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Opening Featherstone, Completing the Potomac Heritage Trail
Named 2011 Regional Conservation Priorities

Other Metro Trails and Virginia Piedmont Projects Round Out List
[image: image2.jpg]WASHINGTON
SUSTAINABLE GROWTH
ALLIANCE




Bethesda, MD - April 27, 2011 – According to a report released today at historic Mount Vernon by the Washington Sustainable Growth Alliance, public access to natural lands, multi-use trails, and preservation of our cultural and natural resources are urgently needed both in urban areas as well as the region’s farther reaches.  The report, A Call to Action, presents an annual list of conservation projects throughout the region that need immediate attention. In 2011, the report also recognizes the importance of monitoring progress in conserving these resources through planning efforts such as Region Forward, an initiative led by the Metropolitan Washington Council of Governments.  
Topping the list is the opening of Featherstone Wildlife Refuge to the public.  This regional and national resource has been in public hands for 40 years, but has never been open for everyday citizens to enjoy.  Opening this refuge to the public would enable trail development as well as other activities such as fishing.  The US Fish and Wildlife Service must recommend the public access option without reservation in their final conservation plan for the refuge, if public access is to be realized.  The Refuge is one of the potential alignments of another urgent priority for the region, the Potomac Heritage Trail.  This remarkable trail links many significant historic resources in the region – including George Washington’s Mount Vernon – and is a key link in a regional network of trails. Yet, despite the best efforts of public and private agencies and organizations, the trail still has significant gaps in southern Fairfax and Prince William Counties.  Right-of-way, alignment, design and funding all can become obstacles to trail development in the highly urbanized Washington DC region.  The Alliance joins with the trail’s many supporters, including Prince William County Supervisor Frank Principi, Fairfax County Supervisor Gerry Hyland, and Congressman Gerald Connolly in urging landowners and trail developers to work together to create a high-quality, scenic, multi-purpose trail that will attract users.  Completion of the link between the Capital Crescent Trail and the Metropolitan Branch Trail in Silver Spring is another top priority for the region, according the report.  The completed trail system will circumnavigate the District of Columbia from Union Station to the National Mall.  While this important trail linkage cannot be completed this year because one section is being developed as part of a the Purple Line (a longer-term project), the responsible agencies can and should take all possible action now to make progress and ensure the trail project remains a high priority. 

Three projects to preserve the rural landscape of Virginia’s northern piedmont reflect the urgent need for land preservation in Loudoun County, an area of recent high growth in our region.  One is the newly discovered Unison Battlefield in Loudoun County, which experts have called one of the best preserved 19th century rural landscapes in Virginia.  This month the Unison Preservation Society is nominating the battlefield historic district for listing on the Virginia Landmarks Registry and the National Trust for Historic Places.  Two other Loudoun projects that need action now to take advantage of land acquisition opportunities include Gilbert’s Corner, at the intersection of US Hwy 50 and US Hwy 15, which is widely considered to be Northern Virginia’s gateway to the Piedmont.  Past efforts by public and private 
(MORE)
organizations have saved the site from a massive four-laning project and preserved some of the surrounding landscape, but more land needs to be preserved if the project is to reach its highest potential.  The third Loudoun initiative would create the first ever state park for Loudoun County, which 
could address urgent recreational and environmental needs of northern Virginia. This goal may now be within reach, if sufficient funding can be found to purchase a large parcel of land in southeastern Loudoun County that has recently become available. The land is within the Bull Run  Headwaters, an area with both cultural and environmental significance for the region.  
The Sustainable Growth Alliance’s programs seek to promote the overall sustainability of the region by encouraging smart growth alternatives such as compact and infill development that can be more affordable for citizens in the short term and more sustainable over the long term. At the same time, it is clear that conservation – preserving working farms and fields, parkland or natural areas and restoring green components of urban environments - can help shape growth patterns over time, as well as enhance land stewardship, air and water quality, and quality of life.  The Alliance notes that by 2030, the National Capital Region is expected to grow by two million people and more than 1.6 million jobs. According to Deborah Westbrooke, the Alliance’s Executive Director, the region must encourage land conservation in outlying areas and infill development closer-in, or many of these individuals and jobs will locate in sprawling development patterns where many valuable green infrastructure resources lie.  The goal of the report, A Call to Action, is to encourage action now on the most promising and urgent conservation priorities for the region.  The six initiatives for 2011:  

Gilbert’s Corner:  The Journey Through Hallowed Ground (JTHG) National Heritage Area has identified Gilbert’s Corner as a key site and it has long been recognized as a symbolic “gateway” between the suburbs and Virginia’s rural piedmont.  Over the past 15 years, public and private organizations have worked together to protect the character of the intersection by advocating for the installation of traffic calming features and preserving 190 acres for a regional park.  An opportunity now exists to conserve additional critical lands at Gilbert’s Corner that would connect key historic resources, more fully realize its gateway status, and bring the longstanding goal of preserving the essential character of the area’s landscape close to fruition.  The Alliance urges the partners for this project to take advantage of this unique opportunity to fulfill the promise of this “Gateway to the Piedmont.”

Capital Crescent Trail and Met Branch Trail:  Linking the Capital Crescent and the Metropolitan Branch Trails in Silver Spring will close the final gap in a trail system that circumnavigates the District of Columbia, connecting many urban centers, major destinations, parks, as well as public transit stations in the District of Columbia and Maryland.  The completed trails will provide convenient, safe and accessible pedestrian and cycling options to many neighborhoods along their routes, including some areas that until now have been underserved.  Scarce funding for major capital improvements is a constant challenge for state and local governments today.  For this initiative to progress in a timely manner, they must maintain trail and associated projects at the highest possible level of priority. 

Featherstone Wildlife Refuge:  Featherstone National Wildlife Refuge has been in public ownership for over 40 years but has remained closed to the public except for special tours. Recent tours have generated renewed interest in opening it to general public access and Congressman Gerald Connolly has brought attention to the issue through his strong support.  Opening Featherstone to public access can link existing parks and refuges along the banks of the Potomac and link existing and planned water and land-based national trail networks.  The US Fish & Wildlife Service Draft Plan’s future management options include both public access and keeping the reserve closed. The final plan must adopt the public access option or this laudable goal cannot come to fruition.  

A State Park for Loudoun:  A state park for Loudoun County could address both environmental and recreational needs in northern Virginia.  The Bull Run Headwaters contain a wealth of environmental resources that as of yet remain unprotected.  The unexpected availability of the 2,000-acre “Greenfields” (MORE)

site within the Bull Run headwaters area presents an opportunity to protect the Bull Run Headwaters, contributing to the restoration of the Chesapeake Bay, as well as meet parkland needs for northern Virginia.  Acquisition of the Greenfields site for a state park enjoys widespread local and regional support by public and private organizations, and government leaders, but the challenge of gaining state support and the necessary funding remains.  The Alliance recommends supporters take advantage of this unique opportunity to address both the recreational and environmental needs of the community and region.  

Potomac Heritage Trail:  The Potomac Heritage National Scenic Trail extends for over 800 miles from the Allegheny Highlands to the mouth of the Potomac River, passing through one of the most historically significant regions in the nation.  Within Virginia, the National Park Service has designated over 230 miles of trails from Loudoun County to Richmond County as part of the PHNST, but significant gaps remain in Fairfax County and Prince William County.  A partnership of federal, state and local organizations is working to close these gaps, but faces challenges both in securing adequate funding and acquiring suitable off-road right-of-way.  The Alliance strongly urges the partners to take advantage of all opportunities to close the gaps in this important element of the trail network in the National Capital Region and to maintain its high standards for creation of a scenic, high-quality, multi-use trail that will attract and serve a variety of trail users.

Unison Battlefield Historic District:  The historic village of Unison in western Loudoun County has 
discovered a little known Civil War battle that took place within and around the village in 1862. Research indicates that the battle had major significance and that the battlefield is largely intact.  In an effort to preserve this pristine area, the Unison Preservation Society is seeking to list this 8,000-acre battlefield on the Virginia Landmarks Register and the National Register of Historic Places.  The hearing on the historic nomination will take place during the summer of 2011.  A successful result will encourage landowners to preserve this important historic and rural resource as a living part of their community.

Selection Process for Conservation Priorities:  All six conservation priorities for 2011 were chosen by an independent jury that reviews numerous nominations and selects those few projects or programs that offer the most promise and are of the highest urgency. “The criteria we apply examine specific parcels or geographic areas in need of preservation as working open space, parkland or natural areas, as well as larger projects and policies,” said Mike Kane of the Piedmont Environmental Council, who chairs the Alliance’s conservation jury. “We focus on preserving green space, capital projects that will benefit the natural environment, and restoration of blighted parcels, places or resources.”  Kane added that the jury also selects those projects that can benefit most from independent support as they seek to increase public awareness, obtain critically needed funding or legislative support, or gain local or regional consensus or approval. 

Because the Alliance is made up of real estate, business, environmental, and affordable housing organizations, this independent support signifies not only that these initiatives are critical to our region’s natural heritage and working landscapes, but they will also attract thriving businesses and enhance job creation and retention.  According to Robert Harris, the Alliance President and Board Chair, “the Alliance’s diverse organizational members have overcome long-standing differences over growth issues to support both conservation and sustainable growth.”  Alliance Partners include:  Chesapeake Bay Foundation, Coalition for Smarter Growth, Enterprise Community Partners, Greater Washington Board of Trade, Metropolitan Washington Builders Council - Building Industry Associations, ULI Terwilliger Center for Workforce Housing, ULI Washington.  

For more information:

Regional Conservation Priorities Publication and Program – Deborah Miness Westbrooke, Washington Sustainable Growth Alliance, www.sgalliance.org, 301-986-5959;  Michael Kane, Conservation Jury Chair, 703.371.4373.
(MORE) 

(For more information)

Region Forward – John Mataya or Paul DesJardin, Metropolitan Washington Council of Governments, www.regionforward.org, 202.962.3263.  

Gilbert’s Corner – Paul Gilbert, Northern Virginia Regional Park Authority, www.nvrpa.org, 703.327.9777;  Michael Kane, Piedmont Environmental Council, www.pecva.org, 703.371.4373.

CCT & MBT – Michael Madden, Maryland Transit Administration, www.purplelinemd.gov, 401.767.3694; Arthur Holmes, Montgomery County DOT, www.montgomerycountymd.gov, 240.777.7170; Heather Deutsch, DDOT, www.metbranchtrail.com, 202.671.2638.  

Featherstone National Wildlife Refuge – Kim Hosen, Prince William Conservation Alliance, www.pwconserve.org, 703.893.3336; Nancy McGarigal, US Fish & Wildlife Service, www.fws.gov/featherstone, 703.490.4979; Congressman Gerald Connolly, 202.225.1492.
A State Park for Loudoun – Michael Kane, Piedmont Environmental Council, www.pecva.org, 703.371.4373; Michael Nardolilli, Northern Virginia Conservation Trust, www.nvct.org, 703.354.5093.

Potomac Heritage Trail – Ric Francke, Potomac Heritage Trail Association, www.potomactrail.org, 571.436.7801; Don Briggs, National Park Service, www.nps.gov/pohe, 304.535.4014.  

Unison Battlefield Historic District – Mitch Diamond, Unison Preservation Society, www.unisonva.org, 703.838.4666.  
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