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My name is Joanne Lepanto and I live at 4009 North Garland Street.  I am the President of the Seminary Hill Association, Inc., and I am speaking on behalf of Seminary Hill today.

Seminary Hill is opposed to HOT lanes inside the beltway on I-395 in general, and we have several specific concerns.  I spoke at the VDOT Public Hearing on February 11 and raised most of these issues then, and I also spoke at the Alexandria Transportation Commission Public Hearing on March 4.

First and foremost, Seminary Hill is adamantly opposed to any off-ramps onto Seminary Road East.  Thank you to everyone in the City who played a role in the City’s 2002 Resolution opposing HOV off-ramps at Seminary Road, and I hope that you will uphold this resolution and oppose any HOV, bus or HOT lane off-ramps now.  Seminary Road is a residential street that runs right through the heart of Seminary Hill and connects with other residential streets including Jordan, Howard, Braddock, Fort Williams, Quaker and Janney’s, all of which could and would likely be used as cut-through routes through our neighborhoods.  

We oppose such a ramp even if it is initially designated as transit- or bus-only.  Once it is built, there will always be the potential for it to be opened up to cars at some point—no one can absolutely guarantee that this would never happen.  Also, Seminary Road from I-395 to Quaker Lane is already well-served by Dash and Metro buses.  

We also do not support any additional off-ramps onto Seminary Road West.  However, if it is desired by a majority of the citizens living west of I-395 and supported by the City, it must be designed in such a way that would not allow vehicles to enter the interchange and circle around to head East on Seminary Road.

What is really needed is direct access to and from all I-395 lanes into the BRAC-133 site at Mark Center, so that none of this traffic has to enter the Seminary Road Interchange and none of this traffic has to travel on any of Alexandria’s local streets.  

Seminary Hill has proposed one option to achieve this, and I understand that the Mayor’s BRAC-133 Advisory Group has discussed the direct access issue, and that VDOT is seriously considering such options as well.  This makes far more sense for everyone—not just the citizens of Seminary Hill and Alexandria, but for DOD and all those who will be commuting to work at the BRAC site.  I encourage you to do everything possible to support and push this effort forward as an alternative to any additional HOV, bus or HOT lane access at the Seminary Road Interchange. The $190 million promised to Alexandria as part of VDOT’s I-95/395 HOV/Bus/HOT Lanes Project might be best spent on making this a reality.  If there is any silver lining to BRAC locating at Mark Center, it is that DOD is perhaps the only tenant with the clout and power to make this happen.  Let’s use it to everyone’s advantage.

We are also opposed to a transit station being built in the middle of the Seminary Road interchange—this makes no sense.

And the plans for proposed changes to the Shirlington circle with so many additional traffic signals are very troubling.  This is a complicated interchange that, amazingly, actually works very well as it is today, with only one traffic signal.  Why mess it up?

Speaking more broadly, I question the wisdom in taking one of the most, if not the most, successful carpool projects in the country and risking compromising its success.

I also question the wisdom of extending HOV or HOT lanes from so far south heading north onto I-395.  Doesn’t this send the wrong message?  Live as far away as you want—in Massaponax!—and we will make it easier for you to commute by car into one of the most congested traffic situations in the country.  And once HOV or HOT lanes are built all the way to Massaponax, it is sure to invite more residential development all along the way, which will only lead to more traffic headed in our direction, and toward the 14th Street Bridge. 

We have safety concerns with the narrow widths proposed for some of the lanes and shoulders, which could increase the number of accidents and most certainly would negatively affect incident response times.

And how would HOVs versus HOT cars be identified?  If the technology doesn’t already exist and if it hasn’t already been tested and proven in the real world, that’s not good enough.

And there is the visual pollution.  At the Community Meeting in February, VDOT spoke of extensive new signage.  How many signs?  Where?  What do they look like?

And more information is needed on the proposed sound walls which, on VDOT’s maps, line both sides of virtually every foot of I-395 between Seminary and Quaker.  How effective will they be?  Will I-395 be made as ugly as what is already being done to the beltway?

And VDOT has been vague about how many trees will be lost.  We need more detailed information and commitments.

I was told by VDOT that unlike the beltway HOT lanes, the I-95/I-395 proposed HOT lanes would not include penalties to be paid to the operator in the event that the HOT lanes do not generate sufficient toll revenue.  If this proposal moves forward, please make certain that this is the case—if gas prices return to $4.00/gallon or more and people get out of their cars, whether HOV or HOT vehicles, Virginia taxpayers should not bear the risk of what the operator deems to be insufficient revenue.

And finally, what will happen to all of the vehicles as they approach the Pentagon and the 14th Street Bridge?  Where will they go?  I am sure you have all heard the recent reports that I-395 at the 14th Street Bridge is the most congested traffic area in Northern Virginia.  VDOT clearly has not addressed this adequately.

Most of these issues were raised at Seminary Hill’s Board meeting this past Thursday evening, when representatives of VDOT, Fluor and Transurban were present.  The general consensus was that we did not receive satisfactory or meaningful answers to our questions.

In closing, Seminary Hill opposes the construction of HOT lanes on I-395.  There is no benefit, yet we would bear many costs in the interest of encouraging people to commute from much too far away into what is already a terribly congested area.  If, however, this project does move forward, please do not allow access from these lanes onto Seminary Road East.

At a minimum we ask that you withhold support for the proposed HOT lanes inside the beltway on I-395, if not oppose this proposal outright.

Thank you for your consideration.
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