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Roger Berliner, President 
Montgomery County Council 
Stella Warner Council Building 
Rockville, MD 20815 
 
 
April 13, 2017 
 
 
Dear President Berliner: 
 
Audubon Naturalist Society, an organization that has connected people with nature for the last 120 
years and with thousands of members in Montgomery County, is writing to support the expansion of 
open space and park space in downtown Bethesda during the County Council’s consideration of the 
Bethesda Downtown Sector Plan. We enthusiastically endorse the well thought out parks-related 
position taken by the Coalition of Bethesda Area Residents (CBAR), almost two dozen towns and civic 
associations near Bethesda, and thousands of citizens of Montgomery County who have all asked the 
County Council to provide the visitors, residents and employees in downtown Bethesda with suitable 
parks and open space to relax, play, meet each other, celebrate community events, and experience a 
little bit of nature. 
 
With existing open space and parkland of approximately 2%, much of it in fragmented small parcels, 
downtown Bethesda is very short of open space for a city of tens of thousands of employees and 
increasing numbers of residents.  While increasing open space is said to be a priority in the proposed 
plan, we do not see much of a practical plan for where and how that would be done and certainly not a 
very grand vision which the downtown deserves. We are concerned that as Bethesda gets much more 
dense over the next decade its residents and workers will simply have too little relief from high 
buildings, roads and traffic. The psychic and health benefits of open space for city dwellers and workers 
is well documented.  We see those benefits for children and adults every day at our nature sanctuary at 
Woodend.  
 
Therefore, we particularly recommend that the Plan include the following green space elements: 

 10% Park and Open Space: Increase the amount and utility of park and open space in the 
downtown to 10% of the plan area. At a minimum, ensure that the Plan keeps open all 
opportunities for achieving the comparatively modest goals it initially established, as 
recommended by CBAR. 

 Greenways: We understand that staff is recommending modifications to the Greenway that will 
encourage wider areas of green. We support that change.  Creating Greenways should be a 
requirement rather than an option. There should also be an obligation for the different sections 
of the Greenways to be connected as they are developed. 



 
 

 Parking lots into parks: Conversion of the surface parking lots will provide much needed green 
space very near downtown residents, and this is a major advantage of these locations. We 
support turning these parking lots into parks. In developing these parks, we strongly encourage 
creative, natural design that uses native vegetation, stormwater management techniques, and 
trees to provide visual and auditory buffers from traffic noise for park users. Safety and 
recreation will be best served by maintaining an attractive transition zone in these parks that 
separates the recreational areas from the traffic corridor.  

 
One reason we are so enthusiastic about the park and open space opportunities put forth by citizen 
organizations is that we believe there may be an opportunity for Audubon Naturalist Society (ANS) to 
use the new parks for the kinds of environmental education programs we so successfully run at our 40 
acre Woodend Sanctuary.  Our facilities are overcrowded during the summer months and many summer 
camp classes are full or have waiting lists. We would welcome the opportunity of running summer camp 
classes in downtown Bethesda using the parks and open space that citizens are asking for. The Wonder 
Nursery School at the Lawton Center and the converted Women’s Farm Market building would work 
nicely as a base and the nearby parks operate as our classrooms and playgrounds.  ANS is working on 
funding a new education building for Woodend, but that project is many years away from fruition.  In 
the meantime, we would be interested in bringing our unique brand of experiential environmental 
education closer to the families and adults in downtown Bethesda who walk, not drive, to classes and 
camps. 
 
As you know, ANS has worked for years on improving storm water management in Montgomery County 
and Fairfax County so as to improve our local streams and ultimately the Chesapeake Bay. We believe 
these new parks and open spaces could demonstrate the latest storm water treatment technologies like 
raingardens, bioswales, constructed wetlands, tree plantings, etc. for homeowners and business owners 
to see in action.  Moreover, the County’s Green Streets program with road and sidewalk retrofits ought 
to be used around the new parks and throughout redevelopment opportunities in downtown Bethesda, 
again to demonstrate to citizens how they work and how little impact on daily life they have.  
 
The Bethesda Downtown Sector Plan could be a pioneering document in creating significant 
opportunities for people to experience ample and vibrant parks, open green space, and ways of 
connecting with nature in urban areas.  We at ANS would like to join with our colleagues in County 
government, and business, nonprofit and civic organizations in being a part of that forward looking 
vision.     
 
 
Sincerely, 

    
Lisa Alexander      Eliza Cava 
Executive Director     Conservation Director  
 


