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									July 17, 2020

To Mayor Wilson and Members of City Council:									
The Board of Directors of The Seminary Hill Association requests that the City of Alexandria cease any active planning for the Taylor Run and Strawberry Run Stream Restoration projects as currently configured until the environmental damage that these projects will cause can be evaluated by the city’s Natural Resources staff, and their conclusions brought before Council and the public for discussion. We are very concerned about the irreversible environmental harm that will be caused to important city natural resources if these projects go forward as currently planned.

Seminary Hill Association has had two presentations on the Taylor Run project. The first was from Jesse Maines, the Division Chief of the City’s Transportation and Environmental Services Department. Mr. Maines gave an overview of this project and why it is necessary, citing water quality issues and leakage of phosphorus into the Chesapeake Bay. He stated that this project, and other stream projects, such as Strawberry Run and Lucky Run, are based upon the model of Natural Channel Design – which requires large scale construction to implement. Questions and concerns were then raised about the environmental impacts of this project. Mr. Maines minimized those concerns, and stated that the Natural Channel Design was standard industry practice and that the benefits of the project far exceeded any environmental impacts. 

He went on to say that, while his department had not yet consulted with the city’s environmental experts, he would seek the input of Rod Simmons and Bob Williams from our Natural Resources Division at Parks and Recreation. It seemed quite unusual to us that a project of this magnitude had not been coordinated with other experts in the city. It was clear that the engineering and construction side of this project was proceeding full steam ahead without seeking information from the environmental experts on city staff. Questions were asked about why this project had not received full environmental study and review when the construction plans were so far advanced. Members commented that city staff appeared to be operating in totally separate silos, rather than working together on such a major project that has such potentially adverse environmental impacts.

After this meeting, Seminary Hill Association sought further information and invited Mr. Rod Simmons, the city’s Natural Resource Manager to come speak on this project.  Mr. Simmons agreed to speak, but made it clear he would be speaking as a private citizen, rather than in his official city capacity. It would be a huge understatement to say that Mr. Simmons’ assessment of the Taylor Run project and Mr. Maines’ assessment were totally different.

· For example, in response to a question, Mr. Maines had estimated that the number of trees lost to the Taylor Run project would be “a few dozen.” When asked this same question, Mr. Simmons stated the scheduled loss of trees would be in the hundreds. This disparity was shocking to say the least. The loss of this many trees is something that should be taken very seriously in any project. The entire ecosystem of the stream area will be changed from a forested canopy to an open plain, which will totally change the habitat for all the species who now live there.

· Another example of conflicting opinions was that Mr. Simmons said soil tests have shown that there is very little phosphorus leaking from Taylor Run, so this project will not improve water flowing into the Bay. Mr. Maines had indicated this was a major factor in determining the need for this project. Mr. Simmons stated that the water in this stream is basically clean and healthy. 

· Most importantly, Mr. Simmons explained that this project will destroy a globally rare Acidic Seepage Swamp community due to the mis-characterization of the area as alluvial overbank wetlands instead of a groundwater-controlled non-alluvial wetlands. He clarified that none of the wetlands along the 1,900-foot project corridor is in fact alluvial wetlands, as our Stormwater Division has characterized them. These wetlands have all been well-documented as non-alluvial, forested groundwater seepage wetlands, including the rare Acidic Seepage Swamp. Mr. Simmons explained that any intrusion into these wetlands and the surrounding forested canopy will destroy them and that they cannot be replanted or replaced after the extensive construction using heavy equipment is complete. This area in Alexandria is the only known example of this type of rare swamp left in the city, as these forested wetlands are now rare due to urbanization. 

Moreover, the trail along Taylor Run at Chinquapin Park is in the footprint of the proposed project. The trail is a designated Alexandria Heritage Trail, with Virginia DCR and Office of Historic Alexandria interpretive signage depicting the diverse aquatic wildlife of the stream, overall health of the stream, and other natural features for the many users of the park. 

Mr. Simmons stated that these facts are documented and have been published on city websites and in other professional journals. And yet, from our presentation by Mr. Maines, it appears that our Stormwater Management team is either unaware of such studies, or has disregarded their conclusions. We understand that our neighbor, Arlington County, has taken measures to protect their only remaining Acidic Seepage Swamp and has received awards for doing so. We wonder why Alexandria, with its focus on being an Eco-City, has not taken the responsibility to protect this natural resource.

Our Eco-City Charter adopted in 2008 states that the city will have a “commitment to ecological sustainability.” The Charter goes on to commit Alexandria to “protect open space, including…tree canopy and watersheds.” It pledges we will embrace the natural beauty of Alexandria, and “preserve our biodiversity, and increase our tree canopy and streamside vegetation.” It seems that the impacts of this project are in opposition to these goals, as our tree canopy, streamside vegetation, and watershed resources are being placed in jeopardy with the Natural Channel design of this project. 

Since Taylor Run and other city stream projects, such as Strawberry Run, are based upon Natural Channel Design, we sought to learn more about what this concept is. We found this alarming reference in Wikipedia posted by Dr. Edd Barrows, Professor of Biology at Georgetown University: “The NCD (natural channel design) method has been misapplied to small-order, interior-forested, upper-headwater streams and wetlands in the Washington, D.C. Metropolitan Region where this method needlessly destroyed parts of natural forest ecosystems.” Even as laypersons, this statement appears to perfectly describe the terrain and characteristics of Taylor Run and Strawberry Run, and raises alarm about the destruction this method causes in streams such as ours. It seems that Natural Channel Design is intended for large, wide, open stream areas, not for smaller, urban streams surrounded by forest and wetlands. 

While much of this is very technical and we do not pretend to be environmental experts, we are alarmed that our environmental experts have expressed this degree of concern about the destructive impacts of such a project and yet have not been asked to consult with the planning and construction of the project. Such coordination could help find alternative solutions that do not involve spending $4.5 million for Taylor Run and destroying important environmental resources in our city. We understand that the Virginia DEQ is contributing $2.25 million toward the cost of this project, and we have also written to them expressing our concerns and asking them to review the environmental impacts of this project, which appear to have been minimized or misunderstood by our Stormwater Management Division. Have other, less-invasive options such as stream armoring with boulders been considered before committing to such an expensive and massive re-engineering of a fragile portion of our environment?

Seminary Hill Association also has concerns about the use of public funds to perform this work on private property. We understand that approximately 900 feet of the 1,900 feet of this project in the Chinquapin area belongs to First Baptist Church. We would like to know if it is usual practice that city and state funds be used on private property.

Based upon the potential environmental impacts and the cost of the Taylor Run project when the reasons for it are in question, Seminary Hill Association requests that planning activities be halted on the Taylor Run project until the questions about the environmental impacts can be resolved, and the public has an opportunity to fully understand the reasons, impact, and benefits this project will have. 

It would also seem prudent to stop planning activities on Strawberry Run at Fort Williams Park as well, since it is also based upon the same problematic design techniques., which should be subjected to expert environmental review. At our February meeting, in response to a question, Mr. Maines stated that the Strawberry Run project would require the removal of a good number of that park’s largest and oldest trees. We believe this loss of tree canopy should be avoided, both at Strawberry Run and Taylor Run, by reevaluating the design of both these projects before it is too late.

In short, on behalf of our tree canopy and the Acidic Seepage Swamp, which Arlington County has expressly decided to save in their jurisdiction, we respectfully request that the City of Alexandria stop moving forward on these projects at Taylor Run and Strawberry Run, and instead utilize environmentally sensitive stream restoration methods that will preserve and protect the forested wetlands, the tree canopy, and the Acidic Seepage Swamp. 

Thank you very much for your attention to this matter.

Sincerely,

The Board of Directors
The Seminary Hill Association 
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