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STAFF REPORT 
 
 
 
TO: Planning & Economic Development Committee  DATE:  3/17/16 
 
FROM: Todd Okolichany, AICP, LEED AP ND, Planning & Urban Design Director 
  
PREPARED BY: Alan Glines, Assistant Director, Planning and Urban Design Department 
 
SUBJECT:     Consideration to adopt the downtown design review guidelines and to amend them to 
provide stricter standards   
 
Summary  
A staff briefing that outlines Council’s interest in adopting the Downtown Design Review Guidelines and 
amending them to ensure greater outcomes that protect and enhance community character.  
 
Background  
At its December 8, 2015 meeting, the Asheville City Council directed staff to have PED consider amending 
the downtown design guidelines to consider a number of options: historic overlay, conservation areas or 
a more robust architectural review. At the meeting, Council expressed their interest to: 

 ensure quality new construction that balances quality contemporary design with sensitivity to the 
historic context 

 determine strategies to implement components of the Historic Preservation Master Plan 

 enhance the preservation of older historic buildings 

 consider ways to strengthen the design guidelines to ensure a mandatory compliance program 

 adopt the design review guidelines as an amendment to the Downtown Master Plan so that larger 
projects following a conditional zoning process for example, can be evaluated for compliance with 
adopted plans 

 have staff compare guidelines from other cities and evaluate their programs to provide additional 
analysis, recommendations and best practices 

 
In addition, there are recommendations to study areas of downtown to enhance compatibility for new 
construction and strategies to protect historic structures that are recommended by the Historic 
Preservation Master Plan approved in 2015. The Downtown Master Plan also recommends that 
commercial neighborhoods within downtown be examined and their unique characteristics be enhanced 
through streetscape improvements or other potential design guidelines specific to that neighborhood.  
 
Review and Analysis 
 
The Downtown Design Review Guidelines were drafted as a part of the Unified Development Ordinance 

amendments that were required with the adoption of the Downtown Master Plan (in 2009).  The UDO 

drafting and the text for the guidelines took nearly a year to complete. Several members of the 

Downtown Commission, architects, a member of the Historic Resources Commission and other 

community stakeholders participated in this effort.  Council adopted the UDO amendments pertaining 

to the CBD in 2010 and the Downtown Commission approved the design guidelines in the same year. 
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The guidelines are formatted to reiterate all of the CBD code requirements (which are required for 

development) and also includes associated recommendations that enhance compatibility of new 

development and improve the functioning of the streetscape. Aside from the UDO requirements, the 

guidelines are recommendations only and are not codified because they may not be applicable in every 

development situation or may not be reasonable to require for all parcels or development proposals. 

There are 80 recommendations within the guidelines that cover a wide variety of suggestions from 

materials used for new construction to the organization of building bays and window spacing.  

Staff offers the following options for consideration of adopting the guidelines: 

1. Adopt the design review guidelines as written as a component of the Downtown Master Plan so 

that projects that are following the conditional zoning or conditional use permit process may be 

considered and evaluated for compliance with adopted plans. The adopted guidelines would be 

one of the adopted plans used in this type of project evaluation which would provide some 

weight in the approval process. This could be considered a phase one of a greater more holistic 

effort if Council should choose to proceed in this way. The plan’s graphics needs to be updated 

and this could be initiated as a separate effort by staff not requiring Council approval. 

2. Review the guidelines holistically as a larger study with the help of the Downtown Commission 

considering the following potential components: 

A. Reconsider the existing recommendations to understand if any can be codified as part of 

the CBD standards in the UDO.  

B. Study a recommendation provided in the Downtown Master Plan to define commercial 

neighborhood character areas (for example the South Slope) and determine if specific 

guidelines are needed and appropriate for them.  

C. Consider anew if specific portions of the downtown area such as the traditional 

downtown core (or some components of it) should be designated a local historic district 

and new development and major renovations would then fall within the review of the 

Historic Resources Commission. 

D. Strategies promoted in the Historic Preservation Master Plan could be studied for 

relevance to enhance historic preservation and compatible new development which 

includes Conservation Overlays for downtown neighborhoods.  

E. The Historic Preservation Master Plan highlighted the importance of tax credits as a 

mechanism to promote and encourage preservation through renovation of historic 

structures. The credits are still available for downtown and this important program 

could be promoted through a new education campaign.  

Financial Impact/Resources 
Staff anticipates that option one to adopt the existing guidelines could be completed using current staff 
resources and therefore would be a quick action item.  Option two to review the guidelines holistically 
with consideration of other goals identified in the Downtown Master Plan and the Historic Preservation 
Master Plan will take more time and would require the reshuffling of other staff initiatives to complete 
them in 2016. Staff provided an enhanced budget amendment to update the downtown guidelines as a 
part of the current budget process and if approved, a consultant could be hired to complete this project.  
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Recommendation 
The information provided in this report is at the Council’s request.  Staff is seeking Council’s guidance in 
moving forward with one of the proposed options. 
 
       Attachments: 

(1) Downtown Design Review Guidelines 
 


