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 Abstract 
In an era of increasing emphasis on transportation sustainability, one 
community has taken a longstanding tradition of transportation oriented 
development and applied it towards a highly auto‐centric suburb.  The White 
Flint area, located in Montgomery County, MD outside Washington, DC, is 
home to a major regional shopping mall, strip commercial, light industrial and 
some more recent condominium high rises.  At the center of this district is a 
heavy rail station providing rapid access to central Washington and nearby 
transit oriented development nodes.  Here, Montgomery County planners seek 
to prove that intensive transit oriented development can work in highly 
unfavorable circumstances.  This paper will evaluate the likely effectiveness of 
the White Flint plan in the regional context, with a focus on what transit 
oriented development has meant thus far for the national capital region. 
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I. Project Background 

White Flint is a commercial node in the center of a larger community generally known as 

North Bethesda.  The district is located along Maryland Route 355, also called Rockville Pike 

and a major commuter route into central Washington.  The area is easily accessible by car, being 

located within a mile and a half of a major radial interstate and only two miles outside 

Washington’s major circumferential freeway.  A major east-west arterial, Montrose Road / 

Randolph Road, borders the northern edge of the district. 

The district is home to a regional shopping mall, strip commercial and some high-rise 

condominium buildings.  White Flint is already fairly dense for an intermediate suburb.  A heavy 

rail station in an open cutting is located in the heart of the district.  The district was originally 

very suburban in form, being dominated by strip malls and the regional shopping center.  

However in recent years demand for housing near heavy rail transit has begun to transform 

pockets of the district into a more pedestrian friendly form [see Figure 1] (Maryland National 

Capital Park and Planning Commission [MNCPPC], 2008, pp.7). 

However, this pedestrianizing process cannot occur entirely organically.  Route 355 is a 

road with wide lanes, large turning radii and channelized right hand turns [see Figure 2].  

Because of these design characteristics and the lack of available right of way for better 

pedestrian facilities, the district is hopelessly bound to the car.  It is too unpleasant and 

dangerous for foot travel to be widely appealing (MNCPPC, 2008, pp.7).  The transportation 

network presents a major barrier to the change envisioned for the corridor.  Existing land uses 

also make such changes difficult.  Aside from the aforementioned pockets of pedestrian-oriented 

development, the region is dominated by strip malls that isolate destinations from the street, a  
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Figure 1: Pockets of High-Density Walkable Development Near White Flint Station 
Source: Author’s Collection 
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Figure 2: Rockville Pike today is a major commuter arterial unfriendly to pedestrians. 
Source: The Washington Post Online 
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regional shopping mall with few comfortable pedestrian connections to arterials, and significant 

areas of low density industrial land uses.  It is here that planners propose one of the first 

comprehensive redesigns of a thoroughly suburban station area into transit oriented development. 

 

II. Transit Oriented Development 

 Transit oriented development [TOD] is an often touted smart growth strategy designed to 

concentrate urban growth around non-automotive transportation corridors.  However to be 

considered true transit-oriented development, such development must not simply be built near a 

transit line but must be designed with a focus on public transportation (Dunphy, Myerson and 

Pawlukiewicz, 2003, pp. 8). 

 Some planning literature has advocated that regional growth strategies should be entirely 

based on transit oriented development, whether it be centered on bus or rail stations.  One 

prominent proposal, by Peter Calthorpe, proposes a hierarchy of TOD types to capture all needed 

regional growth.  His proposal allows for “new towns” that would serve the function of current 

peripheral sprawl in addition to more traditional urban infill and redevelopment projects 

(Calthorpe, 1993, pp. 67-69). 

 Calthorpe’s proposal, which is viewed by many in the planning profession as the 

definitive work on the transit oriented development vision, has never been successfully 

implemented by any domestic jurisdiction.  The idea of restricting development to transit-

oriented pockets is likely difficult to arrange due to a lack of investment in transit systems, 

constraining the availability of sites. 
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 Generally speaking, most transit-oriented development has been associated with high-

capacity urban rail corridors.  The availability of permanent, fixed transit corridors represents a 

set of visible infrastructure which helps make developers more comfortable in developing costly 

TOD projects (Litman, 2009, pp.37). 

 In practice, TOD is more often used as a label for a district with transit access and some 

development intensity, but little actual orientation towards the transit station.  Rail transit is 

especially susceptible to this phenomenon; one author made the rather dubious claim that there 

were thirty-four separate transit-oriented development projects either completed, under 

construction or in development around the forty-three stations of the San Francisco heavy rail 

transit system, BART (Strickland, 2006).  Upon closer evaluation, many of these so-called TODs 

are really just auto-oriented pockets of higher intensity development surrounding a transit 

station. 

 However, when TOD is successfully executed the results can be amazing.  A suburban 

node that was destined for arterial freeways and strip malls might become a center for the 

community with a wide variety of commercial services and high-density development.  Some of 

the most commonly cited examples of such development in full flower can be found in the 

Washington metropolitan area, and the presence of such developments in the region is what 

makes ambitious projects such as White Flint possible. 

 

III. The Washington Metrorail 

 The Washington Metropolitan Area Transit Authority [WMATA] is an independent 

governmental authority resulting from an interstate compact between Maryland, Virginia and the 
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District of Columbia.  It operates the second-busiest heavy rail transit systems in the nation, as 

well as bus services across a 1,500 square mile service area [see Figure 3] (WMATA, 2008). 

The Washington, D.C. Metro was envisioned as a means of reducing the traffic 

congestion that plagued Washington as the federal government grew and the population 

decentralized during the postwar period (Schrag, 2006, pp.16-18).  Many supporters viewed the 

system as a good alternative to urban highway construction, and indeed much of the funding for 

metro was diverted from urban interstate projects in the region (Schrag, 2006, pp.180-181).  To 

this date, the metropolitan area has only one urban interstate that was completely built as 

planned, that being the circumferential beltway ring road, which barely even enters the District 

of Columbia at all (Schrag, 2006, pp.120). 
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lack of lateral connections, only two percent of suburb-to-suburb peak hour trips are taken by 

metro (Schrag, 278). 

The metrorail network has become an integral part of Washington in all respects.  

Economically and culturally, it is central to the modern federal city.  On a busy day, around 

850,000 trips will be taken on the rail system, which constitutes nearly a quarter of the 

metropolitan region’s population (WMATA, 2008).  The mere presence of the subway appears to 

have had phenomenal impacts on property values.  In Arlington County, VA, the opening of 12.2 

miles of heavy rail was followed by a one billion dollar rise in property values countywide 

practically overnight (Schrag, pp. 228).  Real estate agents have long attested that clients looking 

for property will frequently ask first about the location of the nearest station (Schrag, pp.204). 

Scholars have also hypothesized that the metro map itself has become a symbol for the region 

overall, creating a single icon which shows the relation between otherwise highly disparate 

communities to the wider city [see Figure 3] (Schrag, pp. 253).  The subway has even been used 

as a metaphor for love.  A radio personality once said on air that “she had no use for a lover 

unwilling to ‘take the red line to Shady Grove,’” (Schrag, pp.264).  Such a comment would be 

confusing to someone not from the area, but a native would instantly know that Shady Grove is 

the last stop on one of the longest subway lines in the system, and that the disc jockey was 

clearly speaking of long-term relationship commitment.  The metro is not just a means of 

transportation; it has become a part of the city’s civic identity. 

It therefore should not come as a great surprise that clustering growth around 

transportation hubs is encouraged by the market, by governmental policy, and by popular 

opinion.  Some of the most successful transit-oriented developments in the nation are located in 
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the Washington area, and metro is credited with helping fuel the remarkable rise of secondary 

downtowns and core area revitalization.   

 

IV. Transit Oriented Development in Washington 

Transit oriented development is not ubiquitous around metrorail stations; many peripheral 

stations are surrounded by parking lots and bus bays.  Interestingly, the major consideration in 

determining the presence of large-scale TOD is governmental policy.  Where TOD has been 

most wildly successful in the region, there was a considerable and concerted effort on the part of 

local planners to ensure that the station location and line routing was ideal for such development 

before construction even began (Schrag, pp.228-229). 

One corridor, along Wilson Boulevard in Arlington, VA is credited with generating 

nearly a third of that county’s tax revenue (Schrag, pp.232).  Along the line, development and 

transportation use have reinforced each other.  In some buildings near stations in this corridor, up 

to sixty-nine percent of residents use the metro in their commute to work (Schrag, pp. 232).  

Here, transit-oriented growth strategies clearly work as intended in theory.  The rail facility, 

along with appropriately supportive governmental policies, attracts new developments.  Persons 

who live and work in the new developments use the rail facility for transportation, increasing the 

traffic flow near the rail stations and making the station areas appealing for still more 

development.  Washington’s most successful TOD areas are thus far from built out even thirty 

years after rail opened.  Today, the system has become so successful [see Figure 4] that the 

challenge now is determining how to accommodate anticipated future ridership on overtaxed 

downtown trunk lines (WMATA, 2001; Sun, 2008). 
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Figure 4: A typical rush hour at Rosslyn, a station in the Wilson Boulevard TOD corridor. 
From The Washington Post Online. 

The byproduct of incredible success in Wilson Boulevard and other regional TOD centers 

is that most jurisdictions in the region now seem to want as many transit oriented “second 

downtowns” as possible within their limits.  Montgomery County, MD is the site of Bethesda, 

one of the original TOD success stories in the region [see Figure 5] (Schrag, 229).  Bethesda 

also happens to sit just three stops away from White Flint along the Red Line metrorail.  Two 

stops to the north of White Flint, Rockville is home to a major TOD redevelopment area 

(Morgan, 2009).  Within this context, it is not difficult to see why Montgomery planners might 

want to create their “Midtown on the Pike” urban node halfway between the two centers.  Thus 

the redesign of White Flint would reinforce a chain pattern of dense development nodes radiating 

out from downtown along the transit line, each node being surrounded by secondary low-density 

residential areas. 

Subjectively, it seems clear that these projects have been successful at drastically 

reshaping the communities they serve.  The pattern can be clearly seen with the naked eye.  

Washington National Cathedral, perched on a hill just outside downtown Washington, offers a 

high vantage point from which to survey the city.  An observer standing at the top of one of the  
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Figure 5: Bethesda Metro Center, one of the earlier developments in the Bethesda TOD Project 
Source: Author’s Collection 
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towers can clearly see the impact of transit oriented development on the city.  Looking to the 

northwest, station areas can be clearly identified by the clusters of tall buildings surrounding 

them, forming a chain of nodes extending out to the horizon; to the southwest, the Wilson 

Boulevard corridor viewed from the side looks like a wall of development rising against the 

Virginia sky [see Figure 6].  The impact of transit oriented growth strategies is clear and 

tangible. 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
PHOTO WITHHELD DUE TO LACK OF PERMISSION TO PUBLISH COMMERCIALLY 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Figure 6: A portion of the Wilson Boulevard Corridor viewed at twilight.  Please note this is NOT 
the angle visible from Washington National Cathedral. 
Source: www.flickr.com 

A major contributing factor to the success of transit oriented development in the 

Washington Metro area is the unique acquisition policy of the transit agency during the system’s 

construction.  Rather than acquire small slivers of a property for their right-of-ways, the transit 
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agency would usually buy the entire property outright (Transit Cooperative Research Program 

[TCRP], 2004, pp.232).  Generally, acquiring only part of a property costs more per square foot, 

because the acquirer must usually pay both for the actual property taken and the compensate the 

owner for loss of enjoyment on the remainder (TCRP, 2004, pp.232).  As a result, the transit 

agency would end up with massive properties, especially near stations where more land had to be 

acquired for support facilities.  The agency has been reselling this land slowly to transit-

supportive projects over a period of many years.  This policy has major implications in White 

Flint, where large swaths of the land to be developed is owned by the transit company 

(MNCPPC, 2008 pp.39).  Some projects on WMATA land have already begun, as the private 

sector begins adding the density that will be needed to make the project successful. 

Altogether, this could be seen as one of the best examples of long-range planning in 

America.  As far back as 1964, Maryland planners published a development guideline which still 

holds force of law in the jurisdiction, called On Wedges and Corridors.  This plan advocated 

high intensity development along the new radial transit corridors then being planned (Schrag, pp. 

225).   

 

V. The White Flint Plan 

Regardless of how Washington has gained such acceptance for transit oriented growth, it 

is highly relevant to note that Montgomery County is now poised to try converting a largely 

suburban, auto-dominated district into a large-scale transit oriented development.  Though much 

discussed by academics, a transformation of this scale is rare if not unheard of.  White Flint 
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could become a model for suburban commercial districts nationwide seeking to reorient towards 

transit. 

White Flint is a prime location for transformation into a transit oriented second 

downtown.  Arterials radiate in multiple directions, making this crossroads a natural center for 

the immediate community.  The value of this transportation infrastructure is already evident in 

the number of regional shopping centers concentrated in the district. 

The plan involves a major focus on a pedestrian friendly streetscape.  Several new streets 

will be added to the current network to create a grid network with smaller size blocks [see Figure 

8] (MNCPPC, 2008, pp. 57).  This will serve the dual transportation purposes of taking strain off 

the major arterials for local auto trips, and provide more available routes for pedestrians. 

A desire for pedestrian scale and urbanity seems to motivate most of the plan.  Beyond 

constructing new streets, most of the district is slated to be rezoned and multiple overlay zones 

applied.  Included in this regulation is a form-based code, which will ensure that the buildings 

are oriented towards the street, but that taller structures do not create a canyon effect by rising 

sharply upwards many stories from the sidewalk (MNCPPC, 2008, pp.18). 

Density will be carefully controlled by the use of other overlay zones, including 

limitations on building heights and on maximum site floor area ratio [FAR] to ensure that the 

development on the edge of the district blends with surrounding single-family home districts 

(MNCPPC, 2008, pp.28).  This is not a new technique for Montgomery County; the 

aforementioned Bethesda TOD district also included such “step-down” overlay zoning, and the 

result has been an elegant, if not seamless, blending of the center with its tributary 

neighborhoods (Schrag, pp.227). 
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The plan also seeks to improve the jobs-housing balance to create a vibrant community 

with a constant stream of street life.  Currently, the White Flint district is heavily oriented 

towards employment, with a ratio of jobs to residents of eight to one; to create a balanced 

community with street activity at all hours, White Flint cannot simply become an employment 

district (MNCPPC, 2008, pp. 8).  Furthermore, the report implicitly acknowledges that this 

section of Washington is fairly affluent, but emphasizes that workforce housing will be available 

through a well established mandatory set-aside program which requires all new residential 

developments to include fifteen percent of their units as high-quality affordable dwellings 

(MNCPPC, 2008, pp.71).  This is not an entirely new approach for Montgomery County; in the 

previously mentioned Bethesda TOD, nearly 14% of residents walked to work in 2000, more 

than six times more than the statewide average (U.S. Census Bureau, 2000). 

What is new about White Flint, regionally, is that it is being constructed in a thoroughly 

suburban setting.  In comparing renderings of the redeveloped district to current photographs of 

the site [see Figure 7], it is made clear that visitors and residents alike will find the new White 

Flint stunningly different from the old (Spivack, 2008a and 2008b). 

 
 
 
 
 
 
PHOTO WITHHELD DUE TO LACK OF PERMISSION TO PUBLISH COMMERCIALLY 
 
 
Figure 7: A rendering of White Flint after redevelopment. 
Source: The Washington Post Online 
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Figure 8: White Flint Street Network.  Solid lines are existing streets, dashed lines are proposed. 
Source: Montgomery County Planning Department 
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VI. Conflicts in White Flint 

Despite the grand vision proposed in the plan, White Flint may find it more difficult to 

break free from auto-dominance than planners would like to believe.  Many previous TOD 

projects have been in areas already possessed of small-block grid-style street patterns, including 

Bethesda and the Wilson Boulevard corridor already mentioned (Schrag, pp.230-231).  What is 

being proposed for White Flint is much more drastic in terms of travel patterns.  Wilson 

Boulevard was historically a district of trolley suburbs long before the introduction of metrorail 

and related transit oriented development (Schrag, pp.224). White Flint is located much further 

out in the suburbs than most previous TODs in the region, and it may be difficult to convince 

people living in the vast expanses of surrounding suburbia to change their habits because of a 

new TOD node. 

Moreover, statewide policy is doing nothing to change this car-oriented rationale on a 

more regional level, which could be necessary if the new White Flint is to function as it should.  

Even as planners prepare to remake White Flint into a more pedestrian-friendly transit-oriented 

district, other agencies are constructing a grade-separated interchange and new east-west arterial 

at the northern edge of the district (Doherty, 2006; Maryland State Highway Administration, 

2007).  It is not entirely clear how a more pedestrian friendly Rockville Pike will mesh with a 

series of exit ramps at Montrose Road [see Figure 9].  Generally speaking, urban freeways tend 

to be barriers between communities in that they are difficult to cross and unpleasant to walk 

along (Schrag, pp. 279).  Moreover, both the TOD and the highway project are addressed in 

entirely separate planning documents, implying that not only are the two projects not going to 

mesh well, but that both projects are working from competing visions of the region’s future. 
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Figure 9: The Montrose Parkway Interchange could present a challenge to the TOD development 
clustered around the transit station.  The existing heavy rail station is colored red. 
Source: Maryland State Highway Administration; red shading by author 

It is difficult to see how this new roadway and interchange could fail to be a drain on the 

surrounding transit-oriented development.  At the very least, it will represent a barrier between 

the White Flint station area and development surrounding the next station up the line , 

Twinbrook.  Other TODs in the region have been built in relatively close proximity to limited 

access facilities, and subjectively it seems that the highway does very little to add to each 

district’s vitality. 

All of this aside, White Flint is not without precedent in converting an auto-oriented 

neighborhood into a walkable pedestrian friendly one.  Ballston, at the western end of the Wilson 
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Boulevard corridor, was famous before the coming of metro as a major regional shopping mall 

boasting the world’s largest parking garage (Schrag, pp.228).  Critics may argue that the 

automobile is much more ingrained in travel behavior now than it was in the 1960s, but there is 

nonetheless some evidence to suggest that such a change as is proposed for White Flint is 

possible. 

Moreover, the central goal of White Flint and other regional TOD projects seems to be 

less about encouraging transit use and more about guiding development.  The main goal of the 

White Flint plan, like neighboring TODs in Rockville and Bethesda, seems to be the provision of 

a center and an identity for the surrounding community.  Given the concrete steps and proven 

record of Montgomery County in successfully accomplishing such community-building projects, 

it seems certain that White Flint will succeed in this respect. 

 
 

VII. The Significance of White Flint 

White Flint is not really a groundbreaking development for Montgomery County.  The 

finished product of this development will not vary greatly in form from what has already been 

done or is being done at nearby metro stations such as Silver Spring, Bethesda or Rockville.  The 

true implication of White Flint is that with the appropriate transportation infrastructure, transit 

oriented development can be accomplished in virtually any type of commercial district.  

Arguments are frequently made that the urban environment is largely set in its current form for 

the foreseeable future, and that auto-oriented land uses do not lend themselves easily to more 

transit-oriented uses (Downs, 2004, pp. 202).  What Montgomery County has proven by moving 
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forward with this project is that, at the very least, there is private sector interest in transit oriented 

development even in highly auto-centric districts.  

 

VIII. Study Limitations 

 Given the wide and multifaceted nature of this topic, there is clearly considerable 

opportunity for a more in-depth study than that proposed here.  Ideally, a larger research project 

on the expanding role of TODs in the Washington metro area would consider issues related to 

the real estate market, portion of transit trips attributed to TOD workers, and a detailed origin-

destination survey. 

Real estate research could be a very revealing avenue for further research.  Anecdotal 

evidence already introduced suggests that the mere presence of transit stations tends to push up 

real estate values significantly; however, the precise nature of this relationship is not entirely 

clear, especially as this relates to transit oriented development.  It might be useful to know, for 

example, how the presence of transit oriented development influences the bid-rent gradient 

around station areas (O’Sullivan, 2007, pp. 119).  Making the station area more walkable could 

increase land values due to the presence of more urban amenities, but it could also make the bid 

rent curve steeper by increasing access times for residents further afield who had formerly been 

able to use park and ride facilities at the station. 

Origin-destination surveys would also be of great use in attempting to determine how 

transit oriented development relates to transit use in the Washington area.  A major concern with 

concentrating development around White Flint Station is that there is a comparative lack of rail 

connectivity from here to regional destinations.  This is of particular concern in Washington, 
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where all lines are radial and transfer is only possible in the city center.  From White Flint, a rail 

user would need to travel twelve miles to reach the nearest transfer point downtown, which 

indicates a relative lack of mobility compared to other TOD transit stations.  Bethesda, another 

TOD area station near White Flint, is just seven miles to the nearest transfer station, and other 

TODs are built around stations with even higher levels of transit mobility.  White Flint’s relative 

lack of regional rail transit connectivity is an issue which should be studied further.  This will 

help determine if transit oriented development will result in a less pronounced modal shift in 

White Flint due to this lack of connectivity.  An origin-destination survey would be one tool that 

could help provide research on this issue. 

Washington is a phenomenal example of how transit oriented development can help 

shape a region and its character.  Currently available research on these developments is 

surprisingly sparse; given the incredible success found here, it is essential that further research be 

conducted.  Only by understanding how Washington has been successful can other cities hope to 

emulate their success. 
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