Biscuit Run to shrink
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The proposal for a large residential development that would lie just south of Charlottesville won’t be as big as originally planned, according to a document recently filed with Albemarle County.

The plan is meant to give a general picture of what the 920-acre Biscuit Run development may look like. The development is the biggest residential proposal in the history of the county.

The current plan shows that the number of units has been reduced, the proposed school site is in a different location and the road system has been improved, said Claudette Grant, a senior planner with the county.

Plans originally called for a maximum of 5,000 units. It would now have between 2,500 and 3,500, said Steven Blaine, a lawyer for Forest Lodge LLC, the developer.

Blaine said that an urban land planner, Torti Gallas, was brought in and said that fewer units would work better with the land as well as the development’s design. Blaine said the reduction in units has nothing to do with the current housing slowdown, given that the project is still years away from breaking ground.

“There’s also less development to be environmentally sensitive,” Blaine said of the new proposal. “This has really come about from our meetings with the community and with the Planning Commission.”

The new concept plan shows some other changes as well. For example, an east-west road connection would now cut through Southwood Mobile Home Park instead of avoiding it.

Habitat for Humanity announced in May its intentions to buy the mobile home park, nestled near the northeast portion of the proposed Biscuit Run development. The park holds 371 mobile homes.

Overton McGehee, executive director of Habitat’s local branch, has said that the 100-acre mobile home park would be turned into a “mixed-income” community featuring a combination of different kinds of housing. The idea, he has said, would be to replace existing mobile homes with houses but to do it without displacing residents.

McGehee couldn’t be reached for comment last week and Blaine said there wasn’t a deal yet in place that would allow the connector to go through the mobile home park.

Another change on the new plan shows a connector between Old Lynchburg Road on the west side of the development and Route 20 on the east. The development would also connect with Avon Street, among other changes.

Also, previous plans placed the school just outside the development in the rural area. Now, the plan has the structure inside the development where elementary students could walk to school, Blaine said.

The new plan will be discussed at the Planning Commission’s Nov. 14 meeting.

The proposed development is still in the early stages of planning, but it has drawn the ire of Mill Creek South residents who have worried about the increase in traffic on roads that are already somewhat crowded.

A consultant’s traffic study, completed in September, shows the potential effects of the large-scale development. It is unclear, however, how changes in the newly proposed development plan would affect the study’s calculations.

The study shows that if Biscuit Run were to be built out at 5,000 units, the site would generate around 33,500 trips to and from the development during a typical weekday.

The study was done before the changes were made to the plan and the consultants, Ramey Kemp & Associates of Richmond, have gone back to work on a more complete, final version, said Juandiego Wade, the county’s transportation planner.

He also noted that the report contains some calculation errors and noted that traffic counts weren’t conducted when the University of Virginia was in session. Wade said he’s not sure how the reduction in the number of units will affect the study.

The study, however, sheds light on some existing traffic problems that will only be exacerbated by a large influx of new traffic.

On average, there are more accidents on Old Lynchburg Road than on other similar roads in the state, according to data compiled by the Virginia Department of Transportation and used in the consultant’s study.

VDOT recorded 192 crashes with 70 injuries and two deaths between 1995 and 2004 on Old Lynchburg Road. If it were an average road, there would have been about 128 accidents, said Joel DeNunzio of the VDOT’s Charlottesville office.

Wade said the road is one of the county’s top transportation priorities.

“We know there’s been several crashes there,” Wade said. “That road has been a priority … it’s something we lack funding to do.” For Albemarle, like other localities around Virginia, funding from the state has slowed to a trickle, Wade said.

Scottsville Road and Avon Street also would be affected by the development, according to the study. Scottsville Road has slightly more accidents than an average road of a similar type, and Avon Street is the safest, well under the average for wrecks during the same time period.
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