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Project Introduction

Mills Park - Project Background
In January 2000, the Town purchased the 240-acre 
Hawes tract, located in west Cary on Green Level 
Church Road. At the time of the purchase, it was 
intended to provide land for a Town park as well as other  
potential uses.

In January 2007, the Town agreed to the subdivision 
of the Town-owned 240-acre Hawes tract with the 
Wake County Public Schools System (WCPSS) for the 
purpose of locating an elementary and middle school. 
In September 2008, the Town Council approved the 
Mills Park Joint School Park Agreement. The Middle 
School was designed to include facility enhancements 
that would provide recreation opportunities for 
residents, including three multi-purpose fields, a 
softball field, a running track and basketball courts. 
These facilities were completed in 2010. This is 
considered to be “Phase one” of Mills Park.

Panther Creek Greenway - Background
The Panther Creek Greenway is a major component of 
the Town’s greenway system, with this particular section  
connecting numerous residences, parks, trails 
and schools. The trail project will extend from the 
Cameron Pond PDD, utilizing the existing boardwalk 
under I-540 and connecting to the existing pedestrian 
tunnel located at Green Level Church Road, an 
approximate distance of 1.2 miles. A connection will 
also be made to Mills Park, a distance of 0.3 miles. 
These two segments will complete gaps in the Panther 
Creek Greenway, creating a continuous trail between 
Cameron Pond and Cary Park developments.  The 
project will be completely constructed on Town 
property or easements the Town currently possesses.

Project Overview 



Project Introduction

Playground

Ball Field

Restrooms

Picnic Shelter

Walking Trails

Open Space

Greenway

Greenway 
Connection

Disc Golf

Community
Center

Tennis

Programmatic Elements

PHASE 1

PHASE 2

Concept Diagram from the  
2011-2012 Parks, Recreation, and 
Cultural Resources Master Plan

IMAGE: Initial Mills Park Concept + Program

Mills Park is designated as a Community Park by the 
Town of Cary. According to the Parks, Recreation and 
Cultural Resources Master Plan, a Community Park is 
defined as a park that typically serves residents within 
a two-mile radius and allows for group activities and 
recreational opportunities not feasible or desirable at 
the neighborhood level. Community parks are meant 
to serve the active recreational needs of residents and 
offer opportunities for the Town to create distinct 
facilities that respond to national trends or unique 
Town needs.

As with Neighborhood Parks, Community Parks 
should be developed for both active and passive 
recreation activities, a portion of which may be set 
aside as undeveloped land to remain in a natural 
condition or be restored to a naturalistic character. 
Community Parks should be linked to the Town’s 
greenway system. 

The 2011-2012 PRCR Master Plan also identified 
appropriate park program elements for Phase two of 
Mills Park. These were based upon a needs assessment 
by the Town and public input. 

Mills Park Planning Overview	
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park. The Panther Creek corridor is located along 
the northern edge of the site and was also identified 
as one of four natural open space corridors to be 
protected within the Town’s Northwest Area Plan, 
approved by the Town in 2002. With the acquisition 
of this site over 200’ of natural corridor will be 
protected, even after development of this parcel 
into a park. Mills Park, located east of Cary Park 
Planned Development District (PDD) in west Cary, 
was originally purchased in 2000. At the time of the 
purchase it was 240 acres in size. It was intended to 
provide land for a future Town park as well as for 
future civic uses. The Town had agreed to provide a 
20 acre elementary school site on the Hawes tract at 
no cost to WCPSS. Additionally, it was agreed that 
the Town would provide the opportunity for WCPSS 
to purchase a portion of the Mills Park for a middle 
school site, at the per acreage cost that the Town had 
paid in 2000. In that agreement the Town transferred 
the 20 acre Mills Park Elementary School property to 
WCPSS at no cost. WCPSS purchased from the Town 
the approximately 30 acre Mills Park Middle School 
site at the Town’s 2000 per acre cost. 

Additionally, the Town agreed to share the cost of a 
new collector road and a water line. The Mills Park 
Elementary School opened in 2009 and the Middle 
School in 2010. 

Park Description & Development Issues 
The Middle School was designed to include 
facility enhancements that will provide recreation 
opportunities for residents. These enhancements 
included three multi-use fields, one softball field, 
restrooms and basketball courts. The Town provided 
approximately $1.6 million towards the construction 

Based on the concept diagrams in the PRCR Master 
Plan, these are the program elements to consider for 
Mills Park:

• Children’s play area
• Reservable picnic areas with a mix of single,

double, and large group sizes/areas
• Basketball courts
• Community gardens
• Athletic fields (including: Little League fields

(lighted); softball fields (lighted); soccer
fields (lighted)

• Restrooms
• Off‐leash dog park
• Community center/recreation center (with

gymnasium, fitness area, etc.)
• Parking (adequate level to serve the

park facilities)
• Landscaped open space areas
• Paths and trails (connecting to neighborhoods

and open space)
• Trailheads (if adjacent to open space or

a path/trail)
• Spray Ground

Examples of existing Community Parks in Cary 
are Robert V. Godbold Park, Ritter Park, and 
North Cary Park.  Parks that are planned for 
future Community Parks are Jack Smith Park, 
Raftery Park, Roberts Road School/Park, and  
Shaffer Park.

Mills Park Town Planning and Process
The location of this site was identified in the approved 
1998 Parks, Greenways and Bikeways Master Plan 
as a recommended site for a community or metro 

Mills Park Planning Overview           

Project Introduction

of these facilities. Wake County contributed $250,000. 
These existing shared facilities will complement the 
future phases of Mills Park.

The second phase of Mills Park and the Panther 
Creek Greenway segment are proposed to link to 
Mills Park and Mills Park elementary and Middle 
Schools. The Panther Creek Greenway will be located 
along the northern edge of the park site and link to 
a pedestrian underpass located under Green Level 
Church Road which will provide direct access to Cary 
Park residents, with approximately 3,000 units of 
housing. The Mills Park Greenway will provide access 
for residents as far south as Thomas Brooks Park. 
As such, this park site and open space will be well 
linked within the Town of Cary greenway system. The 
Northwest Area Plan requires the protection of over 
200’ of natural buffer along the Panther Creek, which 
the greenway trail will help to acheive. 

9
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Project Introduction

The 2011-2012 Parks Recreation and Cultural 
Resources (PRCR) Master Plan (see page 10) was 
developed to help the Town assess its recreational 
needs, develop a plan for maintaining and expanding 
existing parks, and develop an overall vision and 
strategy for future parks and recreation. Within the 
PRCR Master Plan a conceptual master plan was 
created to show the proposed future development of 
Mills Park (on this page). This concept plan included 
public input and input from Town staff to determine 
the priorities for the next phases of the park in order 
to meet the recreational needs of the community. 

Based upon public and Town input and demographic 
and trend studies, the concept plan identified the 
program items needed for the future build-out 
of Mills Park. The 2011-2012 PRCR Master Plan 
recommended the following facilities for future 
phases of Mills Park:

• Two reservable picnic shelters
• 8 lighted tennis courts
• Community gardens
• Children’s play areas and splash pad
• Additional restroom
• Future location for 50,000-75,000 sf

community center
• Ball fields
• Greenway trail head and connections
• Paved loop walking trail
• Infrastructure required to support the above

facilities, including utilities, lighting and
stormwater treatment.

• Two parking lots

Mills Park Planning Overview           
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PARK SITE SUMMARY:
Class: Neighborhood Park
Total Size: 102 acres

PARK DESCRIPTION AND DEVELOPMENT ISSUES:

2 Shared parking lots
Recommended New Facility - 1 Reservable Picnic Shelter 
(Capacity 35-50 - 6 tables)- To be located adjacent to 
existing restroom)
Future designated location for community center (50,000 – 
70,000 SF)
1 Reservable Picnic Shelter (Capacity 75-100 - 12 tables)
8 Tennis Courts (Lighted) – Clay Courts
Community Gardens
Children’s Play area
 o 2-5 yr old Playground
 o 5-12 yr old Playground
Restroom Facility (In addition to existing restroom)
Paved Loop Trail
Trail Access/Connections – Panther Creek Greenway will 
travel across the northern section of the park from the 
underpass at Green Level Church Road on the west to a 
grade-separated crossing under the Triangle Expressway 
on the east.  Green Level Greenway goes south from 
Panther Creek Greenway to link up with Mills Park Drive 
which brings it to the edge of school land and on past the 
neighborhoods to the south.  A connecting street-side trail 
goes to Mills Park Schools. 
Parking 

o 150-175 spaces  ( 16 spaces tennis/33 spaces  
shelter/20 spaces baseball/100 spaces 
Community Center )

Develop as trail head including kiosk
Road Access
Access to will be o� the access drive to the Middle School. 
It is assumed that a new drive and parking lot will be 
developed o� of this access drive if a community center is 
developed at this location. 
Support Infrastructure (Utilities, Lights, SWM)

 Background: The location of this site was identi�ed in the approved 1998 Parks, 
Greenways and Bikeways Master Plan as a recommended site for a community or metro 
park. The Panther Creek  corridor is located along the northern edge of the site and was 
also identi�ed as one of four natural open space corridors to be protected within the 
Town’s Northwest Area Plan, approved by the Town in 2002. With the acquisition of this 
site over 200’ of natural corridor will be protected, even after development of this parcel 
into a park. Mills Park, located east of Cary Park Planned Development District (PDD) 
in west Cary, was originally purchased in 2000.   At the time of the purchase it was 240 
acres in size.  It was intended to provide land for a future Town park as well as for future 
civic uses.  As part of the original approval of the Cary Park Planned Unit Development, 
the developer agreed to provide the amount of $5,500,000 for the construction of an 
elementary school on the Mills Park site.   The Town had agreed to provide a 20 acre 
elementary school site on the Hawes tract at no cost to WCPSS.   Additionally, it was 
agreed that the Town would provide the opportunity for WCPSS to purchase a portion 
of the Mills Park for a middle school site, at the per acreage cost that the Town had paid 
in 2000, a cost substantially lower than the current market value.  In that agreement the 
Town transferred the 20 acre Mills Park Elementary School property to WCPSS at no cost.  
WCPSS purchased from the Town the approximately 30 acre Mills Park Middle School 
site at the Town’s 2000 per acre cost, a considerable savings to WCPSS.  Additionally, the 
Town agreed to share the cost of a new collector road and a water line.  The Mills Park 
Elementary School opened in 2009 and the Middle School in 2010.  

Park Description & Development Issues: The Middle School was designed to include 
facility enhancements that will provide recreation opportunities for residents.  These 
enhancements include 3 multi-use �elds, 1 softball �eld, restrooms and basketball 
courts. The Town provided approximately $1.6 million towards the construction of 
these facilities.  Wake County contributed $250,000. These community use facilities will 
compliment and be integrated into the future 50 acre park that is adjacent to the middle 
school. The future Mills Park and Panther Creek Greenways are proposed to link to Mills 
Park and Mills Park elementary and Middle Schools.  The Panther Creek Greenway will 
be located along the northern edge of the park site and link to a pedestrian underpass 
located under Green Level Church Road which will provide direct access to Cay Park 
residents, with approximately 3,000 units of housing.  The Mills Park Greenway will 
provide access for residents as far south as Tom Brooks Park. As such this park site and 
open space will be well linked with the Town of Cary greenway system.
The Northwest Area Plan requires the protection of over 200’ of natural bu�er along the 
Panther Creek.

Future Expansion:  No future expansion of the park is planned.

PROPOSED PARK ELEMENTS:
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Project Introduction

Mills Park – Phase one
Phase one of Mills Park was installed in 2010, and 
included three multi-purpose fields, a softball field, a 
running track , basketball courts, and a picnic shelter/
rest room building.  Based upon the 2007 agreement 
with Wake County Schools, Phase one of Mills Park 
was a joint-use facility with Wake County Public 
Schools. The facilities in phase one are shared by 
Mills Park Elementary and Mills Park Middle School. 

Mills Park – Phase Two
 The second phase of Mills Park will be entirely 
on Town property and will consist of several new 
amenities, as defined by the previously described 
2011-2012 PRCR Master Plan report.  The exact 
facilities included in phase two have been determined 
by available funding.  Panther Creek Greenway is 
being designed and built in conjunction with Mills 
Park because the park will serve as greenway access 
and the greenway will provide pedestrian connections 
within the park. 

Mills Park Phase 2- Project Scope
The Town reviewed the recommended program 
items as listed in the 2011-2012 PRCR Master Plan 
and enlisted a consultant to hold additional public 
input sessions with residents. These public input 
sessions and further study of existing facilities and 
future growth by the Town led to a list of preferred 
facilities to include in phase two of Mills Park.   

It was determined that the project scope for future 
phases may include:

• Two picnic shelters
• Restroom
• New children’s play area
• Additional lighted combination baseball field

with multi-purpose field
• Open Space for varied casual use
• Disc golf
• Additional parking
• Greenway trail access and connections

Funding for this project was approved by voters 
as part of the 2012 Community Investment Bonds 
referendum. The estimated total budget for phase 
two is approximately $1 million for construction. 
Available funding and final construction costs will 
determine the final facilities included in this phase. 

Panther Creek Greenway - Project Scope
 Panther Creek Greenway is being designed in 
conjunction with phase two of Mills Park because the 
park will provide greenway access. The greenway will 
extend approximately 1.5 miles from the Cameron 
Pond Development (PDD) to Cary Park Lake.

The estimated total budget of the greenway is 
$1,700,000, which includes design and construction 
costs. Funding for this project was approved by Cary 
voters as part of the 2012 Community Investment  
Bonds referendum.

Mills Park Phasing			
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Project Introduction

Project Site     
The remaining Mills Park site includes over 104 acres 
of land located adjacent to the Mills Park Elementary 
and Middle Schools and phase one of Mills Park. An 
extensive site inventory and analysis was completed of 
the site to determine the best areas to locate facilities, 
as shown in the next sections of the report. As shown 
in the historical aerial photos, the Mills Park location 
and surrounding area has changed considerably over 
the past 20 years.  As the 1993 aerial shows, the site 
and surrounding area was undeveloped forest. The 
1998 aerial shows that the Mills Park property was 
logged and some development was beginning to 
occur in nearby parcels. By the early 2000’s several 
neighborhoods had developed around the park land 
and Green Level Church Road was widened. By 2009, 
the elementary and middle schools were constructed, 
along with much of phase one of Mills Park, which 
included the joint-use athletic facilities. These 
historical aerials illustrate two points clearly: 

1.  Mills Park is an important jewel in the Town of Cary 
park system that has managed to stay intact through 
intense development in the surrounding parcels. This 
park is critical in providing recreational uses to the 
nearby residents and the growing community in west 
Cary. 

2. Much of the future Mills Park site is located in a
successive forest. Because of the logging that occurred in 
the late 1990’s, the only old-growth hardwood trees on the 
site are surrounding the creek. The remaining vegetation 
is largely pine trees and scrub, with smaller hardwood  
trees emerging. 

As the present-day aerial shows, the Mills Park 
site is surrounded by residential neighborhoods, 
commercial development, major thoroughfares and 
public schools. The future development of Mills 
Park will strengthen the surrounding community. A 
community park that is accessible to neighborhoods, 
schools, and major roads will provide a much 
needed recreational opportunity for Cary residents 
throughout the Town, but particularly in West Cary 
where additional facilities are needed to meet the 
growing population demands. 

One of the unique aspects of Mills Park is the joint-use 
agreement, as previously discussed. This agreement 
benefited both the Town and the County by providing 
land to the County for needed schools at a reduced 
cost and shared cost for the athletic facilities. This is a 
win-win situation for the County and Town residents, 
making great use of tax dollars. The sports fields and 
parking are available for public use after school hours 
and on weekends.  

Phase two of Mills Park will be entirely on Town 
land. Yet in the planning for phase two, parking 
and vehicular circulation is a critical item to study 
to ensure that there is no conflict with the school 
circulation and parking. The Design Team and the 
Town studied best routes for vehicular and pedestrian 
circulation in order to reduce conflict and limit 
confusion for Town residents wishing to use the park 
during school hours.

The Panther Creek Greenway will connect gaps 
between existing greenways located near the site. 
The Town of Cary planned ahead and used NCDOT 
funding to build a boardwalk under I-540 when that 

thoroughfare was constructed in 2012. This section of 
540/Triangle Expressway was completed in December, 
2012. This section of boardwalk travels under the 540 
overpass providing a safe and attractive means of 
travel for bicyclists and pedestrians. Until the Panther 
Creek Greenway is extended east to Cameron Pond 
and west to Green Level Church Road, there is not a 
clear path to access the boardwalk. 

There is also an existing pedestrian tunnel under Green 
Level Church Road that connects to neighborhoods 
west of the road, but the greenway does not continue 
to the east. This section of Panther Creek Greenway is 
only a mile and half long, but will provide important 
connections to the existing tunnel and boardwalk 
and from there, nearby neighborhoods. In addition 
to connecting these neighborhoods to the larger 
greenway system, this section of Panther Creek 
Greenway will also connect to the future Mills Park. 

Mills Park will act as a trailhead for the greenway as 
well as an access point for greenway users to reach 
the schools. Children will be able to safely bicycle 
and walk to school from their neighborhoods on the 
greenway system. Many neighbors and students who 
attended the public input sessions were most excited 
about this opportunity. 
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Project Process

IMAGE:  Project Process Diagram
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Project Process

The Mills Park phase two process has included a 
reassessment of the program elements defined in 
the 2011-2012 PRCR Master Plan. Additional Town 
and public input was gathered on conceptual designs 
from spring 2014 – late fall 2014. 

Town staff from both design and facilities management 
were consulted to confirm the current needs of the 
Town. Two public input sessions were also held to 
show concept plans and receive input and valuable 
feedback from the community on their preferences, 
desires and needs. Concept plans were provided on 
the Town Website to provide an additional avenue 
for public engagement.  Nearby neighborhoods 
were alerted to public meetings to try to encourage 
public input and make residents aware of the design 
process. After gathering input from the Town and the 
community, the proposed program elements of the 
future park were slightly altered to include:

1. A multi-purpose field in the baseball outfield. Many
residents expressed a need for additional soccer and 
lacrosse fields, so providing this additional amenity will 
help meet the needs of all residents. Town of Cary Parks 
and Recreation staff agreed that lacrosse is an emerging 
sport that is gaining in popularity in the area. The staff 
still felt that an additional baseball field was needed at 
the site, but concluded that providing a multi-purpose 
field in the outfield would meet both needs with 
minimal additional cost to the project. 

Design and Planning Process             
2. An open space area that is approximately 1.5
acres and includes varied topography to meet the 
needs of casual recreation, without providing another 
recreational field. Many of the Town residents liked the 
idea of open space for multiple and varied uses. 

A detailed study of Town of Cary existing parks led 
the design team to determine that 1.5 acres is the 
appropriate size for a community park open space 
area. 

Based upon approval from the Town, the master 
plan was presented a final time to the public for final 
comments. After Town Council approval, design 
drawings will begin with final construction drawings 
to be completed in fall 2015 and construction 
projected to begin in summer of 2016.   
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Design and Planning Process: Overview

IMAGE:  Design Process Diagram
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Design and Planning Process: Site Inventory

To begin the design process, a thorough site inventory 
was conducted of the entire 104-acre site to understand  
existing conditions and help determine the best places 
to build the program elements to reduce impact to the  
environment and to the Town’s budget. The following  
pages illustrate the inventory and analysis conducted 
of the site that informed design decisions.

Site Inventory    



Stream Buffer
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Site Inventory

Panther Creek runs through the project site, along 
with several tributaries. The Streams + Buffers graphic  
illustrates required 100’ buffers required around 
creeks on site, as well as a 50’ buffer required on a 
smaller tributary. In addition to highlighting sensitive 
areas that should be preserved, these buffers have 
construction requirements and restrictions that must 
be observed. These streams and their buffers define 
where buildable areas cannot occur. The streams are 
generally confined to the central portion of the site 
area, preserving this central core and leaving the rest 
for potential development.

The site is located within the Jordan Lake Watershed.  
According to the Jordan Lake Watershed Buffer 
Rules, 50 feet of riparian area is required on each 
side of waterbodies, including stream channels. In 
addition to the watershed buffer, the Town of Cary 
has implemented additional buffers on intermittent 
and perennial streams, lakes, and ponds.  

The buffers shown are interpreted from page 5 of the 
Ecological Engineering Natural Resource Findings Report.
For additional information see the Ecological Engineering 
Natural Resource Findings Report in the Appendix.IMAGE:  Streams + Buffers
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Site Inventory

Along with the stream buffers, existing floodways 
limit where development can occur based upon the 
probability of flooding. Structures should be built 
outside the 100 year flood line and above the Base 
Flood Elevation. Again, these floodplain lines further 
define where the buildable limits should occur 
onsite. As can be seen in the graphic, the floodplain 
surrounds the creek and requires that a considerable 
amount of land in the central, lower area around the 
creek be left undisturbed on the site.

IMAGE: Floodway + Floodplain
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Unsuitable Soils
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Site Inventory

Soils onsite are indicative of the floodplain. Poor or  
unsuitable soils are generally unstable and poor for 
construction. Major construction of buildings or 
other structures should avoid these areas if possible. 
Again, the poor soils generally follow the stream 
location and leave the remaining portion of the site 
available for development.

IMAGE: Unsuitable Soils

Soils	
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Site Inventory

As the earlier historical aerial discussion illustrated(See 
page 14), many of the trees onsite were cut down in 
the late 1990’s, except for those near the stream. As 
such, most of the existing trees onsite are successive 
growth pine trees with scrub and smaller hardwood 
trees emerging. The result is that construction of the 
park will not require the elimination of many larger 
trees. Although attention will be given to preserving 
as many trees as possible to create a feeling of a park 
nestled in the woods, most of the trees that will be 
removed to construct the park facilities are smaller 
and are not champion trees. As most of the larger 
hardwood trees are closer to the stream, this analysis 
falls in line with the previous studies showing that 
the best area to build the park and preserve the most 
sensitive portions of the land are away from the 
stream corridor. The graphic shows the general types 
of forest growing on the site, but again, most of the 
trees in the upper portions (Mesic Mixed Hardwood 
and Dry Mesic) are actually successive growth pines.

The forest typologies shown are interpreted from page 5 of the 
Ecological Engineering Natural Resource Findings Report.
For additional information see the Ecological Engineering 
Natural Resource Findings Report in the Appendix. IMAGE: Forest Typology

Vegetation		

Panth
er

  C
re

ek



Existing Greenway

Existing Sidewalk

Park Vehicular Circulation

School Vehicular Circulation

Mixed Vehicular

24

Site Inventory

Existing sidewalks provide connections to the park 
and the adjacent schools. The proposed greenway 
will connect to the existing sidewalks and greenways. 
Vehicular circulation for the school shows a pattern 
that allows movement to public parking lots, to a 
bus drop off and to a teacher-only parking lot. These 
circulation patterns will need to be considered in park 
plans to allow for smooth and safe connections from 
the greenway to the school for children, as well as 
easy access by residents from nearby neighborhoods. 

As shown in the graphic and discussed earlier, 
eliminating conflict between school vehicular 
functions and park visitors will be critical. The school 
parking lot north east of the existing middle school is 
solely for teacher use and will not be available during 
school days for park users. Finding a way to clearly 
demarcate this and reduce unauthorized use will be 
critical in the design of the park. 

As with most school properties, unauthorized people 
walking around the campus are also discouraged for 
the safety of the students. Therefore, creating clear 
signage and greenway connections that provide 
alternate routes that do not lead directly into the 
school property from the park will be necessary. 

IMAGE: Vehicular and Pedestrian Circulation
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Site Inventory

Utilities are located near the park site and are provided 
from the roadway or from the existing schools. 
Existing water and reclaimed water are located in 
the road adjacent to the park. Existing sewer runs 
along the stream near the park. Stormwater lines are 
located throughout the existing athletic facilities and 
school property. An existing bioretention pond is 
also located on the Town property. This pond is not 
designed to handle the proposed park amenities so 
an additional stormwater device (or devices) may be 
required.

IMAGE: Utilities Map

Utilities		
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Site Analysis

After conducting the site inventory for the park 
site, it became apparent that the driving forces in 
locating the park were the environmental factors on 
site, particularly Panther Creek and its surrounding 
buffers and floodplain.  In order to protect sensitive 
environmental areas and keep built elements out of 
unsuitable portions of the site, certain areas on site 
were located as potential park areas.

IMAGE: Buildable area to minimize environmental impacts
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After studying the site inventory and analysis as a 
whole, the Design Team and Town determined that 
the best area for the park is a contiguous 23-acre 
core within the park land. As seen in the graphics, 
these 23-acres are adjacent to the school property 
and phase one of the park, providing a clear link to 
existing facilities. The 23-acres are also the largest 
swath of land in the park that are unbroken by 
unbuildable areas. There are five other pockets of land 
in the corners of the property that are also buildable, 
but will not fit all of the proposed park facilities. These 
can be used for future park expansion or other stand-
alone facilities that can be less connected to the park 
core. 

After studying the site, the Design Team moved 
forward with the intention to develop Phase Two of 
Mills Park in this 23-acre swath of land on the park 
site. 

Park Site/Buildable Areas		

23 ACRES +/-
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Site Analysis
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Design and Planning Process: Precedent Studies

The consultants and Town staff toured existing Town 
of Cary parks for examples of how Mills Park should 
“feel.” The examples given by the Town as relevant 
examples to use for Mills Park were Harold D. Ritter 
Park and Sears Farm Road Park. 

Ritter Park is a good example of a larger Community 
Park that tucks larger program elements, such as 
baseball fields and parking into the trees to make the 
visual effect of the park less impactful. 

Sears Park is an example of a park that utilizes unique 
topography to create elements of play within the 
open space. Both parks show Town of Cary typical 
standards for playground equipment and materials 
and restroom/picnic shelters. 

The design team also visited Thomas Brooks baseball 
complex with Town staff and were told this was not 
the look they were interested in for Mills Park. The 
idea is to soften the elements and not create a large 
complex. The resulting direction of the park was to 
make it feel “nestled in the trees.”

Precedent Studies				
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Design and Planning Process:  Scale Relationship Studies

The location of the Town’s preferred program elements 
were sited for phase 2 in the Buildable Area, utilizing 
the topography of the site in the most desirable 
fashion to reduce their environmental impact.  

The design team created a “scale relationship 
diagram” to show how the program items could fit 
on the site and how they would relate to one another 
when placed within the buildable area. The baseball 
field and future community center were the largest 
elements and were sited on the less steep areas of 
the site to reduce grading as much as possible and to 
reduce their large visual impact. 

After the initial scale relationship diagram, the 
design team created two diagrammatic concepts 
illustrating potential layouts for the park.  These 
initial diagrammatic concepts considered the site 
analysis and the precedent studies, as well as Town 
input on desired program items and general layout 
preferences. 
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IMAGE:  Concept A

Concept A: Nestled   
The “Nestled” concept builds upon the Ritter Park 
precedent of tucking the larger facilities into the trees, 
creating a more appealing “park feeling.” The parking 
lot was divided into several smaller bays connected 
with tree lined drive aisles. The baseball field was 
pushed farther out into the site. 

The other elements were also tucked amongst the 
trees, creating an intimate feeling park.  The proposed 
baseball field is shown in an orientation that connects 
it more to the existing baseball field, allowing 
for shared picnic shelters and easier pedestrian 
connection between the two.

The baseball field orientation also separates the 
portion of the field where spectators and players 
gather away from the additional shelter and restroom.  
This was in response to Town concerns over use of 
the picnic shelter, which becomes difficult to reserve 
when located close to a baseball field. The players tend 
to use the shelter and make it unusable for others. 

Initial Park Concepts
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The “Meadow” concept connects the second phase of 
Mills Park to the future phase with the community 
center with a large open space area known as “The 
Meadow.” 

The concept also shows a more “ideal” rotation for 
the baseball field with a northeast alignment for the 
batter. However, this ballfield rotation reduces the 
connection between the existing and proposed field 
and places the more active portion of the field closer 
to the restroom and picnic shelter in the park. 

IMAGE: Concept B

Concept B: Meadow		

Initial Park Concepts
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IMAGE:  Concept C

Concept C: Park Beside a Complex 
The “Park Beside a Complex” concept pushes the 
proposed baseball field closer to the existing ball 
field, allowing for better connection between the 
two and better shared facilities. Moving the ballfield 
closer to the existing athletic facilities essentially 
creates a larger athletic complex and then separates 
the other park elements with the proposed parking 
lot. The other park elements are tucked farther into  
the woods. 

Initial Park Concepts



33

explained that the thorough needs assessment and 
public participation process for the 2011-2012 PRCR 
Master Plan determined that a baseball field was 
needed at Mills Park. However, because of the needs 
brought up by residents for additional lacrosse and 
soccer fields, the Town decided to include a multi-
purpose field in the baseball outfield for flexibility  
of use. 

3. Other minor comments were made by
residents, including:

• The desire to see the community center sooner
rather than later.

• Questions about a pool facility that had been
discussed with the 2011-2012 planning process.

• Greenway connection points within the park.
• Studying the size of the open space.
• Providing more nature play opportunities with

the creek.

4. Overall, the public liked all three plans, but seemed
to prefer the more “nestled” concept that tucked the 
proposed facilities into the woods and separated them 
with vegetated buffers. Most people particularly liked 
tucking the parking into the woods to reduce its visual 
impact on the site. 

5. Some members of the public preferred the concept
that brought the proposed baseball field closer to the 
existing field in an effort to create efficiencies in man-
agement and game attendance. 

Design and Planning Process: Public Meeting #1

Building upon the site analysis, the required program 
elements as determined by the 2011-2012 PRCR 
Master Plan and further input from the Town, the 
Design Team developed three initial concepts for the 
park design, as shown on the previous pages.  These 
concepts showed possible locations of the proposed 
facilities, general layouts for scale purposes, and 
greenway connection opportunities. 

Public participation at the first meeting in August 
presented the Town residents with the site analysis, 
three concepts and a greenway alignment. Attendance 
at the meeting was substantial, with approximately 40 
people in attendance for a presentation by consultants 
and an informal discussion with exhibits posted 
throughout the space. The meeting was held at the 
Mills Park Middle School. 

The feedback was generally enthusiastic and 
supportive. Some concerns or thoughts that were 
raised included:

1. Discussion of greenway alignment. The consultants
explained how the site analysis and existing Town  
easements identified the placement of the greenway. 
Most residents who have property abutting the greenway  
easement were already informed and aware of 
the future greenway alignment, thus reducing any  
substantial concern.

2. As discussed earlier, several residents expressed a
desire for a lacrosse or soccer field instead of a baseball 
field. Many felt that the nearby Thomas Brooks Park 
provided ample baseball and that other needs were 
in more demand at this site. Town representatives 

Public Meeting #1				



34

Design and Planning Process: Concept Refinement

The open space was further refined and developed 
based upon public input and Town comments. An 
approximate size of 1.5 acres for the open space 
was determined to be a reasonable goal based upon 
precedent parks studied. Since public meeting #1, 
the design team had analyzed 3 Town of Cary parks 
to develop an open space strategy. These three parks 
were North Cary Park, Sears Park, and Walnut Street 
Park. The analysis determined that in order to create 
an effective open space that can be used for less 
organized recreation, several elements should be 
considered:

1. Create an open space that is approximately 1.5
acres in size. This is large enough to allow for multiple 
uses and create varied spaces. 

2. Provide topography that varies the experience,
creates playful opportunities and prevents organized 
play. 

3. Provide vegetation within and on edges to create
unique spaces and discourage organized play. 

4. Provide a greenway that runs either adjacent to
or bisects the open space.  This helps to enliven the 
space and creates opportunities for cyclists or walkers 
to stop and relax. 

Refinements and Input from Town     

Mills Park REVISED CONCEPTS

10.06.14

WHAT WE 
HEARD...

PLACE RESTROOM 
CLOSER TO FIELDS

INCLUDE NATURE 
PLAY

REVISIT SCALE OF 
OPEN SPACE

PROVIDE A MULTI-
PURPOSE FIELD

DON’T BISECT OPEN 
SPACE WITH TRAIL

Mills Park REVISED CONCEPTS

10.06.14

WHAT WE 
HEARD...

PLACE RESTROOM 
CLOSER TO FIELDS

INCLUDE NATURE 
PLAY

REVISIT SCALE OF 
OPEN SPACE

PROVIDE A MULTI-
PURPOSE FIELD

DON’T BISECT OPEN 
SPACE WITH TRAIL

The Town does not wish for the open space to be used 
for organized play, but rather as a gathering area for 
residents to use for lighter uses that do not degrade the 
turf. Such uses can be flying kites, throwing a Frisbee, 
picnicking, sunbathing, watching a concert, sledding, 
etc. This size is large enough to provide variation in 
topography and vegetation to prevent organized play 
and provide unique features, yet small enough to not 
overtake the park.  

The design team also studied  how to incorporate 
a multi-purpose field into the baseball field, per 
comments from the public on the need for more 
lacrosse and soccer space. Precedent parks were 
considered, as well as input from Town staff. 
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Design and Planning Process: Concept Refinement

Mills Park REVISED CONCEPTS

10.06.14

- OPEN SPACE COMPARISON

CONCEPT A-2 “NESTLED”

1.08 ACRES

CONCEPT C-2 “PARK BESIDE A COMPLEX”

1.22 ACRES

NORTH CARY PARK 

WALNUT CREEK PARK 

SEARS FARM ROAD PARK

1.4 ACRES

1.5 ACRES

.86 ACRES
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IMAGE: Concept A-2

Refined Concepts

This concept refined the “Nestled” plan from public 
meeting #1. After the public feedback and Town 
input mentioned previously, the design team added 
a multi-purpose field to the baseball field to provide 
more recreational opportunities. The open space was 
refined and resized per the open space study. 

The greenway trail runs adjacent to the open space and 
it will be graded to allow a slope in front of the picnic 
shelter that can be used for open air performances.  
The topography will provide unique interest to the 
park and recreational opportunities, while also 
discouraging organized play. The restrooms are 
combined with another picnic shelter that is located 
closer to the proposed ballfield, but still close to the 
playground to provide easy access for users from both 
facilities. 

The concept shows a layout for the future community 
center higher on the top of the hill and closer to the 
entrance with tennis courts terracing down the slope 
toward the creek. The greenway trail loops around 
the ball field and the future park elements, providing 
connections to both the school and the sidewalk along 
the school access road. The playground is shifted 
back slightly from the main entrance to provide a 
clear view of play elements while also providing an 
opportunity for park signage at the entry.

The community center, tennis and additional parking 
will not be included in phase two of Mills Park, but in 
a future phase. 

Concept A-2 
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Refined Concepts

IMAGE:  Concept C-2

Concept C-2 
This concept refined the “Park Beside a Complex” 
concept. The open space was reconfigured and 
resized based upon the earlier open space study. 
The greenway bisects the open space to discourage 
organized play and the grades will be sculpted to 
provide playful opportunities. 

The ballfield includes a multi-purpose field in the 
outfield per public input and a direct pedestrian 
connection is made between the existing ballfield 
and the proposed. The parking is less “nestled” than 
Concept A-2 and ends at the restroom/picnic shelter 
to eliminate separation between the athletic facilities 
and the rest of the park. 

The concept shows a layout for the future community 
center lower on the slope to reduce its prominence 
when driving into the site and create views of the 
creek from the community center. The tennis courts 
provide the connection between phase two of the park 
and the future phase. The greenway trail loops around 
the ball field and the future park elements, providing 
connections to both the school and the sidewalk along 
the school access road. The playground is centered at 
the entrance to the park to provide an opportunity for 
an iconic artful element at the entrance.

The community center, tennis and additional parking 
will not be included in phase two of Mills Park, but in 
a future phase. 
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Design and Planning Process: Public Meeting #2
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Some comments from attendees included:

1. The “nestled” concept does a better job of
separating the future park from the existing joint-use 
park. This might be helpful in reducing confusion over 
what facilities are available for public use during the 
school day. 

2. The combined baseball/multi-use field was received
with positive support for its ability to meet 
everyone’s needs. 

3. The open space was also viewed positively in both
its size, layout and possibilities for play and recreation. 

The second public meeting held for future Mills Park 
planning showed two concept plans that were altered 
based upon feedback from public meeting #1 and 
Town input. These two concepts further developed 
the preferred plans showing a “nestled” park in the 
woods and a “park next to a complex” that pulled the 
proposed facilities closer to the existing facilities. 

The second public meeting was held at the Mills Park 
Drive Fire Station.  Attendees at this meeting were 
able to review the final two concept plans and final 
proposed greenway alignment and ask questions from 
both consultants and Town representatives. These 
concept plans included the future community center 
location and tennis courts, although they will likely 
not be in the next phase of the park construction due 
to budget constraints.

After comments from the public at the last public 
meeting, the Town decided it was helpful to show all 
of the future elements to help with layout of the park 
and allow the public to see the final likely park build-
out. The park elements that will be included in the 
next phase will be determined by available funding 
and construction costs. 

The overall feedback regarding the park concepts 
and greenway alignment were positive and that 
residents are anxious for the construction to begin. 
The “nestled” park concept seemed slightly preferred, 
but the two were generally both well liked. 

Public Meeting #2				

Design and Planning Process: Public Meeting #2
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Final Park Concept Plan

After the final public meeting, the Town and design team 
moved forward with refining Concept A-2 (formerly 
“nestled”). This concept was slightly preferred by the 
Town and the public and met the initial design goal of 
creating a nestled park with minimal impact. 

The concept plan as illustrated in the graphic on 
page 41 goes beyond Phase two. This was done to 
ensure that the phase 2 elements would not 
negatively impact the planned programmatic 
elements as currently envisioned. Future 
planning effort will be needed as funding becomes 
available to further define these future park elements 
and review the current standards that will need to 
be met including parking and stormwater 
requirements.  
The overall concept plan for Mills Park shows 
the following:

• Children’s Playground (Image A, p. 43)
• Parking
• Restroom and picnic shelter combination building

(Image C, p. 43)
• Baseball/multi-purpose field (Image E, p. 43)
• Panther Creek Greenway connections and paved

walking loop around ballfield (Image D, p. 43)
• Open space for passive recreation (Image B, p. 43)
• Art and additional signage
• Stand-alone picnic shelter that could also serve as

a bandstand for concerts
• 50,000-100,000 square foot community center/

field house (Image F, p. 43)
• 8 lighted Tennis courts
• Community Garden (p. 43)
• Spray Ground (p. 43)
• Future Recreation Sites (p. 43)

		
Stormwater Review

Initial stormwater calcuations, along with preliminary 
permitting meetings with the Town, indicate that 
there will be no required stormwater ponds or 
treatment devices required for the park, as shown. This 
determination is based upon the overall master plan 
program elements, with the following assumptions:
• A 50,000 square foot building footprint for the

future community building/field house
• Parking for approximately 250 cars
• The diffuse flow is required before the buffer at

Panther Creek. This can be achieved through level
spreaders or other devices, such as bio-retention,
that slow the flow of water off site.

• The off-site adjacent roadways do not count
toward the phosphorus and nitrogen nutrient load
calculations.

• The stormwater calcuations are analyzing the site
based upon current standards:

• Maximum impervious cannot exceed 12%
• Maximum nitrogen threshold - 2.2 lb/ac/yr
• Maximum phosphorus - .69 lb/ac/yr
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Final Park Concept Plan
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Concept Plan Elements

The playground is centrally located between the 
unprogrammed open space with picnic shelter, the 
restrooms, and the multi-purpose field.  It will be composed 
of play structures for both younger and older children and 
children of all abilities. The playground will include natural 
areas to provide opportunities for planting seasonal flowers 
and canopy trees for shade.  

Playground	

The main picnic shelter and restroom building is 
situated between the multi-purpose field and the 
playground along a multi-modal path. This central 
location will provide easy access for users from 
the playground and ball fields, as well as an accessible 
route from the parking lot.

Picnic Shelter & Restrooms

The master plan includes a multi-purpose athletic field as 
well as a baseball field. Both fields will be artificial turf  in 
the future.  The addition of a multi-purpose field was the 
direct result of feedback received during public meeting #1. 
It is included in the master plan in order to meet the town’s 
need for additional lacrosse and soccer fields.

The multi-purpose field is 220 feet wide by 360 feet long 
and the baseball field measures 300 feet from home plate to 
the fence following both the first and third base foul lines. 

Multi-Use Athletic Fields

The passive open space is approximately 1.5 acres in 
size with varying topographic features to create unique 
playful experiences but deter organized play. The open 
space is defined by the greenway connector path on its 
east side and a natural forested woodline to the west. A 
picnic shelter that may serve as an amphitheater stage 
is included within the open space, located adjacent to  
the playground.

Passive Open Space

The greenway path connects the Panther Creek Greenway 
to the existing greenway along Mills Park Drive utilizing 
the new bridge and boardwalk crossing over Panther 
Creek. The greenway connection alignment aims to work 
with the existing topography in order to minimize slopes 
and promote universal accessibility. 

Greenway Connection 

The master plan reserves acreage for a community center 
or field house between 50,000 and 100,000 square feet. 
Adequate space for future parking is also reserved for the 
future addition which may also include tennis courts,  
additional signage/wayfinding, picnic shelters, greenway 
trail loop and disc golf.

Community Center / Parking 

IMAGE A IMAGE B

IMAGE D

IMAGE F

IMAGE C

IMAGE E
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Concept Plan Elements

Areas of the site that are outside of the stream buffers but 
not connected to the central park core are available for 
future recreation as identified by the Town. These areas 
are shown in green and labeled to the left. These Future 
Recreation Areas could be used for stand-alone amenities, 
such as a dog park, a skate park, or additional parking. 

The area in purple was previously identified as a location 
for a community garden or a location for a Kids Garden 
and/or a Safe Play Area such as a “Safety Town”.  This was 
identified due to its proximity to the existing Fire Station.  
However, based on future needs this could change to some 
other type of recreation area and would be further vetted 
at that time.

Future Recreation Areas

IMAGE G
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Detailed Concept Plan: Mills Park Phase 2

Based upon available funding, phase two of Mills Park 
will include the following (see next page): 

• A Playground with play elements for older and 
younger children

• Approximately 30 parking spaces for the park and 
greenway

• A restroom building and a picnic shelter 

• Grading and seeding for an open field.

• The Panther Creek greenway connection through the 
site. This greenway will connect to the existing 
greenway trail on the school entrance drive.

• Sidewalk connections along the parking lot.

• Plantings in the playground and throughout the 
park.

• Site amenities such as benches and water 
fountains.

Phase 2 elements are within the red dashed line in the 
graphic on the following page. All other park elements 
are shown for reference only.

DETAILED CONCEPT PLAN (PHASE 2)     
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Detailed Concept Plan: Mills Park Phase 2 

IMAGE: Detailed Master Plan
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Conclusion

Mills Park Phase 2 will be an incredible amenity for 
residents on the western side of Cary. The construction 
of the park with Panther Creek Greenway provides 
a unique opportunity to connect residents to 
neighborhoods, schools, and the park. By designing 
and constructing these new features together, the park 
and greenway have been able to guide the layout of 
each, providing a cohesive design that meets the needs 
of the community and fits to the site topography.  

The Town of Cary’s park planning process has 
allowed for extensive public input - from the initial 
comprehensive planning and needs assessment phase 
to the detailed design and layout phase. By listening to 
the needs and desires of the growing community, the 
Town has ensured the success of this future Town park. 
Cary residents will have a new place to play, enjoy 
nature, and recreate with additional amenities planned 
for future park expansion as funds become available. 
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