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KENNEDY CENTER ACCESS IMPROVEMENTS PROJECT

Improving Vehicular, Bicycle, and Pedestrian Access
Strengthening Connections to the Community
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KENNEDY CENTER ACCESS IMPROVEMENTS

INTRODUCTION

PURPOSE AND NEED FOR THE PROJECT

The John F. Kennedy Center for the Performing Arts in Washington, DC is a Congressionally-designated national showcase for the performing arts and a living memorial to President Kennedy. The purpose of the proposed project is to improve access to the Kennedy Center. The need for this project arises from the Kennedy Center's present isolation amidst a sea of limited-access parkways and freeways. While these roadways connect the city to the region, they also act as a barrier between the Kennedy Center and the surrounding city, rendering access to and from the Center difficult and unsafe for motorists, pedestrians, and bicyclists alike. 

Congress, recognizing the Kennedy Center's relative inaccessibility, directed the Secretary of Transportation to "conduct a study of methods to improve pedestrian and vehicular access to the John F. Kennedy Center for the Performing Arts" in Public Law 105-178, dated June 9, 1998. The study that resulted, the Kennedy Center Access Study, was published in 2000. The study found that numerous conditions contribute to the Center's isolation.

The most important access needs identified included:

· Roadways form a barrier. To the east, the Potomac Freeway/I-66 and the E Street Expressway cut the Kennedy Center off from direct connection to the National Mall and the Foggy Bottom neighborhood. To the west, the Rock Creek and Potomac Parkway (hereafter called the Rock Creek Parkway) impedes direct access from the Center to the Potomac River, the river trail, and the Georgetown neighborhood.

· Evening peak period congestion. Evening peak period commuter traffic overlaps with evening Kennedy Center performance-bound traffic, leading to high levels of congestion on the Rock Creek Parkway and the bridge ramps to the Theodore Roosevelt (I-66) and Memorial Bridges. The awkward connection between the Rock Creek Parkway and the Potomac Freeway via local roads causes delays and impedes access to the Center before and after performances.

· Safety hazards. In the absence of direct, well-defined pathways, pedestrians and bicyclists trying to reach the Center and the river improvise hazardous pathways across the parkway, the freeways, and their ramps. Because of the roadway configuration and high volume of traffic, vehicular accidents are frequent at the intersection of Virginia Avenue, 27th Street, and the Rock Creek Parkway and at Ohio Drive, the Potomac Freeway/I-66, and the Rock Creek Parkway.

· Inconvenient transit access. The Foggy Bottom Metrorail station is about a half-mile from the Center, which is too far for many visitors and patrons to walk. The Kennedy Center Shuttle partially meets the need for transit connection, but buses travel on residential streets. For those who choose to walk from the station to the Center, there are few directional signs to guide them.
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PROJECT GOALS
The goals of the Kennedy Center Access Improvements project are to: 

· Enhance access to the Kennedy Center by improving transportation problem areas that create congestion and delay. Two areas are of particular concern:  the connection between the Rock Creek Parkway and the Potomac Freeway-I-66, and the intersection of Ohio Drive with the Potomac Freeway/I-66 and the Rock Creek Parkway.

· Establish linkages between the Kennedy Center and the National Mall, the Foggy Bottom neighborhood, and President's Park that were severed by construction of the E Street Expressway and the Potomac Freeway/I-66.

· Improve safety by reducing conflicts between pedestrians, bicyclists, and motor vehicles and by improving areas prone to high rates of traffic accidents.

· Accommodate the nearly 200,000 vehicles a day now using the complex of roadways and ramps adjacent to the Center, so that future improvements enhance traffic flow, reduce accidents, and do not themselves create new bottlenecks or divert cars to residential streets.

· Enhance the aesthetic quality of the Foggy Bottom neighborhood and reduce noise levels for residents.

· Improve pedestrian and bicycle access to and around the Kennedy Center.

· Improve directional signage for those seeking the Kennedy Center.

· Improve access from the Kennedy Center to the riverfront.

· Improve the setting of the Kennedy Center in keeping with its function and importance as a national monument and cultural center, and enhance its connection with the city.

The Kennedy Center Access Improvements Project is being completed in three phases. The first phase, the Kennedy Center Access Study , was completed in 2000. The second phase, the Kennedy Center Access Improvements Project Environmental Assessment, is now underway. The third phase (final design, site development, funding, and construction) lies in the future.

KENNEDY CENTER ACCESS IMPROVEMENTS

THE NEPA PROCESS
The National Environmental Policy Act (NEPA) enacted in 1969 is the nation's charter for environmental stewardship. NEPA requires all branches of the federal government to give proper consideration to the environment in their decision-making. Prior to undertaking any major federal action, federal agencies must evaluate potential impacts of that action through preparation of appropriate environmental documentation.
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The NEPA environmental review process begins with the federal agency's estimation of whether an action is likely to significantly affect the quality of the environment. The primary purpose of preparing an environmental assessment (EA) is to help the federal agency decide whether the action will have significant impacts and whether an environmental impact statement (EIS) is needed. The EA includes brief discussions of the purpose and need for the action, the project alternatives, study area existing conditions, and potential environmental impacts of the proposed action and its alternatives. The document also contains a discussion of measures that may be taken to mitigate significant adverse impacts. Finally, the EA addresses cumulative impacts, or the effect of the proposed action on other known actions planned or underway in the study area, as well as their effect on the proposed action. 

After the EA is prepared, the agency - in this case, the Federal Highway Administration - determines either that the proposed action does not have the potential to significantly affect the quality of the environment and issues a finding of no significant impact (FONSI), or determines that a proposed action will have significant environmental effects and proceeds to prepare an EIS.

An EIS is performed (1) if the agency decides at the beginning of the NEPA process that potential impacts are of such significance that an EA is unnecessary or (2) if the EA indicates that there will be significant impacts. An EIS covers the same topics and analytical areas as the EA, but does so in more depth, as appropriate to the potential severity and significance of the impacts.

Overview Of The Entire Environmental Process For The Kennedy Center Access Improvements Project
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KENNEDY CENTER ACCESS STUDY (1998-2000)
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The Kennedy Center Access Study (KCAS) was the first step toward improving access to the Kennedy Center. Its purpose was to propose feasible ways to overcome the physical barriers that isolate the Kennedy Center from the rest of the city. Authorized by Congress, the KCAS was conducted through a cooperative effort of the Federal Highway Administration, the Kennedy Center, the National Park Service, and the District of Columbia Department of Public Works. 

The KCAS built upon previous plans and concepts for the Kennedy Center and its environs, most notably on Extending the Legacy , a long-range plan issued by the National Capital Planning Commission in 1997. The goal of this plan was to provide a general conceptual framework for the development and renewal of Washington in the 21st century. As suggested by its title, Extending the Legacy aimed to create a federal capital that would remain faithful to the monumental vision of the historic L'Enfant and McMillan plans while allowing for growth and development.

Among the concepts sketched out in Extending the Legacy was that of a new plaza that would replace the tangle of freeways and ramps that now extends east of the Kennedy Center. This vision of a more accessible, more inviting, and aesthetically more appropriate setting for the Kennedy Center informed the KCAS.

Guidance was also provided by a steering committee composed of representatives of the four partner organizations mentioned above. Thirty other organizations and agencies with a stake in the future of the Kennedy Center and its surroundings were consulted, and several open house meetings were held at the Kennedy Center during which members of the public were able to discuss and share ideas with study team and steering committee members. This public outreach effort revealed strong public support for the project and proved a source of valuable insights that helped shape and evaluate the study concepts.

1999 Kennedy Center Access Conditions
An important aspect of the study was a 1999 survey that identified access conditions that still exist today:

· There is no direct path between the Kennedy Center and the National Mall; connection with the riverfront is inadequate; and pedestrian and bicycle access is difficult and unsafe.

· Traffic, particularly when coincident with events at the Center, is often congested, especially when such traffic overlaps with the weekday evening rush hour. Accidents are frequent at nearby intersections.

· Every day, almost 200,000 vehicles use the roadways and ramps adjacent to the Center.

· The Foggy Bottom Metrorail Station is too far from the Kennedy Center for most people to walk, and poor signage makes finding the Center difficult. The Kennedy Center Shuttle from the station to the Center helps, but it must travel through congested residential streets.

Kennedy Center Access Study Findings
Based on these and other findings, the KCAS team developed a number of alternatives (1) to increase access to the Kennedy Center and (2) to provide a setting in keeping with the Center’s designation as a presidential memorial and its location in the Monumental Core. These alternatives were then evaluated based on a number of criteria. In the end, the alternatives development, evaluation, and selection process yielded one overall design the guiding agencies decided was both satisfactory and feasible. Its essential elements are:

· A new Kennedy Center Plaza atop a deck over the Potomac Freeway, east of the Center. The plaza would form the intersection of E Street with 25th Street and would afford a stately approach to the Center from the east. The plaza could provide space for two new buildings and between them, a large public square.

· A grand open stairway to link the Kennedy Center west terrace to the riverfront promenade. This would restore an important element of the original design for the Center and facilitate pedestrian, bicycle, and perhaps boat access.

· E Street extended westward. This would link the Center to President’s Park and the core of the city. Through traffic would continue to use the E Street Expressway, below the plaza deck.

· New connections between the Rock Creek and Potomac Parkway and the Potomac Freeway in the vicinity of K Street. This would make the freeway more useful and more attractive to motorists.

· An improved  intersection of Ohio Drive with the freeway and the parkway that would increase safety and relieve congestion.

· Better pedestrian, bicycle, and transit access. The plaza would provide better and safer linkages; the Kennedy Center Shuttle could use a more direct and non-residential route (E Street).

· Parking below the deck. Up to 500 parking spaces could be created below the deck, better serving the needs of the Kennedy Center and of the new buildings proposed for the plaza area. 

The concepts in the KCAS are now providing the basis for the Kennedy Center Access Improvements Environmental Assessment project. These concepts will be modified and adapted as more is learned about the site, the constraints encountered, and the needs of all parties involved.

KENNEDY CENTER ACCESS IMPROVEMENTS

ENVIRONMENTAL ASSESSMENT

Initiated February 1, 2002 by the Federal Highway Administration (FHWA) in cooperation with the Kennedy Center, the National Park Service, the District of Columbia Department of Transportation, the National Capital Planning Commission, and the Commission of Fine Arts, the Kennedy Center Access Improvements Environmental Assessment will develop and refine the concepts of the Kennedy Center Access Study, completed in 2000. Initial steps will be to collect information on traffic, ambient noise levels, safety hazards, neighborhood plans, views, pedestrian and bike pathways, nearby historic sites, monuments, parks, and natural resources. Several alternatives will be evaluated. Ultimately, a preferred course of action will be selected, further designed, and analyzed in the environmental assessment (EA), along with a no action alternative. The EA will be published in late 2002.

Study Focus Areas

Based on the findings of the 2000 KCAS, the Kennedy Center Access Improvements Environmental Assessment will target the areas shown below:
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From north to south, those focus areas include:

- The intersection of Virginia Avenue and the Rock Creek Parkway near the Whitehurst Freeway.

- The interrupted street grid at 25th Street between E and F streets.

- The E Street Expressway west of 23rd Street.

- The waterfront across from the Kennedy Center.

- The Potomac Freeway and adjacent ramps east of the Center to be covered by the proposed plaza.

- The interchange between the E Street Expressway, Constitution Avenue, and the Theodore Roosevelt Memorial Bridge.

- The approaches to the Potomac Parkway, Potomac Freeway, and Ohio Drive northwest of the Lincoln Memorial. 

- These are areas where transportation-related features, including bicycle and pedestrian paths, may be improved

These are areas where transportation-related features, including bicycle and pedestrian paths, may be improved.
Environmental Assessment Activities in April and May
During April and May, the study team is intent on collecting information on existing conditions in and around the project study area. This information will serve as background to developing access alternatives beginning in June and evaluating the impacts of the alternatives. The team has been collecting the following information through field studies, by reviewing existing documents, and by interviewing agency officials:
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Intersection and roadway traffic conditions.

· Pedestrian and bicycle facilities and use.

· Safety and traffic accident hot spots.

· Roadway and bridge facility conditions.

· Way finding signage.

· Transit and tourmobile routes and activity.

· Tour bus facilities and operations.

· Topographic mapping.
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Noise levels.

· Air quality.

· Land use and land use plans.

· Socioeconomic conditions.

· Aesthetics and viewsheds to and from the Kennedy Center.

· Cultural resources.

· Parkland boundaries, use, and activity levels.

· National memorials.

· Natural resources, including biological and water resources, water quality, and geology and soils.

· Hazardous waste sites.

Project Timeline
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Under Construction:

The Kennedy Center Improved Access and Parking Project

It is difficult not to notice that major construction work is currently being performed at the north and south ends of the Kennedy Center, and that access routes are being modified. In particular, the old steeply-sloped driveway is gone, and both pedestrians and cars now approach the Center from 25th Street rather than from New Hampshire Avenue.

These changes are the result of a project initiated in the mid-1990s by the Kennedy Center to alleviate a chronic shortage of parking spaces and to facilitate access to, and relieve congestion near, the Center. Indeed, scarcity of parking has been one the characteristics of the Center since it first opened in 1971, and traffic jams have often been created by drivers approaching the garage only to find out that it was full.

For many years, parking and traffic issues have been the object of an on-going conversation between the Center, its patrons, and its neighbors. Previous measures - such as making it easier for patrons and employees to park at the Columbia Plaza complex or putting up signs at Juarez Circle to warn drivers when the Center's garage was full - had only limited success. The project now being realized [image: image12.jpg]Kennedy Center Access Improvements
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aims to address these issues, and to do so in a more effective way.


Garage Expansion 

The core element of the project is the expansion of the underground garage at the north and south ends of the building. This will produce a net increase of up to 600 spaces. Terraces will be created over the garage extensions. The terraces will be used for performances, exhibitions, and other visitor amenities. Entrances and exits to and from all levels of the expanded garage will be located both at the south and north ends of the site. From outside, the garage expansion will appear as a lengthening of both ends of the rectangular podium upon which the Kennedy Center sits. The aesthetic aspects of the change were considered by the Kennedy Center, the National Park Service, the National Capital Planning Commission, and the Commission of Fine Arts and it was concluded that this longer podium will enhance the monumental character of the Center. The roof terraces and all visible surfaces will be designed to match existing materials and styles.

Access Improvements

The project includes a general reconfiguration of access and egress routes. The steep driveway off F Street already is gone. It is being replaced by a monumental stairway for easier and more pleasant pedestrian access. The main access road to the Center has been moved to 25th and F streets. This new road will provide an approach to the Center much more dramatic than the old one as the general layout of the building - two grand entrances and three major theaters - will now be immediately visible to visitors. The new access routes will lead to separate drop-off locations, taxi stations, a parking area for tour buses and shuttles at the southern end of the site, and the south entrance of the expanded underground garage. 

Connections from the Center to adjacent regional roadways are being improved. A new northbound exit ramp will serve the south side of the center. The Center's garage will be accessible from the parkway northbound at the site's northern end, via F Street. An exit ramp will connect the Center directly to the Roosevelt Bridge. Also as part of the improvements, access to the Center from the Potomac Freeway has been removed.

Landscaping

Extensive new landscaping is part of the project. New features will balance out the increase in built-up areas represented by the garage expansion and the bus and shuttle parking area. Landscaping concepts for this project include civic-scale plant groupings that will match the symmetry and formalism of the building; a transition to informal plantings at the perimeter of the site; a mix of evergreen and deciduous species; and strong screening and massing near the garage structures and surface parking areas to soften their impact on the landscape. For example, the stately willow plantings on the existing west river terrace will now be joined by willows on the north and south sides of the building.

How Does This Project fit in with the Kennedy Center Access Improvements Project? 

Both this project and the Kennedy Center Access Improvements project share common goals: to make the Kennedy Center more easily accessible to all, and provide it with a setting more appropriate to its significance as a national monument and showcase for the performing arts. However, the scope of the work now under construction is restricted to the immediate vicinity of the Kennedy Center building, site and access streets, while the Kennedy Center Access Improvements Environmental Assessment project is more far-ranging, examining potential improvements at some distance from the Center, including major road and highway facilities.

When Will the Construction be Completed?

Construction is expected to be fully completed by January 2004. Additions to the garage, however, will be completed in stages. The first portion of the garage, on the north end, will be finished by November 2002.

KENNEDY CENTER ACCESS IMPROVEMENTS ENVIRONMENTAL ASSESSMENT

PUBLIC INVOLVEMENT

Preparation of the Environmental Assessment (EA) for the Kennedy Center Access Improvements project includes an extensive public involvement effort. This effort has two goals:

· Keep the public informed of the objectives and progress of the project.

· Solicit from the public comments and opinions that will help define alternatives and assess their impacts in the EA.

These goals will be achieved through the following channels: 

· This set of web pages, which will be updated monthly.

· A newsletter, which will be issued three times during the EA process.

· A more general project web site that will be designed and put on line in a few months, and will remain up through the further design and construction phase.

· A series of three public information meetings.

The main purpose of the newsletter, web pages, and web site is to provide the public with the background and current information they need to understand the project. While the newsletter, the web pages, and the web site will include contact information that will allow the public to make their concerns and ideas known through a variety of means (e-mail, regular mail, fax), it is the three public meetings that offer the best opportunity for productive interaction between concerned citizens and the project team. Thus, these meetings represent the keystone of the public involvement effort for this project.

First Meeting
The first meeting was held on Wednesday, April 3, 2002 in the Grand Foyer of the Kennedy Center for the Performing Arts, from 6:00 PM to 9:30 PM. The goal of this meeting was primarily to solicit comments and opinions from interested members of the public. To this effect, attendees were reacquainted with the conclusions of the Kennedy Center Access Study, completed in 2000, and provided with as much general information on the current status of the project as was available at this early stage. 


Publicity 

The meeting was announced 28 days in advance through a display ad published in the Metro section of The Washington Post and the Metropolitan section of The Washington Times on March 5, 2002. 

Additionally, two weeks before the meeting, a notice was mailed to the 236 persons, agencies, or organizations currently on the project’s mailing list. This mailing list was developed based on a similar list compiled as part of the public involvement effort for the Kennedy Center Access Study. It will be maintained and updated throughout the entire duration of the project.

Finally, based on a press release from the Federal Highway Administration, the meeting was announced in one of the District “shorts” in the Metro section of the Washington Post dated April 3, 2002.

Participants and Materials
To best meet the goal of the meeting, an informal format was adopted, which allowed for maximum interaction between the project team members and the public.

No formal presentation was made. Rather, representatives of the cooperating agencies and their consultants were present to answer questions and discuss concerns and ideas in a conversational and friendly manner.


Six display boards that summarized and illustrated the principal elements of the project were used to better inform the public and elicit comments and opinions. A large aerial photograph also was on display. 

Additionally, the first issue of the newsletter and a handout explaining the nature and goal of the current construction at the Kennedy Center were made available at the meeting. Finally, the project’s web pages were put on line the day of the meeting. These pages made most of the general information on the project contained in the newsletter and handout accessible to those people who could not attend the meeting in person. 

Solicitation of Comments
Sign-in sheets allowed interested parties to leave their names and addresses and gave them the option to be added to the mailing list for the project. A total of 55 people signed in. Forty-three of them asked to be added to the mailing list.

Comment sheets were also provided. These could be filled out on site and deposited in a box, or be taken home to be mailed later. People were also given the option to e-mail or fax their comments. Those who chose to submit their comments after the meeting were asked to do so before April 13. The project team was pleased that 21 people took the time to leave a comment form at the meeting or send comments in by mail. In general, comments fell into similar categories as those gathered at prior public meetings held by the FHWA in conjunction with the Kennedy Center Access Study: traffic and roadways; bicycle and pedestrian access; transit and parking; and river access. A number of people expressed interest in proposed plans for the deck and plaza area.

YOUR COMMENTS ARE IMPORTANT
Comments and/or questions relative to the proposed project may be submitted directly to Mr. Jack Van Dop of the FHWA:

By email
jack.van.dop@fhwa.dot.gov

By mail:

FHWA

Eastern Federal Lands Highway Division 

21400 Ridgetop Circle

Sterling, Virginia 20166

By fax

 (703) 404-6217

Contact Mr. Jack Van Dop also to have your name added to the project's mailing list. 
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The Kennedy Center in its Present Setting





Kennedy Center Parking - Work in Progress - North End





Kennedy Center Parking - Work in Progress - South End





April 3rd Public Information Meeting
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Kennedy Center Access Study Concept (West Side)








