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 i Foreword 

Foreword 
 
The Virginia Beach and Owls Creek Area is a noteworthy community with a diverse population 
demographic, economic vitality with a relaxed beachfront design aesthetic.  It offers opportunities 
for new development, as well as, opportunities for redevelopment of existing environments.  This 
document is intended to be a framework for consistent design and decision-making.  It will help 
guide growth and development in Virginia Beach in a positive and cohesive direction.  
 
Our goal is to provide direction so that the Virginia Aquarium and Owls Creek Area can grow in 
an environmentally, economically, and socially sustainable manner.  We hope to assist this 
portion of the City of Virginia Beach to establish itself as a unique community and as a source of 
inspiration and pride for all of its residents and many annual tourists.    
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Disclaimer: 
By using this document, the recipient assumes all risks associated with their use and, to the 
fullest extent permitted by law, to hold harmless and indemnify the City of Virginia Beach and the 
City of Virginia Beach’s professional associates and consultants from and against all claims, 
liabilities, losses, and expenses including attorney fees, arising out of or resulting therefrom.  Any 
copy of this document or portion thereof must include this copyright notice.  Prior notice and 
purchase of photography used within this document must be completed before the document can 
be reproduced for any other purpose.  
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1. Introduction 
 
1.1 History and Context  
 
The Virginia Aquarium and Owls Creek Area is located within the City of Virginia Beach, Virginia, 
which has an estimated population of 437,994 people as of 2010. The city has a long and rich history 
with Rudee Inlet dating back to as far as 1585.  The area was originally called Princess Anne with 
Seatack being the first established neighborhood.  The name Seatack first came about in 1813 after 
the war of 1812 in reference to the region being the location of a ‘sea attack’ from the British Fleet.    
 
Tourism currently plays a large role in Virginia Beach’s economy with its miles of beautiful shoreline.  
The first hotel was built in 1888 after the completion of a railroad line from nearby Norfolk.  At the turn 
of the Century a construction boom in hotels and cottages occurred due to the influx of visitors.  
Surfing also has a long history in Virginia Beach with the East Coast Surfing Championships being 
held there since 1963.  Today the city has a diverse mix of influences, population and culture. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 

Location of Virginia Beach within Virginia 
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Virginia Aquarium & Owls Creek Area boundaries 
 
The Virginia Aquarium and Owls Creek Area is a well connected and accessible community, taking 
advantage of its central location within the City of Virginia Beach while being within walking distance 
to beautiful beaches.  The area is easily accessible due to its close proximity to major vehicular 
routes such as South Birdneck Rd., Norfolk Ave., and General Booth Blvd.  The City possesses a 
diverse demographic composition.  Its residents hail from a variety of ethnic backgrounds. The City’s 
demographic composition provides a setting for the blending of a diverse set of traditions and 
customs, thus making Virginia Beach a tourist destination for all kinds of activities like the Aquarium, 
local festivals, cultural events and entertainment venues. 
   
 
 
1.2 Statement of Intent 
 
The Virginia Aquarium and Owls Creek Master Plan Design Guidelines are intended to supplement 
the existing City of Virginia Beach Land Development Regulations. These guidelines take into 
consideration the distinct character of Virginia and more specifically, the Virginia Aquarium and Owls 
Creek area. They are formulated to facilitate the development of a viable city design which is 
conducive to the overall enjoyment and safety of residents and visitors. The guidelines also seek to 
enhance the elements that lend the Virginia Aquarium and Owls Creek Area its unique character, 
while improving the overall aesthetic and functional quality of the Area.  
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The Design Guidelines are organized in a series of chapters, sections and sub-sections that address 
the majority of design aspects associated with urban design and development. The broad sections 
are as follows: History, General Design Standards, and Master Plan Guidelines.   
 
The principles are meant to implement the intent of the Master Plan.  They will serve as performance 
criteria used to evaluate site plans, permits and requests for design adjustments.  The sections are 
meant to promote development or redevelopment that fulfills all the desired criteria with respect to 
image, scale and livability. 
 
1.3 Guidelines Summary and Overview 
 
The Virginia Aquarium and Owls Creek Area Design Guidelines are divided into 3 sections. Each 
section is preceded by a brief introduction followed by a categorized enumeration of development 
principles and requirements. Each sub-section is further supplemented with photographs, diagrams 
and sketches, where relevant. These sections are summarized as follows: 
 
Section 1: Introduction 
 
This is a brief overview of the Virginia Aquarium and Owls Creek Area followed by a statement that 
outlines the primary intent of the Standards. This is accompanied by a summarization of the various 
sections and sub-sections. 
 
Section 2: General Design Standards 
 
The General Design Standards applies to all developments and is an overarching framework within 
which site specific and detail recommendations can be made. It establishes effective design 
paradigms and focuses on determining techniques for best practice. It also addresses the necessary 
procedures required for certification and approval by organizations such the US Green Building 
Council and American with Disabilities Act (ADA) Standards.  
 
Section 3: Master Plan Design Guidelines 
 
Master Plan Design Guidelines provide recommendations oriented toward fostering positive 
relationships between the public and their environment by specifically addressing design elements. 
They are a mechanism by which aesthetic control may be exercised when designing the areas within 
the Master Plan. This section also includes guidelines for treatment of building façades and 
frontages, and also pertains to aspects such as plaza design, water features, sculpture and art and 
sidewalks among others.  The individual sections included are as follows: 
 

3.1 Multimodal Transportation 
Multimodal Transportation is the circulation of an area by multiple means.  By traveling these 
ways users produce less carbon with less car trips.  This section details several opportunities 
for multimodal transportation throughout the Master Plan area. 

 
3.2 Components of Place 
Components of Place provide uniqueness and foster a sense of authentic human attachment 
and belonging to an area.  This section provides principles to enhance the surroundings and 
unify the contextual elements of the area to create a strong cohesive sense of place. 

 
3.3 General Open Space 
Open space is not only a physical space but serves dually as functional linkages between 
areas and neighborhoods.  It encourages outdoor circulation and activity which in turn 
creates safer and more pleasant environments for tourists and residents.  This section 
outlines the general principles of General Open Spaces throughout the Master Plan area. 
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3.4 Types of Open Spaces 
There are several different types of open spaces throughout the Master Planning area, 
with different functions and characteristics.  The following types of open spaces are 
detailed in this section. 

 
 Pedestrian Streets 
 Plazas 
 Courtyards 
 Linear Waterfront Parks/Promenades 
 Recreational Fields 
 Landmark Parks 
 Common Open Connections (Sidewalks, Boardwalks, Trails) 
 Nature Preserves 
 Botanical Gardens 

 
3.5 Signage Guidelines 
Consistent signage and graphics contribute to the overall character as well as serve a 
directional purpose.  This section provides general principles for the signage in the 
Master Plan area. 

 
3.6 Landscape Guidelines 
Landscape elements help soften the views and surroundings of spaces while adding 
interest through color, texture, and fragrances.  They can also provide cooling shade in 
public spaces, accent important areas, and buffer as well as screen environments.  This 
section provides general guidelines for the landscape throughout the Master Plan area. 

 
3.7 Building Design Guidelines 
The amount of articulation on a façade can create interest and an architectural 
vocabulary relating to the vernacular of the area.  This section provides principles to 
enhance the mass and articulation of the buildings as well as provide general building 
design guidelines for the architecture in the Master Plan area. 
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2. General Design Standards 
 
The General Design Standards are intended as a framework to guide new development and any 
amendments to existing development.  They are as follows: Site Design, Zoning Districts, 
Development Code, Virginia Building Code, ADA Standards, LEED Design Standards, 
Sustainable Sites Design Standards, CEPTED Design Standards, and JLUS/AICUZ Design 
Standards.  The General Design Standards aim at providing variety in design and efficiency in 
function. 
 
 
2.1 Site Design 
 
Site design quality is inextricably linked to the overall quality of the community. Therefore, it is 
important that all design standards build upon existing positive characteristics and promote new 
development that contributes to desired uses, scale, image, and pedestrian friendliness.  
 

 
Diagram of Site Design Process 

 
 
This diagram illustrates how site design is the intersection between analysis of existing conditions 
and desired objectives.  The site design formula shall include all the various parameters that 
contribute toward a balanced outcome.   
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2.1.1 Site Analysis and Existing Conditions 
 
All applicants for new development should complete an analysis of existing conditions, both on 
site and on adjacent properties.  Such an analysis will include an examination of the site’s 
physical elements, amenities and opportunities and constraints.  This analysis shall be executed 
by a licensed design professional.  Although the process might vary with every project, the 
following basic information would usually be required: 
 
 Overall adjacent land use and views 
 Boundaries 
 Street and right-of-way locations 
 Existing built structures 
 Existing vegetation – species counts, location and sizes 
 Existing topography and drainage 
 
2.1.2 Design Objectives 
 
Specific site design objectives will be drawn up based on the conclusions and observations 
derived from the site analysis. However, all designs shall aim toward fulfilling the following basic 
goals: 
 
 Encourage appropriate building massing where scale, function and light requirements are well 

respected. 
 Provide appropriate transitions between pedestrian and vehicular zones in order to ensure 

safety and mobility. 
 Minimize negative environmental impacts such as air, light and noise pollution, excessive 

surface drainage, etc. through appropriate and effective landscape design. 
 Provide efficient systems of circulation which are compliant with existing development codes 

and parking standards.  
 Create a strong and viable community environment where outdoor activities and positive 

interaction between neighborhoods is enhanced through effective design.  
 
2.1.3 Contextual Relationships 
 
Any new development or improvements to existing development in the Virginia Aquarium and 
Owls Creek Area shall contribute positively to existing neighborhoods and communities.  
Therefore, it is important that all plans and proposals take into account the value, architectural 
quality, physical connectivity and landscape character of adjacent sites.  
 
All plan documents shall show, in adequate detail, neighboring buildings and important site 
features of adjacent areas such that they facilitate the evaluation of relationships between any 
proposed development and the context within which it is situated.  
 
When considering connectivity to adjacent areas, it is required that existing street patterns and 
sidewalks extend to connect to existing circulation patterns.  This measure is to ensure a 
continuous and cohesive circulation system throughout the Area.  It is also important to link new 
commercial projects to established, existing commercial areas in order to encourage multimodal 
transportation. Such measures guarantee that proposed development does not occur against the 
grain of the existing fabric, but is instead conducive to it. 
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2.2 Zoning Districts 
 
The purpose of the following zoning districts is to provide an orderly system for the establishment 
and regulation of land uses within the Master Plan area.  They also serve to promote and protect 
the health, safety and general welfare of the people of the city.  They encourage the most 
desirable use of land for residential, recreational, commercial, conservation uses among others.  
Provisions are provided for reasonable standards relating to the location, height, bulk, size of 
buildings, and other structures, yard areas, courts, off-street parking facilities and other open 
spaces, density of population, and the use of buildings, structures, and land for trade, industry, 
business, residence, or other purposes. 
 
The following existing districts are currently located within the Master Plan area and the 
applicable regulations should be respected when developing these areas. (Virginia Beach City 
Code, Appendix A Zoning Ordinance) 
 
P-1 PRESERVATION DISTRICT (Section 300) 
It is the intent of the City of Virginia Beach to protect its atmosphere, lands and waters from 
pollution, impairment or destruction for the benefit, enjoyment and general welfare of the public. 
Critical areas of special concern include parklands, wilderness areas, open spaces, greenbelts, 
beach reserves, scenic areas, wetlands, floodplains, floodways, watersheds and water supplies; 
and to conserve fish and wildlife. The boundaries of these areas of critical concern shall be 
identified and delineated in order to provide a means of protecting and preserving them.  
 
RESIDENTIAL DISTRICTS (Section 500) 
The purpose of the Residential Districts is to provide areas for residential housing types at a 
variety of densities, provide for harmonious neighborhoods located so as to create compatibility 
and to provide for certain other necessary and related uses within residential communities but 
limited as to maintain neighborhood compatibility. 
 

R-15, R-10 and R-7.5 Residential Districts 
The R-15, R-10 and R-7.5 Residential Districts provide for medium density single-family 
residential development in areas where these densities are recommended by the 
Comprehensive Plan.  

  
R-5D Residential Duplex District 
The R-5D Residential Duplex District is created in recognition of the existence of 
developed areas where single-family and semidetached dwellings exist on lots averaging 
five thousand (5,000) square feet in area and where duplexes exist on lots of ten 
thousand (10,000) square feet in area. It is not the intention to create additional R-5D 
Districts or to enlarge the limits of existing R-5D Districts.  

 
APARTMENT DISTRICTS (Section 600) 
  

A-12 and A-18 Apartment Districts 
The purpose of the A-12 and A-18 Apartment Districts is to provide areas for various 
multiple-family housing types at a variety of densities, in areas where public facilities are 
adequate to support these densities, and to provide for certain other necessary and 
related uses within multi-family communities but limited as to maintain compatibility with 
residential uses.  

 
A-24 and A-36 Apartment Districts 
The A-24 and A-36 Apartment Districts are created in recognition of the existence of 
developed areas where multifamily dwellings exist at densities between twenty-four (24) 
and thirty-six (36) dwelling units per acre. It is not the intention to create additional A-24 
or A-36 Districts or to enlarge the limits of existing A-24 or A-36 Districts except in cases 
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to promote infilling in areas that are already zoned or developed at densities between 
twenty-four (24) and thirty-six (36) dwelling units per acre.  

 
BUSINESS DISTRICTS (Section 900) 
 

B-1 Neighborhood Business District 
The purpose of the B-1 Neighborhood Business District is to provide areas where a 
limited range of business establishments can be located near or adjacent to residential 
development without adversely impacting the adjacent residential area.  
 
B-2 Community Business District 
The purpose of the B-2 Community Business District is to provide land needed for 
community-wide business establishments. This district is intended for general application 
in the city. It is intended that, by the creation of this district, business uses will be 
geographically concentrated.  

 
B-4 Mixed Use District 
The purpose of the B-4 Mixed Use District is to provide for retail and commercial service 
facilities and residential uses in those areas of the city where a mixture of such uses is 
desirable and recommended by the policies of the Comprehensive Plan.  

 
INDUSTRIAL DISTRICTS (Section 1000) 
 

I-1 Light Industrial District 
The purpose of the I-1 Light Industrial District is to permit light industrial uses, 
wholesaling, storage, packaging, distribution, and retailing restricted primarily to 
operations requiring bulk deliveries by truck or van in locations served by major 
transportation networks and in areas where employment centers close to residential 
concentrations will reduce traffic congestion and add to public convenience by moving 
places of work closer to places of residence. The purpose of the I-2 Heavy Industrial 
District is to permit industrial operations, wholesaling, warehousing and distribution in 
areas suitable for these functions.  

 
RESORT TOURIST DISTRICTS (Section 1500) 
 

RT-1 Resort Tourist District 
The purpose of the RT-1 Resort Tourist District is to provide areas which can 
accommodate high density hotels and their related needs and where a high concentration 
of resort facilities is desirable. This district is not intended for general application but 
should be limited generally to those properties contiguous to Atlantic Avenue. 
Development in the district should advance Resort Area land use and design goals and, 
as expressed in the Comprehensive Plan, conform to the Oceanfront Resort Area Plan 
and the Oceanfront Resort Area Design Guidelines. While under the Navy's OPNAV 
Instruction 11010.B (December 19, 2002), hotels and motels in accident potential zones 
or in noise zones 65-70 dB DNL or higher are not deemed to be compatible with 
operations arising out of Naval Air Station Oceana, such uses are the historical base of 
the City of Virginia Beach's Resort Area. The development and enhancement of high-
quality hotel and motel uses is thus encouraged, but such uses should be sensitive to 
their proximity to Naval Air Station Oceana and should, therefore, be compatible with air 
operations to the greatest extent possible.  

 
RT-3 Resort Tourist District 
The purpose of the RT-3 Resort Tourist District is to provide an area for a mixture of uses 
primarily devoted to resort and complementary resort uses that promote convention, 
entertainment, residential, civic and related activities, increase the economic tax base, 
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protect and leverage public investment with private investment, ensure land use 
compatibility with existing residential areas, ensure good pedestrian movement systems, 
and provide exceptional design quality. Development in this district shall advance Resort 
Area land use and design goals and, as expressed in the Comprehensive Plan, conform 
to the Oceanfront Resort Area Plan and the Oceanfront Resort Area Design Guidelines, 
and shall be appropriate in use and design to its proximity to Naval Air Station Oceana.  

 
AIR INSTALLATIONS COMPATIBLE USE ZONES (AICUZ) (Section 1800) 
The purpose of this article is to regulate, in a manner consistent with the rights of individual 
property owners and the requirements of military operations at Naval Air Station (NAS) Oceana, 
development of uses and structures that are incompatible with military operations; to sustain the 
economic health of the city and Hampton Roads Region; to protect and preserve the public 
health, safety and welfare from the adverse impacts associated with high levels of noise from 
flight operations at NAS Oceana and the potential for aircraft accidents associated with proximity 
to airport operations; and to maintain the overall quality of life of those who live, work and play in 
the City of Virginia Beach.  
 
For information regarding the specific uses allowed in each district, setbacks, heights, parking 
requirements, etc., please go to the Virginia Beach City Code online, scroll down and click on 
Appendix A Zoning Ordinance, and find the Section referenced after the title of the district listed 
below. If you do not find what you are looking for there, please call (757) 385-8074.  
 
2.3 Development Code Enforcement   
 
The Virginia Aquarium and Owls Creek Area Design Guidelines conform to and supplement 
existing City of Virginia Beach Design Standards. The standards ensure that codes are adhered 
to and fully implemented. In developing detailed design solutions for areas, aspects such as 
access requirements, parking standards, lighting standards, etc. shall be incorporated in the site 
design.  
 
 
2.4 Virginia Building Code 
 
All proposed development and new projects will occur under the umbrella of the 2009 Virginia 
Building Code and must observe any addenda or supplements added to the 2009 Code, as well 
as any subsequent editions. Site design recommendations shall adhere to the planning codes in 
the Building Code. Among other standards, the ones pertaining to building heights, location of 
exterior walls, dwelling unit separation, exterior coverings and exterior wall finishes are 
particularly relevant and shall be used as a general foundation for all site design. 
 
 
2.5 ADA Standards for Accessible Design 
 
All site and building design has to take into account the standards enumerated in the ‘ADA 
Standards for Accessible Design’ handbook. This handbook includes standards for various 
categories of design, involving both interior and exterior spaces. All site design shall adhere to 
section 4.1.2 – Accessible Sites and Exterior Facilities, which lists the necessary requirements for 
any new construction including but not limited to, accessibility, ground surfaces, parking and 
signage.  All building design shall conform to the latest edition of the Federal ADA Code and/or 
local municipal requirements. 
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2.6 LEED Design Standards 
 
Site and Building design shall aim toward conforming to Leadership in Energy and Environmental 
Design (LEED) Standards as much as possible.  The LEED for New Construction and major 
renovation Rating System shall be utilized for all buildings constructed and intended for City use.  
The City strives for LEED “Silver” Certified buildings.  LEED for Neighborhood Development shall 
also serve as a guiding principle under which design recommendations will be made. The 
following are the primary mandates of the LEED System: 
 
 
 Reducing urban sprawl 
 Encouraging healthy living  
 Protecting threatened species 
 Increasing transportation choices and decreasing automobile dependence 
 Creating sustainable sites 
 Enhancing water efficiency 
 Optimizing energy performance 
 Recycling materials 
 Creating innovative design solutions 
 
These objectives are accompanied by a detailed checklist that includes parameters such as 
bicycle networks, restoration of habitat, diversity of uses, walkable streets, percentage water-use 
reduction, storm water design, construction waste management, daylight and views etc.  All 
design shall be assessed against such criteria and attempts shall be made to adhere closely to 
the list and to avoid shortfalls. This checklist shall serve not only as a measure of successful 
design but also as a guiding document governing the design for most situations.  It is suggested 
that all design, development and redevelopment projects seek out design professionals with 
LEED certified team members.  It is also recommended that relevant examples be researched 
and used as inspiration for projects where applicable. These projects could range from in-state 
sites to national examples with similar contexts.  More information can be found on the US Green 
Building Council website: http://www.usgbc.org/ 
 
 
2.7 Sustainable Sites Design Standards 
 
Site design shall also aim toward conforming to the Sustainable Sites Initiative (SITES) as much 
as possible.  SITES promotes sustainable land development and management practices that can 
apply to site with and without buildings including but not limited to; open spaces, parks, 
conservation easements, retail, office parks, botanical gardens, streetscapes, plazas, residential 
and commercial developments, and public and private campuses.  SITES provides the tools for 
those who influence land development and management practices.  SITES focuses on five main 
areas of concern including: 
 
 Hydrology 
 Soils  
 Vegetation 
 Materials 
 Human Health & Well-being 
 
The SITES Guidelines and Performance Benchmarks (2009) include a rating system with criteria 
for sustainable land practices that will enable built landscapes to support natural ecological 
functions by protecting existing ecosystems and regenerating ecological capacity where it has 
been lost.  The rating system contains 15 prerequisites and 51 credits that cover all stages of the 
site development process from site selection to landscape maintenance.  The SITES rating 
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system should also serve as a guideline for design within the Master Plan area.  The Sustainable 
Sites Initiative website has useful information and example projects that can be researched for 
projects of a similar nature.  SITES website: http://www.sustainablesites.org. 
 
 
2.8 CPTED Design Standards 
 
CPTED or Crime Prevention Through Environmental Design is an important factor in determining 
the efficiency of any site design. CPTED’s goal is to prevent crime by designing a physical 
environment that positively influences human behavior. These standards include aspects such as 
access control and surveillance through natural means such as landscaping and street design. 
These include techniques such as keeping pathways unobstructed, discouraging through traffic, 
landscaping that avoids blind spots or hiding spots, keeping open/green spaces in visual 
proximity to homes and effective lighting. It is important that neighborhoods promote a sense of 
safety and comfort and CPTED standards therefore become an integral part of good design.  
 
2.9 JLUS/AICUZ Design Standards 
 
In 2005 the City of Virginia Beach, along with the cities of Norfolk and Chesapeake, joined with 
the Navy and the Hampton Roads Planning District Commission to craft a regional joint landuse 
study (JLUS).  Among other recommendations of the JLUS was that the city adopt an ordinance 
applicable in all noise zones greater than 65 dB to help prevent encroachment at NAS Oceana.  
The article known as the Air Installations Compatible Use Zones (AICUZ) Overlay Ordinance of 
the City of Virginia Beach (sec1800) details the allowable development within the AICUZ zones.  
This Master Plan includes areas in the APZ1, >75dB, 70-75dB, and 60-75dB zones, thus any 
new development must adhere to the development usages specified in sec 1800.  (Virginia Beach 
City Code, Appendix A Zoning Ordinance) 
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3. Master Plan Guidelines 
 
3.1 Multimodal Transportation   
 
(A) Intent.  Multi-modal transportation is the circulation of an area by multiple means of 

transportation.  By traveling this way people produce less carbon with less car trips, they 
get a better perspective to take in their surroundings, and traveling becomes part of the 
experience.  As this plan developed, the design team and City started to realize the many 
opportunities for multi-modal transportation within the project area. 

 
 
 

 
 

Buildings close to the street, continuous awning cover, comfortable 
rail/bus stops, narrow streets and buildings with height to cast shadow, make 

for a comfortable transit oriented street meeting the needs of the pedestrian, bike, 
rail rider, and vehicle. 

 
  
(B) Principles 

(1) Racks for bikes and parking for surreys throughout the Master Plan area are encouraged 
(2) Water taxi stops throughout the Master Plan area should be located at strategic 

locations per the Master Plan, connecting to other circulation networks throughout the 
area. 

(3) Boardwalk, trail, sidewalk and pathway connections and routes should be connected to 
circulation nodes to encourage visitors and residents to use several modes of 
transportation. 

  (4) Circulation nodes should be located at strategic locations per the Master Plan to create 
logical transfer points from one mode of transportation to another. 

(5) Pedestrian connections should offer shade and protection from the weather at strategic 
locations through the area. 

(6) Transportation routes and stops throughout the Master Plan area should be clearly 
labeled with uniform signage along with transportation maps at notable stops. 

(7) Modes of transportation that produce minimal if any carbon emissions should be 
encouraged with possible incentive for both users and providers. 
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3.2 Components of Place 
 
(A) Intent Components of place give areas the characteristics that make a place special or 

unique, as well as foster a sense of authentic human attachment and belonging. They 
enhance our surroundings, foster strong, unique communities, and improve and beautify 
the area.  They also unify the contextual elements of an area creating a strong cohesive 
sense of place. 

 
(B) Principles 
 

(1)  Walkability is the cornerstone and key to an urban area’s efficient ground transportation.   
(2)  Safety and visual appeal are key elements of creating a pedestrian-friendly environment.  

Streets must be safe and attractive in order to attract and retain shoppers and residents.   
(a) Provide on-street parking and landscaped bump-outs at intersections to separate 

pedestrians from moving vehicles.  
 

 
 

Successful pedestrian friendly streets effectively separate pedestrians 
From moving traffic, allow for safe street crossings, and are streets full 

of interest. 
 
(b) Provide landscape buffers in the sidewalks to further separate pedestrians from 

vehicles. 
(c) Provide shade trees, arcades, galleries, awnings and canopies to provide cover 

from rain and moderate temperatures on the sidewalk along the building’s street 
frontage.  Provide quality architectural detail in streetscape amenities and building 
facades to increase interest, appearance, and richness in the pedestrian 
experience. 

(d) Provide views to intriguing vistas to help entice people to walk longer distances. 
(e) Design intersections to reduce crossing distances, provide clearly marked 

crosswalks that are aligned with sidewalks and provide automatic crosswalk signals. 
(3)  Alternate, parallel paths of travel enhance all modes of mobility, and reduce reliance on 

single, multi-lane and high-speed arterials and collectors that inhibit pedestrian and 
bicycle activity.  This in turn enables multi-lane roadways to incorporate on-street 
parking and wider sidewalks, both of which enhance retail and pedestrian activity.    
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(4)  Symbols of the Community.  Defining a character for each street type allows visitors to 
be more aware of the function of the street. Street scale and symbols along the street 
improves way finding ability and creates a unique sense of place that will be 
remembered. 
(a) Use landmark treatments at entry streets to announce arrival. 
(b) Use pavers and specialty landscape treatment at crosswalks and major streets to 

define important intersections. 
(c) Use different tree species to indicate varying street types. 
(d) Use a determined Owls Creek area seal or logo on key site amenities to create a 

contiguous sense of place. 
 
(C) Hardscape Treatments.  One of the multiple components of place that help define an area 

and can provide uniformity include the hardscape treatments. The following table 3.2(a) 
provides the recommended hardscape treatments for spaces throughout the Master Plan 
area based on their function and location. 

 
Table 3.2(a) 

 
TRAILS BRIDGES AND DECKING 
Compact aggregate Timber/Trex decking 
Oyster shells Pedestrian and vehicular 
Wood chips Steel/rustless 
Pine straw Concrete/ modular 
Asphalt  

 
BOARDWALKS AND PATHWAYS SPECIALTY/ PLAZAS 
Concrete (colored/ stamped) Storytelling 
Pavers (clay/concrete) Festive 
Porous pavers Educational 
Porous concrete Donor pavers/ stairs/etc 
Compressed aggregate pavers Play areas (rubberized play surfacing) 
Use with structured soils Embedded lighting 
Structural slab ADA compliant 
Root paths, etc  
Recycled glass  
Sandblasted  
Stained  
Exposed aggregate  
Rubber pavers  
ADA compliant  

 
PARKING LOTS STREETS 
Asphalt Asphalt 
Porous asphalt Porous asphalt 
Curbless Porous pavers 
Porous pavers Curbless  
Gravel  
Red gravel   

 
3.3 General Open Space 
 
(A) Intent.  Open space is not only a physical space but serves dually as functional linkages 

between areas and neighborhoods.  Open space as part of all new developments is 
integral to the overall pedestrian experience throughout the Master Plan area.  Open space 



Virginia Aquarium & Owls Creek Master Plan – Design Guidelines 

 
 

   
  Master Plan Guidelines 16

encourages outdoor circulation and activity, which in turn creates a safer and more 
pleasant environment for residents and tourists.  Open space in conjunction with new 
developments and infill should be located and designed to meet the needs of residents, 
businesses, and other users; to ensure a proper pedestrian scale; and in some cases to 
provide pervious area to serve the handling of storm water drainage.    

 
(B) Principles.  To increase usable/ attractive open space within the Master Plan area that 

benefits both the public and private developers the following principals are suggested:  
 

(1) Design public and private development projects to include usable, common open 
space consistent with one or more open space typologies discussed in this section 
(i.e. plazas, courtyards, water front parks, etc.). This common space may assume a 
variety of different forms of site design solutions, but all common open space shall be 
integrated into the overall design of the new development and should easily connect 
to surrounding buildings and other pedestrian connection routes (and where possible, 
to adjacent open space networks). 

(2) Maximize potential of all underutilized land within the Master Plan area and create a 
plan for revitalizing and connecting these spaces. 

(3) Encourage development of strategic water sites along the Marina, Aquarium, and 
Entertainment area with park features so that the area is dually serving the 
community in function and aesthetics. 

(4) Encourage all new parks to be cutting edge public spaces that embrace 
environmental sustainability, education, and integrate technology components. 

(5) Provide streetscape environments (existing and future streets) that have a strong 
commitment to the pedestrian – comfortable walking, shaded seating, attractive 
pedestrian-scale features. 

(6) Increase pedestrian connectivity throughout the Master Plan area through various 
forms (i.e. boardwalks, trail networks, promenades, pathways, etc.) creating linkages 
internally and to the boarding areas (i.e. Rudee Walk, Resort District, Camp 
Pendleton, neighborhoods, etc.). 

 
Improved sidewalks , trees in tree grates, cafe tables and umbrellas, benches, 

decorative awnings, potted plants, bike parking and transit shelters can all 
serve as streetscape improvements that enhance street character. 
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3.4  Types of Open Space 
 
Besides traditional “park space” it is important that other types of spaces be developed, for 
example:  plaza, preserves, courtyards, and promenades for social and recreational uses.  Types 
of open spaces that are recommended throughout the four main development areas are identified 
in this section.  Table 3.4(a) shows the recommended locations for these spaces.  

 
Table 3.4(a) 

 
Marina Area Marshview Park & Owls Creek Point 
Pedestrian Streets Recreational Fields 
Plazas Nature Preserves 
Courtyards Trails 
Linear Waterfront Park Boardwalks 
Promenade  
Landmark Park  
Open Space Connections  

 
Aquarium Area Entertainment Area 
Plazas Pedestrian Streets 
Linear Waterfront Park Plazas 
Promenade Courtyards 
Open Space Connections Linear Waterfront Park 
Nature Preserves Promenade 

 Open Space Connections 
 Botanical Garden 

 
(A) Pedestrian Streets include streets that will focus on ground floor retail and large amount of 

pedestrian activity.   Pedestrian streets should have the widest sidewalks, streetscape 
elements, and ground floor uses that result in a comfortable and interesting pedestrian 
experience.   
 

 

 
 

Sidewalls and cafe seating space both contribute to common open space. 
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(1)  Characteristics: 
(a) Developers may install sidewalk elements, such as commemorative plaques or 

artwork, as approved by the city, at the main entrance to buildings.    
(b) The sidewalk paving pattern and materials should be continuous and flush.    
(d) Walking paths shall be adequately lit.   
(e) Sidewalk furniture (benches, drinking fountains, etc) should be abundant. 
(f) Compliance with the applicable street/sidewalk section is required (ex: 

specifications for street lighting, awnings, paving, street furniture, etc.). 
 
(B) Plazas are large outdoor rooms that extend the public realm from the street or sidewalk to the 

main entry of an adjacent building.  They enhance the pedestrian environment and will 
invigorate adjacent developments/ districts within which they are located. 

 

 
 

Public plaza space located in the median 
is  adjacent to retail and residential uses. 

 
(1) Characteristics: 

(a) Plazas should connect to public areas and be physically and visually accessible from 
the public sidewalks.   

(b) The plaza shall be accessible to the public for at least the time of normal business 
hours.   

(c) Entries to the plaza, business and storefronts within the plaza shall be designed and 
lighted so they are safe and visible to plaza guests, avoiding hiding places. 

(d) Plazas should have adequate mix of sun vs. shaded areas.   
(e) Vehicular access, loading, or parking within the plaza is prohibited. Emergency 

access drives will be considered through the plaza upon review of integration into 
plaza design. 

 
(C) Courtyards can be located within the confines of building walls, sometimes between multiple 

developments.  Many times courtyards are not directly visible or open to the street.  They are 
smaller than plazas.  The following principals are suggested when designing a courtyard: 
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Courtyards can be tucked behind buildings giving amenity for building uses 
with views onto the courtyard. 

 
 

(1) Characteristics and requirements. 
(a) The courtyard shall be accessible to the public for at least the time of normal 

business hours.   
(b) Courtyards should be physically accessible from the public sidewalks.  
(c) Entries to the courtyard, business and storefronts within the courtyard shall be 

designed and lighted so they are safe and visible to courtyard guest, avoiding 
hiding places. 

 (f) No vehicular access, loading, or parking is permitted. 
 
 

(D) Linear Waterfront Parks/Promenades can be found within urban areas, connecting multiple 
businesses and areas of interest via attractive pedestrian and sometimes shared bicycle 
routes. Improvements to the pedestrian connections around Owls Creek, Rudee Lake, & 
Rudee Inlet would increase walkability and property values of adjacent businesses and 
residents. The specified public & private spaces of boarding these existing water bodies as 
well as future water bodies should be utilized as linear parks or promenades.   
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Utilizing alternate forms of storm water management drainage systems can 
serve as water feature amenities to the public. 

 
(1) Characteristics  

(a) Linear parks and promenades shall be physically accessible and clearly visible 
from adjacent street corridors and adjacent business entries. 

(b) Landscape and site lighting within the park/ promenade shall not impede the flow of 
the pedestrians. 

(c) No vehicular access, loading, or parking is permitted within the promenade.  
Although, emergency access drives can be integrated along linear parks or 
promenades. 

(d) Parks and promenades should consist of adequate lighting, and directional signage 
that is pedestrian-scaled. 

 
(E) Recreation Fields are important to the overall success of the Master Plan area, providing a 

location for organized sports and free play that support residential needs.  Recreation fields 
are green spaces specifically used for organized or non-organized sporting events and 
usually consist of but are not limited to: multi-use fields, baseball fields, tennis courts, 
basketball courts, etc. 
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Maintaining existing and planning for future public and ball fields is encouraged. 
These fields serve the community needs as well as serving as large pervious 

surfaces for storm water management. 
 

(1) Characteristics 
(a) Recreation and ball fields shall be ADA accessible. 
(b) Recreation and ball fields shall provide signage clearly stating field hours of 

operation. 
(c) Recreation and ball fields shall not spill light pollution on surrounding residential 

uses. 
(d) Gray water use is recommended for irrigation of fields. 
(e) Field lights shall utilize cut-off fixtures adjacent to residential and mixed-uses. 
(f) Security fencing shall be at a minimum black or dark green vinyl coated chain-link.  

Decorative aluminum fencing (powder coated black) is encouraged. 
(g) Fields must provide adequate and attractive seating, signage, and lighting.  

 
(F) Landmark Parks are signature parks that highlight and physically represent the ideals/history 

of the area.  The Master Plan area would benefit from a signature park that could have an 
iconic element, interactive water features, educational component, passive and active areas, 
and space for outdoor events. 
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Amphitheaters, icon sculptures, and interactive fountains are just  some 
of the main features a city park can include that serves the community. 

 
(1) Characteristics 

(a) Landmark park design should be state of the art, reflections of the community’s 
past and suggestions to its future should be evident.  Educational components 
should play an important role as well as a schedule of events that will draw people 
to the park. 

(b) High quality site features and materials (pavement, lighting, seating, signage, etc.) 
are encouraged. 

(c) The landmark park should be physically accessible from all surrounding public 
sidewalks, to ensure pedestrian access. 

(d) The landmark park should connect to a main public thoroughfare.   
(e) Parking counts should be kept to a minimum; alternate forms of transportation to 

the park are encouraged. 
(f) Drought resistant plants or use of gray water for irrigation is encouraged. 

 
(G) Common Open Space Connections consist of public and private sidewalk, boardwalk, and 

promenade connections.  These connections are the key to the ensuring walkabilty of the 
community and the success of common open spaces.   

 
(1) Sidewalks consist of two (2) types:  sidewalks as part of a pedestrian street experience 

and independent sidewalks that traverse a site and connect separated developments.  
Comfortable sidewalks with attractive paving, generous landscape, shade trees, and 
attractive/ functional lighting create a memorable experience for pedestrians walking 
throughout the Master Plan area. The following principles should be reviewed when 
designing sidewalks: 

 
(a) Characteristics  

1. Sidewalks shall be comfortable and attractive. When possible, alternative 
paving materials and patterns are encouraged. 

2. Adequate seating and lighting should be integrated into sidewalk design. 
 

(2) Boardwalks are wooden walkways for pedestrians over and through wetlands, coastal 
dunes, and other sensitive environments. In many parts of the U.S. today the term 
“boardwalk” often carries more the connotation of a waterfront, pedestrian, entertainment 
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district than the original meaning of a wooden path.  In the case of the Owls Creek area 
the boardwalk serves as both a wooden walkway and the elevated wooden decking over 
sensitive natural environments. 

 
 

(a) Characteristics  
1. Wooden walkways that serve as a circulation connection over wetlands 

should be at minimum 10’ wide to accommodate both pedestrians and 
cyclists.  

2. Pedestrian and bicycle routes should be clearly marked. 
3. Adequate lighting and seating should be integrated into boardwalk design. 
4. Educational exhibits along boardwalk are encouraged. 

 
(3) Trails are paths with a rough dirt/stone or sometimes asphalt surface used for travel. 

Trails may be for use for hiking or cycling depending on the overall circulation networks 
connections and the intended usage of the path.  They provide a clear circulation route 
through natural areas protecting surrounding natural areas. 

 
(a) Characteristics  

1. Difficulty of trails may be designated by a uniformly used colored symbol (i.e. 
Green circle – easy, Blue Square – moderate, Black diamond – difficult). 

2. Trailheads and routes should be clearly marked with provisions not to leave 
their designated route. 

3. Maps should be located throughout the circulation network to provide clear 
directions for users. 

4. Educational exhibits are encouraged throughout the trails to provide users 
the opportunity to learn about the surrounding natural areas. 

 
(H) Nature Preserves are protected areas of importance of wildlife, flora, fauna or features of 

geological or other special interest.  They are reserved and managed for conservation to 
provide opportunities for education, study, or research. 

 
(1)  Characteristics 

 
(a) Preserves should include trail and boardwalk networks that are linked to the overall 

circulation networks throughout the Master Plan area. 
(b) Wildlife species within the preserve should be protected from hunting and predation 

similar to that of a wildlife refuge. 
(c) Preserve should provide educational programs or opportunities with local 

organizations. 
(d) Educational displays and exhibits should be located throughout to enhance the 

learning experience. 
 
(I) Botanical Gardens display a mix of the themes having a strong connection with the general 

public.  There is the opportunity to provide visitors with information relating to the 
environmental issues being faced at the start of the 21st century, especially those relating to 
plant conservation and sustainability.   
 
(1)  Characteristics 

 
(a) Plants should include a variety of species, genus of local, regional, or worldwide 

significance that are accurately labeled and logically arranged. 
(b) Gardens should include educational displays and exhibits for visitors to learn about 

the characteristics of plants and their role in our natural environment. 
(c) It would be mutually beneficial if programs within the gardens are associated with 

local schools and universities in the fields of taxonomy or plant research. 
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(d) Gardens should be run by a scientific organization with a mission directly 
correlated to that of the Virginia Aquarium and geared towards preservation on 
conservation of local natural areas. 

 
 
3.5  Signage Guidelines 
 
The City of Virginia Beach signage regulations shall apply to all signage in the Master Plan area.  
 
(A) Intent. Signage and graphics will affect the overall character of the Master Plan area.  In 

addition to serving the functional purpose of informing and directing pedestrian/ vehicular 
traffic, well designed signs establish a visual identity of an area.  To be truly effective, all 
signs must contribute to the cohesiveness of the project. The Master Plan area will be 
serving a broad spectrum of people ranging from residents, tourists, students, and 
shoppers.  Some will be walking or riding a bicycle others will be driving or utilizing transit.  
Public and private signage design must relate to all of these various users. 
 

    
 

Successful example of integrated signage with architectural style of building. 
 

(A) Principles. 
 

(1) Signs should be integrated with the building facade on all primary frontage street 
ground floor uses. 

(2) Whenever possible, signs located on buildings within the same block face shall be 
placed at the same height in order to create a unified sign band 

(3) Signs may be internally illuminated in a channel-letter system or a box that is integrated 
into the architecture of the building.   

(4) Signage should be elegant and distinct with a small city charm. 
 

3.6  Landscape Guidelines 
 
This section establishes recommended landscaping guidelines within the Master Plan area.  
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(A) Guidelines.   
 

(1) Generally.  Planting areas should be layered and dense to therefore create a 
continuous "sense of green." These planting areas will contribute immeasurably to 
the districts’ visual pleasure, especially in the enjoyment of natural outdoor amenities.  
In addition to these, a consideration to preserve the natural materials should be 
given, as well as attempt to utilize indigenous materials when adding to the planting.  
The following guidelines offer both functional as well as aesthetic information. 

 
(2) Ground Plane Materials.  Shrub materials, in their wide variety of forms, colors, and  

textures, provide the basis for visual interest and spatial definition below eye level. 
When properly used, masses of shrub material can become the unifying element in 
the landscape, bringing diverse landscape elements into overall harmony. Through 
contrasting variations in form and texture, seasonal color displays, ground plane 
materials also contribute much to the variety and interest of the landscape. 

 
 

Varied size, texture and color of plants creates interest in pedestrian areas 
and provides relief in hardscape surface. 

 
(3) Upper Story Materials.  Upper story materials will provide aesthetic and functional 

value to the district.  These plant materials will provide canopies, soften or enhance 
architectural elements. 
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Large canopy trees and palm trees planted and maintained appropriately 
create an urban forest than reduces energy use and  captures CO2 emissions 

from vehicular traffic. 
 

(4) Vines and Groundcovers.  Vining plants are often used to climb walls, providing both 
textural relief and shade for the surface. Trained on trellises, they give supplemental 
shade and color interest.  Groundcover plants form low, spreading mats, which 
require little maintenance and effectively stabilized banks and slopes from wind or 
water erosion. 

 
(5) Accent Materials.  Plants, which singly or in small groups provide a distinctive display 

because of their outstanding flowering, seasonal color, interesting form, or habit of 
branching, should be used as specimens or accents in the landscape. Careful 
placement of accent plants will provide strong points of focal interest within the 
overall planting scheme. 

 
(6) Shading and Cooling.  A critical need of all public sites will be the provision of shade 

and relief from the summer heat especially in open areas of high pedestrian usage.  
Maximum impact of the sun will usually occur to the west and southwest of tall 
structures. Tree materials are excellent shade producing elements, but different tree 
types are useful in different circumstances. 
 
Trees with large leaves and a dense canopy produce heavy shade under their crown. 
Single trees will provide 'islands' of shade, while groups of trees, spaced either 
formally or informally at intervals, can form a "bosque" effect which can make large 
areas useful for daytime activities. 
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Shade trees can be planted for dual purposes: to shade pedestrian 
walkways and parking and  to serve as a physical buffer between 

sidewalk  and roadway. 
 
Since consistent shade may hinder growth of other plants beneath such trees, it is 
recommended that bosques only occur in predominately paved areas, or else care is 
taken to under plant with shade tolerant species. 
 
While shrubs and ground cover do not produce shade directly useful to humans, they 
are highly beneficial in reducing ground temperatures and evaporation from the soil, 
and in moderating reflection and glare. 
 
In the design of areas for maximum daily use, the dynamics of solar movement must 
be understood so that trees may be located for maximum shade advantage.  Sun 
angles and altitudes determine the best location for trees in relation to use areas. 
 
Whenever public spaces adjoin private development, the shade provided by buildings 
should be utilized. Beyond the building shadow, however, canopy trees can 
effectively extend the total amount of comfortable surface area available. Smaller, 
less formal areas, such as tot lots, may require only intermediate sized trees due to 
the reduced scale of the space.  Small, intimate spaces such as unit terraces may be 
successfully shaded with a single small tree. 

 
 
(7) Screening.  A second consideration in the use of plant materials relates to their 

adaptability in the screening of use areas and to protect and enhance project 
elements.  Dense planting along streets and drives can soften vehicle noise as well 
as aid in the filtration of dust from the air.  All levels of planting contribute to the 
screening of streets and parking areas.  Proper placement of under story plant 
materials can eliminate headlight glare from approaching vehicles. 
 
Planting can be introduced to take advantage of cooling breezes as well as to 
mitigate the effects of major winds considered undesirable project elements.  Proper 
species selection and plant placement can funnel breezes to desired areas.  Plant 
materials are highly useful in the visual screening of unsightly views such as exposed 
utilities, storage areas, loading areas, or parking lots. Efforts should be made to 
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identify areas, which are potentially distractive to the visual environment, and employ 
screening with plant materials. 

 
Through deliberate placement, plant materials (especially trees) can direct a person's 
view to an important area.  In the same way, planting can enclose a view.  When 
planting along public streets, consider the door swing of vehicle, stopped at the curb.  
Avoid situations where plant materials will interfere with easy door opening or 
ingress/egress of the driver.  If there is a conflict, the plant materials will eventually 
become damaged. 
 

 
 

Shrubs& Vines planted along the back side of this trellis screens the visual 
access to environments behind it. 

 
Treatment of the area below a tree should consider the variety and the amount of 
area surrounding the tree. Heavily used areas should use a tree grate. Softer 
materials can be used in less intense situations. 
 
Nearly every vehicle has an overhang. It is necessary to remember this when 
landscaping around streets, parking lots, etc. The overhang can occur at either end 
of the vehicle. Often, oil can drip from the vehicles.   This can damage plant materials 
placed to close too the vehicles. 

 
(8) Design Simplicity.  A natural plant association may contain thousands of plants, and 

these may have many diverse forms and space relations. Nevertheless, there exists 
even in nature the strict unity of one governing element that links the parts.  In any 
plant composition there should be a predominance of material, color, or texture to 
give needed unity. Accent material should then be introduced to play against the 
dominant material creating the needed contrast.  A complicated planting scheme, 
except in unique situations, is seldom as successful as simple masses, with a 
predominant species to provide unity and a few individual accent plants. 
 
These principles apply to all scales of development, with masses and accents 
occurring in greater size and number, but retaining the same proportional 
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philosophical approach.  Plant material should be clustered to create a feeling of 
mass. At the same time, there needs to be enough variety of plant material to 
suggest richness. 
 
Equal attention needs to be paid to the ground plane.  Ground cover plants need to 
be selected with as much care as trees and shrubs.  Careful selection of 
groundcovers can add exciting colors and textures to the ground plane.  Whenever 
possible, use ground covers in lieu of grass.  Once established, ground covers will 
require less constant maintenance. 

 
(9) Color.  The use of blooming plants will be a major objective in highly used areas 

throughout the Mater Plan area. It should be an aesthetic goal of all public sector 
development to utilize flowering material.  The use of perennial plants to anchor 
planting massing and annual blooming plants should provide a rotation of seasonal 
color. 

 
 

Attractive at-grade planters with colorful planting at intersections utilizes color 
and texture to mark a pedestrian crossing. 

 
Permanently planted materials should occur in large bold masses of unified color, 
with consideration given to their textural scale and compatibility with adjacent 
materials during periods when they are not in bloom.  The use of temporary, 
blooming plants can be accomplished through both in ground and container grown 
plant material. 

 
(B) Landscape Treatments.  Throughout the area there are several different types of spaces 

that contribute the Master Plan area as a whole.  The following table 3.6(a) recommended 
landscape treatments for these spaces based on their function and location. 

 
Table 3.6(a) 
 
WOODLANDS TIDAL MARSHES 
Buffer preservation/enhancement Floating woodlands 
Reforestation Spartina marsh 
Canopy thinning Restorative planting 
Selective pruning Parameter removal 
Understory planting Wetlands bank retention   
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Invasive species irradiation   Native species 
Fallen trees as habitat Interpretive stations 
Native species  

 
PERIMETER PLANTINGS BUFFERS 
Trees, shrubs, etc. 100’ wide (approx.) 
Located at entrances to spaces Sound attenuation  
Create connections to other spaces Native species 
Signify identity/ownership Visual and storm protection 
Definition to the spade Evergreen and deciduous 
Provides visual cues/orientation Restorative plantings 
Native species  

 
PARKS STREET PLANTINGS 
Turf/artificial/slow grow Uniformity  
Natives Diversity  
Educational signage Street as a place 
Commemorative Plaques Native species 

 
PARKING LOT PLANTINGS ENHANCED NATURAL PLANTINGS 
Shade/heat island Native/adaptive species 
Pollutant removal Accent/Specimen planting 
Depressed islands (rain gardens) Visual framing/screening 
Spatial definition Labeled species (education) 
Circulation center Limited/drip/passive irrigation  
Managed visibility Lighting for planting 
Labels/education Limited turf 
Groundcovers/shrubs Container planting 
Roof gardens (on garages) Productive Gardens 

 
BUILDING PLANTINGS BUILDING FOUNDATIONS 
Green roofs (interior/exterior) Evergreen base  
Living walls Architecturally responsive 
Interior trees Accent planting 
Container planting Natives/adaptive species 
 Provide architectural scale 
 Irrigation/passive/drip 
 Colorful species 
 Fragrant species 
 Lighting for planting 

 
 
3.7  Building Design Guidelines 
 
(A) Massing Articulation.  Massing refers to the bulk plane of a building.  The perception of building 

mass is influenced by the building’s distance from the street, its height relative to its width, 
whether height is reached in one or multiple vertical and/or horizontal planes, and the spacing 
between buildings.  Articulation refers to the treatment of a building’s façade.  A blank façade 
has no articulation.  A façade with substantial fenestration, balconies, character lines,  
columns, etc. is highly articulated.   

 
(1) Buildings are encouraged to vary in overall height and not be contained in a single 

volume of continuous height. Buildings should step back in height when adjacent to 
pedestrian spaces.   
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Various building facade treatments and articulation add interest to  street front. 
 

(2) All buildings should have a minimum of two (2) planes of vertical separation.   
 

 
 

Multiple planes of vertical separation on a 
building facade is shown above.  One large 
building successfully appears as if it is three 

small buildings. 
 
 

(3) The lower floors of the exterior facade vertical plane should enhance the pedestrian 
environment by incorporating appropriate architectural features. Such features include 
cornice, molding string courses, ornamentations, changes in material or color, and 
other sculpting of the architectural surface, which add special interest and are 
compatible with public sector site elements.  
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(4) Pedestrian bridges extending over public right-of-way may be permitted providing those 
connections have secured legitimate air rights over the public corridor and meet all 
applicable codes.   The location of pedestrian bridges should be limited to building 
complexes where  buildings share common needs/ uses or when the interaction 
between users of the buildings is important for the success of the use.   
 

(5) Where possible, rooftops should be designed to accommodate various forms of human 
activity such as sun decks, outdoor cafes, etc. Roof surfaces not allocated to human 
activity should be finished with a surface material that does not affect the quality of 
views from surrounding buildings or site lines from taller buildings should be directed 
away from unsightly rooftops. All rooftop mechanical equipment, stair, and elevator 
towers should be designed as an integral part of the building volume and/ or 
adequately screened.  

 
(B) Principles 
 

(1) Facades of buildings should be divided into individual storefronts or entries. 
(2) Large expanses of glass should be subdivided into smaller units. 
(3) Differentiation should be provided at the base and the top of windows 

 
 

Awnings, planter boxes, and differing materials at window ledges 
are all successful forms of detailing windows with interest at 

street frontage. 
 

(4) The ground-level floors should be visually separated from floors above through the use of 
architectural elements that could include awnings, canopies or lintels, or by recessing the 
ground-floor level from the floor above. 

(5) Store entrances should be recessed, not flush, with the edge of the building facade, to 
provide shelter for persons entering and exiting, to articulate the façade, and to provide 
maximum window display area at the entrance.  

(6) Landscaping should provide additional texture at street level as well as increase 
pedestrian awareness of buildings, their entrances and the visual access.  Decorative 
planters are encouraged as well as trees planted utilizing tree grates.  

(7) Ornamental fountains, waterfalls, sculptures, arbors, trellises, planted beds, clock 
pedestals, awnings, canopies are encouraged. 

(8) Stepping the building can also reduce the apparent scale of the building and establish a 
“base” and a “top.”  Changes in mass should relate to structural system(s) and the 
organization of interior space.  New development, or the retrofitting of existing 
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development, should address the public sidewalk.  Design of the sidewalk-level facade 
should be incorporated into the design of the overall building.  

(9) Ground level facades that face the street should be designed with entrances, windows, 
display windows, or other display devices. 

 
(B) Architectural Articulation – Architectural articulation describes the treatment of facades and 

building massing that ultimately form a significant part of the individual buildings 
“expression” and by extension the quality of the built environment overall.   

 
(1) Principles. 

(a)   Increased articulation at ground level and at levels where people interact 
directly with the building promotes a more “human scale”. 

(b)  Increased articulation at primary facades (those on major thoroughfares) is 
appropriate to provide a sense of hierarchy in the visual environment. 

(c)   Individual buildings can have varied approaches to architectural articulation 
with respect to each other but should have a consistent approach within a 
single building in terms of proportion, limited material mix, etc. 

 
 

Example of successful architectural articulation which invigorates the street front. 
  
(C) Architectural Landmarks – Architectural landmarks are significant buildings that help anchor 

important open spaces.  They help create hierarchy within the built environment with 
respect to the open spaces that they define and create common points of focus and 
reference within the built environment. 
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Example above of an existing landmark 
building that experienced new life by acting 

as the focal point of a public plaza and 
enclosed by retail and residential uses. 

 
(1) Principles. 

(a)   Architectural landmarks should be located in prominent locations and at the 
end of important vistas as they become reference points and anchors. 

(b)   Architectural landmarks should have a building program that speaks to the 
community as a whole and is used by the broader public. 

(c)   Architectural landmarks should have programs with frequent use and large 
numbers of people; they naturally become focuses of energy within a city. 

(d)   Traditionally, architectural landmarks have been city halls, post offices, 
religious facilities, theaters, and museums. Although, private buildings can be 
considered for architectural landmark status based on the nature and quantity 
of use, a significant campus building for instance would be an appropriate 
example.   

 
(D) Characteristics 
 

The approach for the architecture at Virginia Aquarium and Owl’s Creek area is 
conceptually envisioned as a range and variety of architectural styles and motifs rooted in 
the common objectives listed below:  

 
1.    Provide solutions and systems that are environmentally sensitive and sustainable.  
2.    Provide articulation and pedestrian scale to building mass.  
3.    Where possible and appropriate use sustainable natural materials.  
4.    Achieve LEED rating, levels to be determined.  
5.    Provide architectural variety and interest both each area and as separate areas or 

“neighborhoods”.  
6.    Provide architectural design standards for materials, fenestration, shading and shelter, 

articulations, lighting, signage, colors, graphics which work both to provide energy and 
varieties as well as cohesion and clarity to the area as a whole.  

 
The conceptual architectural direction at the Virginia Aquarium and Owl’s Creek area 
divides into three distinct groups:  
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Group A)  Virginia Aquarium exhibit building; skywalk from parking; new arrival structures  
Group B)  Research Aquarium building, parking structure for aquarium, green research 

building; research housing; research facility and center  
Group C) Marina area, entertainment education areas, coastal pavilion addition  
 
Specific conceptual architectural characteristics particular to each group are listed in the 
following table 3.7(a). 

 

 
Table 3.7(a) 

 
 Conceptual 
Characteristics  

A  B  C  

Overall Style  Contemporary  Contemporary  Beach  
Character  Landmark  

Take advantage 
North/Greek facing 
façade transparent  
 

Edgy, pitched roofs 
articulation  

Pitched roofs, 
porches, towers, 
articulation  

Massing  Curvilinear, elevated 
with entry on 2nd 
level, multi level  

Rectilinear with 
angled elements, 1‐2 
stories  

Rectilinear, some 
curved or faceted 
elements, 
articulation  

Fenestration  Large glass window 
wall  

Linear with skylights  Porches upper 
stories  

Primary 
Materials  

Aluminum  
Glass  
Wood paneling  
 

Wood  
Glass  
Composite Panels 
 

Wood  
Glass  
 

Sustainable & 
Environmental 
Focus  

Yes  Yes  Yes  

Components  Curves  Porches, trellis  Porches, trellis, 
awnings, towers  
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Glossary. Definitions 
 
The following terms are defined specifically from the Design Guidelines document. 

 
 
Adaptive Species – A species favored by natural selection in a particular environment 
 
Air rights – The right for a building or structure to project over and above the ground surface of a 
public right-of-way. 

 
Bicycle and pedestrian ways – Means any road, path or way which is open to bicycle travel and traffic 
afoot and from which motor vehicles are excluded.  
 
Buffer – A specified land area used to visibly separate one use from another or to block noise, lights 
or other nuisances.  

 
 

Building frontage (length of) – The length of a building facade along a street, as measured 
horizontally between lot lines. 
 
Building height – The vertical extent of a building measured in stories and feet from finished 
grade, and not including any portion of a roof, raised basement or a habitable attic.   

 
Bump-outs – Landscaped islands in parking lots or along streets and their intersections that 
delineate parking spaces and slow vehicular traffic. 

 
Courtyard building – A building that occupies the boundaries of its lot while internally defining one 
or more private patios. 
 
CPTED – Crime prevention through environmental design. 

 
DNL Contour Map – A graphical representation of the noise exposure around an airport using the 
DNL metric.  

 
Façade – The front of a building 

 
Fenestration – Windows and other exterior openings of a building.  

 
Gray water – Stormwater or wastewater that is treated and redistributed through for irrigation and 
other nonpotable water needs.   

 
Infill – Development occurring within areas that are already predominantly developed and have 
adequate infrastructure to support the build out.  Also means the retrofitting of new streets within 
an existing street network. 

 
 
Molding – Decorative surface, plane, or curved strip. 

 
Native Species – A species that occurs naturally in an area. 

 
Open space – Any piece of open land or water body, public or private, within or adjoining to an 
urban area. It provides opportunities for rest and recreation, wildlife habitats and movement. 
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Parking structure – A building containing two (2) or more stories/levels of parking, inclusive of the 
surface parking underneath the second level. 

 
Porch – An exterior appendage to a building, forming a covered approach or vestibule to a 
doorway, the floor of which is raised above the finished grade level of the ground around it and 
approximately level with the abutting finished floor elevation of the building. 
 
Public access – The ability of the public to physically reach, enter or use a site. 
 
Recreational uses – Activities within areas where recreation occurs. 
 
Sound Attenuation – The reduction of the intensity of sound as it travels from the source to a 
receiving location by means of a buffering. 

 
Story – A habitable floor level within a building of no more than fourteen (14) feet in height from 
finished floor to finished ceiling, except that the first floor may be up to twenty four (24) feet in 
height. 

 
String courses – A molding or projecting course (row or layer of stones, tile, brick, shingles, etc.) 
running horizontally along the face of a building 
 
Transit station – A transit stop incorporated into a principal building, and providing an air-
conditioned seating area with television and electronic bus location information. 

 
Understory Plants – The vegetation beneath the tree canopy   
 
Use - The purpose for which a structure or lot is arranged, designed or intended to be used, occupied 
or maintained.   

 
Walkway - A right-of-way intended primarily for pedestrians, excluding self-propelled vehicles.   

 
 


