Phase I No Vi Trail Network Feasibility Study

APPENDIX I: Addressing Community Concerns

Addressing Community Concerns

Properly addressing community concerns will require careful planning and individual attention.  One-on-one meetings with concerned property owners are essential to mutual understanding of the issues.  Property owners and the larger community must also have direct input through activities such as a Design Workshop. 

Safety, increased crime, decreased property values, liability and maintenance were concerns expressed most often on Property Owner Feedback Forms.  The answers provided below draw from a variety of expert resources and attempt to provide early answers to all Feedback Form comments. 

The Beulah/Trap/Old Courthouse  intersection is too dangerous for cyclists and pedestrians

According to a letter dated July 11, 2006, Fairfax County Supervisor Catherine Hudgins, this feasibility study and all associated comments will go through a “very thorough County and VDOT review that will include safety issues.  In the letter, the Supervisor asked both VDOT’s Traffic Engineering Division and the McLean District Police to review all accident data.  

Building a sidewalk now will prevent road widening later
Taking steps now will prepare for Tysons expansion 

Providing safe places for people to walk is an essential responsibility of all government entities involved in constructing or regulating the construction of public rights-of-way. (source:  Federal Highway Administration).  Virginia Department of Transportation policy requires that pedestrian and bicycle facilities should be designed into any new road project or road improvement.  However, projects to build sidewalks or trails alone are not relevant to VDOT’s decisions regarding roadway improvements. 
The Best Trail is No Trail
Concerns about safety are the dominant worries of residents throughout the Study Area.   Fears run so high that some property owners living near problem intersections contend a trail/walkway would be a mistake and put peoples’ lives in jeopardy.  
According to the American Association of State Highway Transportation Officials (AASHTO), as a general practice, pedestrian facilities should be constructed along any street or highway not provided with shoulders.  (AASHTO, A Policy on Geometric Design It of Highways and Streets, Washington, DC 1994).   Sidewalks and walkways are “pedestrian lanes” that provide people with space to travel within the public right-of-way, separate from roadway vehicles. They also provide places for children to walk, run, skate, ride bikes, and play. Sidewalks are associated with significant reductions in pedestrian collisions with motor vehicles.  A Federal Highway Administration review of pedestrian crash sites, physical design features found to be associated with a significantly higher likelihood of being a crash site are higher traffic volume, higher speed limit, the lack of grassy walkable areas (next to the road), and the absence of sidewalks. In fact, the presence of a sidewalk was associated with an 88 percent reduction in the likelihood of a site being a pedestrian "walking along roadway" crash site, compared to having no sidewalk or walkway.

Safety officials contend that arterial streets such as Beulah Road generally have higher pedestrian use, a greater need to separate pedestrians from motor vehicles due to higher traffic volumes and speeds, and are the main links in the community.   (http://www.walkinginfo.org/rd/for_ped.htm#florida)

Drivers run off the road

Need for a retaining wall

Buffer zones are another way to protect pedestrians from nearby traffic. 
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A minimum buffer zone of 4 to 6 feet is recommended by federal highway safety officials to separate pedestrians from the street. A buffer is considered “green” when it contains grass or other vegetation.  The buffer zone will vary according to the street type. While setbacks of 3 to 4 feet are common in residential areas and along low volume streets, as vehicle speeds and the percentages of truck traffic increase, setback distances are often increased to 4 to 8 feet to provide a buffer for pedestrians from wind blast, noise and to increase comfort. Parked cars and/or bicycle lanes can provide an acceptable buffer zone. In more suburban or rural areas, a landscape strip is generally most suitable. 
Retaining walls are not necessary if acceptable buffer zones are created and the trail design follows established safety requirements.  Retaining walls are costly structures and would only be proposed if all other design solutions were not feasible.  Existing conditions along the proposed trail alignment do not exhibit features that typically require a retaining wall.  Cutting and filling due to the construction of a trail will be kept to a minimum to prevent disturbing the existing character of the area.  
Conversely, guardrails are often employed by pedestrian safety planners to separate pedestrians from vehicular traffic where acceptable buffer zones cannot be created.  There are a variety of designs.  Some guardrails are more visually appealing than the heavy-duty metal variety such as on the curve on Old Courthouse Road near Besley.  

People run stop signs

Various strategies are available to traffic planners to discourage the running of stop signs.  Driver education and publicity about the trail have an impact.  At intersections and mid-block crossings, vehicle stop lines can be moved farther back from the pedestrian crosswalk for an improved factor of safety and for improved visibility of pedestrians. 
One study found that use of a “Stop Here For Pedestrians” sign alone reduced conflicts between drivers and pedestrians by 67 percent. With the addition of an advanced stop line, this type of conflict was reduced by 90 percent compared to baseline levels.  A Stop Here On Red (R10-6) sign can be also be used to supplement the stop line.

Marked Crosswalks and other Street Markings
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A marked crosswalk indicates the best and safest location for pedestrians to cross the street and helps designate the right-of-way for motorists to yield to pedestrians.  In some cases, crosswalks can be raised and are often installed in conjunction with other enhancements that physically reinforce crosswalks and reduce vehicle speeds. It is also useful to supplement crosswalk markings 



with warning signs for motorists. 
Signage
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Signs can provide important information that can improve safety and awareness. By letting drivers, pedestrians and cyclists know what to expect, there is a greater chance they will react and behave appropriately. For example, giving motorists advance warning of an upcoming pedestrian crossing will alert them to modify their speed. Advance pedestrian warning signs should be used where pedestrian crossings may not be expected by motorists, especially if there are many motorists who are unfamiliar with the area. A new fluorescent yellow/green color (‘optic yellow’) is approved for pedestrian, bicycle, and school warning signs.  This bright color attracts the attention of drivers because it is unique.  A “Stop Here On Red” sign can be used to supplement a recessed stop line.   
Will only support project if curb and gutter is installed.

Residents living adjacent to the intersection of Beulah/Trap/Old Courthouse Roads have commented that they could only support the project if curb and gutter is installed.   Curb and gutter installation may require the installation of roadway improvements including a drainage system, which are not within the purview of this feasibility study.  It should be noted that federal rules prohibit the use of Enhancements Program funds for typical roadway construction activities.  Enhancement grant funds are earmarked for improvements that are not typically part of roadway projects. 
Reduce Speeding on Beulah Road/ Reduce speed to 25 mph 
Need Traffic Calming Measures

Because the speed limit changes so often within the short distance of the Phase I Study Area, a thorough review and analysis of the posted speeds is indicated. (See Speed, Sec. 4)
In Fairfax County, when posted speeds are 25 miles per hour or less, certain traffic calming measures can be considered.  Such measures were requested by residents in comments on the Community Questionnaire. 
Traffic calming is the combination of mainly physical measures to reduce the negative effects of motor vehicle use. Various types of devices can be used including speed humps, raised pedestrian crosswalks, chokers, traffic circles, median islands, etc. According to National Highway Safety Administration, there are certain overall considerations that are applicable to both traffic management and traffic calming:

· Vehicle speed is more critical than volume in terms of safety and should be addressed first where there are monetary constraints. 

· Neighborhood involvement is important to successful implementation.  Rationale for traffic-calming and management measures should be explained clearly to community residents and installation of these treatments should incorporate public input.  

· Traffic-calming and management measures should fit into and ideally enhance the street environment. Traffic-calming designs should be predictable and easy to understand by drives and other users.

In Fairfax County, to qualify for the installation of traffic calming measures a road must meet the following criteria: 
· Local residential or collector road such as Clarks Crossing Road with a posted speed limit of 25 miles-per-hour (mph) 

· Traffic volume of 600 to 4000 vehicles per day 

· 85th percentile speed of vehicles ≥ 10 mph over the posted limit 
Liability if someone turns into my driveway and hits a pedestrian or cyclist or someone slips and falls

Homeowners are concerned that trail users will enter their property, become injured and then sue the homeowner for liability.  One property owner abutting the trail has requested assurance in writing that property owners could have no responsibility for liability, maintenance or any other reason.   

Anyone entering an adjacent landowner’s property without permission is considered a trespasser, to which landowners owe limited duty of care.  Furthermore, as in all fifty states, Recreational Use Statutes are in effect in Virginia.  Under these statutes, landowners cannot be liable for recreational injuries resulting from mere carelessness if the landowner has provided public access to their land for recreational purposes.  To recover damages, an injured person needs to prove “willful and wanton misconduct” on the part of the landowner.  Recreational Use Statutes also cover liability issues for nonprofit groups that own or manage trails.  

As stated in Section 1, under Virginia Code §29.1-509, landowners who allow the use of a portion of their property for a trail do not have liability for the trail or its users.  Yet, as in any incident occurring in a public facility, a careful review of circumstances would be necessary.   

Questions regarding liability can be directed to the County Attorney’s office.

Responsibility for snow removal and other maintenance

Trails or sidewalks constructed within the proposed NoVi Trail Network, including Phase I, will be maintained by Fairfax County.   Under Virginia Code, landowners who provide an easement on their property for a trail or sidewalk assume no liability or responsibility for the facility or its users.  Most of the trail will be within in the public right-of-way.
Fairfax County does not have an ordinance for snow removal.  Some property owners remove snow from sidewalks in front of their houses, but no one is required to do so by law.  Given the fact that there are hundreds of miles of county walkways, county officials say it is not possible to mobilize a force to remove this snow and snow is only removed at certain public facilities such as government centers, libraries, park and ride lots, bus transfer stations, and VRE stations.  The remainder of the sidewalks/trails rely on natural snowmelt.

Will there be lighting on the trail?

No lighting is being considered for any part of the NoVi Trail alignment.  Fairfax County does not typically install additional lighting when installing new sidewalks or trails.  

Property Values

Despite homeowners’ fears, proximity to a trail typically has either no adverse affect or actually increases property values.  According to the publication, Priorities 2000 Metropolitan Washington Greenways, “property values along greenways have typically been found to rise once implementation is complete.”  A national survey of more than 2,300 homebuyers finds that almost three out of four prospective buyers feel walking and biking paths are very or extremely important.  (from 1994 Shopper and Homeowner Study:  Community Features and InterCommunications, Inc.).  
A study of Seattle’s Burke-Gilman Trail shows that homes directly adjacent to the trail show no increase or decrease in value, but those located a block from the trail realized a 5 percent increase in property values according to local real estate agents.  (Evaluation of the Burke-Gilman Trail’s Effect on Property Values and Crime, Seattle Engineering Department and Office for Planning, May 1987)  Trails are generally perceived to improve quality of life.  The Seattle study also points out that two of the trail’s most vocal opponents now believe the trail is the “best thing that ever happened to the neighborhood.”  
A major study conducted by authorities in Brown County, Wisconsin, finds that “concerns that urban trails might adversely affect public safety and property value in surrounding neighborhoods are not substantiated by the results of this study.”  The authors conclude that “of the real estate agents involved, 73% believed that a home adjacent to a trail would be easier to sell, and 55% agreed the home would sell for more than a comparable home from a different neighborhood…The general opinion is that trails are an amenity to the neighborhoods around them; they increase the desirability of the property and provide a space for young children and adults of all ages to run and play.”  
“Security risks” will come into peoples’ yards
As seen in written comments, a number of residents with land abutting the trail corridor view the trail as a new public thoroughfare that will provide easy access to their property by outsiders.  The community at large also indicated security concerns.  Only 39% of respondents to the Community Questionnaire said a trail would have a positive effect on the local “sense of security.” 

Officials from the federal Transportation Enhancement Program report that concerns about security tend to disappear once a trail is open.  A 1992 National Park Service Study of the users and nearby property owners of three major trails finds that landowners generally are generally opposed when a trail is proposed, but their perceptions become much more positive after the trail is installed and the majority are “very satisfied” with the outcome.  The study also found that trail use is a “through” activity, i.e., trail users don’t tend to loiter or enter adjacent property because they have a destination in mind, such as a park or neighborhood.  

One reason that property owners generally find that their fears are unfounded is that the majority of those using the trails near their homes are their neighbors. According to The Illinois Statewide Trail User Study (U.S. Forest Service, 1990), on urban and suburban trails, a significant majority of users come from nearby neighborhoods.  The study also found the half the local users used the trail “virtually every week.”  
Worry about trail assaults

According to national crime statistics, among all types of public places, parks and trail are among the safest.  People are two to three times safer on a trail than in a parking lot or on the street.  
The Rails-to-Trails Conservancy recently completed a comprehensive study of 327 trail systems nationwide.  Only 3 percent of trail managers reported any major criminal activity.  25 percent reported minor crime, such as graffiti or littering, but stated these problems were quickly corrected as part of routine trail maintenance.  In fact, the study contains letters from twelve law enforcement agencies stating that there have actually been positive experiences with the introduction of trails in their jurisdictions.  (ISBN 0-16-041677-9)  
The proposed alignment of the NoVi Trail Network would follow the existing roadway and be highly visible. This is considered by law enforcement the safest type for both users and adjacent landowners, providing informal security for users and easy surveillance.

In the case of Phase I of the NoVi Trail Network, a publicity campaign can inform the entire community of the importance of being the “eyes and ears” of the trail, thus providing informal security.  Through publicity outreach materials, residents should be provided with police, VDOT and county phone numbers to report trail problems and point out needed maintenance.  Keeping trails debris free is especially important for users with disabilities.    

No parents will allow children out of sight, so why build trail

A question has been raised concerning the risk of abduction by children using the trail.  The New York Times recently published statistics regarding “stranger danger”.  According to the Duke University Well-Being Index, children walking outside alone nearby their homes are safer now than at any time since 1975.  Child abductions by strangers are becoming increasingly rare.  Nationwide, 115 children were abducted by strangers in 1999, compared with 200 to 300 children in 1988.  By a wide margin, family members, not strangers, are the most common kidnappers.  In the last 30 years, violent crimes against children have dropped by more than 38 percent.  
New York State’s Division of Criminal Justice Services’ 2004 annual report on missing children notes that the overwhelming majority of missing children cases were reported as suspected runaways.  

It is important to note that the stakes are high for communities with a pervasive feeling that their streets are unsafe.   A 2005 University of Michigan study published in The Archives of Pediatric and Adolescent Medicine reveals that children are four times more likely to be overweight if they live in a neighborhood that their parents ranked in the bottom quarter in terms of safety, as opposed to those whose parents’ ratings placed them in the top quarter.  The researchers suspect the primary reason is that parents of children in unsafe neighborhoods don’t let their kids go out as much.    The study concludes that no matter how neighborhoods are designed for allowing children to walk to school or to the neighborhood store, parents must feel safe allowing their children to do so.
Trash and dog droppings on trail

Property owners reported concern that trail users would damage nearby fences and other personal property.  Others are worried about trail users dropping trash and not picking up after their dogs.   Several strategies could assist in preventing property damage:

· Installing trail identification and warning signs regularly along the trail alignment to encourage proper trail etiquette, such as “Pick up after your dog”.  

· Installation of trash receptacles or dog waste baggies holders.
· Enforcement of local littering laws and signs warning that maximum fines apply.  

· Markers to indicate the location of the closest public restrooms, drinking fountains, phones, etc. 

· Formation of a Friends of the Trail group to be “eyes and ears” to look for problems and report areas which need maintenance. (See below)
People “understand” etiquette of sidewalks better than on a “trail” 

Providing educational materials and identification signage should improve trail etiquette regardless of trail width.  

Worry about Drainage 

Concern about areas along the trail alignment which flood during bad weather has been noted in property owner Feedback Forms, particularly on the grounds of the Antioch Christian Church and the area around the intersection of Beulah/Trap/Old Courthouse Roads.  At the very least, this area should be regularly inspected and maintained by Fairfax County to reduce potential hazards to users, particularly after storm events.  

Consultation with representatives from the Northern Virginia Soil and Water Conservation District is necessary in these areas.  The goal of the NVSWCD is to promote clean streams, protect natural resources, and lessen the impact of urban/suburban activities on the county’s land and water resources. This is achieved by providing technical assistance and outreach programs to the public. The Northern Virginia Soil and Water Conservation District is a political subdivision of the Commonwealth of Virginia. Its boundaries are the same as those of Fairfax County.  (http://www.fairfaxcounty.gov/nvswcd/)
Alternative environmentally-friendly stormwater control solutions, such as Rain Gardens, should be considered in handling drainage issues.  A Rain Garden model is on display at Meadowlark Botanical Gardens Regional Park.
Concerns and compensation for removal of signs, fences and mature trees 

Fairfax County will relocate signs which must be moved in order to construct a trail.  An arborist will be consulted regarding mature trees.  Generally, in trail construction projects, Fairfax County includes money in the budget for replacement in kind of landscaping removed from private property.  

Concerns about loss of privacy
A provision for limited landscape screening on private property within the trail alignment could be included in the construction budget for Phase I construction.  

Problems with lawns

Lawns disturbed by the construction process will be reseeded as part of the trail construction process. 

Poor use of public funds

A nationwide poll, as cited by the National Bicycle and Pedestrian Clearinghouse, has found that a majority of adults surveyed prefer that their local governments provide funding for safe, secure bicycle paths and pedestrian walks.  Funding for trails are typically pre-allocated as part of Federal, State and Local transportation and park budgets.  They are pre-determined dollars, so if trail construction funds are not used within the NoVi Trail Network, they will be used for trail construction in other locations.
Funds are better used to pay police to patrol than to build trail

Trail construction budget funds can not typically be used for law enforcement any more that law enforcements budget can be used to construct trails.   The Mclean Police District will be consulted in the planning and design process and the frequency and nature of current police patrols will be evaluated.

No room for bikes on the road with cars
No room for pedestrians on the road with cars

Each contact among trail users has the potential to result in conflict. So, as a general rule, trail planners recommend reducing the number of user contacts whenever possible. Providing separate facilities for pedestrians, separate from both driving and bicycle facilities, may be necessary.
The National Recreational Trails Advisory Committee identified trail-user conflicts on multiple-use trails as a major concern that needs resolution.  Bike lanes or the striping of wider shoulders indicate a preferential or exclusive space for bicycle travel along an arterial street. Marking bicycle-only areas can also benefit pedestrians—as turning motorists slow and yield more to bicyclists, they will also be doing so for pedestrians. On high-speed, high-volume roads, it may be more appropriate to provide a multi-use path to physically separate both bicyclists and pedestrians from motor vehicle traffic. However, the application of this treatment requires that care be taken to minimize the conflicts between bicyclists and pedestrians. 

Providing separate accommodations for cyclists and pedestrians is permissible in Fairfax County.
Can’t justify the cost of construction because too few people will use trail

According to statistics from the Community Questionnaire, 74% of responding residents say they are either likely or very likely to use a continuous local trail system.  Since there are approximately 5000 people living within the Study Area, this translates to at least 3,600 potential trail users.   

Nobody will walk to school or work

School walking zones typically extend outward one mile. Within this walking vicinity, children are especially vulnerable, making streets in these zones prime candidates for sidewalk retrofitting. This “one mile” walker distance extends from Wolftrap Elementary school, almost to Four Corners.  Each child within the one mile zone who safely walk to school instead of riding the bus will save Fairfax County taxpayers $981 a year.  

According to the Community Questionnaire, 41% of respondents (287 households) reported that Wolftrap Elementary School is a desired trail destination.  64% (618 households) reported that having the ability for children to walk to school would have a positive effect on the community.  Among the many benefits would be less reliance on motorized vehicles.  Motor vehicle use is now generally recognized as the source of more air pollution than any other single human activity. (New State of the Earth Atlas, 1995).

Likewise, 493 households (51%) responded that they would like the opportunity to walk or bike to work. Tysons Corner was listed in a number of comments as a likely destination.   Every car commuter who switches to biking and transit can save 400 gallons of gas a year. If just one out of every 10 commuters who now drive to work switched to walking, the U.S. would save 2 billion gallons of gas a year and reduce carbon dioxide emissions by 25.4 million tons. (source: www.saferoutestoschools.org/pdfs/EnviroFactSheetMar05.pdf)
A narrow trail invites accidents between pedestrians and cyclists especially with reduced visibility due to vegetation.

A wide trail and cleared right-of-way will destroy character of neighborhood and have   an impact on trees

Phase I area neighborhoods are not considered high density development, therefore any trails planned for the vicinity should take into account the existing foliage, the scale of the homes and the dimension of existing trail segments 

Protecting the common wealth:  Creating a “Friends of the Trail” Group  

“Eyes and Ears” surveillance and fund-raising to pay for damage to private property are only two functions which can be performed by an active “Friends of the Trail” advocacy group.  A group of active volunteers can provide assistance, whether through muscle power or political power.   The single most important function of a Friends organization is to advocate for the trail, defending it when necessary and promoting it the rest of the time.   A Friends group could evolve from the NoVi Trail Advisory Committee which is now in place, and include some of the hundreds of local residents who have provided their names and addresses in support of the NoVi Trail Network.   Among the multiple functions of a Friends group:

· To hold regular “Trail Cleanup Days” for litter collection and to observe for damage and areas which need maintenance. 

· To receive and relay residents’ reports of problems, dangers or inappropriate activities taking place on or near the trail.  

· To oversee a trail maintenance fund for trail structures, amenities, or repair of damage to adjacent private property which is not included under the purview of Faifax County or VDOT maintenance.   
· To develop maps, newsletters, and other materials in order to educate the community about trail safety, proper trail etiquette, the trail route and destinations so as to improve the experience of using the trial.  To apply for grants to pay for printed materials. 
· To organize community-building activities such as a Name-the-Trail contest and annual Trail Walk Days.   

· To become a public advocate for the trail.  Members would attend public hearings and keep apprised of local road projects and county, federal and state legislation which might affect trail activities.

· To work with other groups in order to develop partnerships, such as with local businesses which could donate resources, print signs and documents, or provide refreshments for trail functions.    The group could also reach out to local stakeholders such as Wolftrap Elementary school to coordinate visits from county or state safety educators and promote safety and health activities such as “Walk to School” day.  

A model Friends group is the Rivanna Trails Foundation, which was established in 1992 in Charlottesville, Virginia.  RTF is a volunteer organization supported solely by tax-deductible contributions and membership dues.  The Foundation views trail maintenance as a collaborative effort, with neighbors joining in to maintain their neighborhood trail segments with pride and a sense of ownership. RTF members help build and maintain the trail system and an informational website for members and trail users.  The RTF motto is “Membership if ownership.”  (See www.rivannatrails.org)  A child-centered health group model is the Chesterfield County (Virginia) Coalition for Active Children.  COACH focuses on improving nutrition and increasing physical activity among young people. The coalition began in 2002 with members from public and private organizations, including health, education, physical-fitness and nutrition professionals, concerned parents, and community and business leaders.

Commercial liability insurance is recommended for nonprofit groups to cover property damage, including structures and personal property, as well as medical and business expenses associated with operation and management of a trail.  Umbrella polices, such as the “Green Umbrella” policy available from the Land Trust Alliance has even broader coverage. 
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