Arguments Opposing University Boulevard Corridor Plan (UBCP) Recommendations

These are sample arguments that you can choose to incorporate into your own testimony or submitted statement.
 
Process

Ultimately the housing upzoning proposals should mirror the Council’s final determination for increasing housing density, which is embodied in the recently enacted 
More Housing Now (ZTA 25-02) which increased housing density zoning only on properties fronting the County’s corridors. It seems unfair and inconsistent to adopt as part of a Corridor Master Plan a different zoning treatment—specifically increased height limits--for homes in that lie further into the NFCCA community. ZTA 25-02 restricts height to 40 feet while the UBCP recommends up to 50 feet in the CRN zone and up to 100 feet in the CRT zone nearest the Four Corners District.

Specific information about the housing upzoning recommendations came very late in the UBCP’s public information and education process. Prior to that, most of the planning staffs’ public briefings focused on the transportation elements of the plan. Details on the proposed areas affected by the upzoning recommendations were first introduced in late October right before the Planning Board’s public hearing. Similarly, the text of the UBCP Working Draft became public in mid-January, with no public listening sessions to explain the substantial changes. 

Furthermore, the Planning Board continued to “move the goal posts” at the last work session by increasing its recommendation for CRT density in the Four Corners district raising the height limitation from 60 to 75 feet high to allow towers as tall as 100 feet. These structures will dwarf adjacent two-story homes.

Housing Choice and Affordability

CRN zoning for redevelopment does not require and, arguably, is unlikely to produce housing that will be affordable to low- to moderate-income people, the population with the greatest affordable housing need in Montgomery County.

Redevelopment will replace existing homes with market-rate housing that will not be affordable to low- to moderate-income households. The redeveloped properties are likely to be more expensive for buyers than the existing homes they will replace.

Housing in the NFCCA neighborhood is relatively affordable compared to the rest of the county. Why mess with success by eliminating one of the few areas in the county with relatively affordable detached single-family housing? 
Several years ago the County Council approved homeowners’ ability to build Accessory Dwelling Units on their property. This option will add more housing units without increasing density too much.
Planning Approval Pipeline
There are tens of thousands of residential real estate development approvals the majority of which are for multi-family dwellings. The county should determine why these development approvals are not moving forward and consider measures to ease the development process for these proposed units instead of rezoning neighborhoods. 
Does Montgomery County actually need more housing?  Some expert commentators have pointed to thousands of outstanding but unused building permits.  Developing those properties may well cover future housing needs.  Shouldn’t we get a fix on that before disrupting people’s lives? 
Housing Density 

One of the UBCP’s rationales for upzoning is developing more housing near Bus Rapid Transit (BRT) routes. A decision to move forward on the University Boulevard BRT route is far in the future; this route has not been studied, proposed, given an opportunity for public comment, nor funded and, indeed, is listed last among the anticipated BRT routes. Upzoning properties based on a yet-to-be envisioned BRT on University Boulevard is putting the cart before the horse.

The proposal to upzone areas in the Dennis Avenue neighborhood is predicated on the future BRT stop anticipated there, but the University Boulevard BRT route is not funded, nor expected to be funded for the foreseeable future, and likely will not be constructed before the planning “lifetime” of the UBCP proposal. Therefore, it is premature to dramatically change the zoning in this neighborhood far in advance of BRT becoming a reality on University Boulevard. 

The NFCCA community is a diverse neighborhood and the housing stock here can be characterized as naturally occurring affordable single-family housing. Current Zillow estimates on properties in the Dennis Avenue District that are recommended for upzoning range from mid-$400,000 to the mid-$500,000 range (except for a small number of larger infill and substantially renovated units.) Any redevelopment resulting from UBCP upzoning will replace a valuable resource in this county, i.e. moderately priced detached single-family housing.

The NFCCA community is more significantly impacted by the upzoning recommendations in the UBCP than other neighborhoods along the plan’s corridor. This is a particularly critical point given that the UBCP contemplates upzoning to CRN approximately 200 single family properties in the NFCCA community, of which only 62 properties directly front onto University Boulevard. 

Despite having intervening courts, the UBCP captures the “block” all the way along Dennis Avenue as well as Kerwin and Royalton Roads down to Edgewood Avenue.  The consequence is that these pleasant courts set back from the main road are swept up by this upzoning proposal—indeed the houses on Dennis Avenue and Royalton Road are numbered as a 500 block (first block from University) and a separate 400 block (closer to Edgewood).
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The UBCP recommends CRN upzoning for over 200 homes in the NFCCA area. The stated rationale for designating so many properties is the affected areas capture entire “blocks”. Courts are interspersed along Belton, Kerwin, Dennis, and Royalton, which makes the “block” much larger, penetrating to the middle of the NFCCA neighborhood.

The CRN upzoning recommendations in the Dennis Avenue area, penetrate deep into the neighborhood. The distance from University Boulevard to Edgewood Avenue is up to:
· 1200 feet on Dennis Avenue; 
· 900 feet on Royalton; 
· 600 feet on Kerwin; 
· between 600 to 1200 feet in the 10500 block of Edgewood;
· approximately 500 feet for several homes in the 10600 block of Edgewood.

The proposed CRN zoning in the Dennis Avenue District penetrates deep into the neighborhood – approximately 1200 feet from University Boulevard to Edgewood Avenue. Many of the CRN-proposed homes are a good distance from the corridor.

The UBCP notes that it will “Ensure that new development transitions in height, mass, and scale to adjacent residential neighborhoods” and further assures that the effort will “…increase the diversity of housing options with multi-unit development that maintains neighborhood character and scale.” Buildings up to 100 feet tall in the Four Corners District at the University Boulevard and Colesville Road intersection will dwarf nearby homes.

Increased Height Limits

Homes in the Dennis Avenue and Arcola Avenue Districts are modest in scale. Most are single story or split-level homes with heights under 20 feet. The 50-foot height proposed for the CRN zone will overshadow these smaller neighboring homes. Current zoning height limits (35 to 40 feet) should remain in place.

A home is many families’ greatest investment. Families, including those just starting out, have put their savings and hopes for the future into their homes. Even if a resident chooses not to sell to a redeveloper, a large building that towers over their single family home will impact their quality of life and the value of their home will suffer as well.
At a time of great uncertainty and financial insecurity, having to worry about a towering structure rising alongside your home and the resultant noise and congestion just seems like bad timing at best, cruelty at worst.
The Commercial Residential Town zones will allow up to 100-foot high residential/commercial buildings in the commercial areas on University Boulevard at Four Corners. Adding too much density around this complex intersection will further complicate navigation for pedestrians and vehicles alike. 
Although there may be a need for greater housing density in the most urbanized areas of the county (e.g. downtown Silver Spring, Bethesda, and Chevy Chase), this should not be the case here in what was first rural, and is now a suburban neighborhood.  People moved here to have a quiet, safe place to raise their children and grow old.

Acquisition of Right-Of-Way

One of the deepest concerns residents have expressed is the potential that eminent domain will be necessary in order to construct a wider sidepath along University Boulevard. The existing right-of-way varies along the corridor, but it is generally narrower than 124 feet. The additional right-of-way needed to accommodate the UBCP’s recommendations will require dedication through redevelopment or partial acquisition along property frontages. 

Especially along University Boulevard, the plan to widen sidewalks threatens to reduce already small front yards into tiny strips.  The amount of potential compensation is uncertain, and may not reflect the decrease in value to the overall property.
A number of small businesses located along University Boulevard have small parking areas for their clients.  Any change in the size of abutting sidewalks and right-of-way will imperil the livelihoods of these families whose homes front onto University Boulevard.
Many families of color live in the homes fronting along the corridor. They are thus disproportionately affected by any possible decrease in housing values. 
Many of the properties fronting University Boulevard already have limited front yards. The UBCP envisions using at least 18 feet for the sidepath and green buffer zone. This leaves homeowners with little to no space between their home and the recommended “improvements”. The proposed width of the sidepath and/or green buffer zone should be reduced to eliminate the impact on University Boulevard’s homeowners.

Parking for Redeveloped Properties

Previously enacted ZTA 23-10 exempts redeveloped properties from baseline parking minimums if the property is located within ¼ mile of a BRT station. The UBCP recommends CRN and CRT zoning with potentially denser housing redevelopment near the Four Corners intersection. Although on-street parking is permissible on nearby streets (Timberland, Sutherland, Lorain), parked cars on these narrow streets already reduce passage to a single lane, forcing drivers to find a space to move into the curb lane to make way for oncoming traffic. More housing density, without requiring parking, will place even more demand on scarce parking availability.

Once BRT on University Boulevard is funded for construction, the same constrained parking situation will worsen in the CRN zoned areas in the Dennis Avenue and Arcola Avenue districts.

By not requiring developers to include parking spaces, the UBCP plan threatens to decrease the availability of already scarce on-street parking. The assumption that people will abandon cars and rely instead on public transportation in a suburban area seems to be based on nothing more than fanciful speculation and a hoped-for outcome.

Redeveloped multi-unit properties should be required to include parking spaces, because there is insufficient on-street parking available in the areas recommended as CRN and CRT zones. A visit today to the NFCCA neighborhood would show that many of the streets near University Boulevard, particularly near the Four Corners commercial district, already have few if any parking spots available, particularly where homeowners do not have driveways. 

Most streets in the NFCCA community are narrow. If property redevelopers are not required to offer residents adequate parking, the overflow on-street parking will block access for cars, and more importantly for larger vehicles, such as snow plows, trash trucks, and emergency vehicles. Measures, such as restricting parking to one side or making streets one way, would further reduce scarce on-street parking.
A dedicated (curbed) BRT lane on University Boulevard, once developed, could restrict access to the NFCCA community to as few as two points of entry (Dennis and Caddington). If redeveloped properties do not offer sufficient parking spaces, residents will need to park on the street. These relatively narrow streets will be difficult and unsafe to navigate, particularly at points where redeveloped properties can be built all the way to the lot line as proposed in the UBCP.
Infrastructure to Support Increased Density

Adequate infrastructure should be in place before increased housing density is approved. It is also important to identify where additional schools could possibly be built in this highly congested area. 
There is strong concern that denser redevelopment will force county agencies and public utilities to play catch up ball to fund and construct adequate infrastructure, such as schools, upgraded roads, utilities, etc. Upzoning without ensuring there is a timely, manageable process for having infrastructure in place to handle growth and additional density is not sensible.

The county’s Growth and Infrastructure planning process is slow moving and there are concerns that this process is not capable of responding in a timely manner to public needs as future ad hoc housing redevelopment occurs. 

In particular, even when urgent infrastructure needs are identified, budgeting decisions are often subject to balancing competing interests and priorities.

The budgeting, design, planning, and construction of supportive infrastructure takes a long time. 
It is not clear that existing infrastructure (roads, schools, sewer and utilities) is sufficient to support the density proposed by adding over 200 CRN zoned properties along with hi-rise CRT multifamily buildings in the NFCCA area. 
The UBCP notes that if all opportunities to fully redevelop the University Boulevard corridor according to the zoning recommendations, this will create 4000 units. By increasing permissible height to 100 feet in the Four Corners district, this could add as many as 800 to 1000 additional housing units. This is an unsustainable amount of over-development in this area. 
There have been no fiscal impact analyses of the UBCP recommendations, including the potential costs of infrastructure, school construction, parking, road construction and maintenance, sidewalks, stormwater drainage, and other costs, nor has any light been shed on how the costs would be financed. 
Transportation-related concerns

The UBCP envisions moving the U.S. 29 Bus Rapid Transit FLASH stations to the center of the Four Corners intersection. This station will take away up to two travel lanes in the area just shy of the ramp where 30 percent of the southbound traffic volume on Colesville Road turns onto the beltway. Removing these traffic lanes will create serious traffic backups north of the Four Corners District. 

As the UBCP concedes “The Four Corners street network, which includes a one-way couplet where University Boulevard (MD 193) is split into eastbound and westbound sections and intersects with Colesville Road (U.S. 29), is one of the most complex at-grade intersection configurations in Montgomery County.” The recommendation to transition the intersection into a people-oriented Town Center, while laudable, will not be achieved by subtracting traffic lanes, restricting left or right turns (forcing more drivers into the unworkable jug handles), and adding a mid-intersection BRT station. These “improvements” will only add to the frustration that drivers currently experience in navigating this intersection. Impatient drivers are more likely to run red lights, turn before giving pedestrians the right of way, and engage in other impatient driving behaviors. A more workable, long-term solution needs to be in place before adding more density. Indeed, incremental changes to lanes and sidewalks in the “interim” plan will only add to the frustration and complexity at this intersection.  

The NFCCA neighborhood is currently living with the consequences of the redesigned Four Corners intersection with its unwieldy “jug handle” traffic flow. When traffic is congested on Route 29 or University Boulevard motorists cut through the neighborhood (often exceeding posted speed limits) in an attempt to avoid traffic backups. This puts North Four Corners residents and property at substantial risk. There has been insufficient analysis of how these changes will affect cut through traffic or shifts in motorists’ driving behavior, particularly speeding and ignoring stop signs, when they cut through the neighborhood. In fact, even today GPS apps divert traffic onto the neighborhood streets to avoid the Four Corners intersection.

No traffic study has been conducted to assess the impact of changing the traffic flow at the Four Corners intersection and evaluate how reducing traffic lanes on University Boulevard will increase cut-through traffic in the north four corners neighborhood.

In the absence of a long-term solution to address traffic flow through the Four Corners intersection with a sensible reconfiguration of the confusing jug-handle routing lanes, it seems premature to dramatically increase density and make zoning and transportation changes that will need to be undone or significantly reworked in a future plan. Before moving ahead with the UBCP recommendations to increase density, particularly in this area, the transportation vision should be fully analyzed and proposed so that people in our community do not have to suffer through a second round of zoning and transportation changes.
The UBCP master plan effort is an opportunity to revisit the long-ago planning agency decision to approve commercial development in the median at the intersection of Colesville Road and University Boulevard. Traffic turning into and out of these commercial entities adds to the danger and risk at this intersection for all: including vehicles, pedestrians, and other multimodal users. 
There has been little to no analysis of potential increases in traffic congestion, loss of available parking on neighborhood streets (many of which do not have driveways and/or lack adequate off-street parking), or loss of single family housing stock priced significantly below other areas of the county. 
Although there may be a need for greater housing density in the most urbanized areas of the county (e.g. downtown Silver Spring, Bethesda, and Chevy Chase), this should not be the case here in what was first rural, and is now a suburban neighborhood.  People moved here to have a quiet, safe place to raise their children and grow old.

Environmental Impact and Recreational Opportunities

There has been no environmental study performed to evaluate the impact of runoff from denser housing redevelopment. In the past several years after intense rain storms, the Burnt Mills dam has overflowed twice, blocking US 29 in both directions. A creek that feeds into Northwest Branch is located one block from the edge of the proposed CRN zone on Dennis Avenue. Increased housing density will create more impervious surface area and could further increase flooding along Northwest branch.

By increasing impermeable surfaces, higher housing and commercial density will put more stress on our parks, wooded paths and the Northwest Branch trail and watershed.  

The recreation center in North Four Corners Local Park no longer appears to be in use. Rehabilitation of this community asset would provide an important social gathering spot for use by the entire community. Nearby communities enjoy the benefit of having a recreation center in their local parks (e.g. Woodmoor, South Four Corners, Long Branch.) 
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