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June 8, 2006

Thank you for the opportunity to comment on the draft Comprehensive Plan.  Please accept these comments as my own and not those of the entire Advisory Neighborhood Commission 4B.  

The draft Comprehensive Plan has many specific ideas for the Takoma and Upper Georgia Avenue communities, much of it welcome, and much of potential benefit to ANC 4B01 residents who live near Georgia Avenue and the Takoma Metro Station.  

I believe that residents will be happy to support a number of proposals that manage traffic, encourage cross-jurisdictional cooperation and the renovation of existing housing, and improve services for our large and growing elderly population. 

Other draft policies and actions that I support include the: 

* Conservation of Low Density Neighborhoods Policy  (RCE-1.1.1)

*  Industrial Zone Buffering Policy (RCE-1.1.8), the Neighborhood Shopping Areas Policy  (RCE-1.1.4), and the Industrial Zone Buffers Action (RCE-1.1-C), which call for buffering residential areas from adjacent industrial sites near Blair Road (and other areas) and which discourage commercial and retail users from encroaching onto nearby residential neighborhoods.

* Gateways Policy (RCE-1.2.3), to enhance the Georgia Avenue Gateway (and others gateway areas)

* Facade Improvements Action (RCE-1.1-B), to provide facade improvements along Georgia Avenue

* Historic Resources Policy (RCE-1.2.2) and the Historic Surveys Action (RCE-1.2-B), which recognizes the enormous value of the Cady House and the entire Takoma Historic District, and looks at expanding the existing Takoma Historic District. That district now includes the Takoma Theatre and the Takoma Park Branch Library, the first branch library in the District of Columbia. 

However, there are proposals that I cannot support or that do not address problems in the community.
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* The draft policies for licensed group homes (LU-3.4) do not address many of the problems ANC 4B01 residents are experiencing, problems that have been raised at several public meetings.  

Our community has a heavy concentration of licensed group homes on several streets.  For example, four out of 11 single-family homes on Fern Place, N.W. are licensed group homes, and these back up to several other licensed group homes on Floral Place, N.W.  Most are owned and operated by the same contractor, Ward & Ward.

And according to a March 31, 2006 city report, Ward 4 has the most licensed group homes, a total of 133, compared to the next highest, Ward 5, which has 113.  Ward 3, which has the least, has only 19 (including 5 that are nursing homes). 

I agree with the draft, that "[s]uch concentrations are inconsistent with the objective of integrating special needs populations into the larger community" and can "threaten the residential character of any one neighborhood." I also agree that the city needs to "encourage a more balanced distribution of group housing in the District of Columbia." (LU-3.4.2)

But how can that happen?  We are told that the homes on Floral and Fern each have fewer than six residents and therefore cannot be restricted due to  provisions in the Fair Housing Act. 

I would argue that these houses are, in reality, businesses and need to be regulated as such.  I would also argue that we need to revise the definition of "family" as it pertains to zoning regulations and Community Based Residential Facilities.

I would also argue that the agencies that license and monitor these homes can and should disperse them more equitably throughout the city.  This is part of their job.

I want to emphasize that Takoma is a community that embraces diversity and always has.  This issue is not about living next door to people who look different than we do.  It is about the high concentration of licensed group homes in a few areas of our community.
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The draft policy also asks that information be readily accessible to the community on the "location and occupancy for all licensed group home facilities in the District." (Action LU-3.4)

This is also a problem.  I recently filed two Freedom of Information Act requests  with the city on behalf of constituents and was told that due to privacy concerns, we cannot have the addresses of licensed group homes.  This makes no sense.  We are not asking for the names of residents or for their medical information.  

We are asking for the addresses of businesses that receive many millions of dollars a year in city funds. Other jurisdictions make these addresses available on the internet.  We believe the District of Columbia needs to do the same and that the public accountability now missing in the quality of services to licensed group home residents will improve with better public information. 

* The District's Public Libraries need much more support than is offered in "Location of Branch Libraries" (Policy CSF-3.2.1).  This policy tells us that "to maximize access for the greatest number of District residents," the city may have to close "libraries that are close to one another."  

Please do not permit this to happen.

A city with poor public schools that says it needs to do better should not be talking about closing any library.  We need them all. 

* Much of what is detailed in the proposed language describing goals for the Takoma Central District (RCE-2.1) sounds good -- on the surface.  For example, the proposal says that  "[f]uture development in the Central Takoma Area should maximize Metrorail access while taking care to provide appropriate buffers and transitions to adjacent uses."

The Takoma Central District Transportation Strategy (RCE 2.1.5) also promises to "place a priority on meeting transit needs" at the Takoma Metro Station so that the site can "accommodate all Metro and Ride-On services" there.  In fact, in an age where gasoline is $3 a gallon and area-wide traffic congestion increases every day, it is easy to understand why this and other proposals in the draft Comprehensive Plan call for support for increased bus and jitney services and other expanded mass transit services. 
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And it is also easy to understand why the proposal for Parking Near Metro Stations (LU-1.3.7) encourages "the creative management of parking around transit stations."  The Takoma Central District Plan goes further, noting the value 

of the existing 150 short-term parking spaces at the Takoma Metro Station for the adjacent retail community, an area with very little other public parking.

However, WMATA's current development proposal for 86 townhomes at the site substantially deviates from these goals.  It eliminates the landscaped buffer separating the adjacent apartments on Eastern Avenue from the station's fumes, noise and traffic, even though a 50-foot buffer was called for in the Takoma Central District Plan.  

The WMATA proposal cuts the number of public parking spaces in half, while providing private two-car garages to the townhomes to be built a stone's throw from the metro station. 

And most importantly, the proposal does not provide the number of bus bays called for in the Takoma Transportation Study.  And handicapped and pedestrian access are not well-designed.  This is not a "transit first" proposal.

If built as currently proposed, about half of a small 6.8-acre mass transit site will be given over to private use, cutting off our ability to provide adequate transit services in the future.  And nearly all of the scores of mature trees on the existing buffer park will probably be cut down.

There have been several public meetings about WMATA's proposal, but the Office of Planning has not said it will call on WMATA to conform to the recommendations in the Takoma Central District Plan.  We need the Office of Planning to stand behind its own small area plan and make sure that transit needs are met at the station.

Also, the map I saw last week does not show a park at the Takoma Metro Station, despite the repeated promise that we will have a "world class park" there.

Meanwhile, development on the vacant and underused land around the station is proceeding well beyond the city's expectations. 
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The Takoma Transportation Study anticipated that by 20012 there would be 305 new units within a two and one half to three-block radius of the station. Right now there are 330 units already built or approved. We estimate that even if the 86 proposed townhomes are not built on the metro station, a total of 525 units could be built during the next five years, over 200 more than projected. 

We need to reevaluate development on the Takoma Metro Station site itself.

We also need to actually provide the amenities promised in the Takoma Central District Plan and in the draft Comprehensive Plan, including streetscape improvements, a western entrance to the Takoma Metro Station, the redesign of the horrific intersection at Blair, Cedar and 4th Street, and design standards for new buildings, among others. 

* A proposal to change the designation of more than one dozen properties on the east side of Georgia Avenue, from Fern to Eastern is very questionable.  If adopted, these properties would go from "low density" to "moderate density" development.  Right now, these properties are zoned C-2-A, which would permit commercial and residential buildings up to 50 feet tall.

But, according to the Office of Planning, "moderate density" also includes the C-2-B and C-3-A zones.  These zones permit buildings that are up to 65-feet tall, a significant increase, particularly for those who live in the one-story single-family homes that are only about 25 feet from the rear property line of the existing businesses.

Surely, supporting an increase in the permissible height of buildings on this portion of Georgia Avenue is contrary to proposed Rock Creek East Design Compatibility Policy (RCE-1.1.2). That policy would require that "new construction in the area's low density neighborhoods" respect "the scale and densities of adjacent properties" and avoid "sharp contrasts in height and mass."

Many in the community are unaware of this proposal, and it should not be adopted without much more public discussion and much more detailed explanations from the Office of Planning. 

We have also been told that work on the small area plan for that area will continue soon.  Certainly the Comprehensive Plan should not assume that the community will endorse putting buildings that are more than 50 feet tall on that portion of Georgia Avenue.  
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I also question the proposal to divide the city into ten planning areas, instead of eight wards. This idea would weaken the strong community affiliations we now have as residents of Ward 4 and Advisory Neighborhood Commission 4B.  In fact, the area of ANC 4B is split in the proposal and that will not contribute to our effectiveness.  I'm not sure the benefits outweigh the very strong negatives here.

I also want to urge you to change your timetable to give the community more time to consider this draft. Many of the residents in my single member district are unaware of its impact on their neighborhood. 

And finally, there are three policies I cannot find in the draft but want to see. (Please forgive me if I have missed them.)

The first would give the city an independent Planning Commission.

The second would require that developers contribute to the cost of improving the city's infrastructure and provide affordable housing.  

For example, 200 new units either have been built or approved very close to the dysfunctional intersection at Blair, Cedar and 4th Street.  The cars and pedestrians these projects will generate will further complicate a difficult crossing.  Yet, these developers didn't have to contribute one penny to what will be an expensive public works project.  That is not the case in surrounding jurisdictions and we need to change our policy so that developers pay their fair share.

We lost a major opportunity to get affordable housing during the city's building boom of the last five years.  Our new policies need to require significant and dispersed affordable housing funded by developers. 

The third new policy would discourage take-out alcohol-oriented businesses in the Takoma and Upper Georgia Avenue areas.  We have too many of these businesses right now and need to do everything we can to prohibit further proliferation. 

Thank you again for the opportunity to speak.

