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PUBLIC RIGHT-OF-WAY
This section provides design guidelines for improvements in the
public right-of-way. The “public right-of-way” refers to streets,
sidewalks, non-vehicular thoroughfares, parks and greenways that
are publicly accessible. All improvements to the public right-of-way
in Chapel Hill’s Blue Hill District should contribute to walkability and
enhance multi-modal connections. They also should make public
places attractive and useful.

PUBLIC REALM
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See definition in Chapel Hill
LUMO 3.11.4.8.
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The Public Realm

The public realm of the Blue Hill District should be dynamic, active,
inviting and composed of high-quality materials. As defined in the
Chapel Hill LUMO, the public realm includes “the streetscape or
any other non-vehicular, publicly accessible area located along
a designated frontage.” Adequate space should be provided
for pedestrian traffic, landscape and streetscape elements. An
emphasis on walkability is laid out in the District Summary of the
Chapel Hill Land Use Management Ordinance (LUMO) in Section
3.11.2.1.
Figure 2-1 Enhance walkability in
the public realm in each project.

2.1
a.

More information about
walkability can be found in the
Design Concepts section of
Chapter 1: Guiding Principles.
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Use these urban design techniques in creating a dynamic
public realm:
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•

Figure 2-2 Promote “greenness”
throughout the Blue Hill District.

ADDITIONAL
WALKABILITY
INFORMATION

Enhance walkability in the public realm in each
project.

2.2

Active street frontages
Pedestrian-oriented entries
Windows facing the street
Small public spaces linked to the sidewalk
Urban streetscape design and landscaping
Street furniture
Public art
Pedestrian-scaled lighting
Pedestrian-scaled wayfinding signage

Promote “greenness” throughout the Blue Hill
District.

a.

Include canopy trees, planter beds, green walls and roofs
and additional plant materials on public projects whenever
possible, to continue the green tradition of Chapel Hill.

b.

Seek opportunities to increase the amount of plant material
along sidewalks, in pocket parks and other public outdoor
amenity spaces.

c.

Coordinate the planting of larger trees in a way that
provides shade for pedestrians along sidewalks, greenways
and non-vehicular thoroughfares
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THE INTERFACE BETWEEN PUBLIC STREETS & PRIVATE DEVELOPMENT
Although the design guidelines primarily address the character of development on privatelyowned property in the Blue Hill District, it is important to understand the typical progression of
spaces between buildings and an adjacent public street. In most cases, a new development will
be responsible for improvements within the public area between the property and the street. Even
for small developments where this may not be the case, new development should have a strong
relationship to public areas, which may include incorporating amenities, paths or other features in a
semi-public interface area. New development should also accommodate existing facilities or planned
improvements in adjacent public areas.
The diagram below illustrates one type of arrangement of public and private spaces along a street
edge.

A. PUBLIC AREA
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This area includes highlyvisible and publiclyaccessible outdoor amenity
spaces on private property
adjacent to the public area.
It may include outdoor
public space. Compatibility
with the public streetscape
is preferred, in terms
of paving, lighting and
furnishings. Guidelines
for this area are found in
Chapter 3: Site Design
Guidelines.
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B. SEMI-PUBLIC AREA
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This area is within the public
right-of-way. It most often
includes the area between
the street edge and the inside
edge of the sidewalk.

Diagram 2-1 The Interface Between Public Streets & Private Development

C. PRIVATE OUTDOOR
AREA
This area includes private
outdoor spaces that are less
visible or accessible from the
street. More variety in design
is appropriate.
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View from Public Right-of-Way
Views from the public right-of-way should be maintained and taken
into account in the design of sites and buildings. The location of
a building on a site, in addition to its scale, height and massing,
can impact views from the adjacent public right-of-way, including
streets, sidewalks, intersections, and public spaces. When designed
with views in mind, a project also increases connectivity through
a site and to neighboring sites. Each project should preserve
noteworthy views, such as those to prominent buildings and to
Booker Creek.

Figure 2-3 Enhance views from the
public way to natural features and
landmarks.

2.3
a.

Locate a building to maintain or frame a key view, as it is
viewed from the public right-of-way.

b.

Vary a building’s height and massing to provide view access.

2.4

a.

Figure 2-4 Define the corners of
corridor intersections with prominent
building and site designs.
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Enhance views from the public right-of-way to
natural features and landmarks.

Define the corner of a property at a key intersection
with a distinctive design element to provide visual
interest, an active street edge, and to create
gateways throughout the District.
Prominent design elements may include (a):
•
•
•
•
•
•

Iconic design features (Chapter 4, page 102)
Ground floor design (Chapter 4, page 99)
Outdoor amenity space (Chapter 3 page 53)
Primary building entrance (Chapter 4, page 101)
Public art (Chapter 2, page 33)
Building corner articulation (Chapter 4, page 93)
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Pedestrian and bicycle connections provide access to buildings,
courtyards, internal paths and plazas. These systems should
interconnect and facilitate pedestrian movement. Depending on
the development, these connections may involve facilities along
the street network, extensions to sidewalk and greenway networks
via non-vehicular thoroughfares, and/or internal circulation within
a development. This is especially relevant in large, multifamily
residential projects or in clusters of small-scale commercial
buildings.

2.5

Locate bicycle and pedestrian facilities to connect
with public outdoor amenity spaces.

a.

Direct pedestrian and bicycle facilities through a public
plaza, courtyard or other outdoor amenity space to help
animate the space.

b.

Connect facilities between existing public paths, nonvehicular thoroughfares, greenways and outdoor amenity
spaces.

Figure 2-5 Locate bicycle and
pedestrian facilities to connect with
public outdoor amenity spaces.

STREETSCAPE
FRONTAGES
Code requirements for
streetscape frontages and the
pedestrian way are described
in the Chapel Hill LUMO,
Section 3.11.2.5.

ADDITIONAL
CONNECTIVITY
INFORMATION

Figure 2-5b Connect facilities between
existing public paths, non-vehicular
thoroughfares, greenways and outdoor
amenity spaces.
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See “Connectivity” in Chapter
3, page 40, for additional
guidelines related to the
pedestrian network.
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Public Streetscape Character

This section provides guidelines for site furniture that support
a consistent identity, as well as a coordinated landscape along
the street edge. Streetscape features should be functional and
durable, and should be coordinated with the identity of the
Town, neighborhood, or development. The location and design
of streetscape features and landscape elements must also
accommodate fire access. Many times this can be resolved through
the clustering of designs or by modifying plant spacing and
alignments.
Figure 2-6a Incorporate plantings
that define the edges of sidewalks,
pedestrian paths and outdoor amenity
spaces.

ADDITIONAL
STREETSCAPE
STANDARDS
• Additional landscape
design standards are
provided in the Chapel Hill
Public Works Engineering
Design Manual, page 151170 and the Chapel Hill
LUMO Section 3.11.2.5.
• See the North Carolina
Fire Code and Chapter
7 of the Town Code of
Ordinances for more
information about fire
access

LANDSCAPING
Landscape design along a streetscape should help to establish
a sense of visual continuity. Planting design within the interior
of a site should provide a visual focus for pedestrians while
accentuating access points, seating areas or interior site pathways.
Deciduous plants should be chosen to provide shade during
summer months. In general, plant materials that are indigenous or
well-acclimated and non-invasive should be used.

2.6

Use landscape materials to enhance the “green”
experience in the public right-of-way.

a.

Incorporate plantings that define the edges of sidewalks,
pedestrian paths and public outdoor amenity spaces.

b.

Locate landscape materials to highlight building entries.

c.

Create a canopy over pedestrian areas, including sidewalks,
utilizing canopy trees.

• Lighting incorporated
in the design of the
streetscape should adhere
to the lighting standards
outlined in the Design
Manual
• A, B and C frontages
are located, defined and
described in more detail
in the Chapel Hill LUMO
Section 3.11.2.1.D.1-3.
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2.7
a.

b.

Develop a coordinated experience along all
streetscapes to establish a sense of visual continuity.
Use a consistent palette of landscape materials including:
• Plant materials
• Paving materials
• Site furnishings
Implement different landscape planting palettes to reinforce
streetscape hierarchies.
• Provide larger-scale planting clusters and wider street
tree spacing for B frontages to respond to higher
vehicular speeds and greater building setbacks.
• Provide smaller-scale planting clusters and narrower
street tree spacing with a more diverse palette for A
frontages to respond to slower vehicular speeds and
increased pedestrian activity.

2.8

Integrate an “urban” approach to landscaping.
Elements include:
•
•
•
•

2.9

Figure 2-8 Integrate an “urban”
approach to landscaping.

Planters
Decorative Pavers
Site & Seat Walls
A more formal planting style

Promote the use of landscape plantings along multiuse pathways, greenways and public connections.

a.

“Fingers” of green should be developed to connect internal
pathways to greenways throughout the Blue Hill District.

b.

Use native, low-maintenance plantings, when possible.
Refer to the Engineering Design Manual for native planting
standards.

CHAPTER 2 - PUBLIC RIGHT-OF-WAY

Figure 2-9 Promote the use of
landscape plantings along multi-use
pathways, greenways and public
connections.
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DESIGN ALTERNATIVES FOR LANDSCAPE
CONFLICTS
The Regulating Plan for the Blue Hill district identifies street
typologies that have specific landscaping requirements, including
street trees. These street sections are to be constructed when
properties abutting them are improved. In some cases, however,
utility service locations, required sight lines or fire access
requirements may conflict with the streetscape standards in LUMO
Section 3.11.2.5. When this occurs, these guidelines apply:

Figure 2-12 Adjusting the scale of
planting may be considered.

2.10 Adjusting the spacing of street trees may be
considered.
a.

Adjust the spacing of trees or other landscape elements to
avoid conflict conflicts with fire access, utility locations or
sight lines.

b.

However, the net number of trees or amount of planting
areas that would have been installed should be maintained.
These may be located elsewhere in the street frontage.

2.11 Adjusting the alignment distance of street trees
along a curb may be considered
a.

Where the code requires a line of street trees that would run
parallel to a utility line, the alignment may be adjusted.

b.

For example, the line of street trees may be placed farther
away from the curb, when sidewalk width is sufficient to do
so. Or, they may be located along the inside edge of the
sidewalk.

2.12 Adjusting the scale of planting may be considered.
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a.

When a line of trees would conflict with an overhead utility
line, fire access area or sight line, the size of plant material
or plant area may be reduced. A lower scale tree species, or
shrubbery, may be used.

b.

Where a line of trees would conflict with an underground
utility line, raised planters that contain trees or shrubs may
be used.
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SITE FURNISHINGS
Site furnishings may include lighting, benches, chairs, tables, waste
receptacles, bike racks, planters and other furnishings designed for
outdoor use. Some of these may be located in the public right-ofway, while others will be placed within a property, such as in a plaza
or courtyard.

2.13 Incorporate site furnishings into all new streetscape
projects.
2.14 Use a coordinated set of site furnishings that
accommodates a high level of activity along
commercial street frontages. Site furnishings may
include:
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•

lights
benches
litter receptacles
recycling containers
bike racks
table sets
planters
ash urns
bollards
public signage
pedestrian lighting
pedestrian wayfinding signage

2.15 Cluster site furnishings and other streetscape
features at mid-block locations to allow for fire
access.

05.23.2018

SITE FURNISHING
SPECIFICATIONS
The Chapel Hill Engineering
Design Manual (page 169)
provides specifications for
many site furnishings when
they are to be located in
the public right-of-way, and
should be used in those
cases. A list of approved site
furniture is also provided.

Figure 2-14 Use a coordinated set of
site furnishings that accommodates a
high level of activity along commercial
street frontages.

STREETSCAPE CLUSTERS
A streetscape “cluster”
is an organization of the
street furnishings, art and
other elements, as listed in
2.14. Generally, a cluster of
benches, bike racks, planters,
trash receptacles, etc. should
be provided every 100 feet
(approx.) in the Blue Hill
District. Streetscape clusters
should also be provided around
each transit stop, or at least
two clusters per block face.
Mid-block clusters are typically
assembled in a linear fashion to
maintain a comfortable aisle for
pedestrian movement.
CHAPTER 2 - PUBLIC RIGHT-OF-WAY
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2.16 Select furnishing designs that are fitting within the
Blue Hill District context.

Figure 2-16d Install decorative
streetlights or other coordinated
features where they are not provided
as a public improvement.

a.

Selected site furnishings may match that identified for
the public right-of-way, or they may be distinguishable as
separate from that, while remaining compatible in general
character, form and materials.

b.

Select designs that will be comfortable to use year-round.
Selecting a bench design that drains is an example.

c.

Consider using custom designs:

d.

• Adaptations of standard furnishings that add a distinctive
character to a specific site.
• Well-crafted pieces that reflect skills of local artisans are
encouraged.
Install decorative streetlights or other coordinated features
where they are not provided as a public improvement.
• See “Exterior Lighting” in Chapter 4, page 111 for more
information.

2.17 Locate site furnishings to animate the pedestrian
network and outdoor amenity spaces.

Figure 2-17 Locate site furnishings to
animate the pedestrian network and
outdoor amenity spaces.

a.

Locate furnishings near active pedestrian areas, including
major pedestrian routes, building entrances and outdoor
gathering places.

b.

Locate furnishings so they will not impede a primary
pedestrian way.

c.

Consider existing site furnishings and the site design when
determining locations for new streetscape furnishings.

2.18 Use site furnishings to accommodate both active
and passive pedestrian activity along a residential
street frontage. These include:
• Landscaped “tree lawn” areas between the sidewalk and
the street
• Benches or other furnishings located in landscaped areas
Figure 2-18 Use site furnishings to
accommodate both active and passive
pedestrian activity along a residential
street frontage.
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Public art is highly encouraged as an amenity in the Blue Hill
District as a way of creating visual interest and a special identity
to individual development sites. Public art has the potential to
enhance the site where it is located and have a positive impact on
the broader neighborhood and community.
Public art includes decorative and functional features that are
accessible or visible to the public. These may include sculptures,
murals, mosaics, street furniture (benches, bike racks or other
functional features with an original design), or other features that
add interest, communicate a message or generate dialog.

2.19 Incorporating public art in a project is encouraged.
Consider public art that:
• Is durable and accessible to the public.
• Provides a focal point in an outdoor amenity space.
• Relates to functional site features such as gates, entries,
sitting areas and walkways.
• Reflects the cultural values of the community.

Figure 2-19 Incorporating public art in
a project is encouraged.

2.20 Locate public art strategically to:
•
•
•
•

Frame or enhance a public view or corridor
Encourage the use of public outdoor amenity space
Activate recreational space
Create visual interest on blank walls along a site.

2.21 Design considerations for public art:
• Use public art to enhance an outdoor amenity space.
• Size public art to be in proportion with the associated
streetscape or outdoor amenity space, so as not to
impede the usability of the space.
• Integrate water into a public art piece when feasible, but
avoid designs that result in standing water.
• Consider how public art can respond to the design
context of its surroundings, and to local design traditions.
• Consider public art that can also serve a pedestrianfriendly function such as shade or seating.

Figure 2-20 Locate public art to
enhance the Blue Hill District.
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