West Montgomery County Citizens Association

Re: Serpentine Oaks Conservation Park: Management Plan, and Public Access Element 
ADVANCE \d4Public hearing - MNCPPC - November 17, 2005
ADVANCE \d4The review of this Management Plan from our perspective requires some historical context on several levels. The Serpentine outcrop of which we now have only this remnant to preserve is actually quite large. It drifts both north and south of the quarry that mines Serpentine rock, roughly following the meander of the Piney Branch. In 1989, WMCCA began a prolonged and futile effort to stop the proposed Piney Branch sewer which enabled the large ‘Traville’ projects in the headwaters and subsequently increased development that has come to pass downstream. At the time, none of us knew what the strange landscape of the area meant. Though farmed, the soils were inhospitable and developers along with a prominent Council Member saw the whole upper headwaters as ripe for ‘signature sites’ adjacent to the I-270 corridor with high density housing in TDR receiving areas, all predicated on transit. 
ADVANCE \d4Ironically, the transit component was removed. Shady Grove Road was extended to join Piney Meetinghouse Road. All those names beginning with Piney refer to the pines characteristic on what we now know to be a globally rare outcropping found on only 1% of the Earth’s surface. An area locally known as (the barrens( During the intervening years, small attempts have been made to acknowledge the existence of an unusual ecosystem. In an effort to spare a stand of rare wildflowers, Shady Grove Road included a strange S curve the State did not like but permitted anyway. Along that road the last remains of the forest that once protected those wildflowers is dying from fragmentation. The development continues. Virtually all that is left of what was natural to such a unique geology is contained in the total of 341 acres on 2 parcels that the County has paid $9 million dollars to conserve. 
ADVANCE \d4The proposed name change is a surprise. While switching from 'Barrens' to 'Oaks' may be intended to honor the current existence of a unique forest community in what was once a fire dependent ecology that rendered the area visually ‘barren’, the proposal is not consistent historically. The word ‘barrens’ has a deeper and more suitable connotation. Potomac was a farming community. Nationwide, ‘barrens’ are areas where the soil is infertile for growing crops. There have always been stands of the unusual oaks and pines in the area and they are found as forest on these last remnants of the Serpentine but the proposed name seems an attempt to gussy-up a historically accurate and locally identified reality. The ‘Barrens’ are part of our local and County history. We do not support changing the name. 

ADVANCE \d4Public access seems the most controversial aspect to settle. But it shouldn’t be. Unfortunately, the Planning Board, in allowing access to one of the sensitive bluff trails at Blockhouse Point over the clear objections of your own staff, has created expectations for similar access here. We support a strict adherence to walking trails only and even they should be limited, deliberately narrow and carefully designed to avoid impacting particularly susceptible portions of the forest community. The North Serpentine should have the least incursions. We believe adjacent equestrian easements identified by staff provide the connections to an extensive system of trails throughout Potomac while avoiding adverse impacts to this park. We support concentrating interpretive work in the South Serpentine We do question the proposal for an interpretive pavilion over building simple kiosk structures because it constitutes unnecessary development and Glen Road is designated a Rustic Road. The recently approved Greenbriar Local Park is nearby and also fronts on Glen Road. Cumulative traffic impacts on the surrounding community are an issue.
ADVANCE \d4We appreciate the work staff has put into this Management Plan and applaud the recommendation for an interpretive approach especially in adding it to the Science Curriculum of County Schools and park naturalists programming. It takes guidance to appreciate the subtle, otherworldly beauty and significance of this strange landscape. The trees are not magnificent unless you know what they go through to survive. The canopy is sporadic. The soils are thin. The rock sticks up like knees and elbows from the forest floor. We can accomplish the interpretive goals and preserve what made us spend so much money to acquire this land by treating it gently. Nature Conservancy Preserves are a good model. So is Soldiers Delight Environmental Area in Baltimore County where restricting access to equestrians and bicyclists supports the strong environmental protection goal, yet still invites large numbers of visitors each year.
ADVANCE \d4Because this new park is part of our Potomac community, we are keenly aware of the history it represents and what it has taken to reach this point. We all need to take a lesson from our recent struggles to be true to the Agricultural Preserve and think carefully on what it means to protect something we value (in perpetuity(. It does not mean we give it over a little bit here and a little bit there, one protective measure at a time. Instead, we hold to our vision and provide what is needed to retain it. Only then do we make it a true legacy to the future.
ADVANCE \d4Respectfully Submitted, 

ADVANCE \d4Ginny Barnes, President

ADVANCE \d410311 Glen Road 

ADVANCE \d4Potomac, Md. 20854

ADVANCE \d4(301) 762-6423

