
Chapter 9 

Community Design 

Overview______________________________________________________________________________ 

Growth and density do not have to result in degraded surroundings. Growth in Kent County should 

preserve and enhance its beauty, history and livability. From a Comprehensive Plan perspective, this can 

be achieved by envisioning superior patterns of development, its location, arrangement, and 

appearance. 
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Public outreach revealed an interest in good design, accessibility, convenience, and variety of choices 

when discussing community design. Outreach further revealed that 43% of people would rather reside 

in a residential development with larger lots and more open space, while 57% would rather live in a 

mixed-use community with smaller lots, landscaped streets, and sidewalks. With regard to 

nonresidential development, public outreach revealed that 89% of participants preferred development 

that incorporated higher design standards rather than typical big box retail with large parking lots and 

minimal landscaping. See Appendix C for survey results.   

Poorly designed development has a significant impact on cultural and natural resources in our County. It 

is important to accommodate new growth, but without losing what makes it special; scenic viewscapes, 

historic buildings and sites, and the agricultural and rural landscape. In addition, maintaining an 

attractive community plays an important role in economic development.   

The goal of the Community Design Chapter is to support the quality development concepts discussed in 

the Land Use Chapter through promoting quality design. The focus of this Chapter is to build upon the 

objective of the Land Use element by developing quality design concepts. These design concepts are 

centered on the approach that development should be guided by site constraints and respect for the 

local character. These design concepts include:  

 Protect rural character; 

 Encourage mixed use development; 

 Protect environmental features; 

 Achieve improved public health outcomes; 

 Protect historic places; 

 Respect local character in new construction; and  

 Preserve a sense of place. 

 

Benefits of a Successfully Designed Community________________________________ 

The built environment and the manner in which communities are designed have larger impacts on 

communities than simply aesthetics. Here is a list of some of the other outcomes from good community 

design: 

 Creates an environment to foster economic development. 

 Reduces the cost of infrastructure. 

 Provides for additional housing options that are underrepresented. 



 Addresses the needs of a diverse community. 

 Protects natural resources. 

 Reduces stress on the road networks by placing pedestrian and multi-modal options into 

designs. 

 Landscaping, buffering, and other natural features being added into a design makes for more 

"curbside" appeal and promotes more investment into the area. 

 Incorporating amenities into design makes the site more attractive to new residents, potential 

customers, and to new businesses looking to open nearby. 

 Providing non-vehicle amenities not only makes neighborhoods safer but also healthier. See 

below for the details of a local initiative to make Kent County healthier through design. 

The Delaware Plan4Health initiative is an ongoing effort to encourage improvements in land use, design, 

and policy to combat two key detriments of chronic disease - lack of physical activity and access to 

nutritional foods. Below are renderings developed through a series of community meetings that 

represent the design philosophy articulated above: a mix of commercial and residential uses, multi-

modal transportation facilities, diverse housing types, and open space preservation. 

 

 



 

 

Architectural Design Characteristics_____________________________________________ 

With respect to architectural design, both residential and nonresidential buildings should incorporate 

the following: 

 The principal building facade of proposed buildings should be oriented toward the primary 

street frontage and in the same direction as the majority of existing buildings on the frontage 

street. Proposed buildings on corner properties should reflect a public facade on both street 

frontages. 

 In designing new buildings, consideration should be given to the dominant architectural features 

of existing buildings in the immediate vicinity, as applicable. However, strict adherence to 

existing architectural styles is not the predominant goal. Existing architecture should be utilized 

as a frame of reference for proposed architecture, but should not be the sole design template in 

every instance. 

 Large expanses of blank walls are to be avoided. The public facade should incorporate windows 

and primary doorway entrances along the street frontage, as well as projecting elements such as 

eaves, cornices, canopies, projecting bays, shadow lines and overhangs. 



 Consideration should be given to proportional attributes including overall height-to-width ratios 

of existing building facades, doors, windows, projecting canopies, and other architectural 

features found in adjacent existing buildings. 

 

 Facades of new buildings should incorporate but not mimic the sense of lightness or weight 

exhibited in the architecture of existing buildings on neighboring properties and should 

incorporate similar proportions of solids (i.e., siding, blank walls, etc.) to voids (i.e., windows, 

door openings, etc.). 

 Durable exterior surface materials complementary with the color, texture, size, and scale of 

exterior materials reflected on existing buildings in the immediate vicinity should be 

incorporated. 

 The general roof shape, ridge and eave heights, and material characteristics proposed should be 

visually compatible with these same attributes expressed in existing buildings along the subject 

street or in the immediate vicinity. 

 Variation in exterior architectural materials (siding, roofing) should be required as well as 

vertical and horizontal relief in buildings (roof lines, eaves, bump outs), variation in house 

styles/types, and inclusion of front porches, projecting bays, and vestibules. 

 

Site Design Characteristics_________________________________________________________ 

Town Areas & Village Areas   

 Sidewalks should be provided on both sides of all subdivision streets and multi-modal paths 

installed along collector and arterial streets. New development should be oriented toward 

pedestrian and bicycle circulation rather than focus solely on the automobile. 



 Street trees should be included in landscape plans to eventually provide a canopy of shade over 

streets and sidewalks. 

 Overly wide residential streets and intersections should be avoided to discourage speeding and  

provide pedestrian safety. 

 Streets should be on a grid system where feasible, and connectivity within and among 

neighborhoods is essential. In addition, connectivity (both vehicular and pedestrian) between 

residential and nearby nonresidential uses should be provided. 

 Wherever practical, parking should be located to the rear or side of buildings, so front yards can 

be landscaped and serve essentially as privately owned community space. Ideally, parking and 

garages would be placed to the rear of lots, with access using alleys in small lot, higher density 

neighborhoods. This design option avoids conflicts between sidewalks and vehicles backing into 

the street, and allows the entire curbside to be available for on-street parking. In cases where 

alleys are not practical, garages should be side-loaded or set back from the front of the house to 

diminish their prominence in the streetscape. 

 Reduced bulk and area requirements should be established to permit buildings to be placed 

close to the street with front or side porches to encourage interaction among neighbors. In 

addition, reduced area requirements would permit smaller single-family detached dwellings in 

lieu of attached housing. 

 Mixed-use development 

should be concentrated in 

areas contiguous to existing 

population centers and 

public facilities. The most 

intense uses should be 

located adjacent to principal 

arterial and major collectors. 

 Buildings that have a 

combination of commercial 

and residential uses are 

encouraged. 

 Structures of historical significance should be protected to the extent possible. 

 The rear of houses should not face public roads, or should be buffered to effectively screen the 

houses from the road. 



 Intentional public gathering opportunities through elements such as planned open space 

including medium sized parks, plazas, courtyards, and squares or widened sidewalks should be 

incorporated.                     

 Site design should respect and incorporate the site’s natural features, consider local vernacular, 

and seek to be compatible with the surrounding landscape. 

Rural Areas  

In general, development in the rural areas of the Growth Zone Overlay District and outside of the 

Growth Zone Overlay District should incorporate the following: 

 Development should respect and protect sensitive and critical resource areas by identifying 

them as open space before designing roads and lots; 

 Development should be set back from roads with a substantial planted and spatial buffer that 

screens development from the road and preserves the rural viewscape;   

 Cluster design is appropriate in order to preserve open space;      

 Design should consider local vernacular and seek to be compatible with the rural landscape; and  

 Existing woodlands should be preserved. 

 

  



Nonresidential 

 Parking for nonresidential uses should be placed behind the principal structure to the extent 

possible. Off-street parking areas and surface and parking structures should be located to the 

side and rear of buildings. For uses that have parking adjacent to a road, it should be well set 

back with a substantial buffer between the structures and the road. 

 Landscaping should be integrated into the building design concept. 

 Architectural or urban design elements which link adjacent structures together, such as plazas, 

walkways, colonnades, or similar features should be utilized. 

 Buildings that have a combination of commercial, office and residential uses should be 

encouraged. 

 Opportunity for intentional public gathering should be provided through elements such as 

planned open space, including medium sized parks, plazas, courtyards, and squares or widened 

sidewalks.   

 The corridor elevation of a building should contain architectural elements traditionally 

associated with the front of a building. Blank walls without functioning windows should be 

avoided along the corridor and windows should be incorporated into the overall design concept 

of the corridor elevation. In addition, the corridor elevation should contain primary entrance 

doors and a primary entrance feature such as a porch, awning, entrance walk, or similar feature. 

 Architectural relief, such as vertical and horizontal off-sets in exterior wall elevations, band 

courses, lintels and sill courses, cornices and the like should be used to create shadow lines. 

 Elements such as service bays, loading docks and platforms, rooftop utilities, satellite dishes, 

dumpsters, and storage areas should be screened from view. 

 Adjacent commercial properties should have a common entrance and be permitted to share 

parking facilities. 

 All shopping centers should be designed or screened with vegetation to avoid negative visual 

impacts on the surrounding land use. 

 Chain stores, fast-food restaurants, gas stations and convenience stores, and big-box retailers 

must design buildings that match the character of the area. 

 Buildings should be between one and five floors in height, and offer provisions for multifamily 

residential development above businesses. Building display windows and entries should be 

oriented toward sidewalks. 

 Where feasible, commercial areas should be incorporated into planned and existing residential 

development. 

Existing Nonresidential Design 

Proposed Nonresidential Design 



 Vehicular and pedestrian connections to other commercial areas and residential areas should be 

provided. Pedestrian-friendly features, such as sidewalks, indirect lighting and landscaping are 

essential. 

 Commercial areas over 25,000 square feet should use red or light brick, simulated brick, grey 

sandstone, native stone, cultured stone or wood on at least 30 percent of the main façade. 

Earth tones should be used for facades instead of jarring colors. Monotonous building facades 

should be broken up with interesting roof lines and architectural details. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Existing Nonresidential Design 

Proposed Nonresidential Design 



Recommendations___________________________________________________________________ 

Revise the Zoning and Subdivision & Land Development Ordinances to incorporate performance 

standards addressing site design and architectural elements as described above rather than rely 

exclusively on prescriptive requirements. 
 

1. Incorporate an architectural review requirement in the Regional Planning Commission review 

and approval process including the submission of proposed building elevations. 

2. Revise the Zoning and Subdivision & Land Development ordinances to expand the existing 

Transfer of Development Rights development design criteria to other development types within 

the County. 

3. Chain stores, fast-food restaurants, gas stations and convenience stores, and big-box retailers 

must design buildings that match the character of the area. 

4. Revise the Cluster Development standards to include additional specific standards for natural 

resource protection, buffering, and preservation of viewscapes, as well as ensure that proposed 

cluster developments do not result in any greater impact than a conventional development. 

5. Revise the sign standards within the Zoning Ordinance to ensure signage is compatible with the 

area and remains unobtrusive while still conveying a message. 

6. Review and revise the County’s parking requirements to ensure that sufficient but not excessive 

parking is provided for commercial sites, and permit flexibility in design. 

7. Require the submission of pattern books in conjunction with higher density and mixed use major 

subdivision applications within the Growth Zone Overlay District. 

8. Ensure that subdivision and street design meet the needs of emergency vehicles while at the 

same time respecting the pedestrian scale of development. 

 


