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	County of Loudoun
Department of Planning

MEMORANDUM




DATE:
July 13, 2009 
TO:

Nicole Steele, Project Manager, Land Use Review
FROM:
Pat Giglio, Planner, Community Planning

SUBJECT:
SPEX 2008-0061, SPEX 2008-0062 & CMPT 2008-0020 

White’s Ford Park 

BACKGROUND

The applicant, Northern Virginia Regional Park Authority (NVRPA) is requesting a pair of Special Exceptions (SPEXs) and a Commission Permit (CMPT) for the establishment of a public park on a property with Potomac River frontage approximately 6 miles northeast of the Town of Leesburg and 2 ½ miles southeast of Lucketts.  The 275-acre subject property is bisected by Hibler Road (Route 656), 1.0 mile east of the intersection of Limestone School Road (Route 661), at 43552 Hibler Road. The proposed regional park would be programmed for passive recreational uses and will feature hiking trails, equestrian trails, camping and cabin facilities, picnic pavilions, and a boat ramp with concessions. The proposed park will be served by an on-site well and drainfields.  
The subject property is zoned AR-1 (Agriculture Rural-1) and is governed under the provisions of the Revised 1993 Zoning Ordinance. Many of the proposed passive uses are permitted by-right within the zoning district, however the proposed camping facilities require a Minor Special Exception and the boat ramp requires a Special Exception within the zoning district.  A Commission Permit is also required for all public facilities to determine if the general location, character, and extent of the use is in substantial accord with the Comprehensive Plan.  The proposed park is not shown as a public facility site on the Public Facilities Map (Revised General Plan, Chapter 3, Public Facilities Map); therefore, a Commission Permit is required.
The majority of the subject property is open grass-covered pasture used for cattle grazing, with some small wooded areas along drainages and fence lines and around the historic farm complex located near the center of the property north of Hibler Road. A review of County GIS identified a small unnamed tributary, wetlands, floodplain, steep slopes and forest cover on the subject property. A Phase I Archaeological Survey identified several prehistoric and historic sites on the subject property. All the existing nineteenth and twentieth-century houses and farm buildings on the subject property have been documented and included with the Virginia Landmarks Inventory.  The subject property is also a contributing element within the Catoctin Rural Historic District which is recognized by the state as a Virginia Historic Landmark District.  

COMPREHENSIVE PLAN COMPLIANCE

The subject property is governed under the policies of the Revised General Plan. The Revised General Plan places the property within the northern tier of the Rural Policy Area. The area is planned for rural economy uses and limited residential development (Revised General Plan, Chapter 7, Land Use Pattern and Design Strategy Policies, Policy 3). The Rural Policies, Public Facilities Policies and Environmental Policies of the Revised General Plan where used to evaluate the application. Additional the Development Review and Guidelines for the Preservation of Historic Standing Structure policies of the Heritage Preservation Plan were used to evaluate the application.
ANALYSIS 
A. LAND USE
The preservation and enhancement of the rural economy is a central focus of the rural strategy. The policies of the Revised General Plan  support the establishment of uses in the Rural Policy Area that preserve the rural character of the landscape, that are compatible with the dominant rural agricultural land use pattern, and that promote opportunities for the expansion of the County’s rural economic as well as environmental goals (Revised General Plan, Chapter 7, Rural Economy Policies, Policy 1). The Plan identifies a variety of traditional and non-traditional agricultural enterprises, which include crop and cattle production, equine industry, vineyards and wineries, horticulture and specialty farm products, farm markets and wayside stands, farm supportive businesses, hospitality services (bed and breakfast enterprises, country inns, rural retreats and resorts), private camps and parks [emphasis added], rural corporate retreats, etc. which are appropriate in the Rural Policy Area (Revised General Plan, Chapter 7, Land Use Pattern and Design Strategy Policies, Policy 6).  The Plan also outlines a series of performance criteria that all rural business uses should meet in order to ensure their compatibility with the character of the surrounding rural area (Revised General Plan, Chapter 7, Land Use Pattern and Design Strategy Policies, Policy 6). The sustainability of these rural business uses and the rural economy are highly interrelated and dependent on the preservation of the rural land for its agricultural potential, scenic quality and rural character. 
The application proposes the development of a regional park on the subject property which will utilize the natural features of the site to provide passive outdoor recreation use, camping facilities and boating access to the Potomac River. The Plan does not specifically identify “Regional Park” as a use in the Rural Policy Area but as indicated above, provides guidance on a variety of other appropriate rural business uses, such as private camps and parks, which provide similar facilities for passive outdoor recreational uses for residents of the County. Plan policies also state that the “County will support the North Virginia Regional Park Authority (NVRPA) and others in the acquisition of land and the development of facilities such as the Potomac Heritage Trail”, which will bisect the property in the future as the trail is developed (Revised General Plan, Chapter 3, Parks, Recreation, and Community Services Policies, Policy 4 and Chapter 5, Scenic Rivers and Potomac River Policies, Policy 8). 
Staff finds that the proposed use of the subject property for a regional park is consistent with the planned land use and is supported by the rural policies of the Revised General Plan. 
Issues pertaining to impacts to environmental features, compatibility and traffic are discussed below.
B.  EXISTING CONDITIONS

The Green Infrastructure is a collection of natural, cultural, heritage, environmental, protected, passive and active resources that will be integrated in a related system. It includes stream corridors, vegetative landscapes, wildlife and endangered species habitats, and heritage resources (Revised General Plan, Chapter 5, Green Infrastructure Policies, Policy 1). Development should take place around these elements, incorporating them into the design of the site. Such an approach places a priority on preserving both sensitive environmental and man-made features.

Elements of the Countywide Green Infrastructure can be found on the subject site, including a small unnamed tributary, wetlands, floodplain, steep slopes and forest cover.  Based on the submitted Special Exception Plat and Concept Sketch Plan, which feature bubble diagrams, it appears that the applicant has attempted to design and located the proposed park infrastructure and facilities (i.e. roads, camping areas, picnic pavilions, playground areas, restrooms etc.) within the existing open fields to minimize impacts on existing environmental features. Detailed Plan guidance on the treatment of individual Green Infrastructure elements is outlined in the following sections. 

1. River and Stream Corridor Resources

The subject site contains river and stream corridor resources as defined by the Revised General Plan.  The Potomac River forms the southern boundary of the subject property and its floodplain extends across the entire property south of Hibler Road. Staff notes preservation and protection of the scenic character and quality of the shoreline of the Potomac River is a County priority (Revised General Plan, Chapter 5, Scenic Rivers and Potomac River, text).
The Potomac River, adjoining floodplains, and adjacent steep slopes (slopes 25% or greater) within 50 feet of streams and floodplains, extending no farther than 100 feet beyond the originating stream or floodplain; along with the 50-foot management buffer surrounding the adjacent steep slopes, as called for in the Revised General Plan together constitute the river and stream corridor resource (Revised General Plan, Chapter 5, River and Stream Corridor Resources Policies, Policy 2).  The Plan’s intent for the 50-foot management buffer is to serve as protection for the river and stream corridor elements from upland disturbances and adjacent development (Revised General Plan, Chapter 5, River and Stream Corridor Resources Policies, Policy 4).   The Revised General Plan provides direction for limited development to occur within the river and stream corridor resource; permitted activities include agricultural, silviculture and passive recreation, such as hiking, biking, horseback riding, picnicking, camping, climbing, hunting, fishing, and wildlife viewing subject to appropriate siting environmental review (Revised General Plan, Chapter 5, River and Stream Corridor Resources Policies, Policy 18). Primitive camping sites, restroom facilities, picnic pavilions, and a boat ramp with concessions are proposed to be located within the river and stream corridor resource of the subject property for the regional park.
Staff finds that the passive uses and development plan for the proposed regional park complies with the river and stream corridor resource policies of the Plan.  Additional detailed information regarding the design and function of the proposed restroom facilities to be located within the floodplain is requested. Coordination between staff, the Health Department and the applicant are recommended to assure that in flood events that the restroom facilities do not create a health issue. Staff welcomes a meeting with the applicant to discuss these issues.

2. Forests, Trees, and Vegetation

The Plan supports the conservation of forest resources and natural vegetation during the site development process for the various economic and environmental benefits that they provide (Revised General Plan, Chapter 5, Forest, Tree and Vegetation Policy 1).  The County’s forests and trees improve air and water quality, offer important habitat for birds, small mammals and other wildlife. They also redirect airflow and reduce wind speed, stormwater runoff, and soil erosion (Revised General Plan, Chapter 5, Forest, Tree and Vegetation Policy, text).  Furthermore, existing vegetation is a superior habitat resource for new tree plantings because it retains essential ecosystem components that support tree and forest re-growth (Revised General Plan, Chapter 5, Forest, Tree and Vegetation Policy, text). 

The Revised General Plan states that the submittal and approval of a forest management or tree conservation plan will be required prior to any land development. This plan will demonstrate a management strategy that ensures the long-term sustainability of any designated tree conservation areas (Revised General Plan, Chapter 5, Forest, Tree and Vegetation Policies, Policy 3).  The applicant has included a stand description by forest type on the submitted plat. The majority of the forested areas and trees on the subject property are located along drainages and fence lines outside the areas proposed for development. Staff recommends retention of those healthy and desirable trees within the existing forested areas and hedgerows.  
Staff recommends that as much of the existing vegetation and trees as possible be preserved on the site. Staff recommends that the existing forest cover and hedgerows which are to be preserved on the subject property be designated as tree conservation areas (TCAs) on the proposed Special Exception Plat. Staff recommends commitment to the long-term maintenance of the tree conservation areas (TCAs).  
3. Plant and Wildlife Habitats
The Plan states that “the County will use the Virginia Department of Conservation and Recreation, Division of Natural Heritage’s Biological and Conservation Data system to identify Loudoun County’s natural heritage resources.  These resources include rare, threatened and endangered plant and animal species; exemplary natural communities, habitats, and ecosystems; and other natural features of the County.  The County will apply this information in the evaluation of development proposals. For those development applications that have a likely presence of one or more natural heritage resources, the County will require the applicant to conduct a species assessment and develop a plan for impact avoidance in cases where the presence of the species is identified” (Revised General Plan, Chapter 5, Plant and Wildlife Habitats Policies, Policy 8). The Virginia Department of Conservation and Recreation (DCR) letter dated March 26, 2009 did not “indicate the presence of any State Natural Area Preserves” on the subject property and that the “current activity will not affect any documented state-listed plants or insects. 
Staff concurs with the Virginia Department of Conservation and Recreation’s (DCR’s) review and findings. 
4. Lighting

The Plan promotes sound night-lighting standards that will “reduce light pollution such as glare, energy waste, light trespass, and the deterioration of the natural nighttime environment” (Revised General Plan, Chapter 5, Lighting and Night Sky, Policy 1). The applicant states that “all lighting for the campgrounds and boat ramp will be designed to minimize glare on adjacent uses” (White’s Ford Park, Statement of Justification, Issues for Consideration, Issue D). The applicant should commit to conditions that provide assurances that the proposed lighting will be the minimum intensity of lighting necessary for the operation of the proposed uses and that the lighting will be shielded and directed downward to reduce glare and spillage of light onto adjoining properties and into the night sky.
Staff recommends that the applicant commit to providing site lighting which is the minimum intensity of lighting necessary for the operation of the proposed uses within the park. The proposed site lighting should be shielded and directed downward to reduce glare and spillage of light onto adjoining properties and the night sky. 

5.  Historic and Archaeological Resources
Plan policies recommend that “an archaeological and historical resources survey be submitted as part of all land development applications” (Revised General Plan, Chapter 5, Historic and Archaeological Resources Policies, Policy 11). A Phase I archaeological survey for the portion of the subject property located north of Hibler Road was completed in May 2006 and a Phase IA archaeological survey for the portion of the subject property located south of Hibler Road was completed in February 2009. These surveys identified a number of historic and prehistoric archaeological sites on the subject property, however only five were determined to have significance and were recommended for further evaluation and/or avoidance (44LD1364, 44LD1368, 44LD1372, 44LD0365 and 44LDA). Site 44LD1368 and 44LD1372 are located along the northern boundaries of the property in areas not planned for development.  Site 44LD 1364 is located in proximity to the historic house and farm complex (VDHR 053-0012-0082), near the center of the property; ground-disturbing activity in proximity to the site should be avoided. Sites 44LD0365 and 44LDA are located south of Hibler Road on the terraces within the floodplain. These two sites are located in areas designated for camping on the submitted CDP.  Staff recommends avoiding any ground-disturbing activity in proximity to these sites and/or conducting additional archaeological investigations to excavate or determine the boundaries of the sites so they may be avoided.
The Revised General Plan outlines the County’s commitment to protecting structures and other features of particular historical significance in the context of their natural settings while working with landowners to convey the historic value of the resource to the community at large (Revised General Plan, Chapter 5, Historic and Archaeological Resources Policies, Policy 8).  The Plan supports the preservation and adaptive re-use of historic structures as part of any new development application (Revised General Plan, Chapter 5, Historic and Archaeological Resources Policies, Policy 9).  Located near the center of the property is Lloyd Fry House (also identified as the Colonel White House) and farm complex (VDHR 053-0012-0082). The house and farm complex are comprised of buildings dating from the nineteenth and twentieth-century houses, some of which are associated with the Civil War history of the property.  The house and farm complex were determined to be potentially eligible for listing on the National Register of Historic Places and are a contributing element with the Catoctin Rural Historic District which is recognized by the state as a Virginia Historic Landmark District.  
The County’s Heritage Preservation Plan states that new development should first and foremost seek to minimize adverse impacts on heritage sites, including historic standing structures and that new development should be sited and designed to be compatible with heritage resources (Heritage Preservation Plan, Chapter 9, Land Development Policies, Policy 1). The County’s first priority is the preservation of these resources in the context of their historic settings. The applicant is planning to use the house as a residence for employees and the farm complex as a maintenance facility for the park initially and later rehabilitate the house as an interpretative center for the regional park.  Staff recommends that the applicant develop a rehabilitation plan for the house and farm complex, as well as a stabilization and mothballing plan for those buildings not being initially utilized.  Staff recommends that the applicant reference Chapter 10 of the Heritage Preservation Plan which provides “Guidelines for the Preservation of Historic Standing Structures.” The Heritage Plan states that all new land development applications will be evaluated against these Guidelines (Heritage Preservation Plan, Chapter 9, Historic Standing Structures and Their Setting Polices, Policy 9). Additionally the applicant should consider the design and siting of the proposed cabins, restroom facilities, picnic pavilions, boat concessions, etc. to ensure that they blend with the existing historic buildings and rural agricultural character of the site. 
Based on staff’s review of the survey reports, further consultation with the applicant and the County Staff is recommended to develop a cultural resource management plan for the property to avoid impacts to archaeological sites, ensure preservation of existing historic structure, and to site and design new structures so that they blend with the existing historic buildings and rural agricultural character of the property .
C.  COMPATIBILITY

The Plan policies support the development of rural businesses that are compatible in scale, use and intensity with the rural environment. The proposed regional park, like other rural business uses, must meet established performance criteria, including traffic capacity limits, site design standards (i.e. buffering, use intensity, siting, architectural features) and pose no threat to public health, safety and welfare” (Revised General Plan, Chapter 7, Land Use Pattern and Design Strategy Policies, Policy 6).
The proposed regional park would be programmed for passive recreational uses and will feature hiking trails, equestrian trails, camping and cabin facilities, picnic pavilions, and a boat ramp with concessions. The Statement of Justification does not provide any details pertaining to the anticipated scale and intensity of use of the park; however the Traffic Impact Analysis does provide some indication of the anticipated trip generation on a weekly basis.  Staff requests the applicant provide more detailed information pertaining to the number of daily visitors, campers and the types of activities being proposed on the subject property, so that the scale and intensity of use and its potential impact on the surrounding area can be evaluated. 
Staff finds that the proposed use of the subject property as a regional park is consistent with the land use and rural economic policies of the Revised General Plan. However additional consideration of the scale and intensity of the use, in particular the anticipated number of visitors and types of activities, should be provided and will be evaluated to determine their impacts and overall compatibility with the surrounding rural area.  

D. TRAFFIC 

The proposed regional park will be accessed via Hibler Road (Route 656), a rural state maintained gravel road. The establishment of the proposed regional park on the subject property will increase the daily non-peak vehicular trips to the site, however based on the submitted traffic statement there appears to be a “minimal traffic impact” within the study area (White’s Ford Park, Traffic Impact Analysis, p.19).  Additionally it appears that adequate provisions have been provided to accommodate safe access to the site from Hibler Road (Route 656). 
The establishment of the proposed regional park on the subject property appears to have a “minimal traffic impact” and adequate provisions appear to have been provided to accommodate safe access to the site. Staff defers to the Office of Transportation Services for further review and comment on the application.
RECOMMENDATIONS
Staff finds that the proposed use of the subject property as a regional park is consistent with the land use and rural economic policies of the Revised General Plan.  However, staff has identified several issues that require additional information for review so that a more thorough analysis of the proposed project can be completed. Staff cannot recommend approval of the Special Exceptions and Commission Permit request at this time.
Staff would be happy to meet with the applicant to discuss any comments or questions.
cc:
Julie Pastor, AICP, Director, Planning 

Cindy Keegan, AICP, Program Manager, Community Planning-via email
