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PROJECT SUMMARY 

The Smithsonian Institution (SI) has submitted a draft master plan for the Suitland Collections 

Center (SCC) in Suitland, Maryland. The SCC occupies 110 acres and is in Prince George’s 

County. The SCC is bounded by Silver Hill Road/MD 458 to the south, Suitland Parkway/MD 337 

to the north and east, and Old Silver Hill Road and residential neighborhoods to the west. The 

eastern most portion of the site is 2,100 feet west of the Suitland Metro Station. The SCC is 

comprised of a total of 1.3 million square feet in multiple facilities including the Museum Support 

Center (MSC), the National Museum of the American Indian – Cultural Resource Center (NMAI-

CRC), the Smithsonian Gardens Greenhouse (SG), the Osteo Prep Lab, the Fleet Management 

Building, and the numerous original Garber Buildings. Over the 40-year planning horizon, SI is 

proposing to increase the SCC to 2.4 million square feet including the construction of a new 

collection building, relocation of select buildings, and the demolition of outdated facilities. The 

draft master plan also proposes improvements to the site access, circulation, perimeter fencing, 

and parking.  

• The prior master plan was approved in 1993 and included a more intensive use of the site 

with a total of three million square feet and buildings ranging in height from 1 to 8 stories. 

Only four projects of the 1993 Master Plan were developed and include the NMAI-CRC, 

Pod 5 and future Pod 6 of the MSC, and the SG Greenhouse.  

• The Commission previously approved swing space for the renovation of the MSC in 2010, 

the Fleet Maintenance Building in 2009 and the SG Greenhouse facility in 2008.  

• The draft master plan includes 901,650 square feet of buildings that will remain, with a 

planned addition of 1,539,166 square feet for a total of over 2.4 million square feet.  
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• The draft master plan proposes that the site occupancy will increase from the current 350 

employees and visitors to 550 in 20 years and 910 over 40 years. This estimate incorporates 

a goal to significantly increase access for visiting researchers and scholars.  

KEY INFORMATION 

• The Commission previously approved swing space for the renovation of the MSC in 2010, 

the Fleet Maintenance Building in 2009 and the SG Greenhouse facility in 2008.  

• The draft master plan is based on a 20-year and 40-year planning horizon.  

• The anticipated SCC population will increase from the current 300 employees and 50 

visitors to 400 employees and 150 visitors in 20 years and to 550 employees and 360 

visitors in 40 years.  

• The current parking ratio onsite is 1:1.2 with a proposed master plan goal to get to 1:2. The 

Comprehensive Plan Transportation Element requires a minimum parking ratio of 1:3.  

• The site is within walking distance to the Suitland Metro Station, but the physical route is 

potentially dangerous and requires improvements and coordination with other 

stakeholders.  

• The draft master plan proposes security improvements including new and replacement 

fencing.  

 

RECOMMENDATION 

The Commission: 

Notes that the Commission last approved a Master Plan for the Suitland Collections Center (SCC) 

in 1993 and smaller facilities on the site between 2008-2010, and that the long-term needs of the 

Smithsonian Institution for the SCC have changed.  

Notes that the draft Master Plan for the SCC was developed to achieve the following goals:  

• Reinforce a singular identity 

• Maximize shared amenities 

• Foster pan-institutional collaboration 

• Create a welcoming and connected campus 

Site Plan 

Supports the proposed layout of the new warehouse buildings arranged around a common open 

space that connects with the other administrative buildings on the campus.  

Finds the site plan meets the Institution’s needs for warehousing, docking and loading, while also 

providing a more human scale design for employees and visitors to enjoy. 
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Notes the Smithsonian will implement the plan in several phases which are tied to other 

Smithsonian museum projects over the next few decades. 

Security 

Notes that the SCC is a unique campus of facilities that house important collections to the 

Smithsonian Institution.  

Notes the draft Master Plan cites previous issues with thefts and break-ins and that the location of 

the SCC adjacent to Suitland Parkway with minimal staff is a security and safety challenge.   

Supports the draft Master Plan proposal to replace the existing chain-link and barbed wire fence 

along Silver Hill Road with a decorative metal fence that will improve their public street frontage 

aesthetic. The new fence will be 10 feet in height – the same height as the existing chain-link fence.  

Finds the height of this fence is on average two feet taller than similar fences at other federal 

campuses facing a street. 

Notes that the draft Master Plan also includes approximately 3,750 feet of new fence throughout 

the woodland area to the north of the campus, in addition to a 25-foot total clearance around the 

fence, a jeep trail, lighting and video surveillance.  

Finds that while the clearance area and lighting are similar to other high security federal campuses 

adjacent to woodlands, the Smithsonian has not submitted a security threat analysis to support the 

proposed fence. The Commission needs to better understand the threat assessment to see if the 

environmental impacts are warranted. 

 

Requests the Smithsonian submit a security threat analysis with the next submission to address 

the need for the clearance area and lighting for the woodland fence and the 10-foot fence on Silver 

Hill Road. 
 

Requests the Smithsonian submit additional information regarding tree and vegetation removal 

and the proposed lighting in the 25-foot clearance zone. 

Requests that if the clearance zone in the woods and the 10-foot fence on Silver Hill Road are 

warranted, the Smithsonian submit a robust landscape plan to mitigate for any loss of contiguous 

habitat in the wooded area and the impacts of the night-time lighting, and to improve the 

streetscape aesthetic along Silver Hill Road.  

Parking and Access  

Notes that the current parking ratio onsite is 1:1.2 for the 300 employees and that the draft 

Master Plan commits to achieving a 1:2 parking ratio and reduces the overall number of parking 

spaces on site over the initial 20-year planning horizon.  

Finds there are some inconsistencies in the data that need to be clarified in the next submission. 
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Notes the Comprehensive Plan Ratio for the SCC site is 1:3 because of the campus’ proximity to 

the Suitland Metro Station; however, the walk is currently dangerous and potentially unsafe, 

requiring three slip lane crossings. A large portion of the campus is also up to 1.2 miles from the 

station.  

Requests the Smithsonian develop a detailed plan to reduce employee parking with clear 

milestones and strategies for attaining the 1:3 goal over the next 20 years. The Commission will 

assess the need for a deviation from the targets on a project by project basis, recognizing a near-

term reduction may not be possible given the current infrastructure challenges.  

Requests that the Smithsonian submit timing information on the bicycle and pedestrian 

improvements for the portion of Silver Hill Road that is within their jurisdiction.  

Notes that the Smithsonian has agreed to convene to a meeting with NPS, Maryland State 

Highway Administration, GSA on the proposed improvements.  

PROJECT REVIEW TIMELINE 

Previous actions 
 

NA 

Remaining actions 
(anticipated) 

– Final Master Plan approval 

PROJECT ANALYSIS 

Executive Summary 

The draft master plan covers 20 years of development, but also the enhancement of the SCC over 

a 40-year period. The goal of the master plan is to improve the Smithsonian’s stewardship of the 

collections on site while also addressing the facilities, landscape, sustainability and security. The 

proposed Master Plan will increase the total square footage of the SCC from 1.3 million to 2.4 

million. The draft master plan includes goals to meet the 1:2 parking ratio with several 

transportation demand management strategies, however, the site is within 2,000 feet of the Suitland 

Metro Station and must comply with the 1:3 parking ration of the Transportation Element of the 

Comprehensive Plan. The draft master plan also contains information on improving security for 

the campus including a 10-foot decorative fence on Silver Hill Road and 10-foot chain-link fence 

through the woods north of the facility with a 25-foot clearance, jeep trail, lighting, and security 

cameras.  

Background 

The Smithsonian has utilized the SCC for collections storage since the 1950s when the original 

Garber warehouses were constructed. The Smithsonian added the MSC in 1983 in a Pod format 



 

Executive Director’s Recommendation Page 5 
NCPC File No. MP135 
 

 

 

for ease of expansion and internal space organization. Additional facilities including the NMAI-

CRC, SG Greenhouse, the Osteo Prep Lab, and the Fleet Management Building were added later 

for a total of 1.3 million square feet.  The growth of the Smithsonian’s collections storage has not 

kept pace with their collection needs leading to outdated and overcrowded facilities. This situation 

is anticipated to get increasingly worse without the implementation of this master plan.  

The SCC is heavily wooded with a mix of deciduous and evergreen trees on the north, west and 

portions of the south along Silver Hill Road, creating a dense buffer from adjacent land uses. The 

site is surrounded by a mix of residential land uses to the north, west and south and commercial 

land uses to the south and east. Suitland Parkway borders a portion of the site to the northeast, 

Silver Hill Road borders the site to the south, and Old Silver Hill Road is to the west.  

The campus is approximately 1,200 feet from the Suitland Metro Station with service on the Green 

Line. Several Metro and local bus routes run in the immediate vicinity of the site. The Smithsonian 

runs a shuttle service from the SCC to the National Mall facilities for employees. The current site 

has two access points on Silver Hill Road and one on Old Silver Hill Road. The internal site 

circulation is disjointed and the result of 50+ years of uncoordinated development. The current site 

has a total of 428 parking spaces scattered in small parking lots and haphazardly along internal 

access roads.  

The proposed Master Plan intends to address the current space needs for quantity and quality, 

better preserve and broaden access to the collections, consolidate collections and reduce the 

reliance on leased space. In addition, the master plan outlines goals to establish the SCC as an 

integrated, welcoming and sustainable campus that reinforces the Institution’s singular identity, 

foster pan-institutional collaboration and maximize the use of shared amenities.  

Over the first 20 years, the population of the site is expected to increase from 300 employees and 

50 visitors to 400 employees and 150 visitors and to increase over 40 years to 550 employees and 

350 visitors. The draft master plan includes strategies for reducing the environmental impact of 

the campus including stormwater management, water conservation, heat island reduction, energy 

efficiency, and resiliency measures that define environmental stewardship. The proposed 

landscape plan intends to create a healthy and inviting outdoor environment with gathering spaces 

for work and interaction, efficient circulation to each facility, and open spaces and a landscape that 

promotes nature and the surrounding forest ecology.  

Analysis 

The draft Master Plan represents a significant improvement to the overall design and function of 

the site from the current condition, and a marked improvement from the previous 1993 Master 

Plan. While much of the proposed plan will be a positive change to the campus, some of the 

parking, access and security elements need further justification and refinement. 

Site Plan 

The Smithsonian expects that improvements to the site will attract more visiting scholars and 

researchers. The proposed development for the site includes the eventual removal of all the original 
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Garber warehouse buildings in phases to accommodate relocated collections. In its place is a 

Campus Quad scheme that connects the existing MSC and the new complex directly with a 

continuous interior corridor. Workspaces will face the quad and collections storage will be on the 

perimeter. The new facility curves around a series of connected outdoor spaces for employees and 

visitors. The site includes the removal of much of the western parking areas associated with the 

Garber buildings, but also the construction of new parking lots as the new building is phased in. 

The proposed building addition reduces the building height from that approved in the 1993 Master 

Plan and concentrates the building footprint in the center of the site. This will reduce the visual 

impact of the new facility on surrounding land uses. The Smithsonian will implement the plan in 

several phases which are tied to other Smithsonian museum projects over the next few decades. 

As such, staff recommends that the Commission supports the proposed layout of the new 

warehouse buildings arranged around a common open space that connects with the other 

administrative buildings on the campus and find that the site plan meets the Institution’s 

needs for warehousing, docking and loading, while also providing a more human scale design 

for employees and visitors to enjoy. 

Security 

According to the draft master plan, the primary security threat to the campus is from crime. The 

Smithsonian notes that the SCC is a unique campus of facilities that house important collections 

to the Smithsonian Institution. There have been previous issues with thefts and break-ins and the 

location of the SCC adjacent to Suitland Parkway with minimal staff is a security and safety 

challenge. The goal of the plan is to reduce the number of campus entrances, improve the main 

entry with a guard booth, screening and visitor center, and improve and connect the perimeter 

security. The existing fencing that separates current areas of the campus will be removed and new 

fencing around the perimeter of the facilities will be added.  

North of the buildings, a 10-foot chain-link security fence is proposed through the wooded area. 

The fence is approximately 3,750 feet with a 25-foot total clearance around the fence for its entire 

length to accommodate a jeep trail and prevent scaling. The fence will have attached lighting and 

video surveillance. Staff finds that while the clearance area and lighting is similar to other high 

security federal campuses adjacent to woodlands (such as the double 10-foot tall security fence 

with setbacks at the James J. Rowley Training Center approved by the Commission in 2017), the 

Smithsonian has not submitted a security threat analysis at this time to substantiate the proposed 

fence. The Commission needs to better understand the threat assessment to see if the environmental 

impacts are warranted.  

In addition, the Smithsonian will upgrade the existing fencing along Silver Hill Road. They will 

replace the current mix of 10-foot metal picket fencing and chain-link with barbed wire fencing 

with a consistent decorative 10-foot metal picket fence. Staff finds that that proposed fence will 

improve the campus’ public street frontage aesthetic; however, the 10-foot fence height is on 

average two feet taller than similar fences at other federal campuses. Recent fence approvals at 

other federal campuses generally have not exceeded 8 feet including high security facilities. 

Examples include the National Zoo, the National Arboretum, Joint Base Myer Henderson Hall, 

Fort Belvoir and the Level 5 Department of Homeland Security on Nebraska Avenue.  



 

Executive Director’s Recommendation Page 7 
NCPC File No. MP135 
 

 

 

It is unclear from the current submission whether the campus security issues warrant the proposed 

interventions and a security threat analysis should be submitted. If the two fence areas are approved 

as presented, additional landscaping and setbacks on Silver Hill Road and low-level lighting and 

landscaping in the wooded area could mitigate the impact of the fencing. The addition of improved 

bicycle and pedestrian facilities along Silver Hill Road could both improve the aesthetic of campus 

frontage and improve access to the site from the Suitland Metro Station.  

Therefore, staff recommends that the Commission requests the Smithsonian submit a security 

threat analysis with the next submission to address the need for the clearance area and 

lighting for the woodland fence and the 10-foot fence on Silver Hill Road. Staff further 

recommends that the Commission requests the Smithsonian submit additional information 

regarding tree and vegetation removal and the proposed lighting in the 25-foot clearance 

zone. If the clearance zone and 10-foot fence on Silver Hill Road are warranted, the 

Smithsonian should submit a robust landscape plan to mitigate for any loss of contiguous 

habitat in the wooded area and the impacts of the night-time lighting, and to improve the 

streetscape aesthetic along Silver Hill Road.  

Parking and Access 

While the ultimate planning horizon for the draft master plan is 40 years, the Transportation 

Management Plan provides strategies for a typical 20-year duration with consideration that new 

technologies may emerge in the future and the strategies should be updated as needed. The current 

parking total of 428 spaces is proposed to decrease to 391 including employee, visitor and fleet 

vehicles. There is some conflicting information between the draft master plan and the TMP 

regarding the existing and proposed parking breakdown and staff recommends that the 

Commission finds that the next submission should clarify these data inconsistencies.  The 

TMP and draft master plan include a 20-year goal to achieve a parking ratio of 1:2 consistent with 

the Comprehensive Plan. This goal assumed they were outside the 2,000 radius from the Suitland 

Metro Station. To achieve the proposed goal, the TMP recommends a variety of strategies 

including improving the current Smithsonian shuttle route and hours, improving the route from the 

campus to the Metro in coordination with other applicable stakeholders, and improving employee 

benefits and programs to encourage more non-auto driver mode share (NADMS).  

The current parking ratio target outlined in the Comprehensive Plan is 1:3 for sites within 2,000 

feet of a Metro Station. The eastern portion of the site is within this distance threshold while the 

western two-thirds of the site is outside 2,000 feet. Staff has consistently applied the stricter of two 

competing requirements for campus master plans given that the parking ratio is a long-term goal 

appropriate for the 20-year timeframe of a master plan. There are a variety of strategies already 

included in the draft Master Plan to reduce parking, but the stated 20-year goal is only to increase 

the NADMS from 47% to 50%. Therefore, staff recommends that the Commission requests the 

Smithsonian develop a detailed plan to reduce employee parking with clear milestones and 

strategies for attaining the 1:3 goal over the next 20 years. The Commission will assess the 

need for a deviation from the targets on a project by project basis, recognizing a near-term 

reduction may not be possible given the current infrastructure challenges. 
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The master plan and TMP recognize the need for a multi-use bicycle and pedestrian path on the 

north side of Silver Hill Road and the need for pedestrian/bicycle improvements connecting to 

the Suitland Metro Station. These improvements are supported by Prince George’s County and 

consistent with the local “Suitland-Silver Hill Greenway” in the 2014 Southern Green Line 

Station Area Sector Plan. The Smithsonian has committed to building the bicycle and pedestrian 

improvements on the portion of Silver Hill Road under their jurisdiction, but the master plan 

does not indicate a specific timeframe. Therefore, staff recommends that the Commission 

requests that the Smithsonian submit timing information on the bicycle and pedestrian 

improvements for the portion of Silver Hill Road that is within their jurisdiction.  The 

additional improvements needed to access the metro station will require coordination with the 

National Park Service and the Maryland State Highway Administration (who own the remaining 

land). The most unsafe portions of the route are crossing the slip lanes from Suitland Parkway. 

The Smithsonian has agreed to convene to a meeting with NPS, Maryland State Highway 

Administration, GSA on the proposed improvements.  

 

CONFORMANCE TO EXISTING PLANS, POLICIES AND RELATED GUIDANCE 

Comprehensive Plan for the National Capital 

Staff evaluated the draft master plan for compliance with the Transportation, Urban Design and 

Environmental Elements of the Comprehensive Plan. The Transportation Element requires 

suburban federal facilities within 2,000 feet of a Metrorail station have a parking ratio not to exceed 

one space for every three employees (1:3). The draft Master Plan states that it must only comply 

with the ratio of 1:2 as the Smithsonian believes that the site falls outside the 2,000-foot Metro 

station radius. The purpose of a master plan is to set long-term goals and objectives. The proposed 

draft includes a variety of strategies, but they are tailored to meet the 1:2 parking ratio and need to 

be updated to meet the 1:3.  

The Urban Design Element recommends federal sites be inviting and accessible, and that security 

barriers be integrated into the landscape, minimize their visual impact and infringement on the 

public space, and respect the overall character of the streetscape. The proposed 10-foot fence along 

Silver Hill Road, the SCC’s primary road frontage, does not meet these goals as presented. As 

previously noted, if the need for a fence at a height of 10 feet is warranted by the security analysis, 

the visual impact of the fence can be mitigated by setting it back from the road and adding 

mounding and landscaping where appropriate.  

National Historic Preservation Act 

SI is not a federal agency for purposes of Section 106 of the National Historic Preservation Act 

(NHPA). NCPC exercises an advisory review role for projects in the region and therefore does not 

have an NHPA responsibility.  
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National Environmental Policy Act 

The Commission does not have independent responsibility under the National Environmental 

Policy Act (NEPA) for projects in the environs because its authority over these projects is advisory. 

CONSULTATION 

The draft Master Plan submission was referred out to the Maryland Department of Planning 

clearinghouse on November 13, 2019, which forwarded the project to the following agencies: 

Maryland Departments of General Services, Natural Resources, Transportation, and the 

Environment; Prince George’s County Planning Board (PGCPB) ; the Maryland National Capital 

Parks and Planning Commission – Prince George’s County; the Metropolitan Washington Council 

of Governments (MWCOG); and the Maryland Department of Planning, including the Maryland 

Historical Trust.  

The MWCOG found this project to be consistent with their plans, programs, and objectives.  

The Maryland Departments of Natural Resources (MDNR), and the Environment (MDE); and the 

Maryland Department of Planning (MDOP) found this project to be generally consistent with their 

plans, programs, and objectives. 

The PGCPB recommended that the Smithsonian update their master plan to address architectural 

design guidelines, an improved plant list, and additional information on utility provisions and 

capacity. They also recommended that Smithsonian make transportation and access improvements 

including creating a coordinated commuting circulator with other federal agencies in the area, to 

which Smithsonian clarified the limitations of their SCC population and budget in leading that 

effort compared to other federal partners. The PGCPB made recommendations regarding roadway 

and intersection improvements including the addition of a multi-use trail along Silver Hill Road, 

improving the pedestrian crossings across Suitland Parkway. Smithsonian noted the master plan 

commits the Smithsonian to making the improvements on the portion of Silver Hill Rd under their 

jurisdiction. Regarding areas outside of their jurisdiction, the Smithsonian has committed to 

coordinating with applicable federal and local stakeholders on making improvements to Silver Hill 

Road and the access to the Suitland Metro station to the extent practicable.  

Prior to the formal agency referral review, the project was reviewed multiple times with staff from 

NCPC, the Maryland National Capital Parks and Planning Commission (M-NCPPC) and the 

Smithsonian between 2016 and 2019.   

ONLINE REFERENCE 

The following supporting documents for this project are available online at www.ncpc.gov: 

• Submission Package 

• Letter from the Maryland Clearing House  

• Letter from the Maryland State Highway Administration  

• Letter from Prince George’s County Planning Board 

https://www.ncpc.gov/
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• Letters from the Smithsonian Institution 

 

Prepared by Jamie Herr 
01/30/2020 

POWERPOINT (ATTACHED) 

 

 

 









































 
 
January 22, 2020 
 
 
The Honorable Elizabeth M. Hewlett, Chairman 
Prince George’s County Planning Board 
Maryland-National Capital Park and Planning Commission 
14741 Governor Oden Bowie Drive 
Upper Marlboro, MD 20772 
 
 
Re: Smithsonian Suitland Collections Center Draft Master Plan Mandatory Review MR-1933F 
 
Dear Madam Chair: 
 
We want to thank the Commission for their support of our project at the January 16th hearing 
and for the assistance provided by Christine Osei and other staff members to the Smithsonian 
and its consultants in developing the draft plan for the Suitland Collections Center.   
 
We received the staff report and recommendations and wish to respond specifically to these 
and how we will address them going forward.  We have included the M-NCPPC staff 
recommendations in italics below. 
 
Staff review of the Draft Master Plan resulted in the following recommendations: 

 

1. The applicant should incorporate architectural design guidelines into the Master Plan to 

guide future building design and development.  
 
The Smithsonian’s Final Master Plan will incorporate language and renderings describing 
the general character for the future design of projects.  The Smithsonian also has exten-
sive architectural and engineering design standards that are provided to Architect/Engi-
neer teams working on all of our museum and research center plans and projects.  Indi-
vidual project guidance for aesthetics and urban design would be provided to the se-
lected AE firms as part of the individual project scope or early design guidance as this 
will vary among the projects proposed in the master plan depending on the character of 
adjacent buildings and landscape as well as on the use of the building. 

 

2. The applicant should take the lead in coordinating a local circulator bus or van service 

with other government agencies located within the Suitland area such as the United States 

Census Bureau, the National Naval Support Facility and the National Oceanic and Atmos-

pheric Administration located approximately one mile north of the subject site.  

 

The Smithsonian will reach out to the above federal agencies to understand the services 
they currently provide or would like to provide in order to determine if a future shared 
service could be mutually beneficial in encouraging employee and/or visitor use of transit 
for purposes of reducing greenhouse gas emissions and traffic congestion.  Our site pop-
ulation and transportation budget may be much smaller than those government agen-
cies, so it is unrealistic that the Smithsonian could afford to be the primary provider of 
shuttle services. 
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