Guidelines
INTRODUCTION
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Chapter Overview, Format & Interpretation

The design guidelines are organized and formatted to support consistent design review. See “Chapter
Overview” below for more information about the organizational structure of the document and “Standard
Design Guidelines Format” on page 13 for more information about the format of the design guidelines
within this document. “Interpreting the Design Guidelines” on page 14 provides additional information
on using the guidelines.

CHAPTER OVERVIEW
Following the Introduction, the design guidelines are organized by design topic into five separate
chapters, as summarized below. For some smaller projects, all relevant design guidelines may be in
one chapter (i.e., a project to expand and re-landscape a parking area would be subject only to the
guidelines in Chapter 3). For larger projects, several chapters may apply (i.e., a new commercial or
mixed-use project in the center of the District may be subject to design guidelines in Chapters 1-4).

CHAPTER 1: Guiding Principles
This chapter sets forth “high level” aspirations that inform the
guidelines. They are based on intent statements that appear in the
Form-Based Code and the Comprehensive Plan.

CHAPTER 2: Public Realm
This chapter presents a brief set of “high level” guidelines for the
public realm (as defined on page 20). They describe the general
qualities and consistency in design that is expected throughout the
public realm of the Blue Hill District.

CHAPTER 3: Site Design Guidelines
This chapter establishes guidelines for streetscape, outdoor amenity
spaces and landscape design within a property, as well as for the
arrangement of buildings and other features on a site. These include
guidelines for parking and the way in which a development should
establish a positive relationship to adjacent properties and abutting
neighborhoods.

CHAPTER 4: Building Design Guidelines
This chapter provides guidelines for buildings. They address the
visual and functional character of new buildings as well as alterations
and additions to existing buildings.

APPENDIX
The appendix includes the Design Guideline Authority Table and a
glossary that defines terms not explained in the body of the design
guidelines document.
Diagram 0-1 Chapter Overview
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The individual design guidelines in this document use a standard format. The format includes topic headings,
intent statements related to the topic, numbered design guidelines, additional information about appropriate
strategies and illustrations or diagrams. The diagram below uses a sample design guideline to illustrate each key
element.

Building Mass & Scale

The overall size, height and form of a building help determine how large it appears, and whether it
is compatible with the surrounding context. Although a new building may be larger than adjacent
buildings, it should not be monolithic in scale or jarringly contrast with neighboring development. A
new building should use building articulation techniques to provide a sense of scale. These include
varied heights, smaller building masses and articulated facades.

BUILDING HEIGHT
New development must meet zoning requirements in Blue Hill
while stepping down to create smooth transitions with adjacent
lower-scale residential buildings.

4.3

Provide variation in building heights.

4.4

Locate the taller portion of a structure 		
away from neighboring residential 		
buildings of lower scale or other sensitive
edges.

a.

Incorporate height variations to reduce the scale of a
building.
b. Use variation in building and parapet heights to add
visual interest and reduce boxy or monolithic building
masses.

Figure 4-3 Provide
variation in building heights.

ZONING ORDINANCE
HEIGHT STANDARDS
Chapel Hill’s Land Use
Management Ordinance
(LUMO) provides height
standards that apply to
all properties. Maximum
permitted height varies by
zone subdistrict .

a.

Step down a taller, new building toward existing, lowerscaled neighbors.
b. Where permitted by the base zoning, locate towers and
other taller structures to minimize looming effects and
shading of lower-scaled neighbors.

KEY TO SAMPLE DESIGN GUIDELINES FORMAT ABOVE
The design
topic is

indicated with
a heading
followed by an
intent statement.

A subtopic
and intent
statement are
provided.

The design guidelines

describe a desired outcome. They
are numbered by chapter for easy
reference. Lettered statements
under each numbered guideline
aid in interpreting the guideline
itself and sometimes offer options
for meeting it.

Photographs are numbered to
reference individual guidelines
and Diagrams are numbered
sequentially to illustrate design
principles.

Sidebars reference

external documents
(green sidebars) or for
internal cross-references
(blue sidebars).

Checkmarks and
X marks indicate

photographs/diagrams
that generally illustrate
an appropriate or
inappropriate approach.

Diagram 0-2 Standard Design Guidelines Format
INTRODUCTION
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Interpreting the Design Guidelines
The design guidelines are intended to shape
development that is consistent with community
objectives. Compliance with the intent of
applicable guidelines is expected, to the
greatest extent feasible. Not all guidelines will
apply to every project. Topics that are not part
of a project are not applicable. In addition, not
all bulleted (lettered) statements that appear
under each numbered guideline will apply
to each project. Some of these are to aid in
interpreting the guideline itself and others offer
options for meeting the guideline. Flexibility
in applying the guidelines may be available for

phased improvements, minor projects or others
as noted. Where a project includes a new
approach not addressed by the guidelines,
then the intent statement for the topic applies,
as do the Guiding Principles (see page 16-18),
to determine appropriateness.
In some cases, the design guidelines may also
be used to help interpret and illustrate design
standards within the Chapel Hill Land Use
Management Ordinance (LUMO). As illustrated
below, the LUMO and design guidelines work
together to ensure that development promotes
community objectives.

Topics Addressed by the Zoning
Ordinance

Topics Addressed by the Design
Guidelines

The Chapel Hill LUMO provides quantitative
standards, such as maximum height and
minimum setbacks, that outline the basic shape
of development. These are generally easy to
interpret and provide a high level of predictability.

The design guidelines address more detailed design
considerations such as architectural character and
compatibility with context. The guidelines require
a greater degree of interpretation than the zoning
ordinance. Therefore, they offer greater flexibility.

A Note About illustrations in the Design Guidelines:
Many images in the document illustrate
individual design topics. Some show
appropriate solutions; others show
inappropriate designs. These images
illustrate the intent of the guideline text
and sometimes illustrate how to interpret
standards in the LUMO. While an image
may show a specific item that is appropriate,
it may also include others that are not.

Captions help clarify what would be
appropriate. The illustrations include a wide
range of design styles, to demonstrate that
specific styles are not required.
The photographs used throughout the
document are from communities with
similar demographics and geography to
Chapel Hill. Many images are from college
towns in communities in the southeast.

Diagram 0-3 Design Guidelines Interpretation
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