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The Comprehensive Planning Committee of the City of Raleigh met in regular session on Wednesday, February 9, 2011 at 1:00 p.m. in the City Council Chamber, Raleigh Municipal Building, 222 West Hargett Street, Avery C. Upchurch Government Complex, Raleigh, North Carolina, with the following present:
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Chairman McFarlane called the meeting to order at 1:09 p.m.
Item #09-20 – Crabtree Valley Transportation Study
The following information was in the agenda packet:

This item was referred to the Comprehensive Planning Committee at the November 16, 2010 City Council meeting.  A presentation to the Committee was provided at the January 26, 2011 meeting.  No action was taken and the case was deferred for two weeks to allow additional review by the Committee members.  Included in the back-up material are the Crabtree Valley Transportation Study Recommendation Report, minutes from the January 26 Committee meeting, and the Executive Summary of the Crabtree Valley Transportation Study. 
Transportation Services Manager stated there was additional information in the backup material, and offered to make a short presentation or respond to questions.
Mr. Gaylord asked what drove the decision for a connection between Glenwood Avenue and Ridge Road which necessitates a number of overpasses, etc.  Mr. Lamb used a map titled "Lead Mine Road/Blue Ridge Road and I-440 Interchange" to illustrate and explain.  The bridge on Ridge Road will be replaced with a new structure and will feed directly to Crabtree Valley Avenue.  The neighborhood did not want a direct connection between Crabtree Valley Avenue and Ridge Road, is it could result in additional traffic for residential neighborhoods inside the Beltline.  Connecting to Glenwood Avenue and disconnecting from the Beltline is better for the neighborhood.  Staff also tried to respect the Crabtree Valley Small Area Plan.  By disconnecting Ridge Road from the Beltline, two obvious connections were sent back over to Glenwood Avenue.  Connectivity for the neighborhood has been maintained.  A one-ramp approach was used to take the movement that exits from the Beltline to Crabtree Valley.  Mr. Lamb illustrated the configuration on the map, explaining that it maintains the on-ramp for the area to the north, eliminates the Ridge Road access in the area he indicated, and increased the queue back into the area he indicated.  The current access point is moved to a spot well in advance of Crabtree Valley.  Three functions are served with the new exit ramp configuration:  (1) what it was before with regard to feeding into Glenwood Avenue, (2) feed to Crabtree Valley Avenue directly, and (3) take traffic off Ridge Road.  Staff discussed this interchange with the North Carolina Department of Transportation (NCDOT) and the Federal Highway Administration (FHWA), and tried to keep a smaller footprint for the design to stay within the existing right-of-way.  They had considered making Ridge Road and Crabtree Valley Avenue connect directly to each other, which would result in a more conventional intersection with a traffic signal.  However, that idea was contrary to the public involvement process.  Mr. Lamb responded to the remainder of Mr. Gaylord's questions, using the map to illustrate.
Mr. Stephenson commented there are a lot of overpass structures, and Crabtree Valley Avenue has a steep grade.  He asked about the topography of that area and whether there will there be sloped easements or retaining walls.  Transportation Services Manager Lamb explained the topography is fairly significant, and the roadway will be depressed down.  Staff has not worked out cut slopes or retaining walls as part of this.  Mr. Stephenson asked if the grade could be cut down enough for an at-grade intersection at Blue Ridge Road.  Mr. Lamb explained there is a problem in terms of the distance traveled from under Arrow Drive to facilities down at the bottom of the hill on Blue Ridge Road.  The ramp at Blue Ridge Road helps alleviate traffic congestion relative to left turns from Lead Mine Road, especially in the morning.  Staff tried to eliminate and redirect left turns as much as possible.
Mr. Stephenson said at the last meeting, the Committee considered adopting the Crabtree Valley Transportation Study recommendations for the Crabtree Valley Avenue improvements now, but not the Glenwood Avenue improvements.  He asked for the Committee's current opinion.  Chairman McFarlane said she is still looking at long-range traffic impact for the entire area.  There seems to be a consensus for the Crabtree Valley Avenue improvements and the new interchange at Crabtree Valley Avenue and I-440.  The City needs to be responsive to, and have a plan for, the traffic problems on Glenwood Avenue as well.  She is interested in knowing how much traffic will be pulled off Glenwood Avenue upon the completion of the Crabtree Valley Avenue interchange.  Chairman McFarlane stated she would like to adopt the study with the provision that after the first two sections of the plan are completed, staff will re-evaluate transportation in the Crabtree Valley area.  (Clerk's Note:  The first two sections of the plan are B-4 – Widening and Relocation of Crabtree Valley Avenue, and A3-B – Blue Ridge Road to I‑440 [Crabtree Valley Avenue extension with grade separation at Blue Ridge Road]).  Current plans for addressing traffic problems may change over time.  Mr. Lamb said the only long-term transit plan identified for the area at this time is enhanced bus service.  There are long-range transportation plans, such as light rail.  He noted that transit plans are evolutionary and change as the land pattern changes.  Mr. Lamb stressed the importance of construction of the outer loop of the Beltline and what that did for the City of Raleigh.  Infrastructure improvements always affect, and usually redirect, traffic patterns.

Mr. Stephenson asked if staff had received additional comments from hotels in the Crabtree Valley area, and Mr. Lamb replied none that he knew of.  Roger Henderson had talked to staff and indicated that as long as the hotels' access to Blue Ridge Road is protected and the hotels' access to Arrow Drive is not taken away, the hotel owners are fine with the plan.  Mr. Lamb confirmed for Mr. Stephenson that the planned improvements for Glenwood Avenue will be re-evaluated once the Crabtree Valley Avenue improvements have been stabilized.  He also confirmed that staff expects the improvements to Crabtree Valley Avenue will be in conjunction with and funded by private development, and the interchange will be funded with federal monies.  The estimated construction cost for the widening and relocation of Crabtree Valley Avenue is $10 million.  There will probably be an opportunity for a public-private partnership agreement for those improvements.
Tom Worth, Esq., P.O. Box 1799, Raleigh, NC  27602-1799 – Mr. Worth, representing Crabtree Valley Mall, reiterated the mall's concern about affecting mall ingress and egress from Blue Ridge Road until at least one year passes after the first two phases of the Crabtree Valley transportation plan are complete.

Mr. Gaylord stated this plan addresses the traffic problems using the tools available to the City today, which are additional traffic lanes and overpasses.  He opposes that from a philosophical perspective, as he believes it is contrary to the City's goal of urbanization.  By putting a plan on paper that is counter to that goal, the City is hobbling long-term opportunities in that regard and in other areas.  Mr. Gaylord said he is not comfortable with this plan and thinks it could be made into a simpler and more urban solution.  Chairman McFarlane pointed out that Crabtree Valley Mall is a suburban mall, and it would be hard to make it urban.  She does not know if an urban model fits this area, because much of the traffic is commuter traffic.  Mr. Gaylord said there is a certain perspective the City has to apply; not just the engineering solutions of the day, but also use its judgment of long-term development, technologies and methodologies for alleviating the problems of today with solutions for tomorrow.  Chairman McFarlane responded that is why it is important to set a point of re-evaluation.  She understands Mr. Gaylord's concern, but stated it is irresponsible to delay addressing the problem.  The phased approach addresses the more immediate issues that are known to be problems now.

Mr. Stephenson pointed out that development of the Galleria property and redevelopment above the floodplain could be done as urbanization of this area.  Adding the Crabtree Valley Avenue improvements is a way of introducing a more interconnective street grid and will introduce more urbanization.  The interchange access is a function of how to get off a controlled access highway.  The Glenwood Avenue improvements do not appear to have an urbanizing impact.  They are a way to cope with the projected increase in single occupancy vehicles in the area.  Mr. Gaylord responded he is in agreement with the Crabtree Valley Avenue connection.  However, he disagrees with six overpasses/grade separations as part of the solution to the Glenwood Avenue traffic problems.  Transportation Services Manager Lamb explained how staff's biggest challenges in pursuing something more urban were the floodplain and topography in this area.
Chairman McFarlane asked for the Committee members' opinions of the phased approach.  She noted the designation of the interchanges does not articulate in any way that the overpasses are what they should be in the long term.  Approval merely acknowledges that traffic is excessive in this area and something must be constructed to address it.  This plan just secures the land for high-traffic interchanges in the future and precludes the possibility that structures would be erected in the right-of-way that would have to be removed later.

Mr. Stephenson suggested using the term "future improvements" instead of "future interchanges" in the proposed Comprehensive Plan amendments.
Mr. Gaylord pointed out that whether the specific recommendations in the study are adopted or not, the information or the knowledge gained by going through the planning process to alleviate existing problems will never be lost.  However, by putting it on a plan and officially adopting it, the Council members are tying themselves to the specifics of the plan unless they can loosely indicate the plan is a future reconstruction project for which suggestions and technical solutions have been provided.  He suggested Council receive the plan as information and reference it in the Comprehensive Plan as a solution, but not adopt the plan officially as part of the Comprehensive Plan.  He asked what the functional difference is for the City if Council receives this study and indicates in the Comprehensive Plan that it has been received, but not adopted.

Mr. Lamb explained the Council has two options with regard to the study, i.e., endorse the findings or receive the study as information.  In effect, this is a large-scale feasibility study.  The second part of the process is making the requisite changes to the Comprehensive Plan.  As pointed out at the last Committee meeting, the Comprehensive Plan does not get into specifics such as traffic signal decommissioning and interchange design.  The Comprehensive Plan would merely contain a bubble symbol denoting "future interchange."  This is important for two reasons.  First, it allows the City to protect right-of-way and slope easements associated with future development of the interchanges.  It ensures that future development does not encroach on future plans for interchanges.  Staff is trying to protect the City's long-term interests to avoid costs to the public for right-of-way acquisition through condemnation, tearing down of buildings, etc.  Second, is how it is represented with respect to the Comprehensive Plan and the long-range transportation plan.  The City cannot project out projects and expect a solution to air quality conformity if they are not part of the adopted plan.  The Metropolitan Planning Organization (MPO) is working on the next iteration of the long-range transportation plan (LRTP) for 2040.  The LRTP is expected to be constructed in 10-year segments.
Mr. Stephenson commented that it seems Mr. Gaylord's proposal reduces the projected estimates for single occupancy vehicle usage in this area.  Chairman McFarlane said she thinks everyone understands that the Crabtree Valley Avenue widening and relocation and interchange are still needed in the short term.  After those improvements are completed and the impacts determined, staff will have a chance to re-evaluate what is happening on Glenwood Avenue.  Mr. Lamb stated staff will re-evaluate transportation corridor plans every 10 to 15 years and the Comprehensive Plan every five years.  Re-evaluation of the Comprehensive Plan every five years will lead to re-evaluation of transportation corridors every five years.

Deputy City Attorney Ira Botvinick stated the key question is how the City would implement and protect the transportation corridor through the regulatory process if the Council does not adopt the plan.  In the context of a site plan that meets current zoning, if the applicant wants to place an outbuilding too close to the road, the City has no legal recourse for telling him he cannot locate it there.  If the plan is adopted, staff can warn him and the lenders that transportation improvements may come and that they should perform due diligence.  Mr. Lamb reiterated adoption of the plan grants staff more latitude to secure slope easements and extra land outside the right-of-way and grading rights.  The City would have greater control over what can happen in this area.  Staff would think several steps ahead and not cost the public more money in the long run.
Mr. Stephenson continued to endorse the use of "intersection improvements' instead of "interchange" in the Comprehensive Plan and said the term would still allow staff to protect the same amount of land.  Mr. Lamb pointed out if the term "interchange" is not used, it indicates there is traffic that will sit at an intersection and reduce air quality.  A grade separated solution cannot be proposed if it is not part of the adopted plan.  Mr. Gaylord said he does not understand why slope easements cannot be protected without adopting this specific plan.  The Committee is being asked to make a decision on something long-term when it does not have all the information.  Chairman McFarlane stressed the importance of protecting this area now.  Mr. Lamb informed the Committee that the term "interchange" is relevant to adoption of the federally-recognized transportation plan.  The only two designations the federal government uses are "grade separation" or "interchange."  Those terms go on the thoroughfare plan adopted by the State of North Carolina.  He said it is better to have an adopted plan and not need it, than to need an adopted plan and not have it.  Mr. Stephenson suggested the term "transit enhancements," and Mr. Lamb responded that is a different study altogether.  Staff is interested in a transit study, but it would be a game changer for them in terms of transportation plans.  A philosophical discussion ensued regarding "interchange" v. "intersection improvements" and reduction of single occupancy vehicles on these roads.

Bee Weddington, 4814 Brookhaven Drive, Raleigh, NC  27612-5705 – Ms. Weddington stated the building in the rezoning petition for The Container Store property will not infringe on the right-of-way.  It would be unfair to say to those applicants "we don't know if there will be an interchange there or not, so we may have to tear down your building in the future."  She opined that the Comprehensive Plan is usually "set in stone."  Crabtree Valley Avenue is a perfect example.  Its construction was on the plan for 30 years, and then Planning Director Mitchell Silver said his department "needed more time to figure this out."  She suggested the Council accept this study/plan as information and not include things the City "will be stuck with."  With regard to Ridge Road, Ms. Weddington asked if staff and/or Council had ever thought of going down Crabtree Valley Avenue to Blue Ridge Road, then cutting over to Ridge Road from Glen Eden Drive.  Glen Eden Drive and Crabtree Valley Avenue were built at considerable cost and are underutilized.
Mr. Worth gave to the Committee members a plan prepared yesterday by Neil Rudolph, Vice President of Plaza Associates, the property management company for Crabtree Valley Mall.   The plan indicated future transit opportunities for area.  Mr. Worth was concerned that he heard talk today about additional right-of-way, and he had not heard such comments at the last Committee meeting.  Staff thought that in a public/private effort there may be a 5-year window for the leg of Crabtree Valley Avenue to Edwards Mill Road to Blue Ridge Road.  The Galleria property and Crabtree Village property will come into play.  Mr. Worth said Mr. Lamb indicated today there will be a review of the Comprehensive Plan every five years.  He suggested the long-term phases of this transportation plan could be considered at that time, and agrees with Ms. Weddington that the Comprehensive Plans in this City are indeed embedded in stone.  Mr. Worth said Mr. Rudolph had testified as to the potential vendor lease problems for the mall.  His clients request that the City Council not embed in the Comprehensive Plan anything more from this study than is necessary.
Chairman McFarlane said she would like to adopt the first two sections of the phased acceptance of the study.  Mr. Lamb noted there is an implementation plan laid out in the document.  Council's endorsement of the plan gives the staff policy directive for the order of the projects and future capital improvement projects.  A second separate motion is needed to authorize the recommended Comprehensive Plan amendments, which will go through a separate public involvement and public hearing process.

Chairman McFarlane asked about the status of the transit study for this area.  Mr. Lamb replied that a long-range regional transit study for the entire Triangle area is being discussed.  City staff is asking the MPO to move forward with that study sooner rather than later.

Mr. Stephenson said he is not comfortable choosing this plan when there is not an alternative plan available for consideration.  He recommended moving forward with Alternatives B-4 and A3-B with the understanding that there be further discussions regarding urbanizing the interchange and transitioning to a more urbanized design.  Mr. Gaylord said he could endorse the theoretical connectivity of the plan.
Transportation Services Manager Lamb stated staff requests adoption of the findings and recommendations of the study and all Comprehensive Plan amendments except the following new interchange locations:  (1) Glenwood Avenue and Blue Ridge Road/Lead Mine Road and (2) Glenwood Avenue and Creedmoor Road.  Mr. Lamb departed the meeting at this point (2:35 p.m.).
Transportation Planner Fleming El-Amin reminded the Committee members that the Crabtree Valley Area Transportation Plan is merely conceptual at this point in time.
Chairman McFarlane made a motion to endorse the Comprehensive Plan amendments recommended by staff with the exception of (1) Glenwood Avenue and Blue Ridge Road/Lead Mine Road and (2) Glenwood Avenue and Creedmoor Road, and to accept the remainder of the Crabtree Valley  Transportation Study.

Senior Planner Travis Crane raised the issue of amendments to Future Land Use Maps (FLUM) in the 2030 Comprehensive Plan, and said staff will need a directive from the City Council to bring the map amendments forward to go through the public hearing process in July for consideration of the proposed changes.
Lacy Reaves, Esq., Smith Anderson, 150 Fayetteville Street, Raleigh, NC  27601-2960 – Mr. Reaves pointed out that public comment had not been received with regard to the FLUM amendments relative to the plan.  He suggested the FLUM amendments need to be studied and discussed in Committee as they were really not part of the Transportation Study.
Without objection, Chairman McFarlane announced the FLUM amendments would be held in Committee for further study.

Chairman McFarlane called for a second and vote on her motion.  Mr. Gaylord seconded the motion, which carried by unanimous vote of 3-0.
ADJOURNMENT
There being no further business before the Comprehensive Planning Committee, Chairman McFarlane announced the meeting adjourned at 2:45 p.m.

Leslie H. Eldredge

Deputy City Clerk
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