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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.  Longtime Seminary Hill resident and Board member Pat Lidy is with me, and longtime resident and member of Seminary Hill member Harriet McCune is in the audience.

As you are already well aware, Seminary Hill is adamantly opposed to the I-95/395 HOT Lanes project, particularly inside the beltway, and we stand by our testimony that I presented to you last March, including the following points.

· First and foremost, we oppose any off-ramps at Seminary Road, even if designated as transit- or bus-only.  Staff confirmed Tuesday night
 that the City would have no control over holding the HOT lanes operators to such a commitment.

· We oppose the proposed changes to Shirlington Circle.

· We don’t believe it’s worth risking the success of the current carpool system.

· It makes no sense to encourage people to commute by car from so far away into the most congested traffic bottleneck in Northern Virginia—the 14th Street Bridge.

· The narrow lanes and virtually non-existent shoulders are safety concerns.

· And the visual pollution in the form of signs, sound walls, lost trees and overall aesthetics—think of the beltway—is objectionable.

I would like to add to those points today, focusing on three major features that distinguish this project from “traditional” projects such as the Woodrow Wilson Bridge—(1) the environmental categorical exclusion, (2) the design-build process, and (3) the public-private partnership.

First, it’s outrageous that a categorical exclusion was granted allowing VDOT to sidestep NEPA requirements and move forward with the planning of a project of this magnitude that will impact so many residential areas so negatively.  I was stunned to learn Tuesday night that without NEPA the scope of the environmental analysis extends a mere 150 feet beyond the project boundaries, while NEPA requirements would extend the analysis to Quaker Lane and beyond.  Without a doubt, a full environmental assessment MUST be done.

Second, we need to fully understand the implications of a “design-build” project.  Would we know exactly what we were getting, or could there be design changes along the way that would make the outcome even worse for Alexandria?  Once the project commenced, would we have any leverage in opposing undesirable design changes?

Third, the public-private partnership.  If this were to go forward, we need to be able to review the public-private partnership contract before it is finalized.  The devil is in the details, and we need to know what risks would be bourn by whom—e.g., the cost of design changes—especially under this design-build process.  And we need to know that the contract would not allow for payments to the operator—which would be funded by Virginia taxpayers—in the event that tolls do not generate what the operator deems to be sufficient revenue.

And how much do we know about the private companies involved in this partnership?  I have not verified this, but someone sent me some information indicating that in recent years one of these companies has had numerous instances of “contractor misconduct” with fines in the hundreds of millions of dollars.  I want to reiterate that I have not confirmed this, but the City may want to look into this.

And why are these companies able to withhold key studies by claiming that they are proprietary?

With regard to lawsuits—to join or not to join Arlington, to file or not to file our own, these are the questions.  Mr. Banks gave some compelling reasons Tuesday night for not jumping into the Arlington suit, and I appreciated hearing them.

That said, intervening does not mean that the City must agree with every part of the suit.  One option is to intervene and support only the NEPA-related parts of the lawsuit, and oppose or not take any position on other aspects of Arlington’s case.  (Perhaps this could be done without hiring outside counsel, which would minimize the cost while bolstering the case for a full environmental assessment.)

However—and I am speaking for myself for a moment here because the Seminary Hill Board has not yet discussed this in light of Mr. Banks’ comments—I believe that the City should not take any action that would preclude it from filing its own lawsuit to deal explicitly with Alexandria’s interests.

My final point is one that I have already made to you, but I must make it again.  When you boil this whole thing down, it is the most important point.

What is really needed is direct access to and from all I-395 lanes into the BRAC 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.

BRAC access and the HOT lanes are inextricably connected.  If the HOT Lanes proposal is not killed, the possibility of direct access from I-395 to BRAC will surely be dead.

I understand that it is a challenge, but we have got to find a direct-access solution.  Even with the triple left turn onto Beauregard and the double left turn into the BRAC site, traffic is projected to be at the D or E level, and it is likely to be even worse given DOD’s overly optimistic assumptions about the number of single occupancy vehicles.

The City must pursue the direct-access solution more aggressively.  It’s time to meet with Senators Warner and Webb, Congressman Moran, and Transportation Secretary Homer, three of whom hail from our fair city.  If anyone has the power to make direct access a reality, it is DOD, and we need to engage our federal representatives to fight for us and convince DOD that direct access is essential.

In summary, Seminary Hill strenuously opposes the HOT Lanes project, especially on I-395, and we oppose any access to or from such lanes at Seminary Road.  The ill-conceived HOT Lanes project should be abandoned, and all efforts should be redirected posthaste to planning and funding direct access to and from all I-395 lanes into the BRAC site at Mark Center.  This behooves everyone—not just the citizens of Seminary Hill and Alexandria, but also DOD and everyone who commutes to Mark Center.

City Council should aggressively pursue all appropriate means available to quash the HOT Lanes project, and to achieve direct access from I-395 to BRAC at Mark Center.  This must be the top priority for Alexandria, and Seminary Hill stands ready to help in any way we can.  I urge you to pass a resolution opposing the HOT Lanes in the strongest terms possible.

Thank you for your consideration.
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� All references to “Tuesday night” refer to the City Council Work Session to Discuss the HOT Lanes Project and to Receive an Update on BRAC Transportation Issues Related to the DOD Project at Mark Center, which was held on Tuesday, October 13, 2009 at 5:30 p.m. at City Hall. 
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