February 27, 2008

Mr. Michael Knapp, President Montgomery County Council

      and members of the Council

Werner Council Office Building

100 Maryland Avenue

Rockville, MD 20850

Re: 
10-Year Water & Sewer Category Change


Potomac Oak, 07A-TRV-10

Dear President Knapp:

I would like to provide some additional information in support of the Potomac Oak category change request.  Please include this letter in the record.

Master Plan History of Site

The 1966 Potomac Master Plan included the Potomac Oak property as a commercial site classified in the C-1 zone.  The 1980 Master Plan down-zoned the property from C-1 to RE-2, without a discussion of the property.  The 2002 Master Plan included the property as a commercial site classified in the C-1 zone, which is the current status.

The use is not a non-conforming use, it is a legal, local commercial use located in the C-1 zone.  Nor is it an anomaly.  Historically, commercial activity has occurred on this property over the course of many years.  In fact, there are a number of small, scattered commercial sites within the Potomac sub-region.

In discussing commercial facilities all three of the previously mentioned Master Plans, 1966, 1980, and 2002, indicate that not all of the commercial demand by residents of this area is to be satisfied within the planning area and sub-region.  The Plans include such language as:

· There is no need for large retail centers; these are available in the nearby I-270 corridor; (1960 Potomac Master Plan, pp. 14 & 15)

· This area is also served by center just outside of the boundaries, including Rockshire, Seven Locks Plaza, Georgetown Square, and Wildwood; (1980 Potomac Subregion Master Plan, p 127) and

· Commercial areas beyond Travilah are expected to accommodate the shopping needs of the community.  (2002 Potomac Subregion Master Plan, p.80)

While relying on commercial centers 8 to 10 miles, or more from the community may have made some sense during the 2nd half of the 20th century the effects of excessive driving and long trip distance are becoming apparent.  The environmental benefits of reduced carbon emissions and other pollutants, reduction of excessive gas consumption, reduced road congestion, and reduced road wear indicate that while all longer commercial trips cannot be avoided there is positive environmental and community benefit from reducing some of the trips, and trip lengths, by offering commercial goods and services closer to home.

In addition, the 2002 Master Plan included some design principles in order to create cohesive, attractive, efficient commercial center, providing needed goods and services, and creating an enduring community image.  This center, though small, has the capacity to be of greater utility to the immediate neighborhood, could become more efficient and attractive, and provide a community-friendly, enduring image for the surrounding area.  With a wider range of commercial services offered it could function as a more substantial, but not larger, community center.

Master Plan Sewer Service 

The 2002 Master Plan discusses the concern of damage to the environment and water resources associated with the provision of public sewer service.  It notes the following potential consequences:

· Public sewer can facilitate development to the maximum zoning density;

· Extension of sewer along a stream valley can create habitate disturbance, threaten species survival, and adversely affect the natural hydrologic system due to wetlands fragmentation; and

· If sewer lines leak they can further disturb the eco system

This proposal does not permit development to the maximum density, it is restricted to the amount of development associated with the septic approval.  The sewer line would not extend down a stream valley buffer disturbing wetlands or habitat.  It would extend down the Travilah Road right of way, an existing road.

No Precedent

Granting this application would not be a precedent for other areas.  The Potomac Oaks property is a long-standing commercial area with the current buildings dating to 1980.  The septic area cannot be expanded any further and the applicant must install a very expensive pre-septic treatment facility that will only accommodate the existing low-flow uses.  

Alternatively, in an area such as Darnestown, the septic and pre-treatment facility are in place and were all planned and sized to accommodate the food store currently in place.  There is no retrofitting required and the system has the capacity to accommodate the current use.  There is no need for public sewer service.

In addition, whereas public sewer service is with one-half mile of the Potomac Oak property, public sewer is located one and one-half miles from the Darnestown area, located within the Turkey Branch stream valley.  A sewer line would have to be extended down a tributary stream valley, with the commensurate disruption, unlike the sewer extension within the Travilah Road right of way to serve Potomac Oak.

Planning Board and DEP Well and Septic Preference

The DEP Well & Septic section has noted in their review of this application that ”While reserve septic fields are established for all the properties it would be best served by public water and sewer.  This is due to the high strength nature of the waste generated by the food service facilities located in the shopping center.”  DEP Well & Septic prefers the property to be served by public sewer.

The Planning board has recommended approval of the category change, expressing a preference for:

· The environmental benefits of reduced travel for commercial goods and services;

· Creation of a commercial community center of greater utility to the immediate community; and 

· No conversion of undeveloped, or residential, ground to commercial activity, merely the improved utility of a commercial center to serve the community.

Sincerely,

Philip E. Perrine, AICP

Cc:
Guy Semmes


Robert Brewer, Esq.

