Thoughts on the Biscuit Run Development

John L. Pfaltz


Development of Biscuit Run to a density beyond its current, “by right” zoning is impractical at this time.  Some of the reasons are:

1)
An extra 30,372 more primary (external) trips per day are projected.  The announced, but unspecified reduction in density, may reduce this somewhat, but probably not that much.


Where will this extra traffic go?  

Except for a small fraction that will turn south, and a larger fraction that will use I-64, all will transit the city using just four entry roads.  Using Ramey Kemp’s own figures we will have 

a) 4,659 more cars per day on Monticello Avenue, (Rt. 20),

b) 2,755 more cars on Avon Street, (Rt. 742),

c) 4,970 more cars on 5th Street Extended  at the city line (Rt. 631), and

d) 6,930 more on narrow, twisty, residential Old Lynchburg Road, (Rt. 780).

I’ll spare you the detailed derivation of these numbers, but they are in my attached analysis of the Ramey Kemp & Assoc. Traffic Impact Report, which I gave in draft form to Juandiego Wade and the T.J. Planning District Commission two weeks ago for comment.  A copy has been given to you for more careful reading.
2)
Let’s focus on Old Lynchburg Road in the city, which is the most populated and most fragile of these 4 roads. 

It is also the most direct route to the University.

How many cars a day will use this Road?

According to VDOT’s 2005 Annual Average Daily Traffic Report (AADT) current usage is estimated to be 2,600 vehicles per day (vpd).   Based on Ramey Kemp’s numbers, this amount will more than triple to 10,500 vpd. as we add the 6,900 trips generated by Biscuit Run.  To provide a point of reference this is close to today’s traffic count on broad, straight Avon Street.  It is far too many.
3)
Perhaps the most striking aspect of this entire review process is its utter hypocrisy.  At last report county planners had replaced the original road connection to Mill Creek South with a bicycle and pedestrian path.  I understand the concern of the Mill Creek residents with this development; I have attended their neighborhood meetings and talked with them.

But, how many cars a day might use this minor connector?  As many as 50, or possibly a 100 cars per day?  This number is considered to be intolerable.  But, sending 6,000 more cars a day on a residential city street is considered to be perfectly OK? Now, that is intolerable.
Only about 200 feet separate the end of Redfields Road from Sherwood Farms and its connection to Route 29.  Constructing this short link would relieve some of the pressure from Old Lynchburg Road.  But, after a brief exploration, Redfields and Sherwood Farms were simply removed from the Area B study.  The residents didn’t want it.  They preferred their cul-de-sac neighborhoods. 

4) Even if this area south of I-64 has been named as a “designated growth area” on the county master plan, it simply does not have the transportation infrastructure needed to support the proposed density.  Before Biscuit Run is rezoned the following five conditions must be fulfilled:
a) there must be a direct connection to Route 29, either through Redfields or via new construction over Dudley Mountain, together with
b) a direct connection to Fontaine Avenue through the Grainger property.

The University and Route 29 north are prime employment and shopping destinations and good connections must be created.  Moreover, their actual completion must precede the rezoning.  We know how long the MeadowCreek Parkway and Southern Parkway have been in the limbo of the MPO’s six year plan awaiting funds.

There have been commendable efforts to make Biscuit Run internally transit ready, but we need in addition:
c) a budget commitment by the county, or some new transit authority, to actually provide frequent service to the University and to downtown and Pantops, regardless of ridership. 
d) The county must agree to recompense the city for road and intersection improvements that are made necessary by the county’s rezoning decisions.  Of the six major road improvements that Ramey Kemp feels will be required, five are in the city.
e) And, finally a new traffic impact study must be submitted, with any decision delayed at least 4 months to allow time for its study.

I cannot urge you too strongly to simply recommend denial of this rezoning application until after these 5 conditions have been realized.  The transportation infrastructure is totally inadequate.  The time is not yet ripe for this kind of development.

5) I realize that there are great pressures to approve this project. It has some rather positive aspects.  But, also consider some of the potential consequences.  The city has an obligation to protect its neighborhoods just as the county protects its own.  All four roads (with the possible exception of 5th Street) are to large extent residential streets created at a time when a grid of interconnecting residential streets was considered to be good urban planning.  But, enough is enough.  The city is likely to use the same “traffic calming” measures that the county has employed so effectively --- cul-de-sacs and single lane bridges.  Perhaps Old Lynchburg Road might be made into a cul-de-sac, but with a bicycle and pedestrian path to accommodate those commuting to the University.   Possibly one could throttle down traffic over the bridge on Avon Street to a single, one-at-a-time. This seems to be appropriate for  Proffit Road.
Either of these measures would be utterly wrong.  We need more connectivity, not less. While such a response would be regrettable, it would surely be understandable. This is a county decision.  If you recommend rezoning, then county neighborhoods must also be involved in creating the necessary connectivity.
As a general observation I would note that the concept of directing growth into “designated growth areas” in order to better preserve the open, rural areas appears to have real merit.  However, more urban areas require a higher commitment to creating the necessary infrastructure.  It can be costly monetarily and politically.  The current attitude seems to be that the creation of designated growth areas should be “painless”.  It should not cost taxpayers any more and should not inconvenience any residents.  (It is difficult to criticize a politician for something he did not do!) But, unless the county and its residents value open areas sufficiently to pay the price that this designated growth area approach demands, we are certain to gradually go the way of northern Virginia.
