West Montgomery County Citizens Association

Founded 1947

P.O. Box

Potomac, Maryland  20854



May 1, 2010

Dear Chairman Hanson and Members of the Planning Board:

I am writing on behalf of the West Montgomery County Citizens Association (WMCCA) to convey our opposition to the proposed modification to Special Exception Case No. S-285.   The original Special Exception approved in 1970 granted operation of a Private Education Institution for 150 students with expansion expected not to exceed 250 students.  The current proposed modification calls for 600 students during the academic year, 850 children in summer camp and 263 adults as staff and adult students in a teacher training program.   The proposal represents a several hundred percent increase in students from the original approved vision for this institution.
WMCCA has concerns about the impact of the increase in students and staff on traffic congestion on River Road and Bradley Blvd, two of the busiest thoroughfares in the area.  The impact of Norwood’s operations on traffic on River Road resonates all along the River Road corridor and at least as far as Potomac Village. River Road is the primary route for Potomac residents to move between the beltway and their homes.  Indeed an increase from 150 students in 1970 to 600 students and 850 summer campers in the 21st century is significant, especially since the road network remains basicallyunchanged since the school’s founding.  While we understand Norwood’s desire to expand, there is a limit to the number of students and adults in terms of traffic, activity and noise that the community can accommodate.  We recognize that Norwood plans to enhance bus service, but neither bus service nor carpools are mandatory under the current proposal.  The proposal focuses on a “trip cap” monitoring program to control its impact on the community rather than long term, sustainable solutions to the significant impact that 600-850 students and 263 staff will have on the community.  The bus operation and carpool must be mandatory for students and campers in order to effectively address the impact on the community.  There are successful local examples of mandatory busing including the Green Acres School and Valley Mill Camp.
We also have significant concerns about the scope of operations which run well beyond those related to the education of a K-8 student population.  Norwood is already operating a Teacher Training Institute to train adult teachers and facilitate the completion of their Master Degrees from George Washington University.  This operation has not been approved as part of any previous application for modification to the Special Exception and appears to be an accessory use beyond the scope of operations required to educate the enrolled K-8 students.  A line must be drawn between those operations directly related to the operation of a private education institution as it was approved and accepted by the community and accessory operations where the primary purpose is to sustain revenue for the school.  The Special Exception should not be used as a vehicle to approve commercial operations that are related to education but rather as a vehicle to support the ongoing operations of a cohesive K-8 educational program.  Other such proposed operations include: community accessible after school/camp education and indoor/outdoor recreation enrichment activities, college entrance exam prep courses (clearly targeting an older student population than Norwood enrollees) and facility rentals including “7 larger scale community and supplemental revenue events/facilites per year (e.g. Cancer Walk a Thon, PGA tour parking and ancillary facilities during PGA events, antique show, rummage and used books sales or similar activities)”.
While we understand Norwood’s interest in providing enrichment activities for the convenience of its enrolled student population, opening these activities to the community increases the number of cars in and out of our community.  It will be very difficult to subject these vehicles to mandatory busing and carpooling when they are coming to campus for 1-2 hours.  There is no shortage of other private and County institutions providing these kinds of services to the community.  WMCCA is especially concerned about the precedent set by allowing this institution to engage in hosting large-scale events that are not part of the normal operation of a Private Education Institution.
Finally, the school indicates that although the current proposal represents a Campus Master Plan, Norwood states “modification of the Campus Master Plan at some point in the future may become necessary”. (see Norwood’s Statement of Operations, p. 2).  We urge the planning staff to limit the possible expansion of this facility in the future and to place a binding cap on the number of students (of any age) that may enroll in Norwood programs to maintain a sustainable operation in the context of the Potomac community and our fixed network of roads.
Thank you for consideration of our views.
Sincerely,
Liza Wilson Durant, PhD
President, West Montgomery County Citizens Association
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