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Commercial Development 
with Character
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The Green Valley Institute exists to 
help The Last Green Valley 
communities and citizens sustain 
their environment and quality of life 
while growing their economics.

We are a non-regulatory organization 
dedicated to:   

• Improving the knowledge base 
from which land use and natural 
resource decisions are made,

• Building local capacity to protect 
and manage natural resources as 
our region grows.

The GVI was created through a 
formal partnership of The Last 
Green Valley (Quinebaug-Shetucket 
National Heritage Corridor) and the  
University of Connecticut’s  
College of Agriculture and 
Natural Resources, University 
of Massachusetts’ Cooperative 
Extension System and other 
partners.

Cooperative Extension yste

College of  Agriculture
and Natural Resources

The loss of our unique character is felt daily 
as we travel our local 
streets and roads. 
Little by little we ýnd 
we can no longer see 
the rolling hills of our 
countryside because 
of the gas stations 
and strip malls.  

Our communities need the economic beneýt of commercial 
development. Businesses increase the tax revenue, use  
fewer town services, can bring new jobs and a reason 
to shop locally.  Studies show that most ýscally strong 
communities also have a strong economic base of locally 
owned businesses. 
Communities can have economic development and maintain  
its unique character, all it takes is planning.  

Planning tools and techniques that have been 
successfully used by other communities include:
Villages. We value New England villages, but most townôs 

regulations would not permit one to be built today. 
Regulations that require development to be at the 
road edge with primary parking in the rear, and narrow 
side setbacks can create a village feel and encourage 
pedestrian activity.  

Density. Increase the zoning density in areas of town 
with existing commercial development, include a mix of 
uses to create a vibrant area.  The drawing on the left 
is a typical pattern of lots along a street, the buildings 

are commercial, but most of the lots are too small to 
subdivide under current regulations.  The drawing on the 
right shows the increased density possible if minimum 
lot sizes were reduced, 24 additional business could be 
accommodated in this village setting.  Simultaneously 
upzoning other areas in town would maintain town-wide 
commercial density. 

Design Guidelines. Attractive areas bring additional 
businesses and visitors, increase tax revenue and 
provide a sense of community pride. Design guidelines 
provide a developer with alternatives to meet the zoning 
regulationôs development standards (see page 2 for more 
information on design guidelines). 

Require a Greenscape.  A landscaped front-setback, and 
parking located on 
the side and rear 
of a building can 
create a pleasant 
thoroughfare. To 
show the impact 
greenspace can 
have, the photo on 
the left has been 
altered by the addition of trees and greenscape along the 
roadside creating an attractive approach into town. 

Access management. Encourage safe access by sharing 
entry/exits onto the roadway and consider reducing the 
minimum number of parking spaces per business for 
shared lots. The illustration on the left shows a typical  

commercial development pattern, the red are all the entry/
exits from all the parking lots (yellow).  The illustration on 
the right has the same building footprints, but through 
planning for access management and parking needs there 
are signiýcantly fewer entry/exit points. 

Depth. Many of our commercial zones are narrow strips that 
line a road. Consider increasing the depth of the zone 
to encourage additional development behind existing 
development. 

Protect views. Identify important scenic vistas and views, 
and incorporate regulations that will permit development 
that also maintains those views.

These tools and techniques, when incorporated into a townôs 
zoning regulations, can help preserve its unique character 
while  the town continues to grow. 

Preserving a town’s unique character is the number one goal of most Plans of Conservation and Development 
in The Last Green Valley. But by adhering to their own zoning regulations, most towns will slowly but surely lose their character.  
It doesnôt have to be that way.  Through planning for economic growth, towns can use their own zoning regulations as a tool to 
preserve its character while they continue to grow.
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Green Valley Institute:    www.GreenValleyInstitute.org
Town of Scarborough (ME): www.scarborough.me.us/townhall/planning/pb/spguidelines.pdf
Urban Land Institute: www.uli.org
Conservation Fund of the Eastern Shore (MD): www.conservationfund.org

A publication of the Green Valley Institute. 
Please contact us at 860-486-1215  to schedule 
a workshop on this topic.   

All components of a development plan should be considered in design 
guidelines.  These components can be divided into four areas, described 
below. 

Site Planning and Parking:
Street presence.  The location of structures should enhance the visual 

character of the area.  This can be achieved by focusing on the 
relationship between the new development, the road and other existing 
buildings.

Vehicular circulation. Minimize the entry/exit points and maximize shared 
parking and driveways with current or future abutters.  Internal trafýc 
patterns should be clearly marked with pavement arrows.  Trafýc 
calming techniques and the separation of vehicles and pedestrians will 
enhance safety.

Parking.  Whenever possible, the majority of the parking should be on the 
side or rear of the building with a clear, safe pedestrian connection to 
the building.  

Pedestrian circulation. Internal sidewalks should connect to other public 
and private walks.  Public space for sitting should be encouraged.

Service areas. Facilities for delivery, storage, dumpsters and other services 
should be separated from the public side of the building.  Access should 
be also separated and screened from the public and abutters.   

Architecture:
Inspiration. The building design should draw from examples of buildings 

and other structures valued by the community. Photos of these examples 
should be included in the guidelines. 

Scale and Orientation. The form, massing and entry should be in proportion 
to a human. The entry should be clearly identiýable with awnings or  a 
unique facade. 

Visual effect. The building should enhance the view from the road, 
present an attractive up-close appearance, and tie into the communityôs 
identity.

Signage: 
Viewer. Each sign should be designed and located with the intended 

viewer in mind.  
Passing motorists only have a brief moment to see a facade sign, so 

it should only identify the business.  Ground signs perpendicular to 
the road need to be within the motoristôs cone of vision which varies 
according to the number of travel lanes and speed. 

Motorists on-site have the time to read smaller directional signs and 
additional information.

Pedestrians have the most time to read and can be closest to a sign; 
lettering can be smaller and provide more information; hanging 
pendent signs are easiest for a pedestrian to see. 

Compatibility. All signs should have a similar shape, detailing, color, and 
lighting and be reþective of the design of the building. 

Location. The building facade should be designed to incorporate an 
appropriately sized identiýer sign.  

Lighting. Externally-lit signs should be encouraged, the ýxtures should be 
an integral component of the sign design.  Any internally-lit signs should 
have a light lettering on a dark background to reduce glare.

Lighting, Landscaping and Amenities:
Unifying. Materials should be compatible and serve to enhance the 

exterior space of the building, visually enhance the area  and provide a 
pleasant experience for users.

Lighting. Lighting plans should consider illumination levels and ýxtures for 
safety and visibility, while avoiding glare in respect to abutters.

Landscaping. Plant material should be appropriate for each speciýc site 
and serve to enhance the property, screen service areas, and provide 
needed shade. 

Design Guidelines 
Each property is unique and requires a unique development plan. 
Many communities have found that design guidelines are an effective 
way to explain how developers can best address the needs of that 
site. The zoning regulations, or a town ordinance, refers to the design 
guideline document as offering a guide to developers in applying the 
townôs development standards.  
Several Connecticut towns use design guidelines including Coventry 
Middletown, Torrington, Rocky Hill, Windham, Simsbury, and others.
Developers appreciate resources, such as design guidelines, since 
they generally make the approval process faster.  Design guidelines 
also provide assurance to developers that additional development will continue to 
enhance their investment.
Most communities with design guidelines also have a review board, made up of design 
professionals and citizens, to review the plans and to make recommendations to the 
Planning and Zoning Commission. 


