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During 2011, development pressures and City plans to change Seminary Hill grew to a record level and my schedule of monthly meetings grew proportionally.  Sometimes the schedule became unrealistic; for example, one group met four times during the month of July.  Typically, most groups never meet in July and August, including the Board of Directors of Seminary Hill, but this year we found it necessary to have a special meeting in August and we just had another special meeting last month.  In2010, I attended on average 5.5 meetings per month.  This year the number is 7.1; an increase of 23%.  I have respectfully requested an equivalent increase in my salary as President of Seminary Hill Association.  (No dues are not going up, 23% of zero is still zero.)  
Seriously, I have yet to determine what is causing so many plans and meetings.  The economy is bad.  No one except the Army has built anything.  City Council approved the Landmark/Van Dorn Plan two and a half years ago—with LOTS of increased density—yet not one project has started there.  

While I am venting, let me add my personal opinion and fears that the City staff and elected officials are not doing proper planning or making wise decisions.  For example, after the Planning Commission and City Council approved the proposal to put bus-rapid-transit on Beauregard and Van Dorn Streets—a plan known as Corridor C from the High Capacity Transit Working Group—email exchanges discussed how many lanes would be built and where.  I doubt we yet know the start or end of these lanes.  Now more than ever, citizens must speak to City Hall to make sure we avoid more disasters like the BRAC at Mark Center.  End of comments and back to my report.
Traffic remains the #1 concern of residents on Seminary Hill because it threatens the quality of life we enjoy.  This year has seen an increase in complaints about traffic; not only on roads—like Seminary, West Braddock, Quaker, and Trinity—but also helicopter traffic (rattling windows and china closets).
· While the HOT Lanes issue cooled off last year, we’re not sure the fire is out.  The Seminary Hill Association will remain vigilant because we fear the additional traffic it will bring to Seminary Road.

· Two others issues have continued to smolder 

· [count on hand]  Access to the BRAC at Mark Center
· Beauregard Corridor Small Area Plan
· Three new proposals sparked:

· [continue to count on hand]  One to put artificial turf and lights on the upper athletic field at Hammond Middle School
· Another to increase the density on the Safeway property at Bradlee Shopping Center
· Most recent one to close the Seminary post office.
I’ll summarized the five and then hit on some other topics related to our neighborhoods.

First, the BRAC-133 at Mark Center.  As you know well, the Army building is open and by the end of next year should be fully occupied with 6,400 employees.  

· Duke Realty built the left-turn lanes as required by the City, and the Army is paying for short- and mid-term improvements on Seminary Road and I-395 that will be in by the end of 2012.

· The City provided $1 M in additional personnel for handling traffic, but problems are few, so far.

· I hear that the shuttle busses to the building are successful—they come mainly from the Pentagon and the King Street Metro.

· I’ve also heard new complaints about stopped traffic on Seminary Road between Quaker Lane and St. Stephens Road and on Quaker Lane between Seminary Road and Duke.  That may or may not be related to the opening of the BRAC.
· Since 40% of the personnel assigned to the BRAC were not provided parking spaces, the City established permit parking zones for neighborhoods if you desire to keep commuters away.
· The opening of the BRAC has further stretched the City’s fire and EMS capabilities.  Fire Chief Adam Thiel is very clear in his presentations that he lacks the men and equipment to respond adequately in the West End—only 2 of the 9 fire houses in Alexandria are located in the West End.  A new one is under construction on Eisenhower.  According to emails I received, it took between 12 and 20 minutes for his crew to respond to the first 911 call from the BRAC building.  The optimum goal for response is 5 minutes.

· Seminary Hill will continue to vehemently oppose VDOT’s proposal to build a ramp from the HOV lanes on I-395 onto the top level of the Seminary Road interchange, that’s the bridge over the intersection.  In 2002 and 2009, City Council had supported our position because studies predicted high levels of additional cut-through traffic, but this year they flip-flopped and agreed to study it.  A ramp there would add more traffic to a road that has 38,000 vehicles a day and several intersections that are already at failure level.  BEWARE of individuals arguing that a ramp won’t change the level of service on Seminary Road.  Since the level of service is already at failure, more traffic won’t change the rating, but the gridlock will get worse.

· The BRAC Advisory Group appointed by the City to facilitate issues related to this misplaced project cancelled its regular meeting this month and told its members to attend the Beauregard Stakeholders Group meeting instead.

· The Advisory Group may be meeting on December 21 at the Beatley Library.

Second, the Beauregard Corridor Small Area Plan.  City efforts to develop a Beauregard Corridor Plan continue to flounder.  Basically six developers around the Mark Center want more density.  Seminary Hill began the “No Density” campaign in 2010—the buttons with the BRAC building—not to oppose redevelopment that is already allowed—about twice what is already built there—but to oppose additional density that the developers are requesting.

· Seminary Hill first objected to the boundaries of this plan that encroached on our existing Small Area Plan, but we were ignored.

· When the citizens asked the City to stop this plan last year, the Mayor established the High Capacity Transit Working Group to plan transportation improvements in this corridor and two others designated in the City’s Master Transportation Plan.  This group, over my objections and those of Poul Hertel, narrowly passed the Corridor C plan to put bus-rapid-transit in designated lanes on Beauregard Street and Van Dorn.  While City Council has approved this plan, it is not efficient, it is very expensive, and it won’t solve any existing problems.  

· The citizens attending the Beauregard Corridor Stakeholders Group are trying to define existing conditions in the corridor so they can discuss what is needed there to support potential development.

· The City does not believe this is important and instead is negotiating with the developers for potential contributions for community amenities without citizen input.  An Alexandria eNews message I got yesterday indicates that the next Beauregard meeting on November 21 has apparently been hijacked by City staff, who are setting the agenda.

Third, the lights at Hammond’s field.  The Alexandria City Public Schools surprised us with a proposal to put artificial turf and lights on the upper athletic field at Hammond Middle School.  We fail to follow the City’s explanation about the need to spend so much money on this substandard field considering we have funded new lighted fields at Ben Brenman Park and plans are approved for lighted fields at Witter and the old Alexandria Sanitation site in Eisenhower Valley.  The Hammond field is operated after 4 pm by the Parks & Recreation Department—not the schools—and in emails we received from our FOIA request, we learned this field would be rented out for adult recreation.

· The idea of artificial turf on Hammond’s field is acceptable to the neighbors that live nearby provided the stormwater drainage is done properly.

· The lights are problematic because at 60’ they are too tall for the zoning, they need to be erected too close to neighboring properties, and they would spill light onto adjacent homes at almost double the legal limit of .25 foot candles.  

Nevertheless, the City is continuing to push this proposal forward, so today, Seminary Hill Association and Varsity Park resident Don Fullerton sued the ACPS in circuit court to force the City to comply with the law for lights on this field.  I’m going to get legal here—it’s not me, I have a team of lawyers working this issue—so bear with the language.  Since the poles proposed will not have the setback required by the site plan, the law requires that the ACPS either get a variance or make a determination that there would be no detrimental impact.  The Planning Commission made no finding on the issue of detrimental impact of this project, and the City’s staff reports completely ignored the impacts on the neighborhood and the community.  OK?  I’m back, legal language over.  Basically, the three areas of detrimental impact are:  illumination, stormwater runoff, and a loss of real estate values.  

· Three independent studies indicate that the values of properties adjacent to an athletic field with lights decline by on average 9%.

· So, the owner of a home on Pickett Street that is worth $800,000 would have $72,000 taken out of his pocket by this project.  That’s definitely detrimental.  Plus the City will have an equivalent percentage taken out of its property taxes annually!
Fourth, a new lifestyle Safeway store at Bradlee Shopping Center.  Safeway’s proposal to build a new store sounded great when we first heard about it.  It would be 40% bigger than the current one and placed on pedestals above a parking lot.  Since June, the plan has grown, and this big box store, as proposed, could dominate and drive development in the area for the next 20 years.  At each presentation, something new was added:

· First the closing of access for delivery trucks from King Street that led to the routing of all trucks to West Braddock Road; either through the Braddock-King-Quaker intersection most of us know as “dysfunction junction” or past three schools:  St. Stephen’s & St. Agnes, Episcopal, and Minnie Howard.

· A random 3, 000 sq. ft. commercial building unrelated to the grocery store appeared in the parking lot.

· Safeway asks for a reduction in parking spaces—meaning only 29 new ones added to the existing 199—which is a 14% increase.  Meanwhile, the size of the store is expected to increase by 40%, vehicle trips during peak hours are expected to increase 35%, and the new store will have 51 seats for shoppers to enjoy coffee and Wi-Fi access.

· The City asked Safeway to proffer a traffic light on the King Street service road at the entrance to Bradlee Shopping Center that seemed unrelated to solving any problems created by this new proposal.

· The City is also proposing changes to the Braddock-King-Quaker intersection—new left turn lanes and making the service road one way—that were not part of the findings of the 2010 Braddock-King-Quaker study on which there was consensus among Safeway’s commercial neighbors and residents in Fairlington and Seminary Hill.

· As a result of this project creep, the City may need to do a more comprehensive process—like a revision of the Bradlee-Fairlington Small Area Plan—before approving a bigger grocery store that would disrupt traffic in a key intersection already at gridlock in both the am and pm rush hours.

· An announcement I received yesterday indicated that the Safeway project is again docketed for the Planning Commission on Dec 6 and may go to City Council on Dec 17.

Fifth the Seminary Road Post Office.  Our small historical post office is again on the chopping block of the federal government as a cost saving measure.  

· Since the Virginia Theological Seminary owns the land and the building and even pays the utilities, the cost of this operation to the US Postal Service is minimal.  Our post office actually makes a profit!

· It does costs, though, for the salary of the part time post mistress—who would not be fired, but just moved to another location—and the equipment she uses.  

· Please write to the address on the flyer by next week with your thoughts and desires about keeping our post office open!

A Sixth issues not in our neighborhoods warrants your attention—the Waterfront Planning Process.  Residents in Old Town are facing development pressures similar to what we have in the West End.  Property owners of three sites by the water want more density, so the City proposed changing the whole Waterfront zone—upping the density—without amenities that the citizens want, such as more open space, a better flood control plan, and preservation of the view of the river.  Now there two competing plans one by the City’s appointees and the other by citizens.
Enough on the complicated issues . . . Now the good, the bad, and the BEST news!
The Bad News:

· Despite our objections, City Council gave the Department of Planning and Zoning increased power to approve small business zoning changes, which Planning and Zoning is interpreting as covering changes that citizens consider large.
· Seminary Hill and City Council both pressed Comcast for improved services with less than satisfactory results.

· The final report of the Braddock-Quaker-King Study about dysfunction junction developed in 2009 and 2010 has yet to be presented much less adopted by the City. 

· The first allocation of funds from the new tax for transportation improvements—about one-third of the amount generated this year—went for operating costs of the King Street trolley rather than for infrastructure or the issuing of a bond for a transportation project.  Seminary Hill had supported this new tax on everyone instead of the first proposed commercial add-on tax, and hope this bad news will become better as the rest of the funds are allocated.

The Good News:

· We did our annual clean-up of Fort Williams Park.

· The T. C. Williams Community Advisory Committee has reconstituted but not met regularly about school and homeowner issues.

· We successfully monitored successfully 4 plans for new construction in our neighborhoods or nearby.  Some like the proposed medical building for the Steak & Ale site on Kenmore Avenue are fine, while others—like the proposal to replace a single family house with condominiums at 5325 Polk Avenue—remain problematic.
· We continue to work with Inova Hospital administrators as they do improvements to their facilities.

The Best News of all:  We’re on our way to making Fort Ward Park happy again.

· The City allocated funds for stormwater management and historical excavations.

· Area 6 residents Glenn Eugster and Tom Fulton who had resolved the problems of crowd control, noise, and inappropriate park uses are now both members of the new City committee that is writing a new master plan for the park.  Area 6 Representative Tom Fulton chairs this group.

· And, the Fort Ward History Work Group won the Ben Brenman Award!

· Please join me in a round of applause for all who are preserving and improving our history and the Park!

Thank you.  I’ll close my review—that was at least 23% longer than the one last year—with a reminder that information on all of these issues is posted on the Seminary Hill website and with an invitation for you to subscribe to the Seminary Hill e-news, to attend some of the monthly Board of Directors’ meetings, and to become involved in a civic issue that interests you!
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