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Filling in the Blanks 
with Ramee Gentry

We are just back from spring break and in many ways it 
already feels like the end of the school year is fast approach-
ing. Though we are still experiencing some cool days in this 
early spring, June will be here before we know it. Part of our 
work over the next several months will be to begin in ear-

nest the planning phase of increasing 
capacity at the high school level. 

We are pleased and grateful that 
the Joint City-Schools Investment Fa-
cilities Task Force, the city manager 
and the city council recognize the ur-
gent need to increase capacity for our 
high school students and have shown 
their support by allocating funding 
to cover this crucial planning phase. 
While it will be several years before 

construction will commence, this initial investment of time 
and resources is essential to ensure that we are creating the 
best school facilities in the most efficient and cost-effective 
manner possible. The planning phase will include analysis 
and studies by facilities planners as well as robust commu-
nity engagement. 

First a third-party consultant will be selected to man-
age the planning phase. Bringing expertise in school fa-
cilities, the consultant will conduct research and analysis, 
examining how jurisdictions with similar characteristics to 
Alexandria – single large high school, diverse demograph-
ics, increasing population – have addressed their capacity 
needs. From this research and analysis, potential options 
will be drafted.

The options will then be presented to the community 
as part of the community engagement process. The com-
munity will have the opportunity to consider all aspects 
of the high school experience, including the names on the 
multiple buildings we will need for our growing student 
population.

While adequate building space is an essential necessity, 
it is ultimately the most basic component. The true mea-
sure of our school division is in the quality of educational 
programming we provide to our students. All options con-
sidered will ensure that every single high school student 
living in the City of Alexandria, regardless of where in the 
city they live, will have equitable access to courses and ex-
tracurricular activities. 

Together, we can ensure that all of our future high 
school students have the optimal learning environments 
they need to succeed.

The writer is chair of the Alexandria School Board.
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On Jan. 20, our city 
council voted 6-1 to approve 
the development at Karig 
Estates without modifica-
tion, a vote which denied 
the appeal of the Beth El 
Hebrew Congregation and 
many citizens. The single 
vote in favor of the appeal 
was Mayor Allison Silber-
berg. Council’s vote allows 
the developer to clear cut 40 
to 50 mature trees on steep 
slopes. It represents yet an-
other vote that trashes the 
idea that Alexandria is an 
“Eco City.”

Those appealing were 
trying to protect a forested 
ravine on the Karig Estate 
next to Beth El on Seminary 
Road. The ravine features 
unstable soils held togeth-
er by a mature forest. The 
ravine contains a perennial 
wetland and is coursed by 
an intermittent stream fed 
by seeps and springs near 
Seminary Road. 

It bears repeating that 
the appeal was not an effort 
to stop all development. In-
stead, the appeal requested 
that the city enforce its own 
environmental regulations 
and move the new homes 
closer to Seminary Road and 
out of the environmentally 
sensitive, forested ravines. 
The most disappointing 
aspect of this journey was 
that the property owner, 
developer and citizens were 
all agreeable to building 
the new homes on the level 
and dry “plateau” portion 
of the property which over-
looks the ravines.  To reach 
a solution, someone on city 
staff or on council needed to 
show leadership and medi-
ate a compromise. Sadly, no 
one except Silberberg was 
up to the task, and she was 
outvoted.  

To understand what hap-
pened, some background 
is necessary. Years ago, the 
city enacted regulations de-
signed to protect the Ches-
apeake Bay. Waters flowing 
directly into tributaries of 
the Potomac River are giv-
en the status of a Resource 
Protection Area, which pre-
vents disturbance of any 
kind within 100 feet of the 
water source. This protec-
tion from any disturbance 
or development is granted 
to perennial water sources, 
such as springs and streams 
flowing year-round.  

Intermittent streams, 
which flow above ground 
only during part of the year 
and may not connect direct-
ly to the Bay, are granted 
lesser protection consisting 
of a 50-foot ring of protec-
tion. Karig and the sur-
rounding properties have 
been well documented by 
the city’s own experts as 
containing waters deserv-
ing of both 100 and 50 foot 
rings of protection. The 
city’s experts in these mat-
ters include Rod Simmons, 
the natural resource man-
ager, and Anthony Fleming, 
a consulting geologist. Both 
informed senior staff and 
council that the city was ap-
proving a development that 
violated its environmental 

regulations. 
On Jan. 20, with coun-

cil assuming the role of 
enabler, senior staff tested 
the patience of citizens by 
holding an Alice in Won-
derland-style hearing where 
black means white and reg-
ulations do not mean what 
they say. With the excep-
tion of Silberberg and to a 
lesser extent Councilor Del 
Pepper, our council seemed 
mesmerized by city staff, 
made few inquiries, dis-
missed the citizen testimo-
ny and defaulted in its lead-
ership role.

The retort will be that 
Karig is a by-right devel-
opment and the owner can 
do as it wishes.  This is not 
the case for several reasons. 
Even a by-right development 
must conform to existing 
environmental regulations. 
Instead, we witnessed a 
near total abdication of en-
vironmental protections by 
the Office of Environmental 
Quality. And the block face/
set back determination by 
Planning and Zoning was a 
contorted exercise in how 
to use discretion to destroy 
one of the few remaining 
old age forests in the city. 

The above referenced 
scientists, Simmons and 
Fleming, advised council 
that construction would 
likely unleash numerous 
problems, potentially cat-
astrophic, for both the new 
homeowners and the ad-
jacent neighbors. The city 
responded that it relies on 
the developer to provide 
data, and the data provided 
looked good enough to ap-
prove the development.  

Specific requests by cit-
izens to both council and 

Karig hearing was a visit to 
Alice’s ‘Wonderland’
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staff for Simmons or Flem-
ing to be called as witnesses 
were rebuffed on the ground 
that “the city has to speak 
with one voice.” Simmons 
was informed by his super-
visors that he could not tes-
tify and to butt out. As in a 
Wonderland, the scientists 
with the knowledge were 
muzzled and the all-know-
ing engineers with their 
mathematical models run 
the show.  

It is fact that Strawber-
ry Run is a tributary of the 
Potomac River that flows 
through the west end of the 
city. It is fact that much of 
its headwaters are on Karig 
and then are underground-
ed through the neighbors’ 
backyards until flowing 
from a large pipe on Fort 
Williams Parkway where it 
“daylights” as the RPA pro-
tected Strawberry Run. In 
the view of senior staff and 
council, water deserving of 
RPA status when it flows out 
of a pipe at Fort Williams 
Park is not deserving of RPA 
status when it enters the 
pipe at Karig. According to 
the city, the perennial wet-
land and seeps which form 
the headwaters of Straw-
berry Run are not part of 
Strawberry Run. Only in 
Wonderland can senior staff 
and city councilors avoid the 
obvious.

Transportation & En-
vironmental Services staff 
elaborated that because the 
wetland water entered a 
pipe, it could not be accord-
ed the RPA protection de-
serving of waters which flow 
into the Chesapeake Bay. 
But on the other hand, they 
stated, if the water flowed 
through a partially enclosed 
trough, rather than a pipe, 
the city would have granted 
the waters RPA protection.  
Only in this Wonderland are 
such distinctions drawn and 
of any meaning. According 
to the Army Corps, the fact 
the water eventually flow-

ing into the Chesapeake Bay 
may enter a pipe is of no sig-
nificance when determining 
RPA protection. The city de-
termined otherwise, over-
ruling the strong opinions 
from its own scientists.  

T&ES staff further tes-
tified at the council hear-
ing that experts had used 
the “North Carolina” and 
“Fairfax County” stream 
assessment techniques to 
verify there was no inter-
mittent stream and no RPA 
on Karig. But both assess-
ments require a written 
score sheet and assessments 
by various experts, includ-
ing a botanist. A review of 
documents produced after 
the hearing through a FOIA 
request confirmed there is 
no scoresheet or other docu-
mentation for Karig, leaving 
the question as to why T&ES 
staff stated otherwise to 
council. Only in Wonderland 
do senior staff and council 
rely on nonexistent stream 
assessments while ignoring 
hard facts produced by Sim-
mons and Fleming.  

If the city had classified 
Karig’s perennial wetland 
as the RPA that it is, and 
acknowledged the obvious 
intermittent stream, the re-
quired 100 and 50-foot buf-
fer zones would have likely 
eliminated construction of 
two of the four proposed 
homes. At a minimum, the 
homes would all have shift-
ed much closer to Seminary 
Road.  

And, while the city and 
the developer both made 
noise that it would be un-
fair to protect the ravine 
because the existing maps 
did not show the RPA and 
intermittent stream, the pe-
rennial spring fed wetland 
flowing into Strawberry Run 
did appear on the city’s geo-
logic map, a publicly avail-
able resource. 

The question to be asked 
is not only what is fair for 
the developer, who may 
have taken advantage of 
poorly documented maps 

published by the city, but 
also what is best for the citi-
zens of Alexandria. The fact 
that the city’s RPA map is 
incomplete should result in 
an apology by the city, and 
then the city should update 
its maps and remedy its 
mistake. But in Wonderland, 
the incomplete becomes the 
norm and the obvious is ob-
fuscated.  

The regulations and pro-
tections applicable to Karig 
were so contorted by staff as 
to be nearly unrecognizable. 
At one point, staff testified 
that the Army Corp of En-
gineers had determined the 
wetland was not a RPA. Fif-
teen minutes later, with our 
mayor quoting the appli-
cable regulations, the staff 
walked back and admitted 
it was the city and not the 
Army Corps which deter-
mined the wetland was not 
a RPA.  

During another ex-
change, staff was asked by 
Silberberg at least three 
times if Anthony Fleming 
was hired by the city to au-
thor the city’s geologic at-
las, “Geologic Atlas of the 
City of Alexandria, Virginia 
and Vicinity – By Anthony 
H. Fleming, Licensed Pro-
fessional Geologist, 2015.”  
Initially, no one on staff 
professed to know the an-
swer. Finally, a staffer ad-
mitted that yes, the city had 
hired Fleming.  But Fleming 
had previously emailed each 
council member his detailed 
analysis of why the Karig 
development was a non-
starter, citing his Geologic 
Atlas and other scientific 
studies.  Other than Silber-
berg, no one on council ac-
knowledged there even was 
a person named Fleming 
who authored the city’s geo-
logic study. This is another 
trait of legislating in Won-
derland. Experts disappear 
when convenience so dic-
tates.  

All the while the city at-
torney sat on his hands pro-
claiming impotence. There 

was no questioning of the 
misstatements and obfus-
cation. Instead, it fell to 
Silberberg to research the 
law during the hearing and 
correct misstatements. If 
one had to guess, legal ad-
vice to council was driven by 
a desire to avoid a potential 
lawsuit by the developer, 
who was represented by the 
same attorney who defeated 
the city in an unrelated case 
regarding a tussle over an 
easement affecting an alley 
in Old Town. 

What is even more dis-
turbing is city staff and 
council both were aware 
that the neighbors and de-
veloper were close to a com-
promise. And where was the 
city attorney during this dis-
cussion? No, he insisted to 
Pepper, it would be fruitless 
to send the site plan back to 
the planning commission, 
and in Wonderland, that was 
all council needed to hear. I 
respectfully suggest this ad-
vice did not serve the larger 
interests of our city. 

I offer this additional ob-
servation: Council is seated 
with intelligent and caring 
people who have in the past 
demonstrated the leader-
ship lacking with Karig. 
Look back to how some of 
our council members fought 
courageously to shut down 
the Mirant plant which was 
polluting Old Town with 
dangerous coal dust. With 
Mirant, council exercised 
real leadership, even to the 
point of pushing staff to do 
its bidding for the sake of 
the city’s environment and 
health.  

Is it possible that some 
on council have been there 
too long? Is it possible some 
have become too close to 
the staff they direct, to the 
point they have lost objec-
tivity? We elect council to 
set the agenda and serve the 
citizens. We do not elect city 
staff.  Council should nev-
er abdicate its leadership 
to staff, even well-meaning 
staff. 
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since a decision to install 
lights could be defended if 
challenged in court. Sorry, 
but that’s the mindset of a 
bully – and it’s a horrible 
way to do business. 

The city needs to find 
its way to a lighted stadi-
um that doesn’t include 
breaking its word. 

Ultimately, a two high-
school solution increas-
ingly seems necessary to 
resolve Alexandria’s sec-
ondary school capacity 
problem. Solve the issue by 
building one lighted stadi-
um elsewhere in the city to 
serve both schools.

Or, take a field being 
otherwise used and re-
purpose it into a football 
stadium, whether it’s for 
one high school or two. 
Possible sites for a foot-
ball stadium include the 
soccer fields adjacent to 
Simpson Stadium Park, the 
large field between George 
Washington Middle School 
and the Braddock Road 
Metro station, Luckett 
Field off Duke Street or the 
softball field behind the 
Land Rover dealership on 
Duke Street.

With creative thinking, 
a lighted stadium can be 
achieved. Siting it some-
where other than T.C. Wil-
liams would be forward 
thinking in anticipation of 
a second Alexandria high 
school. 

City leaders need to re-
member that just because 
you can do something 
doesn’t mean you should.
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City leaders need 
to remember that 
just because you 
can do something 
doesn't mean 
you should. 


