Coalition for Columbia’s Downtown – CB58 and CB59-2009
I speak today in support of the redevelopment of Columbia Town Center and in support of the goals that have been set out for this development in the County’s Vision Framework document. 

I also speak on behalf of the supporters of The Coalition for Columbia’s Downtown. We are over 450 strong. Our supporters have not just clicked on a Facebook link (which indicates nothing more than their ability to click a mouse); rather, they have read and endorsed our Position paper, which for over three years has stood the test of time and of community support. 95% of us live in Columbia, which makes us the group that will feel the most direct impact of the redevelopment of Downtown Columbia. 95% of us work in areas other than the development and related fields, which makes us the least likely to receive a direct financial boon from this redevelopment. 
It is important that you hear our group’s testimony as that of at least 450 people. That is the purpose of my speaking for the group. The only alternative is to extend these hearings by several days so that all 450 can testify for their three minutes per bill. I am sure that you, and the audience, prefer the group spokesperson approach. We do too, so long as you do your job and hear it as the testimony of all 450 CCD supporters and not just as my own.

Yesterday, you heard Toby Orenstein quote Dolly Levi and the “sign” she got from her late husband, Horace. Though I am loath to get into a theater trivia contest with Toby (a contest in which I would certainly get trounced), in this case, having been in “Hello Dolly!” myself, I do need to correct the record and note that Dolly’s late husband was Ephraim, not Horace. I bring this up for two reasons.
The first is that I got my own sign from Ephraim on this issue and mine was also from the Washington Post. In my case it was an article about the disasters that have befallen the Clarksburg town center development in Montgomery County. And I quote, 
It was to be a model suburb, a chance for Montgomery County to get it right. …(T)he vision was for an intimate, walkable community, shops, a library, restaurants and public transportation close by. …
“But for many, the promise of Clarksburg Town Center remains unrealized. More than 10 years after ground was broken, and more than five years after a group of residents unearthed construction irregularities by (the) developer…, county officials and residents remain mired in disputes over how to push the project over the finish line.
Sound familiar? This is the future of Columbia if we don’t take the time to do this the right way now. This is the sign Ephraim Levi wanted us to have.

I am also speaking for our children, our children’s children, and our children’s children’s children, who will inherit whatever we create in Downtown Columbia and for whom we ultimately do our work. It is for them that we must look beyond the allure of short-term gains and to consider the more difficult long-term consequences and implications of these bills. And it is this that leads me to my second reason for bringing up Toby’s reference to Horace.

You see, as I said Horace Vandergelder was not Dolly’s first husband. Horace amassed wealth but had no friends or community to spend it on. Dolly’s first husband was Ephraim Levi, a dreamer and a visionary. He told Dolly that “Money, pardon the expression, is like manure. It's not worth a thing unless it's spread around, encouraging young things to grow.” Jim Rouse knew the spirit of Ephraim Levi. He embodied that spirit. He created Columbia to carry on that spirit.
In the play, it was up to Dolly to ensure that Horace’s money was, as she put it, circulated among the people like rainwater. Today, it is up to you to guarantee that a fair share of the money that you will be granting GGP in the form of vastly increased land values is returned to the community.

The amendments you have drafted do address positively some of the concerns we, and other community groups, have outlined to you. Unfortunately, they do not go far enough. Overall, we still agree with your Planning Board that the best thing to do is to focus on the GPA, pass it, and then work on the ZRA, the APFO, the Design Guidelines, and whatever other implementing legislation is needed. You have a good start on the ZRA, so there won’t be a great delay by taking the bills in sequence, as they are required to be. And in this climate, no condos are going to be built anytime soon anyway, so you can put that time to good use by ensuring that you have crafted bills that will stand the test of time.
In “Hello Dolly!”, my character’s signature song is titled, “It Only Takes a Moment”. We are talking about a 30 year plan. A few extra months, when compared to 30 years, is truly only a moment.

You were told yesterday not to spend too much time thinking about this issue. You were also told that GGP has brought in experts, just like Jim Rouse did, and that we should trust the output of those experts. Unfortunately, that comparison fails the reality test for anyone who actually does think about it.
GGP has brought us expert designers, a high end museum planner, and an environmentalist. All worthy participants, but not sufficient to plan this project in the tradition of Columbia. Jim Rouse engaged experts from across the spectrum. His Work Group consisted of top people in health, family life, education, recreation, government, transportation, and employment. My father had the privilege to serve as a consultant to Jim and to Mort Hoppenfeld on ensuring that a strong sense of inclusion and community was created in Columbia.
Those missing elements of GGP’s design team reflect the missing elements of their proposal. While it is strong on design and on proposed benefits for the well-off among us, ultimately it is missing crucial elements which are needed to speak to the unique combination of values that have made Columbia the special place that it has been for 40 years, and which this redevelopment can help it to be, if we take the time to do this right.

I will try to get through discussing as many of the amendments as I can in the rest of my time. I have provided written comments on almost all of them.

Testimony Outline:

ZRA

Density Up Front

· Crucial Omission: Allowing all 5500 residential units to be approved in the zoning up front will cause no meaningful accountability in the process. There must be an amendment to change the 5500 number to a much smaller fraction. We suggest 1100, with provisions for applying for approval of subsequent allocations of density as the development proceeds, assuming it meets the goals and letter of the Plan.
Enforceability

· Crucial Omission: We are told that referring to the GPA in the ZRA makes the GPA enforceable. If this is so, why not put the 5500 number in the GPA and remove it from the ZRA?

· All phasing and CEEPA charts must be put in the ZRA. Charts seem to be an appropriate item for zoning regulations.
Planning Board’s Recommendations

· Crucial Omission: Our Planning Board recommended voting down the ZRA. Take them up on this recommendation. Take the time to get the GPA right and to get the other supporting regulations, such as APFO and Design Guidelines, right. Then craft a ZRA, built on what you have, as a way of implementing the GPA.

Building Sustainability

· Crucial Omission: We support requiring high LEED or other nationally recognized standards.

Omissions – ZRA – Amendments needed

· Remove Page 1, Section 39 “Downtown Arts and Entertainment Park” definition

· Throughout, the word “must” is used. “Shall” is a stronger requirement. Why is “will” preferable? We think it is not.

· Page 20, Section 10 – This seems to allow anything that is not specifically nailed down as being not allowed to be allowed. As no one can think of everything in advance, this seems to be a dangerous and over-reaching loophole.

Proposed Plaza Tower – Zoning – Amendment 2

· MAJOR QUESTION – What does “currently improved” mean? Is the site of the proposed Plaza Tower now “currently improved”? They will argue they have a SDP and it is currently improved by the scintilla of infrastructure work they did. Will the County government honor that?
· Since the height chart is not in the zoning, could it be argued that there is no change in zoned height for that site, allowing the proposed Plaza Tower to be constructed even if these bills pass and the land it sits on is scheduled in the GPA to be of a lower height?

Housing – Zoning - Amendment 1

· 15% moderate does not create a full spectrum – gaps remain below 75%

· Support FSHC positions – Support negotiated position with County Administration

· Critical Omission: Removal of alternate compliance (off-site or simply a contribution)

· Neighborhood view of compliance

Open Space – Zoning Amendment B

· B: Careful – an isolated acre of open space is not as effective as several acres 

More than Three Phases – Zoning – Amendment E

· Support – especially if this allows for more phases

Heights – GPA – Amendment K

· Support the change in 20 story buildings not near old Rouse Building and SW

· Oppose definition of 20 stories as 250 feet – that sounds like 25 stories

· Oppose 15 and 20 story buildings blocking the Mall from the Lakefront – Great public realms do not hide their best spaces

· Oppose L-shaped 20 story area north of Symphony Woods. Should be 4 stories

· Triangle-shaped areas to the NW and NE of Symphony Woods should be designated as additional open space for a true central park in Symphony Woods.

· Oppose 20 story as maximum, support 15 as promised by Council members

· Oppose – The CA-owned open space in Symphony Woods and the Lakefront should have a height limit of "up to 2 stories" instead of being lumped in with GGP properties in those two areas and having a limit of "up to 4 stories".

Traffic – GPA – Amendment I

· Oppose – Of course there will be increased traffic. We all accept that. However, we are not willing to see traffic degrade to a level below that allowed on Rockville Pike at rush hour. 

· How can we be sure what we are approving if we see no revised APFO standards now?

· And when has an APFO problem actually stopped (not just delayed) a development?

Symphony Woods – GPA – Amendment A

· Generally approve and appreciate

· Glad to see a new library will not be built in Symphony Woods

· Why a new library? Chair of the library Board says we have greater library needs elsewhere in the County

Financing – GPA – Amendment D

· Support (somewhat) – TIF will burden the rest if the County, as money that would go into general operating fund will go to pay off bonds

Mall – GPA – Amendment F

· Oppose (somewhat) – Prefer that the Mall is integrated into the other neighborhoods so that eventually it blends into the surrounding neighborhoods and ceases to be a separate entity.

Roads – GPA – Amendment G

· Approve in theory, but “disburse” means to pay out funds. Disperse means to distribute things, such as traffic.

Reliance on GGP – GPA – Amendment H

· Oppose – This only speaks to an entity that serves as “the community developer of Columbia”. What happens if there is no single such entity? How will the County extract fulfillment of the promises to the community from disparate landowners and developers? Who will take the leadership role that GGP currently has assigned itself in this bill in many places? (Somewhat covered in Amendment Q.)

Phasing Plan – GPA – Amendment J

· Major Question: If SDPs are all that are needed to trigger a new phase, does this mean that nothing need be built? In that case, there could be a serious imbalance created in the development.

· Question: Why is the maximum in Phase II allowed to be so close to the total development allowed? What is the point of phases in that case?

· Oppose – We support at least five phases

· Oppose – Why is CEPPA compliance now removed as a criteria for moving to the next phase?

Historical Buildings – GPA – Amendment M

· Support in general – What about other buildings in Historic Lakefront Core?

· Question – What might “adaptive reuse” entail?

Design Review – GPA – Amendment P

· Problematic – Once again we are being asked to buy a pig in a poke. What assurances do we have about the nature of the design guidelines?

· Approve – DAP review of guidelines and SDPs

· Question – Can development begin prior to adoption of the APFO, Design Guidelines, etc.?

Modified CEPPAs – GPA – Amendment Q

· Question – Why a 10K sf loophole? What would result if the loophole was not there?

· Approve – Tying all fragmented owners of Downtown property to the accomplishment of the CEPPAs

· Approve – Giving Planning Board criteria to weigh alternative compliance requests

· Approve – Limiting options for alternative compliance

· Approve – Removal of the footnote on the first page

· Oppose – Removal of trust fund for affordable housing. There is no reason why there can’t be a requirement of certain percentages, which sets the target, as well as a trust fund, which sets up one vehicle for reaching the target. 
· CEEPA 11, 13, 16, and 19 – The headings for these specify a sf of construction as a trigger. Does this construction have to be balanced among all three modes (residential, commercial, office)? Could it be all residential, for example?

· CEPPA 20 (as enrolled) – Why is the amount of this contribution not specified?

· Eight CEPPAs have been removed. What are the consequences of their removal?

Sustainability – GPA – Amendment R

· Approve, pending testimony from the County’s Environmental Sustainability Board

School Site – GPA – Amendment 1

· Oppose – Prefer a site be selected now. It can always be returned or traded later. If not selected now, we may lose the best site possibilities

· Oppose – Creating estimates of pupil yield from the first 10% of development will result in incorrect (too low) numbers, as the first projects are assumed to be high-end ones, which will draw fewer families with children.

Alternative Transportation – GPA – Amendment L

· Approve

Merriweather

· Crucial Omission: CEPPA 22 needs to be changed so that Merriweather is transferred after renovation, independent of agreements re Symphony Park
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