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Abstract

The National Park Service (NPS), after working for six years in concert with the
Commission and ten other cooperating agencies and federally chartered organizations,
has released for public comment the draft Environmental Impact Statement (draft EIS)
for the Comprehensive Design Plan for the White House and President’s Park.  The draft
environmental document describes and analyzes NPS’s Preferred Alternative, which is
the Proposed Plan, as well as four alternatives. The document does not include
information or proposals for Pennsylvania Avenue and related issues for Lafayette Park,
which will be the subject of a future study.  NPS will complete its environmental review
and prepare a draft master plan (Comprehensive Design Plan) for final action by the
Commission. The DEIS describes 28 action items of the Plan, ranging from the treatment
of the White House and its collections and grounds, to accommodations for the media, to
new visitor services, to traffic and parking accommodations, to the official functions of
the Office of the President.  Having studied the many options for use and preservation of
the historic structures and landscape resources within President’s Park, NPS has sought a
balance among varying resources and interests.  Its goal is to improve the efficient
functioning of the Office of the President, to preserve and enhance the symbolic and
historic character of the site, and to improve the experience of the American public and
all visitors who come to the house and grounds.

Authority

The National Environmental Policy Act and the Commission’s Environmental Policies
and Procedures.

Commission Action

The Commission authorizes the transmittal of the attached letter to the National Park
Service.

*          *          *



NCPC File No. CP31
Page 2

BACKGROUND AND STAFF EVALUATION

DESCRIPTION OF PROPOSAL

NPS, in cooperation with ten other agencies including the Commission, has studied the
functional needs and symbolic purposes of the White House and President’s Park in order
to bring the facility up to date and to enhance the efficiency and appearance of the
precinct for the coming decades.  NPS has drafted a master plan that appears in the draft
EIS as the Preferred Alternative.  NPS intends to submit the draft Plan to the Commission
once it has completed its environmental analysis under NEPA provisions. Five
alternatives, including a No Build Alternative and three other alternatives, were studied in
the draft EIS in the development of the Preferred Alternative or Proposed Plan.  Twenty-
eight action items, evaluated across the five alternatives in the draft EIS, are summarized
in a matrix as Table 1 on pages 102-111 of the draft document.  The impacts are
summarized in Table 2 on pages 112-125.  The major categories of analysis and impacts
include:

• Comprehensive Design;

• Resource Conservation and Management–Collection Management, Memorials,
Archaeological Resources, Plant Materials and Soils;

• Home and Office of the President—First Family Recreation Space, Storage Space,
grounds Maintenance, Visitor Arrivals, Meeting/Conference Space, Staff Access/
Parking/Circulation, Deliveries, Utilities and Building Systems, News Media
Facilities;

• Visitor Use and Services—Information/Orientation, Visitor Center/Museum,
Interpretation/Education, White House Tours, President’s Park Site Amenities, Public
Recreation;

• Special Events—In President’s Park (no change to First Amendment demonstrations),
On the White House Grounds;

• Transportation—Access and Circulation, Public Parking, Public Transit, Tour Buses;

• Site Management and Operations—President’s Park Maintenance, the Steamline;

• Future Studies and Plans.
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SUMMARY OF ALTERNATIVES

The document assesses the impacts of the five alternatives on cultural and environmental
resources. The following is the staff’s summary of the primary physical elements of the
alternatives.  Many additional functional elements and interior changes are not
summarized here.

• Preferred Alternative (NPS’s Proposed Plan)

- E Street long-term vision is two lanes eastbound with a third access lane for
official vehicles entering the precinct; as an interim solution, E Street is four lanes
(two eastbound, two westbound) until a comprehensive analysis of downtown
traffic can be undertaken and implemented;

- Ellipse parking facility for 850 employee cars is underground with entrance
portals/ramps from Constitution Avenue; short-term solution prior to construction
is to lease garage parking spaces to remove employee cars from surface of
precinct;

- Visitor Center is expanded underground at Baldridge Hall (Commerce Building),
with underground passageway to Lily Triangle (from there, visitors walk at grade
to E. Executive Park visitor entrance);

- Northside parking has portal/ramp at W. Executive Avenue with parking facility
under Pennsylvania Avenue.

• No Action (continuation of present management policies)

- E Street is two lanes eastbound with official vehicle access lane marked in part by
temporary barriers;

- Parking is at grade on-site and in surrounding parking garages;
- Visitor Center is in Baldridge Hall and at existing visitor pavilion on Ellipse;

visitors cross nearby streets to visitor entrance at E. Executive Park;
- Deliveries and vehicle access continue where most convenient throughout

precinct.

• Alternative 1

- E Street has most intensive use among the alternatives--two lanes eastbound and
two lanes westbound;

- Ellipse parking facility for 850 cars is underground with parking portals and
ramps from Constitution Avenue;

- Visitor Center is constructed under and entered from Ellipse; underground
passage continues to visitor entrance on E. Executive Park;

- Eastside parking/delivery is underground, with portal/ramp on Hamilton Place;
- Northside parking is under Pennsylvania Avenue, with portal/ramp on W.

Executive Avenue.
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• Alternative 2

- E Street is tunneled, with portals to east and west of precinct and with at-grade
road within precinct closed to general traffic;

- No Ellipse underground parking facility; employee parking is primarily off-site;
- Visitor Center is constructed underground to the south of the U.S. Treasury

Building’
- Westside parking/delivery is underground and has portal/ramp on State Place;

• Alternative 3

- E Street is removed and redesigned for access by official vehicles only; precinct
designed with emphasis on pedestrian walkways;

- No Ellipse parking facility; employee parking is primarily off-site;
- Visitor’s Center remains at Baldridge Hall, with underground passageway to

entrance on E. Executive Park;
- OTS and Northside parking/delivery is under Pennsylvania Avenue with portal on

W. Executive Avenue;

ANALYSIS OF IMPACTS

The impacts of the Preferred Alternative and the other four alternatives fall into several
broad categories, both positive and negative.  In the staff’s opinion, NPS has generally
analyzed these fully or adequately except where noted below.

• Positive Impacts of Preferred Alternative include:

- Visual, resulting from the removal of most traffic within precinct and parked cars
within and immediately adjacent to the precinct;

- Visual, resulting from the reassertion of the historic park-like qualities of the
precinct that will enhance the visit for pedestrians and all visitors;

- Physical, relating to the preservation of fragile historic fabric of the White House
and grounds resulting from the removal of certain functions to below-grade
facilities and from the improvement in delivery and storage of items;

• Negative Impacts of the Preferred Alternative include:

- Visual/physical, resulting from the loss of 24 trees during underground
construction on the Ellipse and the potential loss of up to an additional 31 trees
that would be at risk;

- Visual/physical, resulting from the change in the appearance of the Ellipse as it
relates to the proposed portals to the underground Ellipse parking garage;



NCPC File No. CP31
Page 5

- Economic, resulting in loss of parking meter revenue and vendor tax income
immediately adjacent to precinct, and potential loss to adjacent businesses from
reduction in number of street parking spaces;

- Traffic- and parking-related, resulting in 850 cars entering Ellipse parking portals
from Constitution Avenue; and from possible changes to E Street traffic
depending on outcome of comprehensive downtown traffic study and
implementation of solutions.

The staff notes that the document needs additional clarification or study in the discussion
of certain direct or indirect impacts:

• Vehicle volumes and parking space conditions related in the report appear not to
consider the existence of the future New Washington Convention Center, which will
have large events occurring at various time periods throughout a typical year.  The
inclusion of Convention Center data should be clearly noted.

• The assumption of the availability of existing parking at various parking garages
downtown is not substantiated.  A vacancy ratio or other verification of available
space should be provided. This aspect is significant because of new future projects
(see above) which will be placing a substantial parking demand on the downtown
parking space supply.  Further explanation of the displacement effect of the leasing of
federal parking should be evaluated in the context of substantiated data.

• The assumption of replacement parking for all staff levels appears to be incomplete.
The staff believes an opportunity exists in the phased development of this project to
reduce, to the absolute necessary, employee parking spaces associated with the White
House plan.  Transportation management objectives should be identified and
proposed in the final EIS.

• The discussion of impacts on public parking appears to mix the discussion of the
eliminated parking spaces for the public and vendors on evenings and weekends with
the number of newly constructed underground parking spaces for employees. While
the Commission endorses public transit for employees, it sees the availability of some
street parking on the blocks near the White House during non-work hours to be
desirable.  At present, it does not appear likely that the public will be able to use the
underground Ellipse parking garage during non-work hours. This discussion should
be clarified to the extent possible.

• The draft EIS evaluation is incomplete pertaining to potential non-point pollution of
surface waters.  EPA Region 3 has related to the Commission that a significant
amount of non-point pollution occurs at parking structures from parked vehicles over
time.  EPA Region 3 is significantly sensitive to the additional non-point surface
water impacts that federal projects in the District of Columbia are placing on the
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combined sewer system.  The staff believes the opportunity exists in the proposed
plan to better control water quality impacts of non-point pollution; these should be
discussed.

• The draft EIS doesn’t include visual analysis of the impacts of the preferred
alternative and other alternatives on the White House viewsheds in this section of the
city as a whole.  Visual impacts are going to be significantly different at various
points in the project development.  Removal of vegetation is particularly troublesome
at the Ellipse and West Executive Avenue.  Commission staff recommends visual
simulations of all potentially impacted areas in the final EIS.

PREVIOUS COMMISSION ACTION/CONSULTATION WITH NPS

The Commission commented formally on the draft EIS and draft Plan in 1997.  The
Commission has toured the facility and has been briefed by NPS staff on planning
developments.  As a cooperating agency, NCPC has been afforded the opportunity to
comment informally throughout the six-year study. The Executive Director, as a member
of the Executive Committee established by NPS, has contributed ideas and suggestions
throughout the study.

COMMISSION OF FINE ARTS

At its meeting on February 18, 1999, the Commission of Fine Arts, also a cooperating
agency, approved NPS’s Proposed Comprehensive Design Plan  (the Preferred
Alternative in the draft EIS).

CONFORMANCE

Comprehensive Plan

The White House and President’s Park are designated a Special Place in the Preservation
and Historic Features element of the Comprehensive Plan.  The White House and
adjacent federal buildings are National Historic Landmarks.  Pennsylvania Avenue and
Seventeenth Street are Special Streets and the White House grounds, including the
Ellipse, comprise a historic landscape.

The planned underground addition to the existing Visitor Center in the adjacent
Commerce Building (Baldridge Hall) is generally supported by policies in the Visitors to
the National Capital element, which calls for improved visitor facilities and signage to
accommodate visitors to the Nation’s Capital.

In addition, the following policies apply:

-    The distinguishing original quality or character of historic properties should be
protected.
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-    New construction of historic landmarks should be compatible with the
historical architectural character.

-    Street space and buildings fronting on Special Streets and Places should be
maintained, protected, and enhanced.

-    Archaeological resources should be retained intact, where feasible. The area of
destruction should be minimized and finding should be documented.

National Environmental Policy Act

NPS has submitted the draft EIS to the Commission for its comment within the public
comment period.  The Commission has commented both formally and informally during
the drafting of the environmental document.  In addition, the document contains some but
not all of the elements of the Comprehensive Design Plan (master plan) that will be
submitted in future to the Commission for final action.

National Historic Preservation Act

NPS is proceeding under a Programmatic Agreement (PA). This kind of agreement
document serves as an umbrella document that describes agreed-upon methods for how a
federal agency will meet its NHPA responsibilities.

The Advisory Council on Historic Preservation, like the Commission, is one of the
federal cooperating agencies with which NPS has been consulting.  NPS has also been
consulting with the DC SHPO throughout the study.
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