CWSC Members and the Chapel Hill community,
As a member of the Central West Steering Committee (CWSC) and since now it appears we will start to delve into the significant elements with regards to what should be done in the Central West Focus Area (CWFA), I think now is a good time to present my ideas for consideration.

For me, this process has been exciting, interesting, and informative, but also exhausting, confusing, and sometimes perplexing.  However, since the outcome is so important to the town and especially to those who live, work, and/or own property in the CWFA, it is really important for us to remain engaged in the process to achieve the best possible outcome for our area both now and in the future.

My wife and I own a single family home on North Estes Drive, so we are very much aware of conditions in and around the CWFA.  We have both lived in Chapel Hill for about thirty years.  We love our home on North Estes Drive, have a great deal invested, and really enjoy living in Chapel Hill.  However, we are growing more concerned about the affordability and desirability of our town to next generations because of its high cost relative to adjacent areas, and diminishing amenities within walking and biking distance in comparison to surrounding areas that are in ever-increasing demand especially by younger generations.  
As younger workers increasingly decide to live outside of Chapel Hill due to these conditions, it may become more difficult to fund town services, provide public amenities, and will, more than anything else; hinder the much needed infusion of next generations into our town that inject so much of the fun, energy, and excitement in a community.  I want to address this primary concern in this email as we consider what should be done in the CWFA going forward.

Since I became involved in the CWFA process (almost a year now), I have talked with many area residents, attended multiple meetings and seminars, attended all CWSC meetings, reviewed many email communications by other CWSC members and the general public, and studied numerous research papers and on-line sites.  As a result, I have determined that the following four conditions are of paramount importance to address in this process, and I provide arguments for their solution:
· First, Estes Drive is in terrible condition at present, with the sections of North Estes along the schools and at the intersections of MLK and Franklin being the worst locations.  I refer to the following: 

· Unsafe bike and pedestrian travel

· Vehicles traveling at excessive speeds for conditions

· Aggressive vehicle drivers

· Disconnected pathways to schools

· Traffic jams at intersections and along schools during peak hours

Note: Although not as bad as Estes, MLK also needs to addressed

In the event that we choose to do nothing in this area or choose to continue on the same course that has guided our development strategy over the past couple of decades, I see this condition only getting worse.  However, if we look at resolving these problems from a new perspective, based on today’s norms and growing trends, I believe we can improve the conditions on these roads dramatically by implementing new design elements that will reduce the rate of growth in vehicle traffic as I discuss below.  In addition, the speed limit can be effectively lowered to 25mph while at the same time improving traffic flow, pedestrian and bicycle access and safety can be vastly improved, and area aesthetics can be greatly enhanced. 
· Second, we live in a very desirable area of town that will increase dramatically when Carolina North (CN) arrives.  Also, the CWFA is one of the only areas remaining in town with available vacant property (around 65 acres around MLK and Estes Drive intersection) which is also in a key location due to its proximity to CN and its specific site as a northern entry to downtown and access along primary transit corridors.  Intuitively, there is little doubt as to why town leaders and property owners would very much like to develop these vacant lots.  For these reasons, it is imperative that we grasp this reality and work diligently to shape the CWFA into a viable living, working, activity, and community-rich locality for the future and one that will also improve conditions and enhance our property values.  If we don’t get this right, I’m afraid it may otherwise deteriorate into an even more dangerous vehicle dominated transportation corridor primarily used for less-than-invested passers-through to other areas of town and surrounding communities that offer more features and benefits.  
· Third, our institutions (two schools, YMCA, churches, etc.) are highlights of the CWFA, which offer exceptional benefits to all Chapel Hillians including those living in the area.  Therefore, it is extremely important to protect, enhance, and emphasize these assets.  
· Fourth, based on my research, observations, discussions, and personal choices, it is quite clear there is a growing trend to leave the car at home and walk, bike, ride a bus or (pick any other alternative form of transportation and insert here) to get to and from other destinations.  In order for this to happen, we need to think out-of-the-box for ways to accomplish this in the CWFA given the current and potential next several years of minimal town revenue.  
· Fifth, there is a void of services, entertainment, public space, affordable housing, and general “fun” activities in the CWFA.  This void results in most of us getting into our cars to go elsewhere to seek out services and entertainment, and our money goes with us, which is especially troublesome when we leave the town and county.
Argument
Based on my research to date and my deep concern for addressing the conditions above, I ask that you keep an open mind when reading my argument and then consider its implications accordingly and process for discussion in our upcoming meetings.  

I am advocating for high-density mixed-use central village type development for the Butler property (corner of MLK and North Estes Drive) with high quality, ascetically enhancing design that incorporates much open green space, connecting bike/ped pathways, and community meeting space.  The mixed-use would integrate multiple small, predominantly, local retail/service/entertainment stores on the ground floor with a mix of office and residential space above to a maximum of four stories.  Buildings would be in close proximity to MLK and North Estes Drive with sidewalks, bike paths, and tree/landscape areas between edge of road way and building footprint (high quality “complete street” design).  Distance from road edge to specific buildings would vary to provide outside patios to add greater dimensional space.  
At first, this high-density concept sounds in conflict with the current conditions along Estes and will be very unpopular with many residents, but I am convinced that it is the best way to reduce the rate of increase in vehicle traffic and the unsafe conditions along Estes and MLK in the future, while at the same time providing the catalyst for solutions to the second, fourth, and fifth conditions listed above.  In order to achieve these goals going forward, I believe we need to provide enough density in the area to incentivize town leaders to focus on safety, bike/ped, and vehicle speed and flow improvements to Estes and MLK.  Also, by developing close to the roads with lots of green space and the rest of the amenities I mentioned above (combined with an effective complete street layout) it will ensure the following:
· Slow down vehicle traffic to a maximum speed of 25 mph not because of posted speed limits but because of tightened physical and visual space and increased pedestrian/bike activity

· Apply a physical barrier to possible future DOT road widening
· Make the area a little more difficult to move through in a car while at the same time providing extremely desirable destinations; thereby, providing upward pressure on changing the ways patrons get to and from the area (transit, walk, bike, etc.)

· Significant increase in area density provides local businesses with higher customer counts

· This area/community will offer many attractions for local residents in addition to all of Chapel Hill and will be within walking/biking distance, so that cars can be left at home.  Also, this development will be known as the up and coming new area for next generation Chapel Hillians and others who prefer alternative modes of transportation.  This will in turn, increase demand for public transit to and from the CWFA.  By limiting the number of available parking spaces in combination with creating a high level of destination desirability, the automobile can be effectively removed from the equation.  
In researching traffic studies, other small-area plans, and website searches, I found information providing evidence that by decreasing traffic speed to 25 mph on in-town roadways where traffic lights and intersections are prevalent while providing synchronized traffic signals to minimize traffic stoppage at intersections, actual vehicle flow rates can be dramatically increased.  The papers I reviewed found this to be the case for these primary reasons:

· Slower speed reduces vehicle spacing along roadway and provides more consistent vehicle flow
· Roadways that incorporate both physical and visual barriers/boundaries making speeds in excess of 25mph almost impossible; reduce the accordion effect brought on by aggressive drivers that unleash road rage which results in unsafe driving habits among vehicles in the roadway, and increase the hazards for all others along the roadway edges.  
Note: Sarah has provided us with much detailed information on this logic which has required a great deal of effort on her part.  Thanks Sarah!
Moving along North Estes Drive on the north side (Rummel properties), I would like to also see a mixed-use development that follows the same “close to road edge” design as I’m advocating for the Butler property (for the same reasons).  I believe this mixed-use should be designated to ensure that it truly is a mixed-use and that the heights should transition downward to dual and single family housing along a beautification buffer adjacent to existing neighborhoods.  While the emphasis on the Butler property is to provide a “village center” with great services and amenities, the emphasis on the Rummel property is to provide the “community” i.e., affordable work-force multi and single family housing with some retail and office.  Incorporating two traffic circles along North Estes (if possible to incorporate with the topography) combined with other physical and visual barriers would help ensure that traffic cannot exceed 25 mph.  Also, developing the area at this rate of density might provide adequate resources to bury the power lines running across North Estes Drive, which could greatly increase available, usable green space for public gatherings.
The south side of North Estes would be a great area (with considerations for environment and forest protection) for senior and multi-family housing in and among greenway, bike/ped pathways, and natural open public space.  Affordable housing could also be incorporated along MLK moving south with convenient access to public transit and bike/ped corridors.

I would like to see much emphasis on improvements to school access and safety for children and parents that includes a defined “special” corridor along North Estes Drive from the west end of Phillips down to the east end of Estes Hills that differentiates this area from the other segments and both alerts and provides unique physical and visual barriers to cars attempting to exceed 25 mph.  This could be accomplished by medians at each entrance with high quality school zone signage (traditional Chapel Hill rock facing type) with proper lighting and crosswalks, reduced lane widths that follow a more curved configuration with landscaped curbed out sections, etc. (I’m also assuming all new sidewalks on both sides and full, off-road bike/ped pathways for school children).  Also, I agree with Mia Burroughs completely in her assessment of why it will be essential to increase revenues to support our schools in the anticipated environment of reduced funding by the state.  
In summation, in order to find solutions moving forward for the inevitable development for the Central West Focus Area, I think it is imperative that we think out-of-the-box for answers on how best to address the following:

· Think about future generations and the viability of Chapel Hill and the CWFA
· Increase town revenues

· Improve safety for school children, all pedestrians, and bicycle riders

· Ensure that our schools maintain high quality 

· Protect and even enhance property values

· Reverse the rate of vehicle traffic growth and frequency of unsafe vehicle speeds

· Ensure that a diverse group can and wants to live in Chapel Hill moving forward
If we fail to take a pro-active, collective approach and apply logical, progressive thinking in our deliberations, we risk not developing this area to the benefit of all, and even worse, we may be stuck with badly thought out development brought on by frustrated developers who believe it is necessary to move beyond the community process to achieve their goals.  This unfortunate event would most likely result in development that neither enhances town amenities, our area, nor our property values.
In my opinion, Chapel Hill has lost ground over the past few decades to other more progressive places to live, but I think we can help the town in this process to get us moving into the future and once again be “The” coolest place to live.
Eric

