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It was a big night on Dec. 2 at the Rouse Student Services Building at Howard Community 
College, featuring the unveiling of big plans for a big deal: the long-discussed, highly-anticipated 
Inner Arbor plan.

And the big crowd on hand that evening didn’t seem to have too many critical questions about how 
the plan can create life within the dark forest known as Symphony Woods or how it can help spur 
further redevelopment of Town Center; their tone generally resembled, “Can all of it happen?” and 
“How soon?”

There are probably many tweaks to be made, and there were some questions, often concerning 
the parking, the security and, of course, the funding. Whether it will be the start of something big 
remains to be seen, but there was no denying that the plan is very creative and very ambitious.

Just imagine a 12-foot-high, several-hundred-foot-long interactive “fence” that features a variety of 
vegetation between Merriweather Post Pavilion and the woods, called the Caterpillar; and the 
Butterfly, the meeting place, with its restaurants and public facilities; then the Picnic Table, a 
lounge area to be built amongst the trees; and the Chrysalis, the sculptural amphitheater, all within 
an arts and culture center to be known as Merriweather Park.

It has the potential to add something very special to two long-successful pillars of Town Center, 
Merriweather Post Pavilion and The Mall in Columbia, and to meet its goal of becoming a new 
destination for downtown, a magnet, perhaps like Longwood Gardens and Rittenhouse Square, 
both of Philadelphia.

“The new plan is creative and imaginative, providing an array of venues that will make the 
neighborhood not only a place for social interaction, but will also make the park even more 
compatible with nature,” said Columbia Association (CA) President Phil Nelson (see Nelson’s 
column on page 35).

More will be known by the end of the month, when the plan is slated for submission to the Howard 
County Office of Planning & Zoning’s Design Advisory Panel.
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Destination Zone
Though not committing to a long-term timetable, Michael McCall, president and CEO of the 
nonprofit Inner Arbor Trust, expressed optimism about making the plan become reality, and in its 
entirety. “It’s just a matter of how much, how soon,” he said. “The clear expectation is to do just 
that.”

McCall, who presided over the meeting, felt that it “went very well. We presented many far-
reaching ideas for Howard County and what many people consider its most sacred ground,” he 
said. “It was warmly received, and we appreciated the breadth of, and the nature of, the questions. 
In other words, the [audience] wanted to know how we plan to get it done.”

Funding is slated to come from CA and Howard County, and maybe the state, which infused about 
$50 million into the Strathmore, in Bethesda. “And Symphony Woods should have broader appeal, 
geographically speaking,” he said, adding that the establishment of Merriweather Park would better 
weave the pavilion into the proverbial fabric of Town Center. “This is an extraordinary opportunity to 
create a destination for Howard County and the region, and our planning is heading in that 
direction.”

The next target date is for the Inner Arbor Trust to submit an update to the Howard County Office 
of Planning & Zoning on Tuesday, Jan. 28. At that point, it will be well into the design development 
phase, so the planning and zoning review personnel can make comments to the Design Advisory 
Panel.

“At that point,” said McCall, “we’ll take all its input into consideration and then send the refined plan 
back to planning and zoning around early March.”

That Old, Bold Spirit
What the plan means to the redevelopment of downtown is very special, said McCall, a developer 
by trade who once worked for Jim Rouse at Enterprise Development Co.

“When it comes to the Merriweather/Symphony Woods neighborhood, it’s very special, because 
the other five neighborhoods in downtown are mixed-use. So this is an environmentally and 
strategically precious resource,” he said, noting that the Merriweather-Symphony Woods property 
“is about 50 acres and is the one part of Columbia where Howard County can differentiate itself. 
And don’t forget that right across Little Patuxent Parkway is a huge regional mall, and this is all in 
the midst of a metroplex of 9 million people.”

The response from the local business community/concerned citizens was swift and largely positive.

Mike Davis, senior partner with the Columbia law firm of Davis, Agnor, Rapaport & Skalny, is 
among those who love the approach, feeling that its vibe harkens back more than 45 years to the 
spirit of Rouse, Columbia’s original developer.

“You don’t present a project of this magnitude in a namby-pamby fashion,” said Davis, saying that 
the Inner Arbor plan is a big idea that has “piqued the public’s interest. How long has it been since 
someone here in Howard County has come up with such a bold plan? Maybe the mid-’60s?

“Columbia,” he feels, “has lost its edge. We’re just another suburban community. But [the trust] 



brought in some of the best designers in the country, and I hope they can build out what they’re 
proposing,” Davis said. “At the very least, they’ve sparked some long-needed creativity.”

A Cultural Boost
Phil Engelke, a local design architect, offered similar observations. “What we saw with the Inner 
Arbor Plan was a concept, a big idea that we have not seen for a long time,” he said.

Engelke did offer a caveat of the seasonal variety, however. “The plan proposes multiple uses in a 
space that’s not exactly out on the road. You have to enter a park and walk into it,” he said. “That’s 
O.K. when it’s warm out, but could be problematic when it’s not. All-weather access is very 
important.”

Still, he was happy with the level of cooperation between all of the interested parties on the project. 
“This is one time when CA, Howard County and General Growth Properties are on the same 
page,” Engelke said. “This is a big idea, and it’s captured people’s attention. Now, the concept has 
to be taken into the reality dimension.”

In other words, those parties need to know where the money will come from, how soon it can 
happen, who’s going to schedule and manage it.

“That all has to be orchestrated. So it has to be accessible, and it has to rely on the programming 
of the uses,” Engelke said, “and the county has to step up if it wants to ramp up its cultural 
offerings, like Montgomery County has with the Strathmore.”

Amenity City
Tom Coale, candidate for delegate in District 9B, also offered positive observations, saying the 
Inner Arbor Plan has “captured the imagination of the public, and I think it has even won over some 
of its critics.

“Remember, many of the architects working with McCall have a background with Disney, and 
they’re really good at making small spaces look big,” said Coale. “Now, we’re moving forward, and 
it’s more about capturing what’s possible, as opposed to deciding whether or [not] it’s going to 
happen.”

What’s next? “It’s really up to the community to decide whether we have the advocacy to make it 
happen,” Coale said. “Even though this is on CA land, the county has great financial means. So, 
we’ll see how this situation progresses.”

Part of why it’s so critical to make Merriweather Park a hit involves more than hitting a proverbial 
home run to make a long-neglected area that’s in the midst of great wealth a source of the town’s 
pride. In short, it’s about today’s market.

“The workers of yesteryear followed the factories,” McCall said, “but today’s knowledge workers go 
live where they want to, and the employers have to follow them. So know that this would not be an 
amenity for amenity’s sake, but necessary for economic development purposes.

“If you want to attract a strong workforce, you have to create a place where people want to live and 
work,” he said. “Being in a family environment is only part of the equation. We also have to appeal 



to the young 25–34-year-olds and the knowledge workers in that age bracket.

“It’s all part,” McCall said, “of positioning Howard County to continue to be competitive well into the 
future.”


